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Chapter Eighteen

Never in his life did Alan Christopher think that he would be glad to find himself sitting in an uncomfortable tent high in the mountains of Ka’Tula Prime.  But he was.  After narrowly escaping a horrific death in the Elorg lab, Alan and his companions rematerialized at the ruins of Antha’nuel.

He sat alone, in the back of the tent, staring at the only remnants of the ancient lab—the blackened and charred remains of the polaron torpedo launcher.  That had been his plan all along—to get the weapon out of the lab before Erin had a chance to object.  He felt terrible for doing it, but he did what he knew had to be done.

Suffice it to say, Erin did not take the news of the weapon’s survival well.  She had made a brief appearance when Alan had contacted the Starlight hours earlier, but aside from that, had refused to utter a single word to him; in fact, it seemed as if she were going out of her way to avoid him.

It didn’t really bother Christopher at the moment.  His mind, being occupied with other, more important things, hardly missed the cheerful companionship he had grown accustomed to over recent months.  Or did it?  Every time Alan allowed his mind to wander away from business, without fail, it would return to the same place… 

Before he knew it, Sarah Hartman’s shadow loomed over him.  Christopher snapped his train of thought back to business and gazed up at the Doctor.  “Yes?”

“I’m here to install your brain,” she said, gazing into the palm of her hand.  “That’s funny, it was here a moment ago…I must have dropped it somewhere,” she said sarcastically, now surveying the floor.  “Damn…”

“I’m laughing on the inside.  Really,” said Christopher flatly.  “And watch your language.”

Hartman hastily terminated her search and took a few steps closer to Christopher.  “The Starlight is in orbit.  Commander Harrison and Lieutenant Trinn are beaming down; they should arrive at any moment.”

Christopher nodded.  “Good.  Send them in as soon as they arrive.  I need to know if we can salvage any of this.”  His eyes slowly wandered back to the decrepit black box before him.  

Hartman nodded affirmatively and immediately headed out the door, leaving Christopher alone with the weapon once more.  For the few minutes she was gone, Christopher simply gazed at it in awe, wondering what other Elorg secrets were buried on his homeworld—or any other world for that matter.  With this unexpected discovery, the possibilities were suddenly endless.

A moment later, Harrison and Trinn stepped through the doors and stopped a few meters before the device.  “Is that it?” asked Harrison.

Christopher nodded.  “That’s it,” he affirmed.  “It was in better shape before our beloved ‘host’ decided to destroy it,” he added, referring to the now-defunct Anadrin, whose program had had the misfortune of a part of the lab’s computer system, which had been thoroughly decimated when the lab exploded.

Slowly, Jayla Trinn knelt down beside the weapon and waved her tricorder in front of it.  The scanning produced a long, shrill whine before the Trill deactivated it and revealed her conclusions.  “I think with a few modifications, I can hook it up to our EPS system.  But given its damaged state, I can’t imagine it running for more than a few hours.”

“If all goes well, a few hours is all the time we’ll need,” said Christopher.

“And as of right now, all is quite well,” said Harrison.  “Though we do not completely understand what happened, the Elorg’s assault on the defense platforms in orbit of Gildebron III turned most foul.  Their entire fleet is dead in the water.  The arrival of this new weapon is simply the icing on the cake.”

Christopher quickly rose from the lumpy, dusty ground and straightened out his uniform.  “Well, if we want to have some dessert, I suppose we’d best be there for the main course,” he said, referring to the impending battle with the Elorg.  His gaze slowly shifted to Jayla Trinn, still standing beside the weapon. “Is it safe to beam that thing up to the ship?”

She shrugged.  “That thing is in terrible shape as it is; I don’t see how a trip through the transporter could make it any worse.”

Slowly, Christopher looked down at the charred box and had to agree.  It had already survived a considerable flaming, and one rough ride through the transporter; certainly, one more ride wasn’t going to do any more damage.

When he looked up from the weapon, Alan saw both Sarah and Erin coming through the tent’s doors.  Sarah, the unsociable entity that she was, said nothing, and simply situated herself behind Commander Harrison with her arms folded.  Alan expected much more from Erin, and had he been Jayla Trinn, his expectations would have been met.

Erin pleasantly greeted the young Trill—and when she arrived a few moments later, Erin repeated the process for Drayan.  To his surprise, even Matthew got a brief, if not utterly pleasant acknowledgement.  But her pleasantries ended there…

He paused for a moment to see if she would suddenly saunter over and surprise him, but when it became clear that Erin would not, Alan decided to proceed as usual.  He touched his comm badge.  “Flora, six to beam up—and one decrepit Elorg weapon.”

Before he knew it, he could feel the tingle of the transporter engulfing his body.  Simultaneously, he could feel another tingling sensation rushing over him, something totally unrelated—and he knew exactly what it was.

 Before he completely faded away, Christopher slowly cast Erin a glance.  To his surprise, she gazed back—only it wasn’t the pleasant, bubbly gaze he was used to seeing.  Instead, the looked she conveyed was a disappointed, terribly evil glare—one that Christopher wouldn’t soon forget…

The helm showed only the faintest signs of life as Nafar furiously pounded away at the controls.  Behind him, an extremely volatile Xi’Yor brooded in his command chair over the mission’s unexpected turn of events.  “Six warships have regained control,” Nafar finally reported.  “They have resumed fire on Federation defensive platforms.”

“How were they able to restore power?” Xi’Yor demanded.

“I don’t know,” admitted Nafar.  “And we can’t ask them—the comm system is still out.”

“Then see that it is repaired!”

Nafar hastily went to work—or so it appeared.  While he performed the task Xi’Yor instructed him to, Nafar took extra precautions to make sure it took much longer than usual, for Nafar wanted Xi'Yor to look as vile as possible.  Even so, the Underling knew he was tempting fate, for—even without looking—he could tell Xi'Yor was ready to explode.

But he didn’t get the chance.

The viewscreen suddenly erupted with the vibrant green flash of opening transwarp conduits, followed closely by several Federation starships.  As they soared through the vortices, the onslaught of phaser beams and quantum torpedoes pummeled the Elorg fleet.

And Xi’Yor’s rage grew—but not because of Nafar’s alleged incompetence.  The Overseer watched, silently fuming, as countless many of his beloved warships went up in flames.  “Status report?!”

“At least twelve Federation starships have emerged from transwarp,” said Sa’sheer.  “There may be more, but our sensor range is extremely limited.”

“They have already destroyed two warships,” Nafar added.  “Several others are heavily damaged.”

The Cerebrate would not be pleased…  And as the sentiment echoed through Xi'Yor’s mind, so, too, did the Cerebrate’s decree, stating Xi'Yor would be swiftly terminated should he falter.  

And falter, he had.

But as the battle progressed, Xi'Yor suddenly realized that there was a fair chance that the Federation would get to him before Z’danorax.  Either way, some gut feeling told Xi'Yor that the outcome would be the same unfortunate event that was his death…

As two Norway-class vessels charged through the cloudy remains of a dying starship, a nearby Elorg fighter suddenly came to life and gave chase, it’s blue phaser beams cutting into their shields.  Aside from a brief flicker in the shield-bubble, the vessels were unscathed, and quickly came about to face their newfound opposition.  After enduring a few phaser blasts, an intense volley of quantum torpedoes blew the Elorg vessel to smithereens.

Nearby, amidst a heated battle between the Alexander and a heavily damaged Elorg destroyer, one tiny craft emerged from the Alexander’s shuttle bay and headed straight into the Elorg fleet…

Talbot, sitting at the helm of the shuttle, gazed out at the raging battle in awe. “Which one of those is the Inkhezi?” he inquired. 

Bator, who was seated beside Talbot, quickly went to work on the sensors.  “This one,” he said, pointing to a small blip on the sensors.  “Heading one-one-eight, mark seven.”

Talbot placed his hands on the controls.  “Adjusting course.”

“The ship is pretty well banged up,” noted Tompkins.  “They’ve got hull breeches on six decks, no power to their primary systems, and a warp core micro-fracture.”

The diagnosis was certainly not one that enthused Jeremy Talbot, especially the trouble with the warp core.  If the vessel were even grazed by a torpedo, the warp core could destabilize further, and destroy the entire ship.  “We’ll have to make our stay a brief one,” he decided. 

Bator cast a cautious glance in Talbot’s direction. “I was not planning a very long stay in the first place.  Were you?”

Talbot shook his head.  “Not really.  Let’s just say… I intend to move like lightning once were on that ship.  Am I clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Good.”

The computer suddenly bleeped.  “We’re entering transporter range,” reported Tompkins a moment later.  “But the Elorg have managed to erect a low-level shield grid around their ship.  We can’t beam aboard.”

Talbot slowly drummed his fingers on the edge of the helm.  “Just how low level are you talking?”

“Very,” said Tompkins.  “A few phaser blasts should be more than enough to knock them down.”

“I don’t want to knock them down,” said Talbot.  “Then the Elorg would know we were up to something.  We have to find another way inside…”

Talbot slowly turned his gaze to Kendall Johnson, who had quietly made himself a part of the mission to rescue Talyere—and quiet he remained.  The Lieutenant had yet to utter a single word, even though this sort of problem should have been his forte.  Talbot only shrugged, and turned to Lieutenant Bator.

The Phobian stroked his chin for a moment as he considered all of the possibilities.  “What if we matched shield harmonics?” he suggested a moment later.  “Because their shields are nominal to begin with, I suspect we could match harmonics easily.”

“If we do that, we could pass right through their shields,” finished Tompkins.  “It’s worth a shot…”

“Do it,” ordered Talbot.

After conferring with Bator for a brief moment, Lucas Tompkins turned back to his own workstation and quickly made the necessary adjustments to their shields—a task that proved fairly simple, as Tompkins was done only moments later.  “Child’s play,” he quipped as the ominous Elorg vessel loomed on the viewscreen.

The group watched in silence as they approached the Inkhezi’s shield perimeter.  They drew closer and closer…closer.  Until finally, the cockpit lit up with a sudden zap of energy, and they were inside the shield bubble.

“Let’s move,” snapped Talbot.

