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“That was the sorriest excuse for a seminar I have ever seen,” said Sarah Hartman as she brooded over a steaming mug of hot coffee.

The Doctor spoke of the burn treatment seminar on Nivalis II, a biannual event that seemed to grow increasingly mundane at each gathering.  In Hartman’s opinion, the Federation’s ability to treat burns was at its apex.  The technique of using dermal regenerators in concert with some of the newer analgesic creams could heal skin almost flawlessly.  To Hartman, there was no point in meeting for one day to discuss burn treatment, let alone four.  Then again, she couldn’t just tell Starfleet Medical to go to hell, so there was little point in complaining.

So she went—dragging Rachael Meyer along to endure it with her—and sat through countless hours of mindless drivel on topics ranging from the relatively interesting new skin grafting techniques, to the absolutely pointless discussion on the history of burn treatment.  And now, four days later, she couldn’t be happier to leave Nivalis II behind.

“It wasn’t the most exciting seminar,” agreed Rachael Meyer.  She sat across from Hartman in the mess hall of the U.S.S. Merrimac, the vessel transporting them, and several other medical officers stationed in the Kilka Sector, back to their respective ships.
“I think in two years,” said Hartman under her breath, “we should conveniently have a medical emergency on the Starlight that prevents us from leaving the ship.  Maybe an outbreak of the Agrisarian Plague.  We’d be quarantined for weeks.”

Meyer produced a faint smile.  “That’s going a bit too far, don’t you think?”

Recalling the past four days, Hartman was able to respond with a definite, “No!”

Meyer was about to speak once more, but her voice quickly trailed off before even the first words could fall from her thin lips.  Hartman noticed Meyer’s eyes tracking something across the mess hall, and the Doctor slowly turned around to see what it was.  Almost immediately, her gaze fell upon Captain Ryan Landsberg.

He was an attractive, well-built man with short blonde hair, deep blue eyes, and a nose that Hartman defined as perfectly shaped.  His smile was infectious, and only helped to exacerbate his already boyish charm.  There was little wonder why Meyer was staring at him—and Hartman couldn’t help but notice that briefly, Landsberg was staring back.

“I think he likes you,” said Hartman as she turned back to Meyer.

She blushed.  “Really?”

Hartman shrugged.  “I don’t see why not.  Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re an attractive woman.  Beyond that, you have more than half a brain.  Landsberg would be quite an ass if he didn’t talk to you.”

The optimism in Meyer’s eyes was starting to sparkle.  “Do you really think so?” she asked softly.

“Yes,” said Hartman sternly.  “Now go talk to him!”

Meyer hesitated for only a moment before mustering the courage to rise from her seat and approach the Merrimac’s Captain.  She looked back at Hartman only once while en route, her eyes conveying tense, but optimistic gaze.  Hartman provided her friend with a warm smile, and then turned her attention back to the mug of black coffee before her.

After countless hours dealing with Kendall Johnson’s myriad problems with sharing ones emotions, Rachael Meyer thought she could consider herself an expert in the field.  Oddly enough, as she approached Captain Landsberg, Rachael found her mind wandering, and a raw lump resting in her throat.  She was nervous.

She stopped a few meters behind Landsberg to pull in a lungful of fresh air, hoping it would calm her fleeting emotions.  To her chagrin, the action did little more than provide her with the necessary oxygen to continue living.  Still, Rachael refused to relent, and resolved to approach Landsberg, nerves and all.

“Excuse me,” she said, casually closing the gap between herself and the Captain.

Landsberg immediately came about to see who had addressed him, the smile on his boyish face beaming.  “Yes, Lieutenant?”

Though she managed to keep her exterior composed, on the inside, Meyer was practically bouncing off the walls.  She smiled, and forced herself to meet his deep blue eyes.  “Captain Landsberg,” she said softly, “I… just wanted to introduce myself.”

Landsberg’s smile widened.  “Rachael Meyer,” he said evenly.  “Counselor and nurse on the Starlight.”

Meyer certainly hoped the grin on her face was not as girly and sheepish as it felt.  The fact that Landsberg had spoken to Rachael was enough to send her into shock; the fact that he knew her name was almost beyond comprehension to her.  “How do you know?” she asked.

Landsberg’s eyes briefly darted to the floor.  He grinned slightly, running his fingers through his blonde hair.  “I keep tabs on all the good-looking women,” he admitted after a moment.  

“Should I be flattered?”

Landsberg’s gaze crossed with Meyer’s once more.  “You should,” he confirmed.  “The list isn’t a very long one, you know.”

Suddenly, Meyer could feel the weights lifting from her shoulders.  As she approached Landsberg, she ran a series of conversations through her mind—this one happened to be the best-case scenario.  Pleased with the conversation thus far, Meyer opened her mouth to continue it, but to her chagrin, no words came out.

Instead, the deck plates beneath her feet started to vibrate, and a soft rumbling gently rocked the ship.  In tandem with Landsberg, Meyer’s eyes darted to the large windows at the back of the mess hall just in time to see a small starship streak past them at an incredibly close range.

Landsberg’s jaw dropped.  “What the hell?”

“That had to be within five meters of the ship!” Rachael exclaimed, watching the fighter craft come around for another pass.  At first, she had not been able to recognize the vessel due to its incredible speed but now that there was some distance between them, it was clear to Meyer that it was an Elorg Fighter that had suddenly besieged them.

The fact was apparent to Landsberg as well, who had already started for the bridge.  Rachael very much wanted to follow, but this was not the Starlight, and her place was certainly not the bridge.  And so she stood, and watched as the Elorg Fighter made another bold pass on the Merrimac.

“Red alert,” were the first words that fell from Ryan Landsberg’s lips as he emerged from the turbolift onto the Merrimac’s sleek, newly upgraded bridge.

In recent months, the Merrimac had seen more than it’s fair share of action.  Numerous skirmishes with the Elorg, a chance encounter with a gravimetric distortion, and countless other incidents had started to take their toll on the Nebula-class starship; consequently, Starfleet decided to upgrade the ship from stem to stern, and as a result, the Merrimac’s bridge was very similar to that of a Sovereign-class vessel—and Landsberg loved it.

As the harsh standard bridge illumination faded to red, Landsberg pulled in a nervous lungful of air and carefully seated himself on the edge of the command chair.  “Status report?” he inquired.

“Elorg Fighter is currently holding position eighty meters aft,” said Lieutenant Matalini at the helm.

“They are running a series of sensor sweeps on the Merrimac and surrounding vicinity,” added Korin from tactical.  

Landsberg slowly arched his back and started tapping his fingers on the arms of the command chair.  “What the hell are they doing?” he inquired of nobody in particular.

“Moving,” Matalini immediately replied.  “They’re on a direct intercept course.”

Landsberg’s head snapped back to Korin.  “Lieutenant,” he said, “disable that ship at once!  I don’t know what they’re doing, and I don’t really want to find out!”

Korin nodded.  “Aye sir,” she said.

Moments later, Landsberg watched as a yellow-orange streak of light lashed out from the Merrimac’s phaser array—and missed entirely.  Crestfallen, Landsberg sighed as he watched the fighter streak past his ship, again coming within a few meters.  “Pursuit course,” he barked to Matalini.  “Korin, I want that ship out of commission!”

“Sir,” said Matalini quietly, her hands hovering over the controls, “it should be noted that the fighter has just crossed the Elorg border.  If we follow…”

Landsberg gazed down at his personal workstation to see the data for himself.  From what he could tell, the fighter would charge at the Merrimac, perform a few scans, and then quickly retreat to the Elorg side of the border.  “We’ve got a long trip ahead of us.  I don’t want this damn fighter chasing us the entire way.  We’ll just disable it and leave; any violation of the border will be nominal.”

Seeing that there was no objection from the crew, Landsberg nodded, and made himself a bit more comfortable in his chair.  “Engage engines and fire at will!”

His eyes locked on the viewscreen, Landsberg held on tight as the ship thrust into motion.  Within moments, the annoying little fighter was back in sight, sitting helplessly as it prepared for its next foray into Federation space—it never got the chance.  This time, Korin’s aim was dead on, and the tiny fighter burst into flames as the blazing orange phaser beam lashed into its hull.

As the flames died down, the fighter was left adrift—not destroyed, but certainly in no position to pester the Merrimac.  Its hull was pocked and scorched, and its warp nacelles were venting clouds of purple drive plasma.

“Mission accomplished,” said Landsberg, pleased with their apparent outcome.  “Resume our previous course and heading, maximum wa—”

A deafening, thunderous roar suddenly cut off Landsberg mid-sentence as an incredible jolt of energy literally ripped the Captain from his chair and threw him to the floor.  Waves of rampant pain charged through Landsberg’s body as he smashed into the deck, rolling over the shards of fiery debris that had fallen to the floor in the few seconds after the initial jolt.

Ignoring the pain tingling in his back, Landsberg forced himself to sit upright, an action that elicited far much more pain than it should have.  He knew something was definitely wrong with his back—but that was the least of his concerns.

The bridge was darkened by the sudden power failure; the remaining alert lights provided minimal, intermittent light that seemed to hang eerily in the thick haze that had gathered in the aftermath of this disaster.  During those brief moments of illumination, Landsberg could make out the faint outlines of fallen bulkheads—and comrades.

But not everyone was dead.  The faint bleeps and blips of operational computer terminals still frequented the bridge.  “Report,” Landsberg called out to whomever was left.

To his relief, it was Korin at tactical that responded.  “Heavy damage to all decks,” she reported, her voice raspy.  “We have wide scale hull breeches on decks twenty-four through thirty.  Forcefields are not in place.”

Landsberg’s heart sunk.  “How many people were on those decks?”

There was a brief moment of eerie silence.  “One hundred forty-seven,” said Korin.  “All dead.”

Losing one person was enough to ruin the entire day for Ryan Landsberg; losing 147 was practically inconceivable.  He sat in shock for several moments—almost forgetting the wrenching pain in his back—and then felt the ship rumbling yet again.  “Do you know what happened?”

“It looks like we were rammed by an Elorg Fighter,” said Korin.

“Damn it!” cursed Landsberg.  “I thought we disabled the ship!”

“We did,” said Korin.  “Apparently a second ship had been performing shadow maneuvers behind us.  When we crossed the border, they made their move.”

Landsberg turned his gaze to the helm—or what was left of it.  “It looks like we’re stuck on the wrong side of the border…”

“And with the wrong company,” added Korin as the ship continued to rumble.  “An Elorg Destroyer is apparently on a direct intercept course…”

“It was a trap!” said Landsberg, his voice cracking.  But the realization came far too late…

Chapter One

Over the past several months, Kendall Johnson had had plenty of time to reflect upon his life thus far.  Confined to his quarters and on suicide watch, he had been subjected to countless sessions with Rachael Meyer, where he recounted his every failure with great detail.  Suffice it to say, for Kendall, the list was extensive.

