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Chapter Thirty

Thump-thump.
Thump-thump.

Thump-thump.

Alan Christopher forced his eyelids shut at hearing the constant thumping noise emanating from his quarters.  He didn’t know what was going on, and quite frankly, he didn’t want to know.  He merely wanted to cuddle with Erin Keller under the warm covers of their bed.  As far as he was concerned, it wasn’t too much to ask for.

Thump-thump.

Thump-thump.

He tried to ignore the noise, instead filling his mind with thoughts of Erin: her eternal good will; ethereal brown eyes; long auburn hair; perfect smile…

Thump-thump.

Thump-thump.

…And to Christopher’s apparent consternation, the noise would not allow itself to be ignored.  He sighed, and hoped if he waited around for a moment longer, it would go away all on its own.  It was probably nothing more than the anodyne relays chugging too much energy through this section—Commander Tompkins had said the relays were in need of recalibration—and when the computer finally realized the problem, the relays would automatically compensate for the error.

Thump-thump.

Thump-thump.

Or not.

Christopher sighed, and turned to his beloved.  “Sorry to disturb you,” he whispered into her ear.  Erin said nothing in response; apparently, she was completely unfazed by the dreadful noise.

Shaking his head in disbelief, Christopher phlegmatically started to make his way out of bed, but he got no further than a few centimeters before realizing such an act would be virtually impossible.  Cold, metallic restraints were clamped tight around his wrists and ankles, holding him in bed.  Was Erin playing some sort of trick?

Thump-thump.

Thump-thump.

“Erin!” he whispered.

Nothing.

“Erin!”
The thumping stopped, and all around him, Alan Christopher could feel the warm ambient air draining from the room.  He blinked, and in an instant, Alan’s bed was no longer a comforting haven, but a hard, metallic gurney about as comfortable as a slab of coarse rock.  Out of the corner of his eye, Christopher could see shadowy figures maneuvering in the distance.

“It won’t be long now,” came a malevolent voice from above.  Alan’s eyes swiftly darted upward and immediately locked with Xi’Yor’s vivid orange eyes.  The Overseer grinned deviously, inserted an intravenous tube into Alan’s left arm, and then walked away; each step echoed throughout the dreary chamber.

Alan’s eyes slowly maneuvered back to the shadowy figures in the distance—only now they were standing much closer, and Christopher was relatively certain they were Elorg.  They conferred with each other for a few moments, retreated out of Christopher’s line of sight, and finally returned—only now they loomed directly overhead, consulting with Overseer Xi’Yor.

“…a genetic proximity detonator will suffice,” Xi’Yor said, though in Christopher’s mind, the words were slurred and distant.

One of the attendants nodded agreeably.  “…should we target…  and the… for…”

Xi’Yor shook his head.  “…anorax in the…”

The attendant again nodded.  “Very well…”  His pasty white lips continued to move a moment longer, but only a few of the words reached Christopher’s ears—and those that did made little sense to him.  He shook his head, hoping to clear his mind, but the second attendant quickly grabbed it.

“Nefet al glib,” she said.  She disappeared for a moment, and when she returned, she placed a large, grayish mask over Christopher’s nose and mouth.  “Xanthar tu nalis sir tanu?”

Xi’Yor’s considered the question for a moment.  “Itan,” he said a moment later.  “Gau ju sol ivranis.”

At hearing Xi’Yor’s words, the male attendant’s already pasty face grew even more ashen.  He hesitated for a moment and then turned to his companion.  “Renistarine,” he said.  “Blan su den.”

The female nodded.  Again she vanished from sight for a moment, and when she returned, Christopher could smell a noxious odor emanating from the mask on his face—a dreadful combination of skunk and vomit that almost immediately gave his body the feeling of weightlessness.  Christopher was certain that this was his chance to escape.  If he concentrated hard enough, he could simply float out of the chamber.

That would definitely work, and there was nothing the Elorg could do to stop him.  He swiftly closed his eyes and relaxed, allowing the horrific stench of skunk and vomit to take him away…

Alan Christopher’s eyes bolted open to see the familiar darkness of his interrogation chamber.  For the first time in what seemed like weeks, he had been asleep—if one could call that nightmare sleep.

  Though it had been awhile since he last curled up in bed on the Starlight, Christopher still had a good idea as to what sleep was like.  It was comforting.  It was relaxing.  It was refreshing.   And as he sat strapped into his cold, hard interrogation chair, Christopher realized he felt none of the above.

Christopher sat and stared into the nothingness for a long moment before he felt a sudden pang of pain in his left arm.  His eyes darted down to see a faint scar that he had not been aware of prior to his nap.  He sighed uneasily, and continued to stare into his uninviting abyss—and now it was perhaps even more abysmal.  Though he had no way to be certain, Christopher had a feeling that his nightmare was anything but a dream…

Chapter Thirty-One

Holding an image of the infinately beautiful Shannon Fellows in his mind’s eye, Ryan Landsberg straightened his shoulders, held his breath, and prepared to die.  In his myriad fantasies, Landsberg had always envisioned himself dying in battle—fighting the good fight for a just cause.  He always thought his death would mean something.  That it would make a difference.

But now that he was staring down the sleek gray barrel of a Romulan disruptor, Landsberg was certain beyond a shadow of a doubt that his impending death would be senseless.  For a moment, he considered fighting Subcommander Mereth for the weapon—given his build, Landsberg was certain he could take down the Romulan with ease.  But it was the group of Breen and Jem’Hadar standing behind Mereth that forced Ryan to reconsider.

Take it like a man, he told himself, just as Mereth’s booted feet began to creep forward.

“Together,” he said to the Breen, “we can crush the Federation.  And this”—he again pointed the disruptor at Landsberg—“this is the first step.”

The Breen Thot swiftly expelled a series of nonsensical chirps.  Landsberg was uncertain as to what the exact meaning was, but given the tone, he was certain the Breen stood by new Romulan ally, and urged Mereth to finally put Landsberg out of his misery.  In fact at this point, Ryan was almost hoping they would hurry up and get it over with.

He suddenly tensed up as Mereth drew closer, and for a brief moment, the disruptor’s power cell became visible—it was set to maximum.  Landsberg finally closed his eyes and braced himself for the worst, his thoughts again preoccupied by Shannon Fellows.  Moments later, his skin began to tingle.  A faint, high-pitched rushing noise washed over him like the tide, and when it was over, Landsberg found himself crouched on the bridge of the Starlight.

Not wasting any time, Landsberg swiftly sprung to his feet.  “Lieutenant Drayge,” he called, “get us the hell out of here!  Maximum warp!”

“What was going on down there?” asked Commander Harrison as Landsberg seated himself in the command chair.

The Captain shook his head wearily.  “Trouble.”

“The Romulans are not our allies,” said Ryan Landsberg several hours later in the conference room on the Starship Athena.  He stood before Admirals Grayson, Nechayev and O’Connor, all of whom were listening intently to what he had to say.  “From what I can tell, they befriended us only go gain access to key positions in our front lines.”

Grayson nodded sullenly.  “Romulan troops are scattered all throughout the war zone,” he confirmed.  “None of them have shown any signs of disloyalty, however.”