Kendall Johnson could redeem himself.  In the eyes of Talyere…in the eyes of his peers…in his own eyes…  This mission would prove just that—show the others that he was not the miserable failure they believed him to be.  He just needed to find the miniscule amount of courage that existed inside of his body, and use it to bring him through this difficult away mission.

But the moment the transporter beam released him from its comforting grasp, Kendall knew that the task ahead of him would not be an easy one. 

The Inkhezi was in shambles.  The corridor he now stood in was dark, illuminated only by the numerous small fires burning amidst the fallen bulkheads and singed computer terminals.  From above, dangling EPS conduits spewed forth clouds of coolant that hung ominously in the air like a thick fog.

But by some miracle, the first computer station Kendall came across was still operational.  It was a small wall-mounted device; half of the display had gone offline, but enough remained functional for Kendall to access it.  

He slowly lifted his tricorder up to the computer and scanned it.  After a few moments of translating and analyzing, the tricorder provided Kendall with a new working interface for the workstation.  He pecked away at the controls, and a moment later, came back with all of the data relevant to their mission.  “Talyere is located four decks down, in section thirty-one.”

With his tricorder in one hand and his phaser in the other, Jeremy Talbot turned on his heel and started through the wasteland that was the Inkhezi.  As fortune would have it, the group encountered only one small contingent of Elorg Protectors in their journey, who were caught completely off-guard by the Starfleet officers’ presence.  With little effort, Talbot and Bator stunned them with their phasers, and they continued on.

Section thirty-one wasn’t any nicer than the rest of the ship.  If anything, it was worse.  A huge bulkhead had made its way up from the deck below, making a large hole in the floor.  Only three of the lights worked in the entire smoke-filled corridor, and the temperature had dropped several degrees.

“We must be near one of those hull breeches,” said Bator. 

“They probably don’t have the power to erect a forcefield,” said Lucas.  “But we’d better hurry.  If that breech expands to include this deck, we’re in big trouble.”

“I intend to be long gone by that point,” said Talbot as he stopped in front of a set of large, metallic doors.  After scanning it with his tricorder, Talbot accessed the panel beside the door and forced them apart, revealing the pitch-black interrogation chamber inside.

Literally, there was no light in the room.  Even with his hand less than a centimeter from his face, Lucas Tompkins could not sense even the most rambunctious movements.  As he flipped his flashlight on, three other beams of light subsequently started to graze the room.  Though he had no idea what the layout was like, Tompkins assumed the dreaded interrogation chair would be in the center—which it was.

But to his chagrin, the chair was empty, save for the copious amounts of black Elorg blood plastered to its otherwise harsh metallic surface.  Just as he started to pull away, Tompkins noticed the some of the blood glisten under the scrutiny of his light—which meant it was fresh.

Quickly, he followed the trail of fresh blood down to the floor, where the bloody, broken body of Talyere Rosat lay sprawled out on the ground in a terribly uncomfortable position.

Kendall Johnson expelled a long, nervous sigh.  “It looks like we’ve come all this way for nothing…”

Chapter Nineteen

Not being one to give up so easily, Talbot joined Kendall at Talyere’s side and slowly pulled out his tricorder, running the device over Talyere’s seemingly dead body.  At first, the tricorder remained silent, confirming the sentiment, but after several passes, it suddenly came to life.

“He’s not dead,” said Talbot with relief.  “These phaser wounds are only stuns—but he’s still in bad shape.  I can’t make a better diagnostic without medical equipment.”

“There’s some on the shuttle,” said Bator.  “But I doubt it will be sufficient to heal his injuries.”

Talbot touched his communicator.  “Talbot to Magellan.”

Nothing.

He tried again.  “Talbot to Magellan.”

Still nothing.

“The shuttle may have been destroyed,” suggested Bator.  “Or something equally unpleasant.”

Talbot rubbed his forehead.  “Either way, we won’t be going back to the Magellan any time soon…  It looks like we get to take the ‘fun’ way home.”

Tompkins heaved a weary sigh.  “I hate fun.”

“So do I, Commander,” agreed Talbot.  “So do I…”

A series of tiny explosions rocked the hull of a massive Elorg warship as a quick, maneuverable Saber-class vessel slashed at its hull with a tantalizing phaser blast.  But before the tiny Saber could move in for the kill, an Elorg destroyer crossed its path, and with a swift thrashing from the photon canon, sent the Federation starship to a fiery end.

Soaring wildly out of control through the battlefield, the Saber smashed into several of the orbital defense platforms before reaching its final destination.  Spewing flames from almost every conceivable point, the smoldering hulk of the Saber burst into a cacophony of flames as it collided with the Inkhezi.

Nafar clung to the sides of his flaming station as the ship violently rumbled beneath them.  He could not remember the last time things had looked so grim. In fact, he could not remember another time at all…  

When the ship calmed down, the atmosphere around the Underling did not.  Most everyone was either dead or wishing they were dead.  Several large bulkheads now adorned the bridge, one only a few meters away from Xi’Yor’s command chair.  Coolant leaks billowed from the ceiling in copious white clouds, and flames had erupted from almost every station, including the helm.

On the viewscreen, Gildebron III loomed ominously close.  “We are caught in the exosphere,” exclaimed Nafar, reading the data off from his only operational panel.  “The gravitational forces are pulling us down!”

“All engines, full reverse!” called out Xi’Yor.

“What engines?” Nafar retorted as his station finally went dead. 

“We have a total systems failure,” reported Sa’sheer.  “Shields, weapons, engines, life support—they’re all off line.”

Xi’Yor slowly tightened his grip on the arms of his once illustrious command chair.  The very planet they had sought to claim was about to claim them, and there was no turning back. “Brace for impact,” he said sternly.

Victory had been so close that Xi'Yor claimed to have tasted it.  Z’danorax had remained skeptical the entire time, and rightly so, for this battle had gone so poorly that there was virtually no chance of a victory.  Xi'Yor’s “infallible plan” had proven tactically unwise.  And while Xi'Yor could not keep his promise for victory, Z’danorax would certainly keep her promise to make Xi'Yor very, very sorry…

The Inkhezi was prominently displayed on the viewscreen, bursting with flames as it soared through the atmosphere of Gildebron III, undoubtedly to a fiery death on the harsh surface.  Z’danorax could have very easily given the order to intercept the dying vessel, and for a moment, the thought did cross her mind—death in battle was far too good a way for Xi'Yor to die.  But why expend the resources?

“Maintain course and heading,” she said flatly.  “Target all Federation vessels and eliminate them.”

It was a course of action Z’danorax should have taken some time ago, but chose not to, because she had been caught up in Xi'Yor’s banter.  But Xi'Yor was a fool, and had no right to command the fleet.  Had she not allowed him to have such a free reign, this battle would have been over by now, and Gildebron III would be an Elorg planet once more.

The viewscreen momentarily lit up with a bright explosion as the Jevian crushed a nearby Federation starship with its mighty photon canon.  Z’danorax smiled as her vessel plowed through the debris in pursuit of more destruction—but her smile slowly faded as she noticed the number of exploding Federation starships was far less than the number of exploding Elorg vessels.  The Federation still had a decisive advantage…

But not for long.  “Have all functional vessels form up on our port and starboard bows,” she ordered.  “Attack pattern E-5-8.”

“Yes, Cerebrate,” said one of the underlings manning the station behind her. 

A few seconds later, several of the Elorg fleet disengaged the Federation forces and soared toward the Jevian.  They quickly formed up alongside their flagship and prepared to attack.  

“Fire,” said Z’danorax once the last of the vessels were in place.  With modest excitement pulsing through her veins, the Cerebrate watched intently as her fleet’s bright blue beams of death cut into the hulls of two Federation starships.  Both vessels subsequently burst into flames as yet another Elorg vessel joined up in formation.  The embers of hope suddenly sparked in the Cerebrate’s heart.  Perhaps the battle wasn’t lost yet…

“We have lost attitude control.  All secondary systems failing,” Nafar reported as the Inkhezi continued to descend toward its death.  The ship was now constantly rattling as Gildebron III’s harsh atmosphere buffeted the ship.  Coolant leaks burst from the ceiling, flames from the computer stations.  

As the last of the systems failed, Nafar took one last look at the viewscreen.  He saw nothing but a large outcropping of jagged mountains in a sea of sand and dirt.  On the horizon, the sun was nearing its resting point, as was the Inkhezi.  The viewscreen suddenly flickered out of existence, leaving the ship in total darkness.  

Nafar closed his eyes and prepared for the coming terror.  They appeared to be several hundred meters away from the ground still, but given the rate they were approaching, it would be a very short wait before all hell broke loose.

For a few brief moments, the atmosphere stopped buffeting the ship.  Nafar took in a few hasty gulps of the ash-laden air and simply sat, completely motionless.  Behind him, Xi’Yor’s heavy, nervous breathing was providing the only noise on the bridge…that was, until a deafening BANG pervaded the hull.

Before he knew it, Nafar found himself struggling with the terribly shaky floor.  But before he could even attempt to climb back into his chair, yet another strident bang descended upon the ship.  This time, Nafar felt the Inkhezi veer out of control.  The sudden sense of disorientation Nafar felt was only amplified by his aching head and arm.  Amidst the chaos, Nafar slowly groped for his chair.  It was nowhere to be found.

Another bang.  This one sounded more sonorous had a dreadful sense of finality to it.  They had finally hit the ground; the sand had absorbed some of the impact, but still, the ship was skittering about on the uneven sandy terrain.  Slowly, gravity would do its dirty deeds, and the ship would stop.  

But not soon enough.

Buried under what felt like tons of debris, Bator knew that the situation on the Inkhezi was bad.  And as he struggled to escape from the myriad of plasma conduits and charred remains of bulkheads he was buried in, Bator immediately knew his premonition was correct.

The interrogation chamber was in shambles.  The walls were charred and melted; small fires littered the ground and blackened the air, and the entire vessel rocked eerily on whatever land that sat beneath it.

But they were safe… for now.

Tossing aside a few plasma conduits, Bator looked up to see his three companions already back in action.  “I assume none of us are hurt?”

Talbot nodded.  “A few scrapes and bruises, Lieutenant.  We can handle it.”