He had been rejected by the love of his life, surrendered the starship to save himself, allowed his best friend to be shot by the Elorg, and on two occasions, altered the timeline.  In addition, Kendall could not recount a single moment in the past two years that had a positive spin on it… The Jem’Hadar had captured him; he had been declared a coward and subsequently earned the scorn of Talyere Rosat; he had allowed the ship to be attacked by the Mersah Tolidas… 

Throughout his numerous meetings with Rachael Meyer in the aftermath of his suicide attempt, Kendall had been absolutely certain that his mindset was immutable—he was going to kill himself one way or another.  But now, several months down the road, Johnson finally realized that perhaps suicide was not the answer he was seeking.  It would certainly resolve any problems he might have… but it would resolve everything else right along with it.

Besides, if there was one thing that became apparent during his isolation, it was the fact that there had been a time in his life when he had been happy.  On the Prometheus, his assignment prior to the Starlight, Johnson had been content; he had enjoyed his days at Starfleet Academy… at home back on Earth…  It seemed to Kendall Johnson that the major problem in his life was the Starlight.  Naturally, the solution came to Johnson easily—leave the ship.

Johnson stood nervously just outside Captain Christopher’s ready room.  He had made his way to the bridge with little fanfare, receiving little more than a curious gaze from Commander Harrison as he slinked over to the ready room doors.

Johnson paused for a brief moment to compose himself, then slowly reached out and touched the chime.  “Come in,” Christopher crisply said a moment later.

With some trepidation in his step, Johnson stepped through the parting doors and into the ready room, where the curious gaze of Alan Christopher quickly greeted him; his bright turquoise eyes, filled with curiosity, drilled into Johnson.  “Kendall,” he said softly.  “This is certainly a surprise.”

Nodding nervously, approaching the desk.  “There… was something I wanted to talk to you about,” he said, resting his hands on the back of the nearest chair.

Again, Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Oh really?”

Johnson nodded.  “Really.”

Folding his arms on his chest, Christopher pushed himself away from the desk and gave his full attention to Johnson.  “I’m all ears,” he said.

Sweat began to bead on Johnson’s forehead, and a knot started to manifest itself in his stomach.  It felt as if he were on stage for some huge performance, and the spotlight was directly overhead; in all his life experiences, Johnson believed that such instances ranked among his least favorite.  But he reminded himself that he was performing before an audience of one—and not on stage.  It wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been.

But it certainly felt like it.

Carefully, he maneuvered himself into the chair directly before Christopher, and summarily forced himself to peer into the Captain’s inquisitive turquoise eyes.  “I have given my actions on this ship a lot of consideration in recent months,” he started.  Already, his mouth was parched like a desert, but he continued in spite of the fact.  “I’ve come to the conclusion that my service record on the Starlight has been nothing more than a series of failures—both professionally and personally.  Consequently, I’ve decided that it is time to move on.”

 “Move on to what?”  On the surface, Christopher’s words seemed relatively natural; he was obviously surprised by the news, and his tone conveyed the emotion effectively… but underneath, Johnson could detect more serious overtones… doubt being the most obvious.

Johnson remained silent as he considered the question.  Knowing it would be in his best interest to address the unspoken words first, he attempted to fabricate some sort of plan, but to his chagrin, the words that fell from Johnson’s mouth were far less tactful than Christopher’s.  “I don’t know,” he said bluntly.

A slight smile cracked Christopher’s otherwise stoic face.  Clearly, he had suspected as much.  “Then are you absolutely certain that you’ve thought this through?” he prompted.

“Yes,” said Johnson.  He had had more than enough time to think it through, in fact.  “If there is one thing that I’m certain if, it’s that.”

Christopher’s head bobbed indecisively.  “I’m not so sure,” he said thoughtfully.  “I think that you’re still looking for a way out.  In your myriad ponderings, you might have convinced yourself that you’re fine… but what if things don’t get better when you leave?  Then what?  We won’t be there to take care of you.”

Johnson could feel his blood beginning to boil.  “I’m not a little boy, Captain.  I can take care of myself!”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “The truth must fall on fertile soil, Kendall.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?” asked Johnson with a furrowed brow.

“Over the past few months, you’ve spent a lot of time reflecting upon your actions.  In doing so, I am certain you came upon the truth—and the answer—to your problems.  But you’re not paying any attention to it.  You’re just going to run… like you always have.”

Johnson blinked.  If there was any meaning to those words, it sailed straight over his head.  Maybe he was denying himself the truth—maybe he wasn’t.  Either way, Kendall was positive that leaving was the answer; unfortunately, it was apparent that the Captain’s answer was a firm “no.”

During the brief moments of silence following the revelation, Johnson attempted to form some sort of rebuttal.  At first, nothing came to mind, and when the thoughts finally did start to flow, the chirp of Christopher’s communicator abruptly brought them to a stop.

“Harrison to Christopher.”

The Captain touched his badge.  “Yes, Matthew?”

“Report to the bridge at once.”

He shook his head.  “I’m on my way.”

Alan Christopher quickly bolted from his chair, straightened his uniform and headed for the bridge, Kendall Johnson following a fair distance behind.  As he made his way across the command facility to his chair, the Captain summarily turned his curious gaze upon Commander Harrison.  “What is it?”

The look on Harrison’s face was not a pleasant one.  At first, Christopher suspected to hear news of some horrific atrocity, but as he read into Harrison’s face, and those of the other bridge officers, it became apparent that the news was only slightly dire.  “We have been recalled to Starbase 241,” said Harrison softly.

Immediately, Christopher knew the reason for Harrison’s dread: “Admiral O’Connor,” he whispered with disgust.  “What does she want?”

“Unknown,” said Harrison with a shrug.  “However, she said it was urgent.”

“Out of doughnuts probably,” quipped Christopher as he seated himself in the command chair.  “Neelar, set a course—warp… six.  I’m in no hurry to get there, and we can use the extra time to decide on glazed or chocolate.”

Rachael Meyer was a prisoner of war, and despite years of Starfleet training and conditioning for such a situation, she found herself utterly petrified.  Throughout the years, she had seen quite a bit—Borg attacks, Romulan invasions, telepathic communication with Species 8472…  it had all been frightening, but none of it compared to this.

Following the attack, the Elorg had been swift in dispatching a destroyer to intercept the crippled Merrimac.  When they arrived, the Elorg boarded the ship, rounded up the survivors, and beamed them into interrogation chambers before destroying the ship; apparently, they were unconcerned about harnessing Federation technology.

After the transport, Meyer found herself locked in a small, room with one light—an incredibly intense spotlight—shining down upon the sleek metallic chair in the center.  In the room with her were four other people: Doctor Hartman, Captain Landsberg, Lieutenant Korin, and a Vulcan whose name she did not catch—not that it mattered.  The Vulcan died several hours later; the Elorg came in, removed the body, and left.

And then there were four.

Of the remaining four, Doctor Hartman was the weakest.  She had sustained a broken arm during the attack, which the Elorg refused to treat.  As a result, she complained a lot more than usual before finally falling asleep, leaving Rachael alone to her thoughts for several hours—until finally, footsteps fell behind the counselor.

“Rachael,” came Ryan Landsberg’s soft voice.

Her heart nearly skipped a beat.  Rachael turned around to see Landsberg hovering almost overhead.  “Captain,” she said softly, rising to her feet.

“Ryan,” he corrected with a smile.

Rachael quickly matched his smile.  “Ryan it is,” she said.  “Did you want something?”

He nodded indecisively, and started to speak, when the large doors at the front of the room suddenly parted.  A beam of harsh light from the corridor flooded inside the interrogation chamber, followed closely by three shadowy figures.  There was little doubt in Meyer’s mind that they were Elorg.

Of the three Elorg, two of them were of considerable size.  The third Elorg, standing in the center, was slightly shorter, but far more petite.  “Captain Ryan Landsberg,” came her icy voice, filled with conviction.  Slowly, she began to approach her prisoners.  “I am Administrator Fel’duin, and I would like to be the first to congratulate you for your inanity.  Crossing into Elorg territory was a grave error on your behalf.”

Landsberg cleared his throat, and turned to face Fel’duin.  “Had you not provoked us into an attack, we wouldn’t have crossed the border to begin with!” he protested.

Fel’duin scoffed.  “Our fighters were simply practicing tactical maneuvers.  That hardly constitutes provocation.”

The Administrator now stood within a meter of Landsberg, her malevolent orange eyes glistening in the poor lighting of the interrogation chamber.  Slowly, she closed the remaining distance between herself and Landsberg, bringing her lips to his ears.  “You knowingly violated our territory,” she whispered.  “And now you will pay.”

As she retracted her head, Landsberg could see the coy smile adorning her face.  Quickly, she snapped her head back, and began to circle Landsberg, much like a hawk and its prey.  For a brief moment, when Fel’duin’s back was to him, Landsberg thought about attacking her… but his eyes summarily drifted to the two large guards at the doors—on second thought, it was not such a good idea.

After making a few rounds, Fel’duin again came to a stop, literally centimeters from Landsberg’s face.  He could feel her icy breaths dancing over his face.  “I will ask this once, and only once,” she said bitterly.  “Should you fail to comply, I will still get the data I require, but I assure you, Captain Landsberg, my methods will not be as generous.”

He gulped, staring down into the fire that burned in Fel’duin’s eyes.  There was little doubt in his mind that the Administrator meant business…  When she saw this realization in Landsberg’s face, Fel’duin slowly backed away, and smiled a bit more pleasantly.  “So tell me, Captain Landsberg… what do you know about the Ka’Tula System and its orbital defense perimeter?”

“…furthermore, I have enclosed the latest chapters of my text.  I believe you will find the addendum enlightening both spiritually and mentally.  It is on that note that I shall bid you farewell.  I look forward to your reply.

“En taro adun.”

Pleased with the results of his latest communiqué to Nafar and the Elorg Resistance, Talyere reached for the controls and ended the recording.  This particular message was not the most earth-shattering; it contained little in the way of actual resistance activity, but contained several suggestions to ensure that Xi’Yor’s descent continued, along with several proposed reformations to The Tome of Na’zar.  

After reviewing the communiqué for any errors or misinformation, Talyere encrypted it, and transmitted it to the Toraxis on an even more heavily encrypted subspace channel; security was of the utmost importance when it came to such things.

Moments later, the computer terminal before Talyere indicated the transmission had successfully reached its destination.  Pleased, he cleared the screen and deactivated the terminal before heading to the replicator to find himself lunch.  However, he got no further than a few meters before the door chimed.  “Enter,” he said evenly.

The doors parted, admitting Alan Christopher a moment later.  “I have some incredible news for you,” he said, however the lack of enthusiasm in his voice seemed to indicate otherwise.

Talyere smiled faintly.  “What is this incredible news?” he asked.