“Yet,” Nechayev swiftly added.  “While they may consider the Federation to be their enemy, for the time being, the Elorg are still the greater threat.  But we can’t stand around and wait for them to turn on us.  We must get them away from the war zones.”

“I’ll send them a message right away,” O’Connor chimed in.  The front of her uniform was covered with doughnut grease, and her lips glistened with glaze.  Landsberg cringed in disgust—both at her appearance and her words.

“That,” said Nechayev, “is a terrible idea.  If you try and tell the Romulans they have to leave the front lines, they will turn on us right then and there.  We are at a critical point in this war—I think that as long as the Elorg are a threat, the Romulans and the Breen won’t attack us.  We can still use them to our advantage, but at the same time, we need to distance ourselves from them.”

In all his years in Starfleet, Landsberg could never recall such a… touchy situation.  And as he watched the Admirals struggle to deal with it, he was humbled by the fact that he wasn’t alone in his feelings of confusion.  “I suggest we redeploy our troops,” said Landsberg.  “Get some of the light cruisers out of the line of fire… put some of the heavier warships in.  That way if and when the Romulans do turn against us, we’ll have a strong line of defense against them.”

“Agreed,” said Grayson.  “Furthermore, we should refrain from assigning Romulan Warbirds to tactical units that will be operating within Federation borders.

“And since we don’t want a Borg invasion, I suggest we tighten security along our border with them,” O’Connor added before shoving an entire glazed doughnut into her mouth.  “Mm, that’s good,” she said as she chewed; several half-chewed crumbs fell from her overstuffed mouth.

Landsberg, Grayson and Nechayev regarded O’Connor with looks of curious disgust.  Swiftly, Nechayev grabbed O’Connor’s plate of doughnuts and moved them out of her reach.  “We don’t have a border with the Borg,” she said icily.  “And there hasn’t been a Borg threat in nearly two decades.”

O’Connor chuckled as she wiped her flabby, glaze-covered fingers clean on the front of her uniform.  “Then who are the Romulans new allies?” she prompted.  “The Borg.”

“Breen,” Grayson corrected impatiently.

A frown swiftly fell upon O’Connor’s pudgy face.  “What are you talking about, Bill?  I’ve never heard of these… these… ‘Breen.’”  She chuckled.  “I think you need some time off.”

Nechayev rolled her eyes, deciding it best to simply ignore O’Connor.  “We have deployed several ships near the Breen border,” she said, struggling to maintain her cool.  “But there is so much unaligned territory between Breen and Romulan space that there is little we can do to hinder any efforts on that front.”

“I have an idea, Admiral.”

The booming voice belonged to that of a large, one-eyed Klingon that Landsberg recognized as Chancellor Martok.  He stood directly behind Admiral O’Connor, his movements apparently so stealthy that not one of them had heard him enter the conference room.  

Martok slowly walked around O’Connor, his lone eye trained upon her unsightly body for several disgusted moments he moved on to Landsberg.  At seeing the well-built Captain, Martok grinned.  “You have the heart of a warrior,” he whispered loudly.  “I can feel it in my bones.”

That was high praise coming from the leader of the Klingon Empire, and Landsberg couldn’t help but smile.  “qab-wIj vISo’be’.  Lul’be vuv be’ ‘e’ baj.”

Martok laughed, giving Landsberg a generous pat on the back.  “There is no more honorable cause,” he mused before turning his attention to Grayson and Nechayev.  “The Elorg have recently launched several attacks on the Klingon Empire.  The Chion’doxa System has fallen, and the Mempa Sector is under attack even as we speak.”

“Do you require assistance?” asked Grayson softly.

Martok bared his jagged, rotted teeth.  “The battle is glorious,” he said.  “I assure you, Admiral, Mempa will not fall to these pahtks!  My reason for being here is to provide you with assistance.  You allies in the Klingon Empire have stood by long enough.  It is time we win this war, Admiral, or die trying!”

In less than five days, Cardassia would be in the war.  An Elorg tactical squadron would soon attack the observatory on Actrium IV, enraging Cardassian citizens and provoking Legate Natarr to take action against the Bloc.  And Gul Oshere would certainly stand behind his people in this war effort; it was his obligation as a citizen of Cardassia.  The only problem was, he helped to orchestrate the attack.

It was certain that Oshere’s links to the attack would never be uncovered during his lifetime, if ever, for Creya Rosat was the true mastermind behind the entire ploy.  And it was her precise plotting that pointed all fingers in the general direction of Overseer Cree’dan.  In all reality, Oshere was merely a secondhand offender.  He provided Creya with a list of possible targets and warned his people of the attack.  Nothing more.  Nothing less.

Legate Natarr had taken the news of the impending attack with more than a little skepticism.  It was understandable, but Oshere was certain he had mastered the art of deception; Natarr was undoubtedly clueless as to the pretext, and was simply looking for proof of the attack.  The fleet of warships en route to Cardassian territory should be proof enough.

After a few additional minutes of cogitation, Oshere stood before a large black door.  He tapped a short password into the keypad next to the door, and a moment later, it slid apart, revealing the Kedris’ opulent bridge.

As usual, the facility was bustling with activity.  Countless underlings manned the myriad workstations along the walls and behind the command facility, and though most of them appeared to be quite busy, it was obvious to Oshere that they were simply trying to look that way while eavesdropping on the Cerebrate’s conversation with Overseer Xi’Yor, whose devious face filled the viewscreen.

“I have a gift for you, Cerebrate—and it’s not even the Holy Month,” said Xi’Yor enigmatically.

Z’danorax remained unimpressed.  “What is this ‘gift,’ Overseer?”

He paused for a moment, allowing a faint grin to spread across his face.  “It is none other than Captain Alan Christopher,” he said.  “I have already exhausted a considerable amount of time with the pariah, but it is a certainty that you can extract any supplemental data I failed to retrieve.  I lowly Overseer such as myself can only do so much.”

Z’danorax’s suspicious gaze swiftly darted over to High Overseer Cree’dan.  At seeing his approving nod, Z’danorax turned back to Xi’Yor with her answer:  “Very well.”  With her hands resting firmly on her hips, the Cerebrate took a few brazen steps forward.  “Our vessel is currently en route to the Ciden System.  We will rendezvous at the second planet in twenty cycles.”

“Excellent,” replied Xi’Yor.  He tapped a few commands into his computer station, and seconds later, blinked away, his image swiftly replaced by the verdant streaks of a transwarp conduit.

The Cerebrate gazed into the chaotic tunnel for a few additional moments before turning her icy gaze upon Cree’dan.  “I will be in my chambers.  Summon me when we reach Ciden II.”  An instant later, she turned on her heel and marched off the bridge, nearly knocking Oshere over in the process.

The Cardassian quickly recovered from his encounter with the Cerebrate, and slowly maneuvered into the command area from whence she came.  Cree’dan immediately noticed his presence.  “Where have you been?” asked the Overseer.

“Otherwise engaged,” said Oshere evenly.