There was little doubt in Bator’s mind that they could handle it.  The away team comprised of four men who were undeniably in fit condition, and could weather even the worst of storms.  Consequently, Bator turned his attention to the body on the floor beside him.  “What about Talyere?”

“I’m guessing he’s in better shape than this ship,” said Tompkins.  “We are going to have a hell of a time making our escape now…”

“With the computer system down…permanently…I am inclined to agree,” said Bator, making a very educated guess as to the Inkhezi’s computer status.

“What about a distress signal?” Johnson suggested.  “At least that way we might get some help…”

“The wrong kind of help,” Talbot quickly added.  “We’re on an Elorg ship…chances are, the Elorg would respond first, and I’m not willing to take that risk just yet.  We’ll have to find another way out…” 

The Inkhezi’s bridge was pitch black.  Xi’Yor’s hands were still clamped to his command chair, but somehow, he felt his command chair was no longer clamped to the deck below.  It sat reclined at an odd angle, most likely propped up by some debris—but since it was so dark, Xi'Yor could not be certain.  One thing he was of was the fact that the Inkhezi had come to a complete stop, and was now resting comfortably in some sulfur lagoon on Gildebron III.  

“All systems are damaged beyond repair,” said Nafar, still seated at the helm.

Xi'Yor arched his brow at the Underling’s statement.  Considering the helm was dysfunctional along with the rest of the bridge, Nafar had made an educated guess, at best.  Still, Xi'Yor could hardly dispute the guess, educated or not, for the bridge was utterly dark.

Struggling to rise from his decrepit command chair, Xi'Yor knew they had to take action.  Sitting in the dark on the surface of some desolate planet was hardly a productive activity—and since the Inkhezi was out of commission, their priorities had changed considerably.  Survival was now paramount.

Xi'Yor pulled the disruptor from his belt and using his intimate knowledge of the weapon’s layout, increased its power level to maximum; when he fired anything unfortunate enough to get in the way would be reduced to a few stray atoms—and as his finger hovered over the trigger, Xi'Yor hoped that the viewscreen would be the target. But there was only one way to know for certain.

He fired.

A beam of blue energy subsequently surged across the bridge, and to Xi'Yor’s delight, crashed into the viewscreen, encompassing it in a luminescent blue aura.  After a few moments of exposure to the beam, the viewscreen and surrounding walls began to crack and crumble; that which did not, simply vaporized, and after a moment, the entire forward section of the bridge was gone.

As warm, golden rays of sunshine penetrated the darkness of the Inkhezi’s bridge, Nafar released the trigger, and turned his back to the light.  “Abandon ship,” he ordered, already heading for the newfound exit.

Much as Xi'Yor had expected, the air was warm, moist, and reeked of sulfur, and as the Gildebron sun beat down on the pocked, scorched hull of the Inkhezi, the heat was only magnified.  It would be difficult to navigate the hull without succumbing to heat exhaustion.

Or…what was left of the hull…

As he peered out at the remains of his ship, Xi'Yor noted that the majority of the forward section of his ship was buried in under the sand.  The parts that were not buried were either scorched beyond belief, or gone completely.

Having seen enough, Xi'Yor turned his back to the sight, and attempted to peer back inside the bridge—but the contrast was too great, and he saw nothing but darkness.  Consequently, his eyes started to wander about the horizon, and what they saw sent a chill down the Overseer’s spine.

Littered across the rocky desert plain, for as far as the eye could see, were bulkheads, pieces of hull, EPS conduits, all of which were one time attached to the Inkhezi.  It seemed that Nafar’s analysis had been correct after all—there was no saving the Inkhezi.

Z’danorax watched the viewscreen with growing pleasure as five more Elorg vessels joined her formation.  If there was one problem that bothered the Cerebrate, it was the fact that the newcomers would not have a great number of targets to choose from, as the majority of the Federation fleet had already fallen by the wayside—and event that could have happened much sooner, had she not been caught up in Xi'Yor’s pedantic plans…

Alas, there were still enough targets to keep her troops occupied, for it was a certainty that all Elorg wished to share in this momentous event.  Gildebron III was as good as—

Z’danorax stopped mid-thought and gaped at the sight on the viewscreen.  For no apparent reason, two vessels had suddenly fallen out of formation and exploded in a massive cacophony of flames.  The Cerebrate was immediately on her feet, and facing the arcane Underling at tactical.  “What is going on?” she demanded as a third vessel was encompassed in a fiery maelstrom of death.

The Underling looked at the data before him, but provided no answer.  Displeased, Z’danorax turned her gaze to one of the large Protectors standing watch in the aft section of the bridge.  “Terminate this incompetent Underling, and find me a new one, who is capable of serving.”

The Protector grunted, and lumbered across the bridge to the tactical station, placing both of his massive hands on the Underling’s shoulders.  “Do you want the body intact, Cerebrate?”

After a moment of deliberation, the Cerebrate decided they had no further use of the Underling or his body; she said as much and then watched as the Protector single-handedly grabbed the Underling’s head and removed it.  With the head in hand, the Protector turned his gaze back to the Cerebrate.  “I shall man tactical,” he proclaimed before dropping both the head and the body to the floor.

Z’danorax nodded approvingly, and turned her gaze back to the viewscreen—and immediately she spotted a starship that she recognized.  “The Starlight…”

“Two warships destroyed, one disabled,” reported Jayla Trinn from the tactical station.

Following their return to the Starlight Lieutenant Trinn had worked diligently to bring the polaron torpedo launcher online.  Though it was only a quick fix, it was good enough to give the Elorg a taste of their own medicine, a sentiment that brought a smile to Alan Christopher’s face.

Sitting triumphantly in his command chair, Christopher shook his head in disbelief as he gazed at the remains of the unfortunate Elorg vessels they had attacked.  “Lovely,” he said under his breath.  But only moments later, it seemed that their luck was about to change.  

The operations station started to bleep.  “I can’t lock onto the Inkhezi’s energy signature,” said Keller.  “It’s not on the battlefield.”

Christopher’s heart skipped a beat.  “We didn’t destroy it, did we?”

“No.”

“It may have been quashed by the orbital defense platforms,” suggested Harrison.  “We have no control over the vessels it targets.”

Christopher expelled a nervous sigh and started tapping his fingers together.  If there was one ship that needed to survive, it was the Inkhezi…  Naturally, it was the only ship they could not account for.  But there was no time to waste looking for it.  “The show must go on,” Christopher muttered.  “Keep attacking the Elorg, Jayla.”

A fourth vessel suddenly burst apart amidst a backwash of roiling flames.  Simultaneously, the flames of anger exploded inside of Z’danorax.  In a rage of fury, she pounded her clenched fists on the arms of the command chair.  “That vessel must be destroyed,” she commanded.

The Protector at tactical nodded.  “Locking weapons,” he reported, moments before a slew of swirling blue pulses of energy hurtled across the viewscreen in the general direction of the Starlight.  

 “Direct hit,” said the Protector, watching the viewscreen as the shield bubble around the Starlight flickered wildly in the aftermath of the onslaught.

Pleased with the sight, Z’danorax turned to the Protector and produced an enigmatic smile.  “Fire at will…”

“Shields are down to twenty-two percent,” reported Trinn.  “One more hit will finish us,” she added unnecessarily.

Christopher was quick to order evasive maneuvers from the helm before turning his attention back to the Trill at tactical.  “Don’t give them a chance to finish us, Jayla.  Target their tactical array and fire at will!”

Immediately, Christopher turned back to the viewscreen to see his orders in action, but to his chagrin, he saw nothing but the advancing Elorg command ship. “Jayla…today, maybe…”

She expelled a long sigh.  “The weapon is losing power!  I can’t charge its power cells to capacity!”

Christopher bolted from his command chair.  “Erin, transfer all available power to the weapon.  We need that flagship out of the way.”

But Erin did not move.

Christopher sighed.  Of all the times Erin could have protested their use of the weapon, she certainly picked the wrong one…or at least, the most inconvenient.  He cast her a terse gaze and started to open his mouth to convey some equally terse words, when Erin finally set out to perform the task.

“Transfer complete,” she muttered after a moment.

Ignoring Erin’s apparent attitude, Christopher turned back to the viewscreen.  “Fire!”

Numerous streaks of blue energy hurtled across the viewscreen, slowly fading away as they phased out of the normal space-time continuum.  Moments later, the hull of the Jevian burst into flames, sending the ship careening out of formation and into an awkward spiral, from which it recovered moments later…  The ship had not been destroyed, but it was certainly through fighting for the day…

Lucas Tompkins followed closely behind Captain Talbot through the murky, dark corridors of the Inkhezi.  Though he had his flashlight set to full illumination, so much debris still hung in the air that it could penetrate little more than a few meters.

To make matters worse, Tompkins had no idea where Talbot was leading them.  For that matter, he was relatively certain that not even Talbot knew where they were going.  They were simply going, and hoping that fortune would smile upon them once more.

It did not.

Less than a minute later, a shadowy figure made itself known in front of Tompkins’ beam of light.  At first he suspected Talbot, but when the Alexander’s Captain suddenly came up alongside Tompkins from behind, Lucas knew they were in trouble.  “Elorg,” he whispered to Talbot, quickly deactivating his flashlight. 

Talbot did the same, and turned to Bator and Kendall, who were bringing up the rear transporting Talyere.  “Stop,” he whispered loudly.  “The last thing we need is to be—”

 A beam of bright blue light nearly clipped his shoulder. 

“—noticed,” he finished.

“Who goes there?” demanded the shadowy Elorg.

Given the sound of the boots thumping on the deck, Tompkins estimated at least five guards.  They were outnumbered, and most likely outgunned. Still, Tompkins reached for his phaser and increased its setting to heavy stun.  It wouldn’t kill its target, but it would most definitely make anyone in its path wish they were dead.

The Elorg fired again.  Their aim, however, was not improved, and the beam sailed several meters past Lucas’s head.  But the light emanating from the beam gave Tompkins enough time to see where his target was…and where it would be when he pulled the trigger.

Direct hit.  The orange phaser beam struck the guard square in the chest.  He moaned in pain before crashing into the guard behind him, bringing both hefty guards to the ash-laden ground.  The event stunned the remaining guards, giving Talbot his opportunity to open fire; he took out two of them before the Elorg started to retaliate.