Any hint of enthusiasm now faded from Christopher’s face.  “Our beloved Admiral O’Connor has summoned us to meet her.”

Talyere nodded his understanding.  O’Connor was the most incompetent person in Starfleet, often addressing Talyere as Xi’Yor while devouring a doughnut.  She was arrogant and conniving—in fact, if she weren’t so lazy, she would make an excellent Elorg. 

But there was little point in avoiding her.  When she had something to say, she wanted to be certain everyone heard it, whether it was important or not.  Wearily, Talyere rolled his vivid orange eyes, and headed in tandem with Christopher for the doors.

After transporting to Starbase 241, Christopher and Talyere wasted little time getting to the meeting.  They quickly abandoned the transporter room and were negotiating a long, curved corridor in search of a turbolift when they happened upon Captain Jeremy Talbot emerging from an adjacent corridor.

“Captain Christopher,” he greeted warmly as he came up alongside.

Christopher summarily slowed his pace, allowing Talbot to completely catch up before producing a faint smile.  “Captain Talbot,” he said, almost cringing at the formality.  “I take it good old Admiral O’Connor has summoned you to her meeting?”

Talbot nodded.  “It sounded somewhat urgent,” he said, “but with her you can never tell.  I literally have no idea what it’s about.”

“Neither do I,” said Christopher uneasily.  “We postulated a doughnut shortage, but I fear that is not the case.”

“Perhaps,” Talyere interjected, “she has discovered an Elorg named Talyere residing on the Starlight.  The last time we congregated, she insisted that my name was Xi’Yor.”

“Whatever the case,” said Talbot as they came upon the doors to the conference lounge, “we’re about to find out.”

A large platter of glazed and chocolate doughnuts sat prominently near the head of the sleek black conference table.  Surrounding it, a trail of crumbs that lead directly to the seat at the head of the table where the portly Admiral Alexis O’Connor sat licking her chubby fingers clean of the remains of her most recent feast.

Her shock of short gray hair was a mangled mess; her uniform was wrinkled and stained in the places she had used it as a napkin, and her lips still glistened with the glaze of her doughnut, as did most of her hairy upper lip, and chin.

Christopher cringed as he walked past O’Connor, and sought out the seats furthest away from her as possible—but to his chagrin, the only seats remaining were the three directly beside the Admiral—not even Admiral Grayson chose to sit near her.

“Good of you to join us, Captain Christopher,” said O’Connor, sending him an icy glare as she spoke in her strident voice.  She allowed her gaze to linger for a moment before turning to Talyere.  “Xi’Yor,” she said,  “I apologize for Captain Christopher delaying your arrival; I know how much this meeting about your people means to you, and it’s not right for him to squander your time dealing with this situation.”

Gritting his teeth, Talyere forced a smile to his face.  “Thank you,” he said icily.  

“I’ll be contacting Command about this incident,” she assured Talyere as she grabbed another doughnut.  After breaking off a portion and placing it in her mouth, O’Connor continued.  “We have a situation developing,” she said as she chewed, her mouth wide open.  She started to continue, but to Christopher’s relief, Admiral Grayson quickly interjected.

“The U.S.S. Merrimac has been captured by the Elorg,” he said, his gaze purposely focusing on Christopher.

“Sarah and Rachael are on that ship,” Christopher realized.  “Are they okay?”

The look on Grayson’s face grew even more concerned.  “I wish I knew,” he said somberly.  “The ship was destroyed, and prisoners were taken; they are blaming the attack entirely on the Federation.  According to the Elorg, the survivors are currently being… interviewed.”

“Tortured,” Talyere abruptly clarified.  “My people do not waste time with pretext.  If the Merrimac crew did not prove cooperative when asked questions directly, more cruel forms of interrogation are undoubtedly being exacted even as we speak.”

Stroking his white beard, Grayson considered Talyere’s words for several moments.  “Have you any idea what data the Elorg are seeking?”

Talyere shook his head.  “I am sorry, Admiral.”

“Could you postulate?” he prompted.

Taking all things into consideration, Talyere could very easily guess what they wanted.  “Tactical information,” he replied.  “Unfortunately, I am uncertain as to the extent…

Captain Talbot let out a long sigh.  “Whatever it is,” he said, “it can’t be good.”

Chapter Two

To many, the overwhelming stench of sulfer lagoons ranked as one of the most wretched smells in the known universe, penetrating the nostrils like some sort of virulent plague.  To Cerebrate Z’danorax, it was the sweet smell of success.

She stood at the heart of Inferno’s Citadel, the ancient Elorg outpost situated on the desolate Gildebron III.  On the outside, much of the once great establishment was still buried in tons of golden sand; nothing but a few aging and decrepit obelisks remained exposed.

The inside however, was a different story.  Though much of it had been covered in a considerable layer of dust, the Citadel remained in pristine condition, the command center being no exception.  It was a large, circular room with black and white checkerboard floors, completely lined with computer controls and workstations, save for a large black platform in the back of the room, which served as a space-folding transporter.

In the center of the command facility, four sleek black obelisks, spaced about five meters apart, formed a large square; workstations filled in the gaps between the obelisks, making for Z’danorax’s personal observation post.  Directly overhead was a large skylight, revealing the pinkish hues of the Gildebron sky.

Suddenly, the transporter platform began to pulse with a faint white light.  Z’danorax turned her fiery orange eyes to the spectacle just in time to see a wall of swirling purple light surge from the platform.  As the vortex spun itself into oblivion, High Overseer Cree’dan stepped down from the platform.

“I have news, Cerebrate,” he said, beaming.  Cree’dan had been a young and inexperienced Overseer when he had been promoted to the position of High Overseer.  In fact, he had not even Z’danorax’s first choice; however, choosing Cree’dan to serve her had only helped the greater cause of seeing Overseer Xi’Yor humiliated for his stupidity, for Cree’dan had at one time been one of his underlings.

Z’danorax looked at Cree’dan with a blank look upon her face.  “News regarding the Rutanians, I presume?”

Approaching the four pillars, Cree’dan nodded his head.  “The Rutanians have been subjugated, and Torash VII is back under Elorg control.”

Though she kept a straight face, Z’danorax was thoroughly impressed by Cree’dan’s actions.  The Rutanians, though an insolent race, possessed a fair amount of firepower.  Z’danorax knew she had allocated sufficient troops to seize the system, however she had not expected Cree’dan to be able to proceed to the Torash System.  It was an impressive feat to say the least. 

Candidly, Z’danorax cleared her throat and inspected the console before her.  “The Ka’Tula System will be subjugated shortly,” she said evenly.  “Once it is secured, the path to the Forcena System will be clear.”

Though the population was relatively primitive when compared to the Elorg, and their star system was far from the Elorg sphere of interest, Z’danorax knew that making allies with the Forcenans would prove beneficial in the long run, if only for the vast amounts of turbonium dichromate scattered throughout their system.  With access to such resources, the production of Elorg vessels would increase substantially; the Federation wouldn’t stand a chance.

A wide grin cracked Cree’dan’s face.  “This bodes well for our cause,” he noted.  “Shall I divert our excess troops from the Rutanian campaign to assist?”

“No,” said Z’danorax.  “I have assembled more than enough vessels to take the Ka’Tula System.  You may use the excess troops at your discretion.”

His eyes narrowing to slits, Cree’dan stopped to consider the numerous possibilities for his newfound cadre of troops.  He could refortify their position in the Alteran Expanse… but considering the Federation was in no position to go on the offensive, such an act would be wasteful.  Long-range exploration was also a possibility; Cree’dan could personally examine the ruins of the numerous Elorg facilities scattered throughout the quadrant… but somehow, during this time of war, it didn’t seem like the right thing to do.  This was a time for conquest—so Cree’dan resolved that was what he would do.

“We will take the Sineron Cluster,” he proclaimed.  “The Romulans, Breen, and Federation all have interests in the planet; with it under Elorg control, we may be able to forge an alliance with the Breen.”

“The Breen have no affinity for the Federation,” stated Z’danorax.  “An additional power base in the Alpha Quadrant could prove helpful to our cause.”

But then, Z’danorax noted the devious smile on Cree’dan’s face begin to widen, as his eyes narrowed to malevolent slits.  Curious, Z’danorax met his gaze with her full attention.  “Proceed,” she beckoned.

Cree’dan licked his pasty white lips and proceeded to tap at the controls on the workstation nearest the Cerebrate.  Within a few moments, a map of the Beta Quadrant appeared, summarily zooming in on the region of space Z’danorax recognized as the Romulan Star Empire.  “They are weak,” said Cree’dan, “but they are also angry.”

“And you wish to exploit this anger,” Z’danorax surmised, “and use it to bring harm upon the Federation.”

He hesitated for a moment.  “In part.”  Again, his deft fingers flew over the controls, prompting the map of Romulan territory to focus on one remote star system far from the main flow of traffic.  “The Ciden System,” he said evenly.

Z’danorax frowned, for not even she was familiar with the name.  “Is there some relevance to this?” she demanded.

“There is,” Cree’dan replied enigmatically.  “There is an ancient Iconian base on Ciden VIII.  However, it is also believed to be the location of their most clandestine tactical facility.  The secrets we uncover there could forever change the balance of power in the quadrant.”

Z’danorax folded her arms upon her chest.  “And what of the Romulans?  If we stumble upon this base, they would certainly demand we share the data with them.  That would be unacceptable.”

Cree’dan blinked.  “We could terminate them, I suppose.”

Once more, Z’danorax allowed herself a faint smile.  “I suppose,” she said softly, realizing that perhaps appointing Cree’dan to the position of High Overseer was not so foolish after all…  “Proceed with your plans.”

Interrogation was an art, according to most Elorg Overseers.  It was something to take great pride in doing, painfully extracting data from prisoners by any means necessary… watching the insolent fools squirm and scream in terror as they refused to comply… and then the satisfaction when they finally shared all of their knowledge.  It was a vicious, glorious cycle.

But not to Administrator Fel’duin.

While she was a firm believer in ruling by the iron fist, interrogation was certainly not her forte.  She would much rather rely upon her wits and weapons to resolve a situation before using data from an untrustworthy prisoner—but to her chagrin, this situation did not allow for wits or weapons at the time being.  They needed information on the Ka’Tula System, and interrogation was the only way to get it.

Thus far, Fel’duin had been less than successful in her interrogation sessions.  Captain Landsberg had proven most uncooperative, needing to be beaten into submission even before admitting to his name.  Fel’duin summarily dismissed him, but was intent on meeting with the Captain again when he regained consciousness.

The following interrogations proved equally successful, and as she slowly paced in front of the feral Sarah Hartman, Fel’duin began to feel her confidence levels dropping.  “What is your name?” she demanded of the Doctor.

“You already know my name,” said Hartman icily.

Fel’duin paused, and approached the Doctor.  “Answer the question,” she commanded through clenched teeth.