Given the skeptical look on his face, it was obvious Cree’dan found Oshere’s response unacceptable, but to the Cardassian’s relief, Cree’dan made no attempt to further is inquiry.  For now.  “Prepare a type-one interrogation chamber on deck forty,” he ordered instead.  “It must be ready before we reach Ciden II.”

Making absolutely certain he maintained a calm, neutral demeanor, Oshere nodded his head agreeably and swiftly departed before Cree’dan had a chance to ask any more questions as to his whereabouts.  While he was certainly a master at deception, Oshere knew that he had his limits—and this attack on the Cardassians was certainly nearing those boundaries.

“Deck forty,” he announced as he stepped into a nearby turbolift.  

The computer bleeped its acknowledgment and swiftly set into motion—but it got only a few decks closer to its destination before Oshere interrupted.  “Computer,” he said, “reset destination to deck thirty-two.”

Again the computer bleeped its acknowledgement, and after taking Oshere on a relatively short ride, deposited him on deck thirty-two.  As he stepped through the parting doors, Oshere was careful to make sure nobody was nearby.  When he was absolutely certain the coast was clear, he quickly ducked into the corridor and made his way for Creya Rosat’s quarters.  Less than a minute later, he stood at the threshold of the most troublesome domain on the ship.  With a bit of trepidation, Oshere touched the chime on her door.

“Enter,” came Creya’s voice a moment later, the doors promptly hissing apart.

A rush of warm, humid air greeted Oshere as he stepped into the girl’s darkened chambers.  Obviously, she had been anticipating Oshere’s arrival, for these conditions were more suitable to a Cardassian than an Elorg.  Oshere’s mood immediately improved.  “Thinking about a visit to Cardassia?  It is a wondrous place.”

“I’m certain of it,” said Creya.  She sat at the table in the center of the room, looking over the data on the padd in front of her.  “Sadly, I doubt I’ll be visiting anytime soon.  Too hot.”

Oshere seated himself in the chair next to her.  “You can restore the climate to the normal setting,” he said softly.  “After spending so many months in the company of your people, I assure you I am well acclimated.”

“I wasn’t doing it for your benefit in the first place,” said Creya.  “In plotting the attack on Actrium IV, I simply wanted to get a feel for your people.  It is good to know your enemy…  However, I stopped just short of submitting myself to that noise your people call music.”

“One must draw the line somewhere,” said Oshere with a faint chuckle.  Very few non-Cardassians had an ear for even the greatest Cardassian arias.  It was a shame, really—but now was not the time to dwell on its under-appreciation.  “I have contacted my people,” said Oshere, swiftly changing the topic.  “Legate Natarr is aware of the attack.  Casualties should be kept to a minimum.”

“Good,” replied Creya.  She tapped at her padd for a moment and then said, “My forces are already en route.”

That was certainly swift.  If Creya had one redeeming quality, it was her ability to take quick, decisive action.  In fact, that seemed to be a trait inherent to most Elorg—and if he didn’t get that interrogation chamber ready for Cree’dan and the Cerebrate, Oshere was certain the decisive actions they would take to terminate him would come quicker than he could possibly imagine.  There was no incentive better than a healthy fear of death.

And with that on his mind, Oshere promptly rose to his feet.  “I must be leaving now.”

Creya’s eyes grew wide.  “So soon?”

“Yes,” said Oshere.  “Overseer Xi’Yor is coming with a prisoner.  I must prepare an interrogation chamber before he arrives.”

“Xi’Yor?” repeated Creya.  Her eyes were wide with intense curiosity.  “Are you absolutely certain?”

“Yes,” said Oshere.  “I will return once I have attended to my duties.”

He seemed to linger for a dreadfully long moment before finally making his departure, leaving Creya alone.  Usually she longed for Oshere’s company—but now that she knew Xi’Yor was coming, her priorities changed.  If her contacts had made one thing clear to her, it was that Xi’Yor’s capture took precedence over every other assignment.  And now that he was coming, it was time to take action…

Talyere’s boots clanked softly on the grated metallic floor in Bali’s interrogation chamber.  It was a sound almost ominous in its quality, generating a condition that was certain to put Bali in a mood other than stoic.  Talyere wandered about the vicinity for several moments, carefully treading the metallic terrain until he stood before a humanoid figure sprawled out on the floor in the shadowy recesses of the chamber. 

Sleeping, perhaps?  The conditions in the chamber were positively squalid, but Captain Duford had made certain that Bali’s needs had been attended to.  Thus, Talyere cautiously crouched down beside the alien and placed a firm hand upon his shoulder.

Nothing.

Talyere expelled a weary sigh and summarily updated his tentative analysis, “Dead, perhaps.”  Cautiously, he reaffirmed his grip on the alien’s shoulder and rolled him onto his back.  Almost immediately, a pair of fiery orange eyes pierced the abysmal darkness and stared Talyere Rosat in the face.  Taken aback by the sight, Talyere dropped the alien hard on the deck and scooted a scant meter away.

“What is wrong?” asked Bali, his voice brimming with unfounded treachery.

Shaking off his distress with an indolent shrug, Talyere quickly came back to his senses.  “Nothing,” he said evenly.  “You merely caught me off guard.”

“That’s not like you, Talyere,” Bali replied.  He spoke as if he knew the Overseer personally, his smug tone quickly working to undermine Talyere’s air of superiority.  “You have spent too much time away from your own kind.  These humans are beginning to soften you.”

“I assure you,” said Talyere evenly, “they have done no such thing.”

Bali scoffed at the remark.  “If you were a true Elorg, you would not have defied The Tome of Na’zar.  You would be fighting with your brethren to liberate our territory of the Federation infestation.”

Talyere’s lips moved to defend his actions, but the words suddenly died in his throat as Bali’s last statement sunk in.  “Our territory?” exclaimed the Elorg.  “What are you talking about?”

The question was unbelievably forward, and Talyere expected a swift response from his cloaked companion—but he was greeted with nothing but dead air.  “What is wrong?” asked Talyere, mimicking the treacherous tone Bali had taken in asking the very same question only moments ago.

The silence persisted for several moments before Bali rose to his feet.  He lurked in the shadows for what seemed like an eternity before taking a few steps closer to Talyere.  Shadows still obscured the majority of Bali’s face, but a lone sliver of light conveniently fell upon the alien’s malevolent grin.  Slowly, he raised his ashen hands to his face and clutched the thin gray hood obscuring his true identity.  With a nonchalant snap of his wrists, Bali flipped the hood onto his back.  An instant later, Talyere found himself staring at an Elorg.

“Are you a member of the Cortisan Enclave?” asked Talyere, speaking of the Elorg Bloc’s intelligence and espionage division.

Bali shook his head.  “I am not.”

“Then why did you go through the trouble of disguising yourself as a Breen?” demanded Talyere, peering directly into Bali’s blazing orange eyes.

Bali held Talyere’s gaze without so much as a glint of intimidation.  “I don’t have to explain myself to you,” he replied bluntly.

“On the contrary,” said Talyere, “I believe you do.”  He took an aggressive step closer to Bali.  “You have lead us deep into the heart of Romulan territory in search of an enigmatic backwater planet that may or may not be able to help the Federation win this war.  And considering you are an Elorg, I would be willing to wager whatever is down there will benefit your agenda more than the Federation’s.  Am I not correct?”