But to his surprise, the beam that sailed past Tompkins came not from the front, but from behind.  He quickly pressed his body up against the wall and sank to the floor.  “We’re surrounded,” he said, in case Talbot had not noticed.

“I gathered as much,” grumbled Talbot as he sunk to floor across from Tompkins.

The Elorg fired again, but the cloak of darkness did not work to their favor.  Every shot hit the wall, the ceiling, or nothing at all.  Lucas, on the other hand, was able to pinpoint the source of the blue energy beams, and subsequently shot down a few of the guards before they employed the same tactics.

Still, Talbot and Tompkins, with the help of Bator, managed to take down the majority of the guards before fortune frowned upon them yet again.  In his haste to dodge the Elorg onslaught, Tompkins found his grip on his weapon failing, until finally, it soared from his hands and skittered across the floor.  “Damn!” he cursed, watching Talbot suffer a similar fate.  

Sitting nervously beside Talyere, Kendall Johnson simply watched as his comrades fought for their lives.  Though he was armed, he had absolutely no desire to join in the fight; the Elorg had good aim, and Kendall had bad luck.  In his mind, that could only equal one thing: death.

But then again…

Suddenly, he felt something skitter across the floor and careen into the side of his leg.  At first, Kendall thought it was merely a piece of fallen debris, but when he went down to reach for it, his and did not present his eyes with debris—in fact, it was far from it… “A phaser,” he muttered.

And as the Elorg continued to blast the corridor, Kendall noted that his friends were not fighting back.  

Was he the only one armed?

Worse yet, was he the only one alive?

Either way, it was his chance to prove his worth.  It was time for Kendall Johnson to be a hero.  Slowly, with the type-two phaser in hand, he scooted to his feet, using the wall for balance, and took aim at the Elorg standing at the end of the corridor.  But the guard appeared occupied with his weapon; he wasn’t going to fire… 

“Fire,” whispered Lucas, who stood unarmed between Kendall and the Elorg.

He’s not going to fire, Kendall told himself.  The guard is just going to walk away.  I don’t need to kill him.
But the more Kendall tried to convince himself of that, the less likely it seemed it would happen, for the guard did not move.  In fact, he had already charged his weapon, and was moving to fire…

 “What are you waiting for?” demanded Lucas.

Shaking nervously, Kendall set the phaser to stun, and extended his arm, attempting to take aim upon the guard at the end of the corridor.  Once he thought he might have a shot at hitting the guard, he closed his eyes and pulled the trigger.

The subsequent beam of orange light went about five meters, straight into the floor.

Panic.

Panic.

I missed!
Panic.

Laughter.  The guard was laughing.  At Kendall.  

Humility.

Panic.

Failure.

And with those thoughts in mind, Kendall Johnson dropped the phaser to the ground.

Suddenly, a streak of blue light ripped through the corridor, hitting Tompkins squarely in the chest before throwing him to the ground amidst a cry of pain. 

The Elorg fired again, and again.  The beams soared past Talbot and the others…but Kendall wished one of them would hit him and take him out of his misery…

But suddenly the lone Elorg guard at the end of the corridor was dead.  Coming from behind, two streaks of blue light had soared over Kendall’s shoulder and careened into the guard’s chest, engulfing him in a swirling blue aura that slowly consumed the guard until he ceased to exist.

When he turned around, Kendall was greeted by the smiling faces of two Elorg officers.  “You should never hesitate to fire at them,” said the nearer of the two.  Kendall recognized him as Underling Nafar…  But what was he doing here?

But there was no time for questions. 

“Come with us,” said Nafar as his companion swiftly moved to aid Tompkins.  

Talbot immediately got back up on his feet while Bator scooped Talyere up from the floor, and within a few moments, the group was on its way…

Venting flames and drive plasma from its hull, the Jevian certainly made a tempting target on the Starlight’s viewscreen—a target Christopher intended to acquire, for the opportunity to destroy the city ship might never present itself again.  “Fire at will,” he ordered.

But the weapons station did not comply.  “Captain,” said Trinn, “the weapon has lost all power.  I don’t think we can recharge it in time.”

Christopher sighed impatiently.  “Yes we can,” he decided.  “We just need to buy more time.”

“We don’t have the time,” said Keller.  “And even with the polaron torpedoes, there is no way we can destroy that thing now!”

Harrison sighed.  “She is correct,” he said slowly.  “Their shields have already regenerated.  It is not possible to penetrate them without taking heavy damage.”

With that single admission, Christopher knew their battle was ending.  This was one of the few times Harrison and Keller actually agreed on something—they had to be right.  “Very well,” he grumbled.  “Take us to 50,000 kilometers and—”

A sensor alert interrupted him.  But before he could even inquire about it, another alert sounded.  And another.  And countless others, so many, in fact, that Christopher lost count.  “What’s going on?” he demanded, turning to Keller for answers.

Her face provided little comfort.  “Trouble,” she said simply.  “It would seem the Elorg have repaired the damage to the rift.”

“Why?” demanded Harrison.

“A massive fleet of Elorg warships, destroyers and fighters has just emerged,” she said grimly.

“Fifty-nine ships,” added Trinn.

“They’re entering transwarp,” Drayge reported from the helm.  “Given their highly advanced engines, I’d give them…”

The viewscreen erupted into chaos as countless many Elorg vessels poured out of the opening transwarp conduits.  Static filled the screen as more Elorg ships emerged, quickly joining up with the rest of the fleet.

“This is not good,” Christopher muttered under his breath as he watched the flagship come about and take aim on the Starlight.

“The fleet is being hailed,” Trinn said a moment later.  “It’s Admiral O’Connor.”

“On screen.”

O’Connor looked terrible.  Her bridge was filled with smoke, her uniform covered in ash and soot, and a large stream of blood trickled down the side of her face.  “This is Admiral Alexis O’Connor to all Federation starships.  You are ordered to fall back to the Ka’Tula System at maximum warp!  We’ll make a—” 

Static filled the viewscreen, and moments later, the transmission abruptly ended, replaced by the haunting sight of the Elorg fleet preparing to exact hell upon the Federation fleet.  

But without a moment’s hesitation, Christopher carried out what may have been O’Connor’s most sound order ever.  “Neelar, get us out of here!  Maximum warp!”

Chapter Twenty

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73625.5: Nearly a week has passed since Gildebron III fell to the Elorg, and repairs on the Starlight are nearing completion.  Despite the fact that our fleet of starships will arrive within the next forty-eight hours, no one here is optimistic at our chances of saving our fallen territories.  With the polaron torpedo launcher damaged beyond repair, and the massive Elorg fleet in the Gildebron System, it is unlikely that even a fleet of 700 starships could penetrate their newfound defenses.

Meanwhile, we continue to wait for word from Captain Talbot and his “elite forces” destined to save Talyere.
Alan Christopher stood quietly in the empty mess hall, sipping his Ka’Tulan Sunset and looking out the large windows at the remains of the Federation fleet.  All but a handful of starships had been destroyed in that costly battle—a battle they had lost despite the terrible disadvantage faced by the Elorg.

The Elorg were a force to be reckoned with.  They weren’t invulnerable, nor were they high in numbers at the time.  They were simply advanced, and had caught the Federation terribly off guard when they had emerged nearly two years ago.  And now the Federation was paying the price for their lax policies in the Beta Quadrant.

As he took a small swallow of his beverage, Christopher heard the mess hall doors open.  He slowly turned around and saw Rachael Meyer waltzing in. She stopped briefly at the replicator before slowly approaching Alan’s position with a glass of a beverage similar to his own.

“Good morning,” she said quietly.

Christopher scoffed at the statement.  “If only it were true,” he said quietly, now focusing his gaze on the countless twinkling stars out the window.  “Every once and a while, Rachael, I stand before these windows and let my imagination run wild.  I let my mind’s eye see all of the strange new worlds out there—see a glimmer of hope in the eternal darkness; I just imagine the possibilities…”

“Sounds like a nice activity,” said Meyer.

“It is,” agreed Christopher.  “But not today.  When I look out there today, I see nothing but darkened stars. There is no light on the horizon this morning.  And I fear that soon, darkness is all we’ll have left.”

“Alan, if I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s that light and dark go hand in hand.  Darkness is a necessary evil.  Without it, how would we appreciate those precious moments between dark places?”

“We wouldn’t,” finished Christopher quietly.  “But it’s been some twenty years since the Federation has faced a threat like this.  Only this time, our allies won’t help us—they don’t see the Elorg as a threat comparable to the Dominion.  They’re colonies aren’t being raided, their space isn’t even in the Elorg sphere of interest…”

“I’m surprised,” said Meyer.  “The Klingons are usually eager to engage in battle…”

“Chancellor Martok agrees the Elorg are a threat, but it would seem the Klingons are only interested in protecting their own borders.  The High Council will only relegate two squadrons to our aid. 

“The Romulans have closed their borders, and the Cardassians are in no position to be of any assistance, even if they wanted to.  I suspect no one else would be willing to come to our aid.”

“Maybe,” said Meyer enigmatically.  “Maybe not.”  She slowly produced the small crystal Erin had found in the grass in the Farhelian Mountains after the Dark Star had crashed.  “Erin gave it to me,” she explained. 

Alan frowned.  “Why?”

“I don’t know.  A gift?  Does it really matter?”

“No.”

“Well, then…” Rachael carefully held up the crystal to the lights and examined it.  “I took the liberty to analyze it bit further, seeing that I had so much free time the past few days…”

“Did you find anything interesting?”

She tossed the gem into the air and caught it with one hand before bringing Alan’s attention to the writing inscribed upon the golden sphere in the middle of the crystal.  “You told Erin it looked like ancient Ka’Tulan text.”

“Yeah?”

“You should read up on ancient Ka’Tulan writing,” Meyer said sarcastically.  “At a glance, it looks Ka’Tulan, but a closer analysis revealed the writing is not Ka’Tulan—it’s Iconian.  And given its age—roughly three hundred thousand years old—I’d say whoever dropped this, was an Iconian.”