Hartman sighed, and expelled a considerable sigh, and for a moment, it seemed that she had given up.  But then, the Doctor met Fel’duin’s gaze.  “Go to hell,” she retorted.

Fel’duin clenched her fist and smacked Hartman’s jaw with as much force as she could muster.  “Do not speak to me like that,” said the Administrator.

Hartman’s eyes widened.  “Then you know what?  You’d might as well kill me right now!”

Fel’duin was taken aback by the statement.  Never in her years of experience had she heard a prisoner ask to be killed.  She carefully sauntered around the sleek, metallic chair, her eyes locked with Hartman’s in an attempt to understand this odd human.  “How would you like me to terminate you?” she asked, just see how far Hartman was willing to take her charade.

“Slit my throat,” said the Doctor immediately—but she immediately recanted the statement.  “Better yet, breathe on me again.  Your breath is bad enough to kill a Yridian yak!”

For a brief moment, Fel’duin was tempted to take Hartman’s first suggestion seriously, but she stopped just shy of the actual action, and simply stared at the Doctor with disgust.

Hartman scoffed.  “Is that the best you can do?” she demanded.  “I’ve seen first-year cadets more inquisitive than you are!”

“Silence!” shouted Fel’duin at the top of her lungs.  Already, she regretted her lack of finesse in the interrogation chamber, a fact that became more evident as she realized that she had no idea what to do with Hartman next; consequently, Fel’duin sighed, turned on her heel, and left the insolent human alone to her thoughts.

As Fel’duin emerged from the chamber into a long, narrow corridor, she expelled a long sigh and began to reconsider her interrogation methods—and as the sound of laughter pervaded the now closed doors, Fel’duin immediately realized that if her methods were lacking one thing, it was brutality…

That will change, Fel’duin decided as Doctor Hartman’s pervasive laughter continued to echo throughout her dejected mind.  

“Sa’sheer!”

Nafar’s soft words barely reached Sa’sheer, walking swiftly through one of the myriad corridors on the Toraxis.  In fact, Sa’sheer only thought he had heard his name, and candidly came to a halt to decide whether or not his mind was playing games with him.  He carefully retraced his steps to the adjacent corridor where Nafar stood, waiting with a PADD in hand.

Slowly receding into the shadowy recesses of the narrow corridor, Nafar beckoned for his companion to follow.  When Sa’sheer complied, Nafar smiled faintly, and handed him the PADD.

Sa’sheer curiously took it from Nafar, and gleaned the presented data.  “Is this what I think it is?” he inquired softly.

“It is,” said Nafar.  “I received it from Talyere this morning.”

Brimming with newfound enthusiasm, Sa’sheer’s grip on the PADD tightened, and his eyes poured over the data as fast as his mind would allow.   “There does not appear to be much for us to do at the moment,” he noted about halfway through.

“There does not,” agreed Nafar.  “However, this downtime will allow for us to increase Resistance membership.   We know there is support for Talyere and reformation of The Tome of Na’zar… unfortunately, until now, we have not had an opportunity to find it.”

Sa’sheer nodded.  “It would appear we have been presented with such an opportunity.  However, we can rest assured its duration will be brief.  It is a certainty that before long, the Toraxis will be assigned new orders.”  He paused, folded his arms, and sighed.  “How do we begin?  I suspect simple advertising would not be an efficient method of recruitment.”

“Agreed,” said Nafar evenly.  “I believe we must first seek out those with whom we have an extremely trustworthy relationship.  If our probing continues to prove positive, we will work from there.”

“Many on this vessel are still loyal to Xi’Yor,” Sa’sheer noted, “however, with his recent failures, they are beginning to grow weary.  If such a trend were to continue…”

Nafar smiled.  “It would be most favorable for our cause,” he noted.  “Fortunately, the Cerebrate appears to be inadvertently assisting us in that matter.”

Sa’sheer began to speak, but stopped just short of producing words.  Again, he heard faint voices in the back of his mind, and again, Sa’sheer was unsure if they were real or not.  He paused, and turned his gaze upon Nafar, who slowly nodded, indicating that he heard the voices as well.  Moments later, a small group of fellow officers strolled past their shadowy hideout without incident.

Nafar cleared his throat.  “Perhaps we should reconvene later—in a more private environment.”

“An excellent idea,” said Sa’sheer.  “Furthermore, I have duties to attend to; I do not wish Xi’Yor to grow suspicious about my tardiness.”

Quickly, the two vacated their dark, narrow corridor and went their separate ways, believing all was well.  Little did they know, Xi’Yor had already grown suspicious.  His vivid orange eyes narrowed to slits as he, too, emerged from the shadowy depths of the darkened corridor…

“Admiral Grayson is en route to the Zad’ri to negotiate the release of the prisoners,” said Alan Christopher to Erin Keller.

They stood behind the large, sleek console atop the platform in the back of the astrometrics lab.  Erin was seated at the controls while Alan stood with his hands resting on the back of her chair, gazing at the image of the Alteran Expanse displayed on the large, panoramic viewscreen surrounding most of the platform.

Almost immediately after he spoke, Alan could see Erin’s shoulders relax considerably.  Much like himself, Erin was obviously worried about the crew of the Merrimac—but more importantly, Sarah Hartman and Rachael Meyer, who had had the unfortunate luck of being on the ship when it had been captured.

Though negotiations were certainly a step in the right direction, it was still a long way from the ultimate goal of seeing the prisoners released—and for the life of him, Christopher had no idea how such a feat might be accomplished without suffering grave consequences at some future point in time.  Thankfully, Admiral Grayson was spearheading the operation; had O’Connor tried to negotiate, Christopher would have declared the mission a failure even before it had started.

“I just hope Admiral Grayson is quick,” Erin said a moment later.  Her deft fingers quickly roamed the control station before her, and moments later, numerous purple dots popped into existence on the viewscreen near the Alteran Expanse.  “It looks like the Elorg have boosted their border patrols by fifty percent.  They could try to provoke another attack.”

Christopher sighed.  “Hopefully we’re not stupid enough to fall for the same trick twice.”

Keller giggled softly, but clear to Christopher that her response was a hollow one, a fact that was exacerbated by the dreadful silence that followed.  Keller shifted uneasily in her chair, and tried to continue her work, but even that seemed to be a struggle for her.

Christopher’s heart sank slightly.  He forced a smile to his face, and stepped around to the front of the console, his gaze immediately falling upon Erin’s saddened brown eyes.  “Are you okay?” he inquired, placing a caring hand on her shoulder.

Erin grabbed Alan’s hand and squeezed it tight, but made no attempt to respond to his inquiry.

Still, he understood completely.  “It’s about Angela, isn’t it?”

Slowly, Erin’s gaze turned to the spot where their daughter had lived for the past several months—tears welling in her eyes  “I… feel so empty,” she said softly.  

“I know,” said Alan.

Near the same time Erin had found out she was pregnant, Alan discovered he had been afflicted with a fatal disease that was slowly disintegrating his DNA.  Just when Christopher had resigned to the fact that he would soon perish, Doctor Hartman discovered that with some genetic re-sequencing, Christopher’s unborn daughter could provide a cure to the disease.  Unfortunately, they soon discovered that the cost to save Christopher would be Angela.

Making the decision as to who would live—and who would die—had proven the most daunting task ever faced by both Alan and Erin—and they would live with the repercussions every single day…

Since then, things between the two of them had been different.  The few meals they ate together often went without a spoken word, and many times, Alan awoke at night to find Erin sleeping on the sofa.  In fact, things had digressed so far that the customary banter between the two of them on the bridge had virtually disappeared… It pained Alan to watch these events happen, but he felt there was little he could do to help—and the rift deepened a little further.

Solemnly shaking her head, Erin allowed herself to sulk for an additional moment before composing herself, and turning her attention back to work—though the look on her face was morbid.  She occupied herself with the controls for all of ten seconds before stopping, and turning her gaze upon Alan.  “Captain Duford on the Majestic contacted me last night,” she said softly.

Allison Duford.  Christopher was familiar with the name and the ship, but little else.  “What of it?” he asked.

Erin gulped.  “According to Allison, her first officer is getting promoted to Captain; the Majestic will soon be in need of an experienced first officer, and she wants me to be that person.”

Alan Christopher blinked, but said nothing.  For the first time in his life, he was left utterly speechless.  A multitude of words floated through his mind, but none of them had the power to manifest themselves in his voice.  He simply stood, dumbfounded, and listened as Erin dropped her next bombshell.

“I’m going to accept the position,” she said.

“What?” exclaimed Christopher, finally absolved of his speechlessness.

“After losing Angela, I just… don’t feel the same way about you.  I’m confused, about who I am… where I’m going…  and being around you doesn’t seem to help.  I just need some time away from… us, Alan, and this is it!”

Immediately, his heart wrenched.  He tried to find the word necessary to convey his feelings, but Alan soon realized that, much like Erin, he didn’t know what his feelings were.  Maybe she was right—they needed some time apart from one another…  but maybe they simply needed to talk.  “Why don’t you consider it again in a few days, when you’re mind isn’t as clouded?”

She shook her head.  “No,” she gently insisted.  “I’m leaving the Starlight.”

Chapter Three

William Grayson was not in the mood to negotiate.  In particular, he was not in the mood to negotiate with the manipulative Elorg, especially in a situation that the Elorg had created on their own before conveniently passing the blame to the Federation.  As far as Grayson was concerned, there was nothing to negotiate; the prisoners needed to be returned, and that was that.

Unfortunately, Grayson did not inhabit the perfect universe, and as he stared down the dark, ominous curves of the E.W.S. Zad’ri, he knew that the Elorg would not just hand over the prisoners.  He knew that the Elorg wanted something—and they wanted it badly.  Furthermore, since they were willing to go to these extremes to get it, odds were that the Elorg were going after something big.

To his chagrin, Grayson did not have time to postulate the Elorg’s motives, as a soft sensor alert suddenly diverted his attention elsewhere.

“We have crossed the border,” said the young lady at tactical. 

Immediately, Grayson could feel his muscles tense.  “Status of the Elorg?” he demanded.

“They are holding position; both shields and weapons are offline.”

He nodded, relieved that at the very least, they wouldn’t be attacked right off the bat.  Slowly rising from the command chair, Grayson slowly approached the helm directly in front of him.  “Open a channel,” he said softly.

Moments later, the Zad’ri blinked away, summarily replaced with the cold, stern gaze of an Elorg official.  She was an unpleasant looking lady, clad in a form-fitting black outfit that seemed to make the fire in her vivid orange eyes burn more intensely.  “En taro adun,” she said flatly.  “I am Administrator Fel’duin of the Warship Zad’ri.  I speak for the Elorg.”

Grayson nodded politely.  “I am Admiral William Grayson of the Federation Starship Athena.  And I believe we have a situation to resolve.”