Bali did not dignify Talyere’s inquiry with a response—in fact he didn’t have the chance, for a split second after Talyere finished speaking, his communicator chirped.

“Keller to Talyere.”

Crestfallen, Talyere slowly tapped his communicator.  “Yes, Commander?”

“We’re in orbit of Ciden II.”

Chapter Thirty-Two

Ciden II loomed on the viewscreen, a drab blue and green sphere shrouded in layers of tumultuous gray clouds, ominously drifting through the fathomless void of space.  In the distance, vast, gaping craters adorned the sallow surface of the planet’s only moon, the result of an unimaginably violent asteroid impact.

As she stared at the viewscreen, Erin Keller knew there were a billion years of history before her very eyes.  From the catastrophic asteroid impacts to the ancient Iconians and their base, the secrets harbored within the mysterious orb called Ciden II would certainly keep the scientist within Keller occupied for weeks—but as she peered into the depths of this world, Erin knew her reason for being here was not to unveil this world’s unique story; it was to write the next chapter.

“Somehow,” said Keller thoughtfully, “I was expecting it to be more colorful.”  She tapped at the controls on the workstation before her for a moment, and watched as the first batch of detailed sensor readings flitted across the screen.  “It’s barely an L-class planet.  No life signs, sentient or otherwise.  But there is a massive compound of unknown origin in the southern hemisphere.”

Without waiting for orders to do so, Keller’s deft fingers glided over the surface of her workstation.  Moments later, a spherical red grid surrounded the image of Ciden II on the viewscreen; the planet summarily rotated on its axis until the verdant southern hemisphere was the dominant feature.  Seconds later, a bright yellow dot began to flash in a secluded mountain range near the center of the screen.  “That’s our Iconian compound,” said Keller.

Duford nodded approvingly.  “Magnify.”

A small red box appeared around the base, and the computer swiftly filled the entire viewscreen with its contents.  It was, for the most part, barren, snow-covered terrain dotted with conifers indigenous to the region.  Towards the southern end of the screen were a few circular structures, and in the center was a massive dome.  There was a flat area to the north of the dome that Keller assumed to be a landing pad—but covered in countless meters of snow, it would be of little use to any away team venturing to the surface.

“There are plasma canons on those three structures in the southern part of the screen,” said Francisco Perez a moment later.  “They don’t pose a threat,” he quickly added to allay any fears on the crew’s behalf.

“How much of the base are we actually seeing?” asked Miral Torres.  She was seated at the helm, right next to Erin Keller.

“Only a small portion of it,” replied Keller after conferring with sensors.  “There are twenty-three additional levels embedded in the mountainside.  There is also a large underground hangar about sixty kilometers north of this location.”

“Anything inside?” asked Duford.

“Nada,” said Keller.  “When the Iconians left, they took all their toys with them.”

“What if they’re cloaked?” asked Miral.

“They’re not,” said Talyere as he stepped onto the bridge via the set of archaic doors in the aft section.  He spent a few moments surveying the snowbound Iconian base before wandering down to Duford’s side.  “The Iconians were never known to have cloaking technology—and since they have been gone for hundreds of thousands of years, it is unlikely they have acquired it in the interim.”

Duford nodded as she absorbed the information, and then steered the conversation into a new direction.  “Did you get anything out of Bali?”

Talyere’s eyes widened considerably at hearing the question, leaving Erin Keller curious as to his discovery.  The Elorg’s silence lasted only a moment longer before he pulled in a lungful of stale air and began to speak.  “While he provided little in the way of actual information, I was able to learn his true identity.”

“So now we know what the Breen look like,” Torres mused.

To the surprise of nearly everyone on the bridge, Talyere shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “Bali is Elorg in origin.  He used a particle synthesizer to create the façade we were witness to earlier.”

Despite her most illuminated thoughts, Erin Keller could not make any sense of the revelation.  “Why would Bali go through all the trouble bringing us here when he could have just as easily taken an Elorg ship to begin with?” she wondered out loud.

“And what exactly was he doing on that Burmecian station in the Cleyra System?” continued Talyere.  “We may never know the answers—but the fact of the matter is, the Iconian base he spoke of is real.  And if we can determine what exactly Bali was seeking, perhaps we can use it to our advantage.”

“If we are to do anything,” said Perez, “we will have to do it quickly.”

Duford quickly came about to face him.  “Why?”

The chief engineer sighed nervously.  “I’ve got dozens of Elorg ships on sensors—and they’re all coming here.”

Ryan Landsberg’s mind was racing as he slid under the warm, inviting covers of his bed.  After his meeting with the Admirals on the Athena, it hadn’t taken Landsberg long to seek out Shannon Fellows—and to his surprise, it had taken him an even shorter amount of time to persuade her to join him in his quarters.  Once there, the amorous feelings between the two of them blossomed.

Not wasting any time, Ryan swiftly maneuvered himself into position next to Shannon and wrapped his muscular arms around her warm, slender curves.  They held each other for a long, passionate moment, gently planting sensual kisses upon one another until their infatuated eyes crossed paths.

“This goes above and beyond the call of duty,” Ryan whispered, peering into Shannon’s deep brown orbs.

She smiled, running her slender fingers through Ryan’s short blonde hair.  “I try,” she said seductively before planting a rapturous kiss upon his lips.

His heart racing, Ryan pulled Shannon even closer, stroking her silky brown hair as an elated surge of—

The computer terminal at Landsberg’s desk suddenly bleeped.  “Incoming priority one transmission,” came the computer’s drab voice sardonic moment later.

In a heartbeat, Ryan could feel the joy rush out of his body like a fleet of starships jumping to warp to escape a futile battle—there were plenty of sparks and adrenaline rushes, but no satisfaction at seeing a job well done.  Crestfallen, he grabbed a blanket that had fallen from the bed, wrapped himself inside, and wandered to his desk.  After touching the screen, the computer immediately prompted him for authorization.

Landsberg sighed.  “Authorization Landsberg-1-6-Theta,” he grumbled.

Moments later, the stern face of Admiral Nechayev flitted onto the screen.  “Captain,” she said evenly, “am I disturbing you?”

For a brief moment, Landsberg allowed his gaze to wander back to Shannon Fellows.  She was resting quietly under the remaining sheets, and much like Ryan, smiled at the Admiral’s ironic question.  Shaking his head, Landsberg turned back to the admiral.  “No,” he lied.  “Not at all.”

“I will keep this brief nonetheless,” said the Admiral considerately.  Though her face portrayed no indication of emotion, one would have to be quite blind to not realize Landsberg’s lie, for it was certainly not customary to wrap oneself in bed sheets unless ‘otherwise engaged’ or living in ancient Rome.  “I’ve been in contact with our operative inside Elorg space.  We have concrete evidence that Overseer Xi’Yor will be visiting the Elorg Warship Kedris within the next few days—the same vessel our operative is on.”