Alan’s jaw dropped in awe.  He almost couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  It all seemed so impossible that it just made sense.  “You might be right.  We had suspected someone else was with us on the mountain, but when we ran into Anadrin, we more or less assumed it was him.”

Meyer nodded affirmatively.  “But according to Erin, he was nothing more than a highly advanced hologram.  He couldn’t leave the lab.”

The pieces were all falling together now.  “So there had to have been someone else on that mountain with us.  The only questions are who was he?  And where did he go?”

Captain Talbot had been more than a little suspicious when Nafar and Sa’sheer rescued them from the Elorg a few hours ago.  He was certain it was a trap, or some strange ploy thought up by Xi’Yor.  But the more he talked with them, the less he was sure of his suspicions.

“Xi’Yor is a very dangerous leader,” said Nafar slowly.  He was knelt down beside Talyere attempting to heal some of the Overseer’s wounds—attempting being the key word.

“Xi’Yor cares very little for those who serve beneath him.  In fact, we are quite certain his motives for the attack were to help advance his own position,” explained Sa’sheer before handing Nafar a strange, three-pronged device.

Nafar took the device and carefully probed Talyere’s thoracic region before taking the Elorg equivalent of a hypospray and injecting something into Talyere’s left arm. “Xi'Yor is not out to reclaim the old Elorg Bloc—he’s determined to create a new one—under his authority.”

“Though we are quite certain the loss of the Inkhezi has hindered his plans, and depending on the outcome of the battle, his good standing with the Bloc may degrade even more,” added Sa’sheer.

“He sounds a lot like one of our own leaders—but then again, he’s the exact opposite,” said Talbot, referring to the dreaded Admiral O’Connor.  At least Xi'Yor had a plan and knew how to execute it.  O’Connor simply didn’t have a clue.

Nafar waved the three-pronged device over Talyere one last time before injecting him with yet another dose from the hypospray.  Only this time, Talyere’s eyes bolted open.  “Welcome back,” said Nafar quietly.  “Or should I say, ‘Congratulations?’”

“Why is that?” asked Talyere groggily.

“You are alive, are you not?”

Talyere slowly brought his hand before his face and wiggled his fingers before drawing them into a fist.  “It would seem so,” he decided.  “Xi'Yor was unable to acquire his target when the disruptor was set to kill.  Thus, he was forced to stun me…”

“Missed?” repeated Sa’sheer.  “Xi'Yor never misses.”

“He did this time.”  Not even Talyere was sure why.  Perhaps it was because they had been under attack—the weapon had jerked and the beam had gone astray.  Perhaps it was because the Cerebrate had caught his eye.  Or perhaps there was an entirely different reason…  Talyere was quite certain he would never know the truth.

Leaving his speculation at that, Talyere slowly surveyed his surroundings.  He recognized he was on a ship…but could it be the Inkhezi?  “I take it the battle did not go well for you?”

Nafar smiled.  “It did not.”

“Good,” said Talyere.  “There is hope for you yet, Underling.  And Xi'Yor, is he dead?”

Nafar’s smile faded quickly.  “Not that I know of.  We thought it better to humiliate and make a fool of him before we kill him,” said Nafar.  Though those weren’t their exact reasons for sparing Xi'Yor’s life, they were turning out to be added bonuses for allowing the Overseer to live.

“I see,” said Talyere, half-believing the story.  Having heard enough of his archenemy, Talyere shook his head, and in turn, brought up a new subject.  “Given the dreaded stench of vast sulfur lagoons and endless sand-pits, I assume we have crashed on Gildebron III?”

“Indeed,” said Nafar.  “It wasn’t a part of the plan, but we’re not complaining.  I wanted new quarters anyway.  Perhaps on a Destroyer.  I hear they are rather opulent, despite their inferiority to the Warship.”

“Well, if we don’t get off this desolate rock, the most you’re going to have to look foreword to is another day hunting fire scorpions,” said Talbot.

“According to the Tome of Na’zar, Inferno’s Citadel is located somewhere in the Mil’narii Desert,” said Talyere.  “Given the stench of the sulfur, I’d say we are in the heart of the Mil’narii…”

“Which means, the Citadel is nearby,” Sa’sheer concluded.

“Inferno’s Citadel?” inquired Bator curiously.

Talyere locked eyes with the Phobian. “You will see,” he said softly…

As their hulls ripped apart at the seams, two Elorg vessels slowly fell out of formation and exploded in a massive cacophony of flames.  Within moments, a third vessel was encompassed in a similar fiery maelstrom of death.  

Z’danorax slammed her fist over the playback controls, effectively stopping the destruction of her ships.   She only wished it had been that easy on the battlefield.  “For 17.6 millicycles, that vessel had free reign over our fleet,” she barked, glaring at the Starlight.  “Why?” 

She turned her glare to the council of Overseers gathered before her, but received nothing but blank looks.  “Perhaps I should have all of you terminated for your stupidity…” 

Answers were suddenly a bit more forthcoming.  “Perhaps they were able to determine our shield frequency,” suggested one of them.

“Every vessel’s frequency has a different modulation.  Did they determine the frequency of every vessel?” Z’danorax questioned.  Again, no replies.

“Perhaps they have developed a new weapon,” suggested another Overseer.

The Cerebrate wearily closed her eyes and expelled a long, exasperated sigh.  “Really?  One would have never guessed,” she bemoaned.  “The fact of the matter is, this technology is highly advanced—far more so than anything the Federation has used in prior engagements.  And so, the Federation now poses a greater threat than our initial analyses indicated…”

Again, there was silence.  Z’danorax was beginning to wonder if her Overseers were mute, or simply in awe of her presence.  Either way, their silence was unacceptable.  She would have to deal with it eventually, but not now.  They needed to secure their foothold in the Beta Quadrant before introducing any radical new changes…  

“There is an answer out there,” said the Cerebrate.  “You just have to find it.  I want you to check and recheck our sensor data on the battle; I want a complete tactical analysis of the Federation fleet; most of all, I want an answer to the destruction of our warships…  And I want it soon.”

Z’danorax, while not humbled by her Overseers’ silence, was confident in their ability to follow her orders.  And she knew they would get the data she requested—or die trying.

Chapter Twenty-One

It had taken many long hours to round up what remained of the Inkhezi’s crew.  And unfortunately for both Xi'Yor and the crew, there were very few left to round up.  While most of the bridge crew survived, those unfortunate enough to be on the lower decks were undoubtedly crushed when the decks compressed; the once fifty-deck vessel now contained only thirty-seven decks, none of which were in very good shape.

But Xi'Yor was determined to keep his crew together.  And he did.  Now, assembled several hundred meters outside the once great warship, he and his crew prepared to say good-bye one last time.  

Xi'Yor spoke quietly, with short, to-the-point words.  “We fought well.  Many of us did not survive.  Let us hope their deaths were not in vein…”

Slowly, the Overseer removed a device from his uniform and stared at the large button in its center.  “I hoped this day would never come,” he whispered as he hovered his finger over the button.  He hesitated for only a moment longer before forcing his finger on to the button.  It slowly sank into the padd and emitted a shrill series of bleeps.

Xi'Yor dropped it and sullenly watched as his ship burst into a massive plume of orange and yellow flames.  The ground rumbled softly as a mushroom cloud billowed into the cloudy sky above.  A few moments later, a gentle rain of black ash started falling from the sky.  That was the last Xi'Yor would ever see of the Inkhezi.

He turned his back to the raging inferno and started walking through the great desert before them.  “There is an ancient base—Inferno’s Citadel—located in this desert,” explained Xi'Yor.  “That is our destination.  From there, we shall contact the Cerebrate and commence our rescue.”

With the remains of his crew behind him, Xi'Yor slowly trudged yet another path to Inferno’s Citadel…

As he soared through the Starlight’s corridors, Alan Christopher couldn’t help but notice who was hastily soaring several meters ahead of him.  “Erin!” he exclaimed as he passed up the science lab—his intended destination.

But she ignored him, and continued moving, only now a bit faster.

Christopher increased his speed and after a few moments walking at almost a sprint, caught up with the elusive Erin Keller.  “Erin,” he repeated.

She stopped dead in her tracks.  “What?”

“It seems like you’ve been avoiding me ever since we’ve returned to the ship! What’s wrong?” Christopher inquired while he had her attention.

For the briefest of moments, they locked eyes.  Erin’s lacked their usual pleasant sparkle, instead, they still harbored the evil glare Christopher had observed when they had returned to the ship.  “I think you know the answer to that,” she said bitterly.  

He gulped, having the distinct feeling she was right.  “Might this have anything to do with the weapon?” he inquired.

“It might,” she said.  “Now get the hell out of my way.”  Without another word, she stormed off down the corridor and hastily strode into the turbolift, leaving Alan to his own thoughts.

“That wasn’t a very good way to end a conversation,” he mused to himself.  Slowly he turned back toward the science lab to further study the gem Erin had found on Ka’Tula.  For now, he would simply attempt to forget about this encounter—and any other encounters he had with Commander Keller, for that matter.  

As usual, the science lab was bustling with activity.  Quiet activity.  Unlike the bridge, no one here joked around or chatted discursively.  They were scientists, and they loved to work.  And Christopher let them, as much as he could, without disturbing them.

But at times like this, peace and quiet just wasn’t an option.  Christopher slowly strode toward Lieutenant Trinn, who was working at the island station in the center of the room with a Vulcan that Christopher recognized as Lieutenant T’Shan. 

“Jayla,” whispered Christopher loudly.  “I need you to help me with this,” he said, showing her the gem.

Trinn looked up from her work, saw the glittering gem, and dismissed T’Shan.  “Work with Ensign Takamari until I’m finished here,” she whispered to the Vulcan.

He nodded politely before moving off in search of Takamari.  

“Lieutenant Meyer was in here with this earlier this week,” said Trinn.  “We did a fairly complete analysis then.  I can show you the data…”

“I’ve already looked at the data,” said Christopher.  “And I’m pretty sure we won’t find anything new…  I wanted to scan Ka’Tula Prime for additional crystals, or anything like it.”

Trinn nodded affirmatively.  “Hoping there’s more treasure buried down there?”

“Something like that.”