Drilling her fierce gaze into Grayson’s, Fel’duin nodded curtly.  “We do,” she said simply.  “Following the unfortunate incident with the Merrimac, 352 prisoners were acquired.  It is regrettable that in the interim, thirty-six of those have been terminated for their insolence.”

His blood beginning to boil with anger, Grayson clenched his fists, but managed to contain himself.  Since the Elorg were relative newcomers to the quadrant, he hadn’t expected them to abide by the numerous edicts outlining the treatment of prisoners—but he had expected a bit more civility.

Deciding that now was not the time to force such issues, Grayson made his primary concern the safe return of the remaining prisoners.  “What are your terms for the release of the survivors?” he asked.

Fel’duin blinked—and as she lifted her eyelids, the malevolence in her eyes was evident.  “We demand an apology for the loss of our fighters and the violation of our border,” she said softly.

Grayson nearly scoffed at Fel’duin’s words, for the Administrator had to be out of her mind to demand such things.  “The incident was not our fault,” he said sternly.  “The loss of your fighter crafts is regrettable, but the Federation will not apologize for the carelessness of your pilots.”

Fel’duin was clearly taken aback by the statement.  Her eyes widened, her lips thinned, and her nostrils flared.  “Then there are no terms,” she snapped.  “The Elorg Bloc will be holding the prisoners indefinitely.  Good-bye, Admiral.”

Fel’duin blinked out of existence—as did Admiral Grayson’s hopes of freeing the prisoners.

Communication with other starships was not an uncommon thing on the Toraxis.  It happened all of the time—tactical reports, messages from family and friends, orders from the Cerebrate and the Conclave.  And up until now, Xi’Yor hadn’t given any of it a second thought—he hadn’t had any reason to.

But now, Xi’Yor had every reason to be suspicious.  Messages from Talyere were not something very ordinary, especially since Xi’Yor had personally shot and killed the pedantic Overseer in the Inkhezi’s final moments several those months ago.

Or so he had thought.

Perhaps Talyere had not been killed when Xi’Yor had shot him… and perhaps he had survived the Inkhezi’s crash into the surface of Gildebron III… and perhaps… Nafar and Sa’sheer had helped him escape to the Starlight.  The very thought made Xi’Yor recoil in disgust…  Talyere should be dead!!
It had taken some digging, a lot of patience, and a fair amount of complex decrypting to uncover the messages.  And the data sitting on the computer screen before the Overseer seemed to indicate the exact opposite to be true.  Talyere was alive… and continuing to plot against Xi’Yor and The Tome of Na’zar. 

Fifty-three messages had been exchanged since the attack on Gildebron III, all of them hidden so well that Xi’Yor would have never stumbled upon them by accident.  Though the majority of them remained heavily encrypted, the few that Xi’Yor were able to decipher revealed a world that Xi’Yor had not thought possible to exist—a world that was home to an Elorg Resistance, spearheaded by Nafar.

“Very clever,” he commended under his breath.

Slowly, Xi’Yor’s hands crept over the computer controls mounted on his sleek, obsidian desk.  Together, they orchestrated what Xi’Yor believed to be his greatest opus…

Placing a neutral look upon his face, Xi’Yor slowly rose from his desk and approached the doors that would lead him to the bridge.  “Very clever,” he repeated when he reached the doors, “but totally unacceptable.”

When he finally emerged on the bridge, Xi’Yor tried his best to keep a neutral face.  Still, he couldn’t help but scrutinize each and every crewmember, for any one of them could be rendering aid to Nafar and Sa’sheer…

“Nafar,” he called out.

The wayward Underling, looking utterly innocent, turned to face Xi’Yor.  “Yes, Overseer?”

“Set course for Gildebron III—maximum warp.”

The sudden order certainly surprised Nafar, considering their original mission was to attack the Kokiri System again.  Nevertheless, Nafar did not question Xi’Yor’s order, and quickly went to work at inputting their new course.

“Course set,” he replied after a moment.

A devious smile cracked Xi’Yor’s face.  Slowly, he approached the helm and peered over Nafar’s shoulder to see that the Underling had complied.  “Execute,” he said after a moment.

The second Nafar complied with Xi’Yor’s order, countless tendrils of white energy surged from the helm and brought Nafar into their deadly embrace, manifesting themselves around his body amidst a cacophony of hums and zaps.  When the energy streams finally dissipated, Xi’Yor stood leering over Nafar’s lifeless body.  “What a shame,” he uttered without remorse.  “Your beloved chi-goehs won’t help you now, will it, Nafar?”

Swiftly, Xi’Yor came about to face his stunned subordinates, his scrutinizing gaze looking for any signs of treachery.  “We must have suffered a power surge,” he told them.  Then, his gaze fell upon the traitor Sa’sheer.  “Summon an engineering team to the bridge.  It would be… unfortunate if this were to happen again…”

“I have been giving our tactical situation some considerable thought,” said Talyere to Bator as they walked casually through one of the Starlight’s myriad corridors.  

The Phobian, always eager to give the Starlight an edge, nodded his head enthusiastically.  “What did you have in mind?” he inquired.  “Hopefully something better than my last attempt at an upgrade.”

He spoke of the “false entry” in The Tome of Na’zar that was used as a safeguard should the book ever fall into the wrong hands.  Of course, at the time, Bator had had no idea it was a false entry, and consequently the upgrades had disabled the ship amidst a heated exchange with the Cardassians.  

Talyere nodded accordingly.  “I believe, though it may take some effort, the Starlight’s phasers can be upgraded considerably.”

“How?”

“I will explain the details at a later time,” said Talyere.  “I simply wanted to broach the topic at this time.  I also have several ideas for possible shield enhancements that could prove effective in neutralizing the effects of verteron radiation in the Alteran Expanse.  Though the Starlight would not directly benefit from such an advancement, it would make it far easier to dispatch an invasion force into the nebula.”

The two summarily came to a stop just outside Talyere’s quarters.  “It is all experimental,” added the Elorg as he opened the doors.  “Please, enter.”

Bator complied, and together, they entered Talyere’s relatively Spartan quarters, where they were immediately greeted by a constant bleeping noise from the computer on Talyere’s desk.  “You have a message,” Bator surmised, following Talyere to the desk.

“So it would seem,” he agreed, taking his seat.  “I was not expecting any transmissions for at least another day.”

“Perhaps,” said Bator, folding his arms, “Nafar has something urgent to say…”

“There is only one way to find out.”  Talyere, brimming with feelings of uncertainty, slowly reached out and touched the screen.  Seconds later, it was Sa’sheer—not Nafar—that blinked into existence before him, and the look on the Underling’s face was grim.

“Talyere, you must listen carefully,” he whispered frantically.  “Xi’Yor has somehow discovered our resistance.  Nafar is dead, and I fear I shall be terminated next.  No matter what happens, you must keep this movement alive!  The future is in your hands, Overseer!”

There was a sudden pounding at the doors of Sa’sheer’s quarters.  Fear filling his eyes, Sa’sheer quickly came about to see nothing but weapons fire.  Talyere counted at least ten blasts before one fateful shot struck Sa’sheer’s computer terminal, effectively ending the transmission.

Talyere’s hand quickly slammed down on the controls, killing the transmission; he had no desire to see that carnage again.  “This does not bode well for our operation,” he said softly.  “Without the resistance, Xi’Yor will be virtually limitless in his power…”

Bator frowned.  “But the resistance is not dead,” he reminded.  “It is in your hands…”

“What could I possibly do?”

“I don’t know,” said the Phobian with a shrug.  “But we should inform the Captain at once.  He may have an idea…”

For the first time, Jeremy Talbot was in awe of Admiral Alexis O’Connor.  The Federation was plunged in a war with a powerful alien species; hundreds of Starfleet officers were being held prisoner aboard an Elorg ship, and it seemed evident that the war was about to take a turn for the worse.  But amazingly, Alexis O’Connor didn’t seem fazed by any of it—in fact, the Admiral appeared completely oblivious to the matters at hand, and instead, focused on the matter in her hand.

“This is forty-seven pages of pure garbage,” O’Connor said of Talbot’s most recent tactical analysis.  

He had spent several hours compiling all of the necessary data, checking and rechecking it to be certain it was accurate.  Then, in what seemed like nothing short of a miracle, Talbot had meshed all of the data into one relatively coherent analysis on the current tactical situation in the Kilka Sector, which he had summarily presented to O’Connor.

After arriving in the Admiral’s bare office (bare, save a few doughnuts, that is), Talbot sat and watched as O’Connor skimmed over the first paragraph.  Being an introduction, it contained little in the way of actual data, but apparently, it was enough for O’Connor to base her final judgment on.

Now, after five minutes of ranting, O’Connor finally seemed to be cooling off… Or so Talbot thought; he wasn’t sure how much longer he could remain silent.

Waving the PADD in the air, O’Connor’s frown deepened.  “I try to work with you people,” she said almost empathetically, “and what do you give me?  Garbage!  Pure and utter garbage.”

Nasty words floated on the tip of Talbot’s tongue, a few of which escaped in the form of faint whispers.  He summarily bit his tongue to suppress the rest of his outburst.

O’Connor sighed, set the PADD down, and started staring at her own computer screen.  “I might be able to sort out this mess,” she muttered, “but Command isn’t going to be pleased.”

With that said, O’Connor proceeded to delve into her “salvaging operation,” grumbling incoherent thoughts the entire time.  Though she seemed to be lost in deep thought, Talbot could tell that she was not.  Though her fingers were swiftly tapping the controls, they were doing it at random, indicating that anything she was adding to the report was pure gibberish.  Undoubtedly, she would still take credit for the whole thing.

“What am I going to do with you, James?” she sighed as she finished her first “revision.”

Talbot didn’t bother to respond to that particular question… but he did respond.  “Jeremy,” he corrected.

“What?”

“My name is Jeremy you stupid bastard!  If you had any idea what you were doing, that might have been forgivable, but you don’t!  You’re the most oblivious moron in the universe!  Quite frankly, I don’t see how an arrogant asshole like you got to be an Admiral!”

O’Connor blinked.  “There’s no need to get snooty,” she said tersely.  “You could have simply pointed out the error in a civilized manner like most human beings, James.  I’m only human,” she said with a fake chuckle, as if her words of wisdom had suddenly solved the problem.

He blinked.  “You don’t have a clue, do you?”

“Rendezvous with the Fourth Fleet,” O’Connor suddenly blurted out, apparently done with the prior conversation.

“Fourth?” asked Talbot.  “The Fourth Fleet doesn’t need reinforcements.  But sending us there, you’re leaving the Ka’Tula System vulnerable!”

Her computer station suddenly bleeped, cutting O’Connor off before she had a chance to speak.  She quickly acknowledged the bleep, and then turned her unpleasant scowl back to Talbot.  “Dismissed,” she said icily before turning her attention to the computer.