Even without the Admiral speaking it, Landsberg knew what his orders were.  “We are to seek out the Kedris and capture Xi’Yor…”

“Yes,” said Nechayev, nodding affirmatively.  “Only this time, Captain Landsberg, don’t fail.  In a few days, the Kedris is expected to rendezvous with a fleet of Elorg vessels in Ciden System.  That is when you are to intercept them.”

Landsberg blinked.  “Please tell me that we’re not going in alone.”

“You’re not,” said the Admiral reassuringly.  “I am giving you full tactical support from both the Federation and Klingon fleets.  And if it’s of any consequence, Captain, I will even be there.”

“What about the Romulans?”

“They will be there too,” said Nechayev.  “While they might not be loyal to the Federation, the Elorg still pose a greater threat.  And if they do turn on us… there will thousands of Federation, Klingon and Elorg ships there… and only a few hundred Romulan ones.  The odds are not in their favor.”

“Unless the Breen arrive,” Landsberg quickly added.

Nechayev slowly nodded her head.  “They are the loose cannon,” she admitted.  “We don’t know what they’re going to do—but whatever happens, I am confident we can handle it.”

Suddenly feeling less than confident, Landsberg gulped.  “We can only hope,” he said softly

* * *

The Romulan Star Empire stood at a crossroads. Perched in the opulent gray command chair on the bridge of his Warbird, Subcommander Mereth had long ago reached this unsettling conclusion, and he was well aware that his actions in the coming days would set in stone the future of all Romulans.  If he chose well, the Empire would prosper.  If he failed, the results would be catastrophic beyond anything imaginable.

For now, Mereth would simply bide his time, placing his vessels and operatives in key positions within the Federation while battling the great evils within the Elorg Bloc.  But once the Elorg fell by the wayside, Mereth would be ready to strike at the heart of the Federation—and he would not rest until every last Federation outpost was obliterated.  It was this pending victory that kept Mereth going amidst these trying times of darkness.

A tiny blip on the sensor display beside Mereth suddenly caught his attention.  After studying the data for several moments, he determined that a Federation task force was moving to intercept an Elorg fleet at Cortaynus III.  There were no Romulan vessels in the fleet—an error that would have to be rectified.

“Helmsman,” called out Mereth, “set a course for Cortaynus III, maximum warp.”

The officer quickly complied with Mereth’s order, tapping at the controls until a series of faint bleeps locked the course into the computer.  “Course set.”

Mereth nodded approvingly and the words to execute the order began to form upon his lips—but the shrill, undulated remarks of Thot Dran filled the bridge instead, scolding Mereth for the very idea of venturing to Cortaynus III.

The Romulan frowned as Dran stepped closer to the helm.  “And do you have a better idea?”

A short flutter of brazen remarks flowed from Dran’s helmeted head, where a series of green lights flashed in his visor.

Mereth’s frown deepened.  “The Ciden System?” he repeated skeptically.  “There is nothing of interest to us there.”

Dran insisted, his strident tones filling the bridge like an orchestra badly out of tune.  To appease the angered Breen, Mereth looked over his sensor data one last time, just to be certain there was nothing that concerned him—and much as he thought, nothing.  

He slowly turned his silvery eyes upon Dran and shook his head.  “We will not be going there.  Discussion over.”

Talyere Rosat’s body tingled with energy as a flurry of sparkling violet hues wrapped around his body.  After a few disorienting seconds, the majestic sea purple of light began to fade away, and Talyere found himself standing inside the most grandiose structure he had ever seen: the Iconian compound.

It was a vast, pristine compound, lavishly decorated with towering ivory spires that soared high into the domed structure.  The floor was comprised of billions of muted gray tiles, intricately woven into a pattern of complex geometric designs.  Slicing through the floor was an iridescent blue strip that lead from one end of the dome to the other, branching out in places to allow access to the myriad alcoves scattered throughout.  As he peered into the azure pathway, Talyere could easily see the inner workings of the deck below him.  A chill slowly crawled down his spine, and he carefully stepped onto the more solid looking gray tiles.

Just a few meters up ahead stood a series of short, white obelisks.  Each harbored a glowing cerulean beacon at the top, which filtered into a narrow recessed column of a similar hue that extended all the way to the floor.  As he stared, Talyere had a hunch that the obelisks held a function greater than aesthetic purposes.  He slowly reached for the sleek black tricorder attached to his belt and flipped it open.

Nothing happened.

At seeing Talyere’s misfortune with his tricorder, Erin Keller swiftly produced her own scanner, only to receive similar results.  “There must be some sort of dampening field down here,” she concluded.

“You did not detect that from the ship,” stated Talyere.

Keller nodded.  “You’re right. I didn’t.”  She folded her tricorder and stuffed it back into her belt before slapping the communicator above her left breast.  “Keller to Lollipop.”

Again, nothing happened.

Keller summarily forced a quaint smile upon her face and expelled a long, frustrated sigh before turning her deep brown eyes upon Kendall Johnson and Miral Torres.  “I hope you guys weren’t in any kind of a hurry to leave,” she said softly.

“Not at all,” said Johnson, and though his few words seemed to indicate calm, the pallid look on his face indicated anything but.  He was already poised to run away with his tail tucked between his legs.  Talyere could only imagine what might happen if they were to encounter any real trouble.

Torres, on the other hand, was a sea of tranquility in this ocean of unseen tumult.  “Maybe we should have brought Bali down here with us,” she grumbled.  “He seemed to know a lot about the place.”

Talyere smiled half-heartedly at the girl’s statement.  She may have been calm and ready to take action, but she was certainly not wise beyond her years.  “Bali is also not overly trustworthy,” Talyere reminded.  “If there is some sort of weapon down here, it is likely he would use it to bring harm to the Federation.  However if we find it, we can either find some way to use it to our benefit, or disarm it so no harm can be brought to anyone.”  He turned his attention back to the nearby obelisks.  “I believe those may be a valid starting point in our investigation.”

Talyere saw Keller instinctively reach for her tricorder, but when she realized her efforts would ultimately prove fruitless, she paused and nodded her head indecisively.  “If you ask me, they just look like pretty little decorations.”

“Opulence aside, this is a military outpost,” Talyere reminded.  “‘Pretty little decorations’ were probably not a part of the blueprints.  I would be willing to gander each object we encounter, no matter how miscellaneous it may seem, has some sort of logical purpose here.  The Iconians were an incredibly advanced species, after all.”

Erin summarily nodded her agreement.  “Well, do you think they might have hidden replicators around here?  Because I haven’t had a decent meal in weeks!  A delicate flower such as myself can only live off that shit that comes out of those Elorg replicators for so long!”

Talyere rolled his eyes.  “For a delicate flower, your language is incredibly brazen,” he commented before wandering over to the obelisks.

“Okay Alan,” was Erin’s sarcastic response.

Less than a minute later, the foursome stood before the nearest of the five obelisks, basking in the ambient blue light radiating from the recessed column.  The entire unit generated a faint, low-pitched humming sound that, after prolonged exposure, seemed to have a hypnotic effect.  Talyere quickly snapped out of it, and turned his attention to the obelisk and its sleek white surface.  There were no extrusions or anything that would seem to indicate a control interface, and the longer he stared, the more it seemed the obelisk was a pretty decoration after all.  Finally, he slowly reached out and touched its cool, smooth surface—and to his chagrin, nothing happened.