Trinn hastily terminated her display screen and brought up a new one.  Christopher instantly recognized the multi-colored spheres spinning on the screen as the Ka’Tula System.  Moments later, a blinking red box surrounded the seventh sphere and zoomed in on it.  Trinn tinkered with the controls for several moments before a green line started moving across the planet.

“I’m not seeing anything unusual,” said Trinn upon the conclusion of the initial scan.  “But I’m trying several different algorithms.  It could take a few minutes.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” said Christopher.

He watched, with growing discouragement, as each pass of the green bar showed nothing of any particular interest.  “Something’s not right,” he decided after the fifth pass.  “Whoever was down there couldn’t have gone far.  No ships have left the system, and nobody has beamed aboard any of our ships…  He has to be down there!”

“Maybe he’s got some sort of interfereametric dispersion field,” suggested Trinn.  “Commander Tompkins used them to evade the Velora when they captured the ship a few months ago.  Very effective.”

“It would seem so,” muttered Christopher.  “How might we go about nullifying field?”

Trinn shrugged her shoulders indecisively.  “That’s the thing about interfereametric dispersion—it’s too effective for its own good.  We won’t be able to deactivate it without knowing the exact frequency of the field.”

Suddenly, Christopher noticed a blip on the sensors.  While it lasted only seconds, it was clearly what they had been looking for.  He gently shoved Trinn out of the way and took over the controls for himself.  “Computer, display time index one-four-seven,” he ordered.

The sensor display stopped and quickly shuffled backward several frames until time index one-four-seven was on the screen.  Prominently displayed in the middle of the screen was a flashing red dot.  Christopher immediately recognized the position being highlighted.  “That’s Antha’nuel,” he said.

Inferno’s Citadel was far from the illustrious military installation that it had been at the height of the Elorg Bloc two hundred thousand years ago.  Most of its majestic columns had either crumpled with time or had been destroyed by other forces.  What wasn’t destroyed was buried in meters of sand.  Only a few gray obelisks still protruded from the sand.

While time had not forgotten the Citadel, most of the known universe had.  The entrance, which Nafar had located in the bottom of a pit of sand, was still sealed by the same ancient locks that had kept the Iconians out during the Great War.

“Think of it,” said Talyere in awe.  “We are the first ones to visit this place in over two hundred thousand years.  The first to see its drab, dusty remains.  The first to breathe its stale, wretched air.  The first to pick the lock.  Hard to believe, is it not?”

Ironically, the beginning of Talyere’s incarceration on the Inkhezi had begun nearly one year ago at the Citadel—though in a secluded atrium in the aft section.  The front gate had remained undisturbed, much as Talyere had said.

“The Vulcans have expressed interest in exploring these ruins since the 2360’s,” said Bator.  “But the Dominion War cropped up…and then the Romulan War put this entire sector under Romulan control…  They never got the chance.”

“Pity,” said Talyere.  He brushed away the thick layer of sand and dust covering the control panel beside the door and with the help of Nafar’s tricorder, brought minimal power to its systems.  “It’s amazing how complacent we’ve grown as a civilization,” he mused as he tapped his command codes into the panel.  The doors popped open a few seconds later.  “One would think it to be a prudent course of action to change the access codes at least once a millennium.” 

“You mean, your people are still using the same access codes as they were 200,000 years ago?” asked Talbot.

Talyere shrugged.  “What can I say?  An Overseer is only as good as his memory.”

Bator chuckled at the comment.  “I’m guessing there aren’t many good Overseers?”

“You guess right,” said Talyere.  “The codes have been handed down by the Elder Overseers for eons—reused like a piece of good chewing gum.”

“What?” exclaimed Tompkins, expressing the thoughts of the rest of the group.  “Where the hell did you get that from?”

Talyere said nothing for several moments as he entered the Citadel.  But then, as the motion sensors detected movement, the lights turned on, and Talyere spoke.  “Prior to my incarceration, I was studying human culture—I happened to stumble upon that particular facet on Stardate 72976.5, I believe.”

Tompkins had no response, and simply followed Talyere and the others into the dusty, ancient facility.  It looked very much like any other Elorg command center, only it was much larger, and much more grotesque.  Strange obelisks leaned outward from the walls, and the black-and-white checkerboard floor seemed to bend and roll, while all the time, remaining completely flat.

“Chewing gum?” Nafar whispered to Sa’sheer as they situated themselves at one of the aft stations.

Sa’sheer shrugged his confusion and simply set out at restoring full power to the stations.  “Most everything is still operational,” he reported.  “Time went easy on the Citadel.”

“I’ve got sensors operational,” Nafar chimed in a moment later.  What he saw was less than thrilling.  “The Elorg have won the battle,” he said quietly.  “They are currently dismantling the remains of the Federation defensive network and erecting a new Elorg one.”

“Then it’s too dangerous to send a message,” decided Talbot.  “We’ll have to find another way out.”

Talyere slowly motioned toward a large black platform in the corner of the room.  “The Citadel is equipped with a space-folding transporter,” he said.  “It could very easily transport us back to the Starlight.”

Sa’sheer quickly shot down the idea.  “These systems are so old, they are not trustworthy,” he protested.  “Any number of things could go wrong—especially with our limited knowledge of the technology.”

Lucas frowned upon hearing that.  “I take it the Elorg chose not to pursue that particular technology?”

Nafar shook his head.  “We were forced to leave the transporter behind.  The technology was too advanced for even the Elorg to install on their ships.  When the Iconians attacked, we couldn’t take it with us.”

Suddenly, the sensors indicated a perimeter alert.  “It’s Xi'Yor,” said Sa’sheer.  “He’s coming.”

“How long,” demanded Talyere.

“He’s moving with extreme haste,” said Nafar.  “Less than 0.25 cycles.”

“If he finds us here, we’re dead,” said Talbot.

“And if we go out there, we’re dead, too,” added Kendall.

Talyere, having no affinity for Kendall, frowned at him for speaking.  According to Sa’sheer, the Lieutenant did not act when his friends were in danger.  What a pitiful, pitiful human…

“Fire up that transporter, Sa’sheer,” Talbot ordered, taking less than a few seconds to make his decision.  “We’re going for a little ride…”

Sa’sheer grumbled uneasily as he diverted the necessary power to the transporter system.  The obelisks on the walls slowly emitted a dull blue light and the once black transporter pad was now a slowly rotating maelstrom of black and white light.  “All systems are operational,” he said.

Talbot hastily lead the way to the transporter pad, taking up the position in the middle, while Tompkins and Bator assembled on either side of him.  Johnson stood beside Talyere in the front.

“You have awakened the dragon, Nafar,” said Talyere triumphantly, speaking of Xi'Yor.  “Now, all you must do is slay him.  Should fortune smile upon us, and our paths cross again, do not hesitate to use my sword.”

With those parting words, Nafar smiled and watched as Talyere and his new Federation allies were enveloped by the strange blur of folding space.  Moments later, they were gone.

“What exactly is a dragon?” Sa’sheer inquired after a few moments of silence.

Nafar turned to Sa’sheer.  “I don’t know.  Maybe there’s more to humanity than a few lines on a map…”

Seconds later, as the blue hues faded from the obelisks, Xi'Yor and the surviving Inkhezi crew burst into the Citadel with their disrupters in hand.  “Halt!” called out Xi'Yor upon seeing Nafar and Sa’sheer.  “What are you doing here?  I though you had been terminated.”

“It would appear you thought wrong,” said Nafar.  “Did you not get the message we relayed to Al’tiir?” he inquired, knowing full well that no message existed.

“No,” said Xi'Yor.  “We did not find the Administrator.  He must have perished before he had the chance to relay the message.  But it was good of you to scout ahead—did you have any trouble getting in?”

Nafar smiled inwardly.  “None.”

Standing before Z’danorax were her two most trusted Protectors, Ta’keer and Hakleen.  When the Inkhezi had crashed on Gildebron III, she had feared them terminated, but the Cerebrate’s consternation proved unnecessary when the Jevian had received their distress signal several cycles later.  Immediately, Z’danorax had had her valued Protectors returned to the ship, leaving Xi'Yor to rot on the surface of Gildebron III.

And now, as they stood before her, Z’danorax had many questions for her Protectors, including their evaluation of the Underling Nafar.  Both Protectors were very large, and very dense-headed, but when it came to duty, they were extremely efficient and reliable, hence the Cerebrate’s affinity for them.

Ta’keer spoke first.  “Our task was a difficult one,” he said in his deep, gravelly voice.

Hakleen nodded agreeably.  “Difficult, it was.”

“Unfortunately, our investigation did not shed any further suspicion upon the Underling Nafar.”

Z’danorax arched her brow.  “Oh?”

“We encountered the venerated Administrator Al’tiir committing a treacherous act on board the Inkhezi just prior to the assault on Gildebron III.  It is my opinion that he overloaded the vessel’s tactical grid, and proceeded to fire a dekyon beam, which forced the remainder of the vessels to capitulate.”

Z’danorax’s eyes widened.  “Why would he do such a thing?”

“We know not, Cerebrate,” said Hakleen.

She produced an enigmatic smile.  “Had Al’tiir not committed such a treacherous act, then it is likely that Xi'Yor’s plan would have been overwhelmingly successful.  Perhaps, Al’tiir was doing us a favor?”

“Perhaps,” allowed Ta’keer. 

“It is unfortunate that he was terminated.”  The Cerebrate started to move on to another topic, but she was stopped by a yet another alert at tactical; they were being hailed.  Z’danorax did not even need to ask who it was, for she already knew.  “Put him through,” she said coldly, turning her attention to the viewscreen.

The viewscreen flickered rapidly as a monochrome image of Xi'Yor slowly faded onto the screen.  After a few additional flickers, his image was restored to a semi-high quality, and he began to speak.  “Cerebrate,” he exclaimed.  “We require assistance!”

Z’danorax smiled unsympathetically.  “I am certain that you do,” she said.  “But I am very displeased with your performance, Xi'Yor.  You have destroyed one of our flagships.  I should leave you down there to perish in your own self pity.”

“You should, Cerebrate,” agreed Xi'Yor readily.  “We do not deserve to return to the Jevian and be amidst your good graces.”