As Talbot stormed out of her office, O’Connor expelled a long sigh.  It was people like James Talbot that gave young people such a bad reputation, she decided before activating the view screen on her computer terminal; Alan Christopher summarily blinked into view.

“Admiral,” he said, “we have a problem.”

“Oh really?” said O’Connor blatantly, her eyes slowly creeping across her desk in search of a doughnut.

“Yes,” said Christopher.  “Xi’Yor knows about the Resistance.  We’re curr—”

“Who?”

For some strange reason, Captain Christopher’s face was struck with surprise.  “Xi’Yor…” he repeated softly.

O’Connor shrugged.  “You’ll have to forgive me,” she said, again with a faint chuckle.  “I’ve barely had time to breathe, let alone read all of those trivial reports you submit to me.”

Christopher wasn’t about to further this conversation.  If she didn’t know who Xi’Yor was, she certainly wasn’t going to know about the resistance—which means any suggestions she might have would be totally useless.  Instead, he simply smiled at the Admiral.  “I’m terribly sorry,” he said.  “I must have… made an error.  How insolent of me.  I’ll be sure not to bother you with such trivial problems in the future.”

O’Connor smiled.  “Thank you,” she said, sounding almost pleasant.  “See how nice we work together?  I’ll see you soon, Captain.”

And she blinked away, leaving Christopher with one profound realization: “We are so screwed…”

Chapter Four

A warm, light breeze gracefully swept across the dusty, archaic remains of the once majestic arboretum situated at Inferno’s Citadel.  The tall pillars that had surrounded the garden two hundred thousand years ago had all but been destroyed; only three of them remained standing, covered with dead vines and cobwebs.

The intricate brickwork on the ground was now covered with weeds and sand.  In the back, the arched passage to the rest of Citadel was a veritable deathtrap, dropping large chunks of rock at random.  Indeed, time had not been kind to this part of the complex.

Z’danorax postulated that, with some work, the entire citadel would be restored to its former glory… but as the sand-driven wind began to pick up, the faint stench of the sulfur lagoons crept into her nostrils—and somehow, the sweet smell of success was not so evident.  She cringed, and realized that any work here would be a long ways off…

Suddenly, the wind brought Z’danorax another surprise—the sound of footsteps echoing throughout her domain.  Her eyes narrowing, the Cerebrate slowly came about to see who had disturbed her.  What she saw disgusted her.

“Overseer Xi’Yor,” she said tersely.  “Why are you not assaulting the Kokiri System?”

Xi’Yor stood motionlessly for several moments, watching the Cerebrate’s cloak dance in the wind.  Then, he blinked and the sudden smile on his face was devious.  “I have better things to do,” he said enigmatically.

Unimpressed by his actions, Z’danorax made haste to close the distance between the two of them.  “If you do not comply, I will terminate you.”

Such a threat usually sent Xi’Yor to the ground, groveling at the Cerebrate’s feet.  This time, however, Xi’Yor remained standing, totally unfazed by her harsh words.  “You would not dare terminate me,” he said defiantly.

Certainly he was not that foolish; Xi’Yor had personally been witness to the termination of hundreds of insolent fools.  “Is your memory failing you?” she asked.

“It is not,” Xi’Yor assured her.

“Then what is the meaning of your defiance?”

“This.”  Xi’Yor summarily pulled out a PADD and dangled it before Z’danorax.  The look on his face was no longer enigmatic, but concerned.

Z’danorax quickly grabbed the PADD from Xi’Yor’s hand and poured over the data he offered.  At first, she thought it was some sort of hoax, for the very notion of an Elorg resistance was preposterous.  But the look on Xi’Yor’s face was very sincere, and the data he presented was utterly compelling.  “How did you come upon this?” she demanded.

“I happened to overhear a conversation between two of my men,” he explained.  “Intrigued by their clandestine actions, I decided to further explore this purported treachery, and found it entirely true.  There is an organized resistance against The Tome of Na’zar, Cerebrate, lead by none other than Talyere Rosat.”

Clenching her jaw, the Cerebrate expelled a disgruntled sigh.  “I was under the impression that you had terminated the pariah prior to the destruction of the Inkhezi.”

“As was I,” said Xi’Yor.  “Apparently, he survived, and was escorted back to the Federation by the resistance, where he continues to plot against us…”

Z’danorax could feel the anger building inside of her.  “This,” she said, referring to the PADD, “is an unacceptable circumstance.  You must seek out all resistance members and terminate them.  Let it be known that such betrayal will not be tolerated.”

Xi’Yor’s eyes fluttered.  “With pleasure,” he said deviously.  “None shall escape my wrath.”

“And what of Talyere?” asked Z’danorax.  “He is deep within Federation space.  There is no guarantee we could retrieve him even in a direct assault.”

A gust of wind suddenly passed through the arboretum, kicking up a whirlwind of sand and dust between Xi’Yor and Z’danorax.  Gazing through the sandy mist, Xi’Yor produced a malevolent grin unlike anything Z’danorax had seen in her life.  “None shall escape my wrath,” he repeated in an eerie voice.  “Not only will I retrieve Talyere Rosat, I will conquer the Ka’Tula System at the same time…”

Intrigued, Z’danorax stepped forward into the dusty maelstrom.  “I will support you in this endeavor,” she said softly.  “But if you fail me, Xi’Yor, I will terminate you.”

For a brief moment, apprehension appeared to wash over Xi’Yor; perhaps he wasn’t as sure of himself as he sounded.  Even so, that did not stop him from flashing his devious smile in the Cerebrate’s direction.  “Victory is at hand,” he assured her.  “I will need as many vessels as you can spare… and access to the Zad’ri.”

“We are being hailed,” said the Athena’s tactical officer.

The announcement was not one Admiral Grayson had been expecting.  Admiral O’Connor was too unconcerned with the hostage situation to contact him about it, and the rest of the Federation task force was most likely otherwise engaged—which lead Grayson to the conclusion that whoever was at the other end of that communiqué was most likely not the bearer of good news.  “Who is it?” he asked a moment later.

There was a brief moment of silence, during which Grayson inwardly confirmed his fears.   Then, the tactical officer cleared her throat.  “It is Administrator Fel’duin on the Zad’ri,” she said in awe.

Grayson’s heart skipped a beat.  “What could she possibly want?” he inquired to nobody in particular.  “On screen.”

This time when Fel’duin appeared, there were no pleasantries.  The Administrator didn’t even bother to force a smile to her face.  “We will return the Merrimac prisoners,” she abruptly announced.

Though he was utterly surprised by the revelation, Grayson was not about to believe the Administrator for a second; in his gut, he knew that this was a trap of some sort.  But the Elorg were willing to return the prisoners, and Grayson had to use that to his advantage.  “Have you new terms?” he inquired.

“Yes,” said Fel’duin flatly.  “We demand one thing.”

“We will not apologize,” Grayson reminded.

Fel’duin quickly raised a dismissive hand to Grayson.  “And we do not care about your apology,” she snapped.  “The prisoners will be returned in exchange for Talyere Rosat.  We know he is not dead, Admiral, so there is no point in attempting to convince me otherwise.”

Talyere was an extremely valued advisor to the Federation.  His insights had been keeping them afloat since the beginning of the invasion, and if they needed those insights, they needed them now more than ever…  Then again, Talyere was only one man… there were dozens of prisoners.

“Perhaps this will aid you in your decision making,” Fel’duin interjected.  “If you do not agree to return Talyere, I will terminate all of the prisoners… immediately.”

The decision was essentially made.  Grayson couldn’t possibly ask all of those survivors to sacrifice themselves for Talyere.  The Elorg had him backed into a corner with no room to maneuver; compliance was the only option.  “We will… return Talyere,” he finally said.

“Excellent,” said Fel’duin.  “We will rendezvous at Ka’Tula Prime…”

Grayson’s eyes widened.  “Ka’Tula Prime?  Certainly, we can exchange the prisoners on the—”

“Ka’Tula Prime,” Fel’duin insisted, “or the prisoners die.”

Hesitantly, Grayson nodded.  “Ka’Tula Prime…” he repeated softly.

The Starlight’s conference lounge was packed.  The entire senior staff—save Doctor Hartman and Rachael Meyer—was present, including Kendall Johnson.  Furthermore, Captain Allison Duford and a few of her crew were also there, making for a tight squeeze around the conference room table—but the cause for the meeting required everyone to know what was going on…

Sitting at the head of the table, Captain Christopher nervously folded his hands on the surface of the shiny obsidian table and exchanged glances with each and every crewmember until his eyes finally fell upon Talyere.  “We have negotiated for the release of the prisoners,” he said, the words eliciting some excited commotion—which Christopher quickly quelled.  “There is a price,” he added, his gaze again focusing upon Talyere.

It took the Elorg only a few additional seconds to realize what exactly that price was.  “I am returning to the Bloc,” he announced sullenly.

“You are leaving the ship,” Christopher announced… but a smile slowly crept onto his otherwise serious face.  “But you’re not going back to the Elorg.”

The statement piqued Talyere’s curiosity.  “What then, will I be doing?”

For his part, Christopher had given that question a lot of thought.  Sacrificing Talyere to the Elorg was simply unacceptable.  Not only would he be guaranteed death, it would mean one of the Federation’s key components in this war would be lost.  They needed Talyere alive, and that was exactly what Christopher envisioned.  “I’m giving you command of the Aztec,” he said.  “Your orders are to get as far away from the Kilka Sector as possible; once I have something for you to do, I’ll let you know.”

Of course, there was one major flaw in Christopher’s reasoning; Talyere wearily cleared his throat as it dawned on him.  “The Elorg are expecting me,” he reminded.  “If I am not present at the prisoner exchange, the Merrimac survivors will be terminated.”

 An enigmatic, devious smile—almost Elorg in quality—broke Christopher’s face.  He summarily turned to Commander Tompkins, seated a few chairs away.  “Have we solved that particular problem yet, Lucas?”

The chief engineer grunted softly, the look on his face matching that of the Captain’s.  “Yeah,” he confirmed.  “We reprogrammed the EMH to take Talyere’s place.  We’ve given him a few mobile emitters, and a shit-load of information regarding Talyere and the Elorg.  The Elorg will find out after a few minutes that it’s not the real thing… but by that time, Talyere should be long gone.”

With a proud look on his face, Talyere turned to Christopher and smiled.  “That is devious, Captain!  Well done…”  He paused for a moment, then added, “When do I leave?”

“As soon as you’re ready,” said Christopher.  “Unless you’re willing to wait for a guest…”

Knowing that Talyere would be gone for an extended period of time, Christopher decided it would be best if someone joined Talyere in his journeys.  He considered the possibilities for a long time before finally reaching a decision.  Bator had been one of the frontrunners, considering the strong relationship between the two… but ultimately, Christopher realized that he could easily kill two birds with one stone by selecting someone… with less desire to be on the ship.

“Kendall,” he called out evenly.