“Well,” said Erin softly, “I wouldn’t mind having one of these in my quarters.  It would make a nice decoration, don’t you think?”

“No,” said Talyere bluntly.  He took a step closer to the column of blue light and peered inside, seeing nothing but an ocean of hazy azure hues.  “This makes no sense.”

“Nothing in this place seems to,” said Erin.  “What do you think, Kendall?”

Johnson stared at the obelisk for a long moment, taking in every last detail it had to offer before even thinking about answering Keller’s question.  To his credit, he was a worthy scientist.  He stared a moment longer, frowned, and then said, “I think someone is following us.”

“You are simply paranoid,” Talyere scolded.  “Now what is your analysis of the obelisk?”

“It’s… it’s a decoration,” he stammered before turning to Erin for comfort.  He seemed to be deteriorating by the moment; Talyere now regretted his decision not to protest Johnson’s presence on this mission, for he was proving to be more of a detriment than anything else.

Erin Keller smiled at the cowardly Johnson and gave him a gentle pat on the back.  “Don’t worry, little buddy.  Just stay focused and you’ll be just peachy.”

“Why don’t we check out the levels below?” Torres suggested a moment later.  Her voice now had a nervous edge to it as well, though she disguised it much better than Johnson.

Even though the suggestion may have been stemmed out of fear of the unseen invaders, Talyere was relatively certain that they would have better luck in the heart of the facility.  He looked to Erin, who also seemed to be in favor of the notion, and then indicated for her to lead the way.

In the distance, two shadowy figures watched them go…

Chapter Thirty-Three

A torrent of blazing flames burst through the hull of the outpost in orbit of Actrium IV amidst a storm of electric purple phaser blasts.  In the distance, four Elorg raiders circled the orbital facility like hawks, waiting for the Cardassians to falter in their defense.

They did not, and instead unleashed dozens of fiery yellow torpedoes into the battlefield.  Several of them sliced through the Elorg ships with ease, wreaking deadly havoc on the enemy vessels—all four were crippled almost immediately.  The few torpedoes that missed their targets swiftly came to an abrupt stop in close proximity to the Elorg ships, now serving as the beginnings of a potentially lethal minefield.  Quickly, the Cardassians fired several more torpedoes into the fray, allowing each and every one of them to take up residence in the new minefield.

But suddenly, the verdant maw of a gaping transwarp conduit spewed a fifth, much larger Elorg vessel onto the battlefield, the dreaded destroyer.  It plowed through the Cardassian defense grid, absorbed their pathetic torpedoes into its shields, and made haste to reduce the Actrium IV facility to nothing more than a hazy cloud of debris.

At that moment, Legate Natarr suddenly realized that Cardassia was not invincible—and that he should have heeded Gul Oshere’s warnings.  It was a definite tactical error on his behalf, and one that he wasn’t about to repeat.  Thousands of lives were needlessly lost.  Natarr knew he was going to hear about that.  But it was certain that he could lessen the blow by doing something about the attack: join the war against the Elorg.  The thought of allying with the Federation was certainly disagreeable, but it was a necessary evil…

“She was good,” said Ryan Landsberg softly as he peered into a half-full glass of brownish synthale.  “Really good.”

A wide grin suddenly fell upon Lucas Tompkins’ face.  Shannon Fellows was a prize to be cherished, and the chief engineer couldn’t help but envy the Captain for accomplishing such a feat.  “Heh.  If I could get laid half as often as you, I would be a happy man.  But you… you are the man, Ryan.”

“Is it not the Captain’s job to lead?” asked Landsberg, sipping at his ale.

“And you’re doing a hell of a job,” Tompkins replied.  He took a large sip of his ale, and then turned to Matthew Harrison, who had been nothing more than a silent observer to the conversation thus far.  Lucas knew such talk made Harrison uncomfortable, but given the look on the executive officer’s face, uncomfortable only began to describe him.  “What’s wrong, Matt?”

He gulped.  “Is it not… distasteful to discuss ones sexual encounters in public?  It is a private matter… and the mess hall is certainly one of the most public places on the ship.”

Tompkins’ eyes quickly scanned the room.  Ensign Sanders and Lieutenant Marizex sat alone at a table on the other side of the room, a quartet of ensigns was congregated near the windows, and Doctor Hartman sat isolated in the far corner of the room studying a padd.  None of them appeared to have any interest in the conversations elsewhere in the room, and appeared quite intent to keep it that way.  “Matt, I think it’s safe to say our conversation won’t leave this table.”

“Perhaps,” conceded Harrison, “but I still believe it is inappropriate.”

“Nah,” said Tompkins, patting the Commander on the back, “you’re just jealous because you’re not getting any.”

“Live a little, Matthew,” added Landsberg thoughtfully.  “Just loosen up once and awhile and do whatever the hell you feel like doing.”

  He nodded indecisively.  “I was considering an adventure on the holodeck later this evening,” he admitted.  “Rumor has it that Gleeok the Necromancer has appeared in the Reltian Highlands and is threatening to attack Welenblau once more—but it is difficult to enjoy such diversions with a major battle looming.”

“Just put it out of your mind,” Landsberg suggested.  “There is nothing we can do about it, so we’d might as well just go about our business as usual until the time comes to defend the Federation.”  He paused for a moment, allowing a coy grin to fall upon his face.  “And when all of this is over, the three of us are going to going to let loose and live a lot.”

“Assuming we’re not destroyed,” Harrison quickly added.

Tompkins shrugged off the dire sentiment and said,  “Either way, it’s going to be a hell of a fight.”  He raised his half-emptied glass of synthale.  “A toast,” he proposed, “to victory!”

Both Landsberg and Harrison found it to be a worthy toast, and raised their glasses to Tompkins’ with a collective clink.  No matter what happened in the coming days, they would stand tall, proud, and united.  The Elorg didn’t stand a chance.

Rest was a scarce commodity during war.  Subcommander Mereth knew that better than most, having served in the Dominion War and the following war with the Federation, the campaign at Aurillac VII, and now the Elorg War.  And to make matters worse, it seemed that any sleep he managed to get was plagued with nightmares of the war.

Tonight was no different.

Every time Mereth closed his eyes, a violent theater of war unfolded in his mind.  Vast explosions roared through the battlefield, Elorg protectors slaughtered the members of the Romulan Senate, and the haunting visage of Overseer Xi’Yor plagued his every resting moment.  Mereth tossed and turned in his bed, desperate for this nightmarish dream world to vanish—and it would soon enough.  Morning would arrive in a few hours, and with it, the battle at Cortaynus III.

For a brief moment, Mereth could feel the calming grasps of sleep overcoming his weary body and mind.  It was a relaxing feeling he very much wanted to cherish for the hours to come—but it was not meant to be, for Mereth could suddenly hear a faint humming noise in his quarters.  It lasted for only a moment—just long enough to for a twinkling green transporter beam to deposit to Jem’Hadar soldiers beside Mereth’s bed.

The Romulan froze.