“And you won’t,” she assured him.  “But, I will have the new High Overseer retrieve you, and escort you and your crew to the garbage scow docking with the Jevian,” she said, placing great emphasis on the fact that a new High Overseer had already been appointed.

Xi'Yor frowned, but kept his disappointment buried deep within.  “Yes, Cerebrate.  We will await the arrival of the new Overseer.”

“Channel closed,” said Nafar quietly. Watching Xi'Yor clench his fists in anger, Nafar took a few careful steps away from the Overseer.

“That was supposed to be my position!” he bellowed.  “I should be the new High Overseer!  Me!  Not some bumbling idiot who did nothing to curry the favor of the Cerebrate!”

Perhaps that is why he got the position, though Nafar, though he dare not say it out loud.  Then again…there may have been other reasons, he continued, realizing their plan to stop Xi'Yor’s ascent to power had actually worked.  The Overseer’s career had just come to a screeching halt—all thanks to Nafar, Sa’sheer, Al’tiir, and the rebel known as Talyere…

Ensign Flora Sanders sat quietly in transporter room two playing a rousing game of Metrix on her computer terminal as she waited for the final minutes of her duty shift to come to an end.  The life of a transporter chief was never a very glamorous one, nor was it very exciting, especially on a day like today.  Five calls in eight hours, the equipment running in perfect condition… well, absolutely nothing to do.

Almost.

The transporter station suddenly erupted in a symphony of bleeps, and the buffers rapidly filled with several patterns.  Someone was making an unscheduled appearance.  Sanders quickly put the buffers in a feedback loop and slapped her comm badge.  “Sanders to bridge,” she called.  “Someone’s accessed our transporter systems and routed five patterns into our buffers!”

“What?!” exclaimed Commander Harrison over the comm.  “Who?”
Sanders accessed the matter stream.  “The transporter beams are Elorg in origin,” she said softly.

“Stand by.  I shall retrieve the Captain and arrive shortly.”
Sanders gulped as the communication ended.  She quickly erected a level-ten forcefield around the transporter pad and drew her phaser out from the underside of the transporter station.  She carefully examined it before placing it firmly in the holster on her belt.

Security would be here any moment.  She would just have to wait…

And wait.

And wait.

The patterns were now fully in the pattern buffers and ready to materialize.  But Sanders didn’t dare touch those controls.  

The doors burst open.  Sanders watched as Captain Christopher and Commander Harrison wandered in amidst a force of heavily armed security officers.  Upon seeing Sanders, both senior officers made their way to her position.

“Status report, Flora?” demanded Christopher.

“I’ve locked all five patterns into the buffer and erected a level-ten forcefield around the transporter pad,” she said.

Harrison glanced at Sanders’ phaser, then at his own, and the Captain’s.  “I believe we can take the risk of beaming them aboard.”

Christopher grabbed his weapon and activated it.  “Agreed,” he said.  “Flora, do it,” he sanctioned with a careless nod of his head.

The Ensign hesitated as she returned to her station and released them from the pattern buffers.  “Energizing,” she said quietly.

The security guards took aim as five beams of light suddenly swirled about in the transporter padd, five pillars of streaming blue energy than shimmered from top to bottom.  Five bodies which Sanders was relieved—if not puzzled—by seeing.

“Not the welcome home I had anticipated,” said Talyere as he took a few steps forward, stopping only millimeters away from the forcefield.  “But a welcome home nonetheless.”

A few seconds later, the quick zap of the dissolving forcefield rippled across the front of the transporter padd, and Talyere, along with Kendall and the others, stepped down into the transporter room.  The security detail, along with the Captain and Commander Harrison gladly put away their weapons to greet the newfound heroes.

Talyere immediately locked eyes with Christopher and strode over to greet him.  “My mission to terminate Xi'Yor took slightly longer than I had anticipated,” he quipped.  “And still, the mission failed, for Xi'Yor lives.”

Christopher sighed.  “I shouldn’t have let you go fight Xi'Yor alone in the first place,” he said.

“I do not hold you at fault, Captain,” said Talyere.  “My reunion with Xi'Yor was not without excitement—or productivity.”

“Oh?”

Talbot smiled.  “Oh,” he confirmed.

Now, Talyere also sported a devious grin.  “Let us say, we have some new acquaintances in the Elorg Bloc…”

Chapter Twenty-Two

Following the brief celebration in the mess hall to commemorate Talyere’s return to the Starlight, Christopher quietly pulled Jayla Trinn aside and motioned for her to head for the doors.  She immediately knew what he was thinking, and moments later, the two of them found themselves beaming down to Antha’nuel.
It was nearing dusk, but the sun still provided more than enough light in the sky.  The ancient ruins stood in stark contrast to the vibrant setting sun—the metallic dome in particular.

“Andrew,” called out Christopher, slowly heading for the shadowy figure near the tents on the edge of the encampment.

The shadow stopped and came about.  “Alan!” he called out.  “What is it?”

Christopher quickly provided Andrew with a padd showing him the sensor data recorded by the Starlight.  “We detected these strange readings down here a couple of hours ago,” said Christopher.

“We’re not sure who—or what they are, but they definitely came from Antha’nuel,” Trinn continued.

Andrew frowned.  “We didn’t see anything unusual,” he said.  “As a matter of fact, it has been a fairly uneventful day.  Maybe it was an aberration?”

Christopher folded his arms and rubbed away the goose bumps cropping up on his arms.  “It may very well be one,” said Christopher.  “But we’d like to check it out a bit further—say, inside that dome?”

Andrew glared at the dome in awe.  “I wish we could,” he said.  “We can’t get inside—hell, we can’t even figure out where the door is!”

Trinn whipped out her tricorder and scanned the metallic dome.  “He’s right,” she concluded.  “There’s no way in.”

“What?” said Christopher in disbelief.  He grabbed the tricorder and scanned it for himself.  “Hmm,” he muttered upon seeing the readings for himself.  “If you’re going to build a dome like this, you would think it would include a door.”

“Or an instruction manual,” mused Andrew.  “I might have actually read this one.”

Though there was a flight of stairs that led to the dome, there was absolutely no recess or doors… or anything that would allow entry.   An instruction manual would have certainly proven useful.

As Jayla approached the flight of stairs, Sarah Hartman emerged from the tent.  “Read the instructions?  I doubt it,” she said loudly.

Andrew turned to her.  “And why is that?”

She stopped dead in her tracks and gaped at Andrew.  “Need I say it?  Men are to instruction manuals as fish are to air.  It’s not going to happen…”

“Where did she come from?” Christopher demanded.

“She beamed down a few hours ago to help with today’s cleanup,” explained Andrew.

Suddenly, a crimson stream of energy burst through the holster on Trinn’s belt and enveloped a large portion of the front of the dome.  She hastily dropped the holster to the ground as the heat intensified, and the swirling beam of energy outlined the faintest signs of a door.

“There’s your door, Andrew,” said Christopher once the beam died down.  Quickly, he approached Trinn’s position with the two Hartmans following close behind.  “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” said Trinn as she plucked the scorched holster from the ground.  “I didn’t like that one anyway.”

“Was Erin’s crystal in there?” Christopher inquired.

Trinn nodded. “It was—and is.  It must have set off some sort of proximity device.”

“Then Antha’nuel must have been an Iconian facility,” decided Christopher.  “Think of it…two ancient facilities in two weeks…not bad.”

“Enemy facilities, nonetheless,” added Andrew.  “You seem to have a knack for finding these things.”

The group slowly approached the wide open doors and entered the Iconian facility.  Unlike the Elorg lab, this Iconian—thing—was extremely dark, and shrouded in mystery.  A massive archway in the back provided the only illumination in the room.  It had small computer stations on either side of it, but was otherwise, nondescript.

“It’s an Iconian gateway,” said Andrew instantly.  “They’re highly advanced—and allow for travel over great distances—tens of thousands of light years at least.  This is only the third one known to exist.”

“But this one seems to be broken,” said Alan quietly, his footsteps echoing throughout the chamber.  “Broken, unless we can travel to another wall just like that one…”

“It’s not broken,” Trinn said from one of the computer stations next to it.  “It’s been manually shut down.”

“For how long?” Andrew inquired.

Jayla’s eyes widened.  “Get this—four hours, thirty-six minutes.”

The sensors were right.  Christopher had known it.  But it seemed they had been too late.  “So whoever was here is gone…”

Admiral O’Connor watched with growing pleasure as one-by-one, hundreds of tiny warp signatures soared into the space around Ka’Tula Prime.  Hundreds of Federation starships—they were finally here.  She smiled—a rare occasion—and turned to Admiral Grayson.  “That ought to make the Elorg think twice before attacking us,” she said.

Grayson did not share her optimism.  “Either that, or it will prompt them to expedite their efforts to assemble a fighting force against us,” he said grimly.  “We must act quickly, before they can do anything at all.”

O’Connor folded her arms and stared at the massive fleet of starships.  “What do you propose?”

“An all out assault—on that damn rift of theirs.  We’ll close it once and for all,” said Grayson with the utmost determination.

O’Connor slowly turned around.  Grayson recognized her lips forming the two-letter word she loved to say (no), but was pleasantly surprised when she said otherwise.  “Agreed.  This mustn’t be allowed to go on.”

Z’danorax watched the Jevian’s viewscreen in silence as the last few Federation starships dropped out of warp in orbit of Ka’Tula Prime.  Six hundred ninety-one vessels.  Six hundred ninety-one new targets to choose from.  According to her new High Overseer, Cree’dan, the fleet posed a fairly substantial threat to their position at Gildebron III.  Should a battle erupt, it would be a very close call…

But Z’danorax didn’t plan on marching into battle yet.  For the time being, they needed to perfect the new orbital defense grid around Gildebron III, and repair their damaged vessels.  The time for conquest was over.  But the Cerebrate was already planning her next move…

Suddenly, the turbolift doors slide apart.  Z’danorax turned around briefly and saw the key component in her next plan marching in behind Cree’dan.  “Xi'Yor,” she said sternly.  “You failed.”

Xi'Yor quickly dismissed himself from Cree’dan’s presence and scurried to the Cerebrate’s side.  “But the battle is won, Cerebrate!” he countered.