Johnson’s eyes bugged out in surprise.  “Me?”

Christopher nodded.  “You.”

It was a well-known fact that Talyere and Johnson did not get along—and that was putting it mildly.  And indeed, Christopher had taken that into account while making his decision, but he couldn’t help but recall his own misadventure with Erin Keller, alone, on a shuttle, to Alarin III near the beginning of his tenure on the Starlight.  The two of them had been able to set their differences aside and become good friends—Christopher was hoping the same would happen in this instance.

“This will be your only opportunity to leave the ship,” said Christopher, “so I suggest you take it.  Otherwise, you will be enjoying some more quality time in your quarters until you are fit for duty.”

Johnson was clearly unhappy with the decision, but he said nothing to refute it.  Assuming that was a “yes,” Christopher smiled pleasantly, and turned his attention to Captain Duford, situated at the opposite end of the table.

Duford was a tall, slender woman with short, dark hair, dark eyes, and a deep, tan complexion.  She smiled as Christopher turned to her, revealing a set of perfect white teeth.  “Thank you, Captain Christopher,” she said.  “As you all know, I have offered Commander Keller a position on the Majestic, which she has so graciously accepted.  I just received word from Admiral Janeway this morning that all of the promotions have come through.  It’s official.” 

Following a few moments of excited chatter, Christopher dismissed the meeting.  He had been hoping to get in a few words with Erin before she left, but the crowd around her was so dense that he resolved that it could wait.  He sighed, turned on his heel, and retreated to the bridge in tandem with Commander Harrison.

As the crowd in the conference lounge started to thin, Erin Keller attempted to make her way for the doors—but something caught her attention, stopping her from making her final departure.  She paused, and turned around to see Kendall Johnson a scant meter away from her, his pale green eyes staring placidly at her.

Despite everything they had been through over the past two years, Erin still cared deeply for Kendall—as a good friend.  And though she wanted to make her exit from the Starlight as quick and painless as possible, Erin knew that she couldn’t just walk away from her friends.  She smiled, and approached Kendall with a caring smile.

“I guess this is it,” she said softly.

He nodded sullenly.  “I guess so,” he agreed.

Erin’s smiled deepened.  “I guess I should let you know that it has been an honor to serve with you.  You are a very unique and interesting individual, Kendall, and no matter what happens, I’ll always remember you as one of my best friends.  I mean… we’ve had some good times together.”  She paused, sorting through the flood of memories besieging her, and was quick to pick out perhaps their greatest triumph.

“Remember the temporal probe we made?”

A smile cracked his face.  “Yeah.  I really enjoyed working with you on that project.”

Erin nodded.  “So did I.  And we worked so hard on making that silly thing work!  For a while, I thought we would never make it, but we persisted… and it paid off!”

Though his mind had been precluded with negative things recently, this one fond memory finally brought a real smile to Kendall Johnson’s face.  “It certainly did,” he agreed.

Feeling the tears begin to well in her eyes, Erin sighed, and shook her head.  “I told myself I wasn’t going to cry,” she said, her voice cracking.

Kendall smiled.  “Too late for that,” he quipped.

A wayward tear suddenly trickled down Erin’s face.  She smiled, and carefully wiped it aside.  “I am going to miss you so much,” she said softly, approaching Kendall with open arms.

Kendall seemed to hesitate for a moment, but ultimately gave in; he extended his arms and wrapped them around Erin’s petite body.  “I’ll miss you, too,” he said softly.

The two held close for a few precious seconds, Johnson cherishing each tender moment in her warm embrace.  But suddenly, Erin pulled away, placing her hands firmly upon his shoulders; looking Kendall straight in the eyes, she flashed her angelic smile and said,   “Farewell, little buddy…”

Following the news of his departure, Talyere made haste in his preparations to leave the ship.  He gathered the few cherished belongings he had procured during his tenure on the Starlight, packed them in a bag, and made his way directly to the Aztec.

After sitting placidly at the helm for ten minutes, Talyere decided that Kendall Johnson had not resolved to depart with the same haste as he.  Consequently, Talyere made a new resolve of his own—if Johnson wasn’t on the Aztec in five more minutes, he would leave without the wayward human.

To Talyere’s chagrin, four minutes and fifty-six seconds later, Johnson arrived with his myriad bags.  He carelessly tossed them on the deck and approached the cockpit, immediately coming upon Talyere’s scrutinizing gaze.  “Certainly you don’t intend to leave your belongings there?”

Johnson looked back at his bags and shrugged.  “I’ll take care of them,” he said softly.

“When?”

Clenching his jaw, Johnson turned the Talyere and said, “When I get to it.”  He proceeded to seat himself at the workstation beside Talyere to go through the preflight sequences.

Watching Johnson’s clumsy work, Talyere could only sigh.  Should I terminate him now… or later? he asked himself as the shuttle bay doors slowly gave way to a vast, twinkling starscape.

The computer suddenly bleeped, shattering Talyere’s mental ramblings.  “Christopher to Aztec.”

Quickly, Talyere activated the communication system.  “This is Talyere.”

“You two are good to go,” said the Captain.  “We wish you the best of luck on your journey.”

“Thank you,” said Talyere.  His gaze shifted from the computer to Kendall.  “We will certainly need it.”

“See you soon.  Christopher out.”

Once Christopher’s cheerful voice dissipated, Talyere couldn’t help but sigh.  “The Captain believes himself funny,” he muttered.

Johnson nodded.  “Indeed.”  His fingers tapped at the controls for several seconds before the Aztec abruptly lifted off, gently rocking the tiny craft.  Johnson smiled sheepishly as the ship recovered, and then plotted their course into the great unknown.  “Where do you want to go?”

Aside from their orders to stay away from the Kilka Sector and vicinity, the two were left with virtually endless possibilities.  For his part, Talyere had no idea where to go.  Thus, he simply reached for the helm and touched a few buttons at random.

The computer bleeped.  “The Cleyra System?” asked Johnson as he looked over their destination.

Talyere shrugged.  “Is that a wise choice?” 

Johnson quickly checked the computer.  “Five Y-class planets, a J-class world, and two L-class, both of which are uninhabited.  But the Federation hasn’t been there in over seventy years.”

“Then it will be worth our attention,” said Talyere.  “Let us proceed.”

Chapter Five

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73997.6: The Starlight is in orbit of Ka’Tula Prime awaiting the return of our captured crewmembers.  Meanwhile, I am leading a team to the surface to help conduct the prisoner exchange.

For the first seventeen years of his life, the lush, idyllic scenery of Ka’Tula Prime had been Alan Christopher’s home.  Even now—twenty-two years later—he was filled with kindred spirits as he set foot on its lush, green terrain.

The air was cool and crisp, still sprinkled with the fresh scent of the morning’s dew.  Thin, wispy cirrus clouds danced high in the azure skies, casting faint shadows on the grassy, flower-filled plain below.  In the distance, the majestic ridges of the Farhelian Mountains peeked over the horizon, basking in the morning sunlight.

Christopher slowly treaded the grass, Commander Harrison walking right beside him.  Keller, Duford, Grayson, and the fraudulent Talyere followed close behind, all admiring the vibrant landscape.

“I used to frolic in this very field during my youth,” said Christopher as they drew nearer to the meeting grounds.  “As far as I can tell, it hasn’t changed a bit.”

“Certainly,” said Harrison, “the vegetation has aged… plants have been quashed, new trees have been seeded… geolo—”

“Thank you, Matthew,” interjected Christopher before his first officer could further shatter his stagnant perceptions.  “Obviously my memory is lacking; why don’t we keep it that way?”

He smiled.  “As you wish.”

Suddenly, a faint purple aura swirled amidst the air a few meters up ahead.  Christopher paused, and watched as two Elorg officers faded into existence.  One of them was a shapely female who Christopher had not seen before; undoubtedly, she was the Administrator Fel’duin who brought this entire situation about.  The other Elorg was instantly recognizable, and gave Christopher far more reason to be concerned.

“Xi’Yor,” he whispered to Harrison.  “What is he doing here?”

The first officer shrugged.  “I know not,” he said, matching Christopher’s tone.  “However, it does not bode well.”

“Administrator!”  Admiral Grayson’s voice echoed throughout the plain as he stepped ahead of Christopher and Harrison to greet the Elorg.

Both Elorg were obviously disgusted, and made no attempt to be cordial.  Xi’Yor, obviously in control of the situation, stepped in front of Fel’duin.  “You have brought Talyere,” he said, pleased.  “Excellent.”

Slowly, Xi’Yor turned to Fel’duin and nodded his head.  The Administrator summarily tapped her communicator, and within moments, dozens of purple pillars of light shimmered into existence behind her.  It was the Merrimac prisoners, alive and well.

Christopher expelled a sigh of relief when he spotted Rachael and Sarah amongst the group.  As long as the EMH could hold his own until the Zad’ri’s departure, the Federation would emerge from this incident victorious.

He watched intently as Xi’Yor and Fel’duin conferred with each other.  Their conversation went on for several moments, and though Christopher couldn’t make out any words, the conversation between the two Elorg was clearly a heated debate.  Ultimately, Xi’Yor pulled the disruptor from his belt and shot Fel’duin square in the chest; the Administrator, clutching her wound, crumpled into her grassy grave screaming in pain.

With the dispute settled, Xi’Yor turned to the prisoners.  “Move!” he shouted, pointing with his disruptor for them to march to their freedom.

There was no protest from the prisoners.  Without so much as a single word, Captain Landsberg led his people across the grassy plain, each step bringing them closer and closer to freedom.

Meanwhile, Admiral Grayson turned to Talyere, and motioned for him to do the same.  The look on his holographic face filled with trepidation, the imposter slowly began to tread across the field, looking back only once.  For a moment, Christopher almost regretted his deceit… but then, the first of the Merrimac’s crew arrived at Grayson’s side, and any doubts Christopher had suddenly evaporated.

 “Captain Landsberg!” said Grayson with relief.  “Welcome home!”

Landsberg, his smile wide, nodded, and shook the Admiral’s hand.  “It’s good to be home, sir,” he admitted.  Save a few scrapes and bruises, Landsberg and his crew appeared to be in excellent physical condition—a veritable miracle considering the harsh conditions on the Elorg ship.

But as he watched the group returning to safety, Christopher noted there was one exception to the rule—Sarah Hartman, walking with the help of Rachael Meyer, appeared to be in pretty bad shape.  Her left arm was wrapped in a makeshift sling, and her uniform was visibly bloodied.  With Harrison in tow, Christopher quickly rushed to their aid.

“Are you okay?” he asked Hartman.

She grunted softly.  “It’s not as bad as it looks,” she muttered… concurrently wincing in pain.

“Her arm is broken in at least three places,” said Rachael a moment later.  “And the Elorg roughed her up in the interrogation chamber.  She needs immediate medical treatment.”