The Jem’Hadar did not.  Without so much as a glint of hesitation, the larger of the two genetically bred soldiers grabbed Mereth’s legs and dragged him out of bed with ease, as if the Romulan weighed no more than a small child.

Meanwhile, the second warrior pulled a razor-sharp kar’takin from a satchel on his back.  He stood and admired the weapon while his companion dropped Mereth on the floor.  The Romulan squirmed for a few seconds before the Jem’Hadar placed a heavy boot upon his chest, holding him in place.  The two warriors exchanged glances, for a moment before the one wielding the kar’takin stepped forward.  

At that very moment, Mereth realized two things.  First, the Breen had obviously betrayed the Romulans, and secondly, he was about to die.  Moments later, the sharp, serrated edge of the kar’takin sliced into Mereth’s throat and surged downward until it clanked on the floor.  Copious amounts of green blood rushed onto the deck as Mereth’s severed head rolled away from his body.  The Jem’Hadar simply laughed and walked away.

On the bridge, Thot Dran received a few curious glances from the Romulans as he triumphantly seated himself in the command chair.  While it was not unusual for Dran to be present on the bridge, he had never taken command of the vessel.  But by seating himself in the center seat,  his intentions were obvious—and since Mereth was dead, who would dare stop him?

He barked a few brazen commands at the helmsman, and moments later, the Datar was en route to Ciden II.

The lower levels of Iconian compound were all similar in design to the majestic main floor—only more compact.  The majestic white spires that towered above the away team on the main floor extended only a few meters before encountering the ceiling.  There were also numerous workstations, chambers and offices on the lower levels, and after searching many of them, the quartet finally stood before a large circular workstation in the center of a vast, intricate apse buried in the deepest parts of the station.  

As Erin Keller ran her fingers over the sleek ivory station, she could begin to recognize many of the symbols on the myriad displays therein—but to her chagrin, recognition did not mean understanding.  “Talyere?” she called, hoping he could piece some of it together.  “I recognize a lot of these symbols from the Iconian gateway at Antha’nuel on Ka’Tula Prime.  But I don’t know what any of it means.”

He was immediately at her side to inspect the terminal in question.  “I am hardly a linguistic expert,” he admitted, “but many of these characters are familiar.”  He pointed at a cluster of blocky characters.  “This appears to refer to a gateway.”  He pointed to another cluster.  “And this appears to be coordinates.”

Keller nodded her understanding and tried to place her newfound knowledge to good use.  “If only our tricorders worked,” she grumbled.  “Then we could have this all sorted out in a second!”

Kendall Johnson suddenly pointed at a circular extrusion near the top of the workstation.  “That looks like some sort of data port,” he said, trying his hardest to maintain his composure.  “Maybe we could use it to interface with the tricorder.”

Erin looked to Talyere and then back at Kendall.  “I guess it’s worth a try,” she admitted, pulling the tricorder from her belt.  She quickly flipped it open and placed it on the extrusion.

Nothing happened.

“We probably have to tell the computer to do something,” said Torres.  She pointed at a glowing green button below the port.  “What about that one?”

A bewildered look fell upon Talyere’s face.  “I don’t know what that character means,” he admitted.  “It could be the auto destruct sequence for all I know.”

“Or it could activate the tricorder,” said Keller.  Without waiting for Talyere’s analysis, she reached out and touched the green button. 

The computer bleeped softly, and an instant later, the entire workstation went dead.

“Well that’s shitty,” said Erin.

“Very,” said Talyere.  He gave the workstation a few random taps in hopes of reactivating it, but nothing happened.  “Do you have any more brilliant ideas?”

Keller shook her head.  “Not yet.  But I was…”  Her voice trailed off as a garbled noise emanated from her communicator.  

“…to th… fo… in dan… Kell…  I repea… reen…”

“That’s pretty nifty,” said Keller softly.  “It would seem some communication is restored.”

“And some tricorder function,” added Kendall, holding up his flashing tricorder.  “It has a range of about three meters, though.”

“Can you tell what happened to the computer?” asked Torres.

“It looks like someone manually deactivated it,” Johnson gleaned from the display.  “But… it wasn’t us.”

“The oft mentioned, but never seen invaders, perhaps?” suggested Talyere.

Johnson shrugged.  “I don’t know.  But if there is someone else here…”

The computer suddenly came back to life, and immediately started downloading data from Erin Keller’s tricorder.  In less than a minute, data started flowing through the console in Federation Standard text.  Keller’s hands immediately fell upon the controls in search of data.

“This is the weapon,” she quickly determined.  “Well, one of its control stations.” 

“What does the weapon do?” asked Torres.

Keller paused for a moment, and then said, “It appears to be some sort of advanced type of gateway technology.  It can open and close gates anyplace, anytime, on any target.”

An enlightened grin immediately befell Talyere’s face.  “We could send the Elorg back,” he suddenly realized.

“We would need to gain access to the other control stations, though,” said Keller.  “There are five of them altogether.  But after that, it should be quite easy to send the Elorg back to subspace.  We’ll—”

A clipped, strident voice suddenly uttered a series of ominous tones from the opening of the apse.  Keller came about to see several Breen standing with their massive weapons trained upon her and her companions…

Cerebrate Z’danorax watched intently as the bodies of Overseer Xi’Yor and Alan Christopher materialized on the transporter platform before her.  She was looking forward not only to the interrogation of Christopher, but to many heated conversations with Overseer Xi’Yor as well.

Xi’Yor was dressed almost entirely in black, the exceptions being his broad shoulder pads and opulent, flowing cape, both of which were dark gray in color.  He clenched his gloved fists, acknowledged the Cerebrate, and then turned his vivid orange eyes upon Christopher.

The Captain was dressed in a mangled, torn and tattered Starfleet uniform.  He was unshaven and haggardly, with several bruises on his face.  The look suited him well.  But before long, the very sight of the vile Ka’Tulan made the Cerebrate’s stomach recoil in disgust, and she turned her eyes upon a nearby protector.  “Take it to its cell,” she said, alluding to Christopher.

 As the massive protector haphazardly dragged Christopher into the corridor, Z’danorax turned to Xi’Yor.  “Your performance in this instance is acceptable,” she said icily.  “If you always displayed such competency, this war would be over by now.”

“It would, Cerebrate,” admitted Xi’Yor, though he didn’t go so far as to submit himself for termination—an unusual turn of events. 

“However, you will have another chance to prove yourself,” continued Z’danorax.  “A fleet of Federation and Klingon starships is moving to engage us at Ciden II.  I have recalled all available ships to the defense of the planet, and it is up to you to see they are victorious.”

“And they will be,” Xi’Yor assured her.

“They had better,” said Z’danorax, “because if they fail, and the Elorg are defeated, I will have your head faster than you can blink your devious little eyes.  Am I clear?”

Xi’Yor smiled.  “Crystal clear.”

“Good.”  Eager to toy with Christopher’s mind, Z’danorax began making her way toward the doors.  “I will be in the interrogation chamber.  You may observe my efforts if you so desire.”

“That is quite alright, Cerebrate,” said Xi’Yor defensively.  “I should be on the bridge reviewing our tactical situation.