“Won?” she repeated.  “I would hardly call this a victory.  Countless vessels have been destroyed, the Federation may possess some sort of advanced new weapon, and a massive fleet of enemy vessels is just light-years away.  No, Xi'Yor, this was no victory.  We achieved our goal—nothing more.”

Xi'Yor fell to his knees before Z’danorax.  “Then I submit myself for termination.  I do not deserve to be at your side any longer!”

Z’danorax glared down at him.  “Were you ever at my side?” she questioned.  It was a rhetorical question, and the Cerebrate allowed herself a brief smile when Xi'Yor did not answer.  “No,” she decided.  “You will live.  You are an instrumental part in my next plan.”

Xi'Yor’s jaw dropped.  “Next plan?”

“If I recall, the Elorg Bloc consisted of hundreds of worlds, not just one,” said Z’danorax.  “The logical course of action is to recapture the Breat System.”

“It is,” agreed Xi'Yor.

“Which we will,” said Z’danorax.  “It should fall quite easily.  But it would be far more convenient if we did not have to terminate the population.”

Xi'Yor frowned.  “What are you suggesting?”

Z’danorax smiled deviously.  She swept up her cloak and seated herself in the command chair.  “You will deliver the population a very tempting offer…”

Chapter Twenty-Three

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73633.6: Even after a complete analysis of the Iconian dimensional gate, there are more questions than answers as to its origins, and its operation is a complete mystery.  But we do know that there is a way to get inside—all we have to do is find it, a task I’m sure is more easily said than done.

On a much lighter note, after several months of incarceration, Talyere has been returned to us.  But that simple fact is going to take some time to sink in…

For some reason, the stars seemed happier when Talyere viewed them from the comforts of his own quarters on the Starlight.  They seemed to sparkle more and be in a state of pure bliss.  On the Inkhezi, they had simply drifted…and drifted…a fairly drab occurrence.  Then again, during its short life span, the Inkhezi had been a fairly drab place.  

Despite that fact, the very thought of it sent chills down Talyere’s spine.  He dreaded the night.  All that came to him in his sleep were images of Xi'Yor taunting him, and the feeling of the dreaded lights beating down upon his parched skin.  And Xi'Yor’s laugh, and—

The door chimed.

Talyere hastily emerged from his digression and composed himself.  “Enter,” he said after a moment.  He fixed his eyes on the doors and watched them open, revealing Captain Christopher.

“Hello,” said the Captain as he stepped into the darkened room.  “I just thought I’d stop in…see how you were doing.”

Talyere forced himself to smile.  “I am satisfactory,” he said.  “My wounds still ache.  My heart still aches, but I will survive.”

Christopher took a few more steps into the room.  “Time heals all wounds.  Given enough of it, I suspect you will make a full recovery.”

“A physical one, perhaps.  But mentally and emotionally, I do not know if I will ever be the same again.  When I left this ship five months ago, I knew who I was, I knew where I was going, and I was sure of what I was doing.  Now, nothing is certain.  I have a daughter, you know.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Christopher with great surprise.

“Neither did I.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Find her.  I don’t know when, or how, but I will find her, because she is a part of me.  I won’t be complete until we are together,” said Talyere quietly.  He had never given thought to starting a family, but here, one was thrust down upon him like magic.  It was his obligation to find it.

“Well, if there is anything any of us can do to help, don’t hesitate to ask,” said Christopher.  “We’re your friends, and we’re here to help.”

Talyere smiled again, only this time it was genuine.  “Thank you,” he said kindly.  “But for the time being, I think it would be best if we avoid discussing my incarceration.  Just give me time.”

Christopher cast a sympathetic gaze at his friend.  “When it comes to healing, time can be your greatest ally—or your worst enemy.  Remember that.”

“I will.”

Just then, Christopher felt his comm badge vibrate.  He touched the Starfleet insignia, and moments later, Lieutenant Trinn’s voice emanated from the tiny communication device.

“Trinn to Christopher.”

“Yes?”

“Report to the science lab at once!”

“On my way.”

The call seemed urgent enough.  Maybe it was.  Maybe it wasn’t.  Either way, Christopher knew exactly what Trinn was calling him for.  She had news about the Iconian gate.  As he marched into the science lab, Christopher immediately spotted Trinn working at the island in the center of the lab. 

“What is it, Jayla?”

Trinn looked up from her work and pointed at the screen.  “I’ve done some more research on the gate,” she said.  “And I think I’ve found something that might be of use to us.”

“What?”

Trinn tapped at the controls for a moment.  The computer simulated gate on the screen quickly honed in on the top of the arched gate, revealing four tiny alien characters.  “I think these are coordinates,” she explained.

“To what?  A power source?  The golden key?  The new Iconian homeworld?  ”

“I don’t know.  It could be anything,” said Trinn.  “The only problem is, I don’t understand them.  The computer can’t make heads or tails of them, either.”

Christopher stared at the enigmatic characters for several moments.  “Are you sure they’re coordinates?”

“No, but it’s my best guess,” said Trinn.  “What else could they be?”

A variety of things popped into Christopher’s mind, but none of them made any sense. Until they had more concrete evidence, they would assume these were coordinates.  “We’ll get to the bottom of this,” he said sternly.  “If the Iconians still exist, we need them on our side, no matter the cost.”

Trinn nodded her head.  “Agreed,” she sighed, staring at the mysterious texts.  “I’ll keep at it, but I don’t think I’m going to come across anything here.  It could take a hell of a long time before I make any headway…”

“Use all the resources you need.  Make this top priority.”

Trinn nodded.  “Aye, sir.”

“Is that it?”

“Not quite,” she whispered, pulling at Christopher’s sleeve.

He looked down at her inquisitively.  “What?”

Trinn looked at Johnson.  He was hunched over a computer terminal in the far corner working furiously on something or another.  “I’m not the type to worry, Captain, but I am worried about him,” admitted Trinn.  “He’s been here at least ten hours.  Maybe more.”

“That’s unusual,” agreed Christopher.  “What’s he doing?”

“I don’t know.  Every time I go over there, he closes the file and starts running a magniton scan.”

Christopher sighed, and looked over at Johnson.   He had read the report about what happened on the Inkhezi…perhaps that was what was troubling Kendall.  But whatever it was, it needed watching.  “I know you’re an engineer, Jayla…but I’d like you to stay here in the science lab and keep an eye on him.  Now…if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got one other matter to attend to…”

Trinn nodded quietly and stared unobtrusively at Johnson.  Indeed, something was not right with him…

Christopher hastily stormed out of the science lab and bolted for the turbolift when Commander Harrison quickly emerged from an adjacent corridor and came into stride beside him.   “Matthew,” greeted Christopher.

“Holodeck tonight?” suggested Harrison.

“No,” said Christopher without even thinking.  “I’ve got a bit of unfinished business to attend to,” he explained, trying his best to leave the aura of mystery in his answer.  

Harrison knew it would do him nothing to inquire any further, so he simply accepted the Captain’s original answer.  “As you wish,” he said quietly as they stopped before Commander Keller’s quarters.   “Ahh… I see.”  He forced a faint smile to his face, and then wandered off.

For what seemed like the first time in weeks, Erin peeled off her hefty overcoat and cast it upon the floor.  Then she sat down before the heaping bowl of chocolate ice cream on the table and just smiled.  “I’m going to regret this later,” she whispered as she picked up the spoon and shoved it into the bowl, when the door chimed.  Her smile faded. 

Slowly, Erin pushed herself away from the table and wandered to the door.  “This had better be good,” she grumbled as she opened the doors.

“Hi,” said Alan once the doors parted.

Erin’s scowl deepened.  “Hi,” she said emotionlessly.

Without waiting for her to invite him in, Alan stepped inside the confines of Erin’s quarters.  She did nothing to stop him, but was visibly disturbed by his presence.  

“What’s wrong?” asked Alan bluntly.

“Nothing,” snapped Erin.

“Don’t tell me that.  I know you, Erin—something isn’t right with you, and I want to know what it is.”

She expelled a long sigh before even attempting an answer.  “What’s wrong?” she started.  “I let myself trust you—that’s not an honor I bestow upon many people, you know.  But Commander Harrison said you were different.  He said you deserved a second chance.  And for once, I believed him, and put aside the doubts I had about you when you first came on board—I wanted to lock you up, if you recall.”

Alan nodded.  “I recall vividly.”

“But you betrayed that trust when you saved that weapon.  I thought you had changed, but your actions showed me that you’re the exact same person I met two years ago.  How can I ever trust you again?”

Alan felt his heart sink.  No one had ever stood up to him like that, not even his rebellious crew on the Discovery.  No one.  He almost couldn’t respond.  “Sometimes, Erin, the right thing to do isn’t always the moral thing,” he said, stumbling nervously over each word.

Erin folded her arms.  “We still lost the battle,” she sneered.  “It didn’t get us anything but a few more names on the casualty list.”

“Well,” said Alan nervously.  He was still at a loss for words.  Had he known the extent of her anger with him, he might have just avoided her for a few more days… then again, perhaps not.  Slowly, he reached for her shoulders.  “Erin, what I’m asking of you is nothing short of a leap of faith.  But I hope, someday, that you’ll find it in your heart to restore that trust you had in me.”

 “Maybe,” she said quietly. “We’ll see.”

“For what it’s worth, I still have faith in you.  You’re one of the most generous people I’ve ever met.  I look forward to the day when we can put this all behind us.”

“So do I,” she admitted, even going so fare as to produce a smile, a smile that certainly was not of the forced variety…  Perhaps there was still a glimmer of hope left after all.

Alan matched her smile, and—not wanting to outlast his welcome—started to leave.  But he stopped even before he could take the first step.  “One other thing,” whispered Alan.  “Right before we discovered the Elorg lab…when we thought we were going to die—you were about to say something to me.  What was it?  You thought you were… …? ”

Erin recalled the event vividly.  The words she had intended to say were still fresh in her memory.  They would certainly change the nature of her relationship with Alan, but given recent events, Erin didn’t know if she could trust him with that knowledge.

“It was nothing,” she said quietly.  “Nothing at all…”
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