Christopher turned to Harrison.  “Start getting everyone back to the ship,” he told him.  “See that the injured are sent directly to sickbay.”

Harrison nodded.  “Yes, Captain,” he said, carefully taking Hartman from Meyer’s grasps.  The two hobbled over to the rest of the group, where they began to transport to the Starlight, Athena, and the myriad other starships in orbit.

“Were you treated well?” Christopher asked Meyer as they, too started to head back.

Meyer shook her head solemnly.  “No.  Conditions were brutal, actually.  We were fed once the entire time, and were only given enough food for half the people in our cell.”  A faint smiled cracked her face.  “But Captain Landsberg got us through it.”

Appalled by the Elorg’s treatment of the prisoners, Christopher turned his gaze back to Xi’Yor across the field.  He stood watching Talyere help Fel’duin to her feet—apparently she had only been wounded during the argument.  Still, the fact that Xi’Yor would go to such extremes sickened the Captain.  “They are a force to be reckoned with,” he admitted.

“But we’ll beat them down.”  Allison Duford’s confident voice carried in the gentle breeze, reaching Christopher’s ears like a whisper.

When he came about, Duford and her new first officer were only a few meters away, both clearly relieved to see the hostage situation resolved without bloodshed.  Erin smiled, and quickly came up to Rachael.  “I’m so glad you’re okay!”

“It was rough,” said Meyer.  “But it was definitely a learning experience.”

“You’ll have to tell me all about it,” Keller said. 

Meyer nodded.  “That’s a week’s worth of breakfast conversations right there,” she said.  “And that’s not even counting…”  Her voice trailed off as she noticed the sullen look that had suddenly appeared on Keller’s face.  “What is it?”

She shook her head.  “There won’t be any more breakfasts, I’m afraid.  I got promoted to first officer on the Majestic.”

Looks of surprise, shock, and sadness all blossomed on Meyer’s face.  “Really?  That’s… great, I guess.”

Erin smiled.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll still be around.  I’m sure the Majestic and Starlight will meet at some point in this little war.  We’ll have plenty of time to talk.”

Meyer smiled.  “And I definitely have to tell you about Ryan.”

The expression on both Keller and Duford’s faces lit up with excitement.  “Captain Landsberg?” asked Duford in awe.  “Not bad…  But you’ll have to share your stories later.  Commander Keller and I should be returning to the Majestic.”

Nodding pleasantly, Meyer stepped out of the way so not to get caught in a transporter beam, and then turned to Christopher as Duford called her ship.  “It would seem that things are going to be different on the Starlight…”

Christopher nodded, and then looked to Keller one last time before the shimmering blue aura of the transporter beam fell upon her petite figure.  He smiled and waved at her, an action that she mimicked seconds before vanishing into thin air.  A bit sullen, Christopher turned his gaze back to Meyer.  “Very different,” he confirmed.

At long last, the continued existence of Talyere Rosat was something controlled completely by Xi’Yor—and this time, the Overseer did not intend to waste his time with pretext and interrogation.  Talyere was going to be terminated.  Xi’Yor envisioned a slow, agonizing death that would take days to run its course.  He looked forward to hearing Talyere’s cries of pain echoing throughout the corridors… he anticipated watching Talyere’s thick black blood ooze out of his body, and collect on the floor…  And this time, Xi’Yor wasn’t going to leave Talyere’s side until every last ounce of life was out of him…  This time, there was no escape from death.

Talyere was strapped—quite brutally—in a hard, metallic chair that had seen more than its share of interrogations, for it was stained black with blood.  Xi’Yor was certainly looking forward to adding a new coat.

“Tell me, Talyere, how should I terminate you?” asked Xi’Yor as he circled Talyere’s chair.  “Osteonecrosis?  Embalmment?  There are plenty of choices… perhaps I could devise a brutally unique combination.”

Talyere remained oddly silent.  There was no cunning retort, or insult on Xi’Yor’s lineage.  He simply sat, and watched Xi’Yor’s plotting, his face totally neutral.  If he feared death, Talyere certainly did not show it.  That would have to change.

“I understand you are becoming some sort of religious icon to the resistance.  Many view you as the second coming of Na’zar…” Xi’Yor said deviously.  “You should be pleased to know that I, too, have been studying human history…  Perhaps, being the religious fool that you are, you would enjoy a crucifixion?  Yes, I think that would be a fitting end for you, Talyere.”

Completely devoid of hesitation or remorse, Xi’Yor extended his arm and beat Talyere’s face with the back of his hand.  But to his surprise, Talyere didn’t even flinch.  Or bleed, for that matter, so Xi’Yor tried again.

And again.

And again.

Still, nothing—not even a peep from the pedantic fool.  Suspecting something was amiss, Xi’Yor quickly reached for his disruptor and trained it upon Talyere.  Once he acquired his target, Xi’Yor fired, and watched the stream of purple light sail straight through Talyere without so much as a drop of blood or a cry of pain.

“You are not Talyere,” said Xi’Yor evenly. 

Finally, after nearly fifteen minutes, the last of the Merrimac survivors were begin beamed to the Majestic, Starlight, and the few other ships in orbit.  For the time being, they would simply assume temporary positions there, until Captain Landsberg could be given a new ship to command.  

Relieved that the situation had been resolved without incident, Christopher turned to Meyer and smiled.  “I was worried about you,” he said after a moment, placing a friendly arm around her shoulder.  “I suppose after all this time, I was beginning to take you for granted.  But when you were gone, I realized just how good of a friend you have been to me… and that I should have thanked you for your companionship.”

She nodded, at the same time, carefully stepping over a small hole in the grassy ground.  “You didn’t need to say it; sometimes your actions are more powerful than your words—and though you might not have come right out and said it, I knew…”

Suddenly, Christopher heard the gentle whine of a transporter beam a few meters behind them.  For a split second, he thought that perhaps a survivor had been left behind, but then he realized that he had personally watched the last group beam up a few moments prior.  Which meant that somebody had beamed down.  Slowly, he came about, expecting Harrison or Grayson, with news of their current status… What he saw was anything but.

“I commend you for your cunning,” said Xi’Yor, gradually tromping through the grass in Christopher’s direction.

Christopher shrugged indolently.  “What are you talking about?” he demanded.

“I believe you know exactly what I am referring to.”  He carefully opened his clenched fist and looked at the small, triangular device therein.  With a curt grin on his face, Xi’Yor tossed it to Christopher.

Quickly, the Captain extended his left hand and just barely caught the falling trinket with his fingers.  Even without looking, Christopher knew exactly what he held in his hand.  “The mobile emitter…”

But instead of the anger Christopher had expected, Xi’Yor remained utterly calm.  With a treacherous smile upon his face, he took a few hesitant steps through the grass, crushing some of the tiny pink flowers dancing before him.  “No matter,” he said evenly.  “This prisoner exchange was nothing more than a pretext to get the Zad’ri in orbit of this wretched hole you call a planet without being shot down by the orbital defense perimeter.”

Feeling his mouth dry, Christopher gulped.  “What?”

A crack of thunder suddenly ripped through the otherwise tranquil air.  Within seconds, the deep azure skies began to roil with rancid green hues.  “That,” said Xi’Yor in a matter-of-fact tone, “is a dexavin pulse.  You will find it has rendered the aforementioned defense perimeter utterly useless.”

His vivid orange eyes, roiling with chaos, peered upward into the rancid green sky.  Loud clasps of thunder filled the air, followed closely by rabid tendrils of virulent lightning.  The once gentle breeze was nearly a gale, rustling tree leaves, and loosening branches.

Candidly, Christopher reached for his communicator—but as he touched it, nothing happened.  His eyes wandered to Meyer, her communicator also dysfunctional.  “This is not good,” he whispered as the wind picked up even more; it was nearly a fight for Christopher to stand erect.

Meanwhile, Xi’Yor continued to gaze into the sky.  “There,” he said suddenly, pointing at a bright green flash in the sky.  “Did you see that, Captain?”

Christopher looked up, but saw nothing; he shook his head.

Xi’Yor quickly pointed out another flash.  “There’s another one.”

This time, Christopher was able to glimpse the burst of light—and several others that had manifested themselves in the adjacent airspace.  “What is it?” he asked.

“I would postulate those are transwarp conduits,” Xi’Yor replied, his voice still cool.  “Hundreds of Elorg vessels are in orbit of your pathetic world…”

BOOM!!!
“…and it would seem,” Xi’Yor continued, “they are eager to level the myriad cities on this planet…  It shouldn’t be long before they arrive here, Captain.”

Another blast from the Elorg’s deadly photon canon struck the surface of Ka’Tula Prime, creating an explosion so powerful it rocked the earth beneath Christopher’s feet.  In the distance, he could see a massive plume of mushroom-shaped smoke rising into the vile green atmosphere.

It was at that moment that Captain Christopher’s blood began to boil with anger.  His eyes narrowed, his fists clenched, and his gaze turned upon Xi’Yor.  “Stop this!” he commanded.

Xi’Yor shook his head.  “Never,” he said softly.  “You see, Captain Christopher, I do not take kindly to trickery.  Had you simply given us Talyere, this assault would have ended at the dexavin pulse.  But the malevolence on your behalf cannot go unpunished.”

Slowly, the Overseer approached Christopher and Meyer, his boots crunching the fallen sticks and twigs beneath his feet.  His approach continued until he stood less than a meter from Christopher—close enough for the Captain to see the malevolence in Xi’Yor’s eyes… smell the lies on his breath… and feel the hatred in his soul.

In the blink of an eye, Xi’Yor grabbed the disrupter on his belt, trained it on Rachael Meyer and fired before Christopher even had a chance to think.  The blur of purple light screamed through the ash-laden air like a demon, plowing through Rachael’s abdomen before exiting through her back.  Blood spattered in Alan’s face as she screamed, falling into his body.

Instinctively, he grabbed her limp body to support it, but when his hand touched her back, it sunk into a pool of bloody carnage.  Shaking with fear and anger, Christopher carefully set Rachael’s body aside and turned to Xi’Yor.

The Overseer smiled.  “En taro adun, Captain Christopher.” 

The dark green sky began to rain ash and fire, quickly coating the once vibrant plain in a layer of black soot and charred debris.  Xi’Yor, basking in the glory of the attack, raised his arms to the sky and cried out a scream of victory.  As his battle cry reached its apex, a pillar of shimmering purple light surrounded his body, and in an instant, he was gone…

Alan Christopher’s home was destroyed.  The dark sky roiled with ominous, evil black clouds, constantly raining down chunks of ash and balls of fire.  The very plain he stood in was a raging inferno, walls of crimson fire encroaching upon him from nearly every direction.  In the distance, the sonorous rumbling of the Elorg’s continued bombing could still be heard.

Then, Christopher’s eyes fell upon his fallen friend.  

And he screamed…

TO BE CONTINUED…







70
69