“Very well,” replied Z’danorax.  With that said, she swiftly turned on her heel and left Xi’Yor alone to his thoughts.

And the Overseer grinned, knowing it would not be long before he was the Cerebrate…

Chapter Thirty-Four

“Report.”  Admiral William Grayson strode onto the bridge of the Athena with an unflappable sense of determination.  Though he had lost so much when Starbase 241 fell to the Elorg, he had so much more to gain by winning this war: a future for his unborn grandchild.  That alone was reason enough to be determined.

“The fleet is nearing the Ciden System,” reported Lieutenant Forrester from the helm.  “We should reach Ciden II in seventeen minutes.”

“The Romulans and several dozen Breen vessels are also approaching,” added Commander Takis at tactical.  “And several hundred Elorg ships are already there.”

Grayson sat in the chair beside Admiral Nechayev and exchanged gazes with his comrade.  “Ready?” he asked quietly.

She nodded and then trained her steely eyes upon the viewscreen.  “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she admitted.  “Not that we have any reason to fear defeat.  Every last detail has been ironed out—and I finally managed to get rid of one of our biggest obstacles…”

“I wanted that extra power to the replicators half an hour ago,” said Admiral Alexis O’Connor as she waddled her way across the bridge of the Qul’miwi.  She stopped a scant meter from Chancellor Martok’s stark black command chair and waved a padd in his face.

Martok growled, and ripped the padd from O’Connor’s flabby hands.  “And I told you half and hour ago that no power would be diverted to the replicators.  If you are hungry, there is some gagh and bregit lung in the mess hall.  If you are lucky, it will still be alive when you get there.”

Martok grinned as the fat Admiral frowned at his sentiments.  “And where is that status report I wanted?  Command is already on my tail about its tardiness, and I’m not going to take the blame forever.  I swear, I stick up for you guys way too much as it is.  I’ll expect that report on my desk within the hour!”

“We will be going into battle within the hour,” said Martok evenly.  “That is all the report you need, because I assure you, Admiral, I will have little use for you once the fighting begins.”  He chuckled.  “In fact, I have little use for you now.  So I suggest you stay out of my way.”

Exasperated, O’Connor tossed her arms up into the air.  “I try to work with you people,” she grimaced.  “Command just doesn’t understand how lazy you are.  Just wait until you see that reprimand on your record.  Then you’ll be sorry.”

Since he didn’t have a record, Martok was hardly concerned with O’Connor’s idle threats. But being called lazy did concern him.  “If you dare open your mouth again, Admiral, I will rip out your heart and eat it.  I suspect it will compliment the gagh nicely.”

“That’s it,” said O’Connor, “I’m going to place two reprimands on your record!  Don’t make me—”

Before she even had a chance to blink, O’Connor found the business end of a d’k tagh hovering over her chest.  And if she dared to utter another word, Martok would not hesitate to plunge it inside—and he almost hoped she did; killing the fat one would certainly be doing the Federation a considerable favor.  But to his chagrin, she remained silent and slowly waddled off the bridge—but she would be no doubt return, and when she did, Martok’s dagger was ready for her…

For the first time in recent memory, the bridge of the Starlight was akin to a morgue.  Save a few random computer bleeps and the constant hum of the engines, the starship’s command center had been utterly devoid of its usual banter—a situation that sent a chill down Ryan Landsberg’s spine.  Everyone was on edge, simply waiting for Neelar Drayge to deliver the news…

Hoping to break the ice, Landsberg slowly turned to Commander Harrison.  “So… did you ever get out to the holodeck?”

“Sadly, I did not,” he said softly.

Landsberg frowned.  “What happened to living a little?”

“I instead opted to hone my harp-playing skills.”

“That’s really living on the edge,” mused Landsberg.  “Just wait until this war is over… I will have you hooked up with a beautiful woman in no time.”

“And perhaps afterward I will discuss it with you in an extremely public place,” said Harrison evenly.  “While drinking synthale, no doubt.”

“Drinking, yes.  Synthale, no.”  Landsberg smiled, and leaned over to whisper in Harrison’s ear.  “I’ve got the good stuff in my quarters.”

Harrison blinked several times as a blank look fell upon his placid face.  “How… exciting,” he said unenthusiastically.

The helm suddenly bleeped, and in a nanosecond, Landsberg was back to all business.  “What is it, Lieutenant?”

Drayge swiftly muted the noise and turned to face the Captain.  “We’ve entered the Ciden System—and so have the Elorg.”

“Red alert,” called out Harrison an instant later.

“Shields to maximum,” Landsberg crisply added as the lights dimmed and the ominous red hues filled the bridge.  “Mr. Bator: arm the phasers and load the torpedo bays.”

“Aye sir,” replied the Phobian.

“Now remember,” continued Landsberg, “while the rest of the fleet works on whooping some serious Elorg ass, it is our job to find the Kedris so we can apprehend Overseer Xi’Yor.”

As he heard the words come from his mouth, Landsberg realized how easy it all sounded.  Attack the Elorg, apprehend Xi’Yor.  It should have been a piece of cake—but the incredibly massive fleet of Elorg vessels that suddenly blinked onto the viewscreen quickly changed his mind.  

“Nine hundred eighty-four vessels,” said Harrison under his breath.  “More are approaching.”

“Two minutes to weapons range,” announced Bator.

“This is it,” Landsberg grumbled.  He nervously grabbed the arms of his command chair and braced for the tumult that was to come…

In recent weeks, High Overseer Cree’dan had been witness to countless battles—but not once had he given his nemeses a second thought.  He had always been confident that his vessels would plunder any opposition without a moment’s repose—and they had.  But as he stared at the Kedris’ viewscreen, the very sight sent a chill down his spine.

Federation.  Klingon.  Romulan.  They numbered in the thousands, and according to sensors, more vessels were on the way.  Cardassian.  Talarian.  Gorn—alien cultures that did not even know the true power of the Elorg Bloc were coming to defend the Federation—to defend the galaxy that was their home.

“And within a few hours,” whispered Overseer Xi’Yor seductively, “they will all be dead or dying.  The Elorg Bloc will be restored to its former greatness.  And your Cerebrate will be very, very pleased…”

Xi’Yor was always one for the dramatic, but this time, Cree’dan couldn’t help but sense there was some greater meaning to his words.  But there was no time to ponder such things, for Cree’dan had a greater purpose than to decipher Xi’Yor’s myriad ramblings.  He glanced at the chronometer on a nearby workstation and expelled an uneasy sigh.  “It is time for me to depart,” he announced a moment later.  “Ciden II awaits.  I relinquish command of this vessel to you, Overseer.”

Xi’Yor nodded his acknowledgement.  “En taro adun, Overseer,” he said as Cree’dan made his way to the exit.

* * *

Cerebrate Z’danorax slowly sauntered through the eternal void of darkness surrounding the stark, metallic chair in the center of the interrogation chamber, her intense orange eyes locked upon the pallid Alan Christopher.  “I must admit, you are far more unsightly in person; the images I have seen over the past few years do not give your grotesque features justice.  I pity the fools who must look at your on a daily basis.”

She carefully took a few hesitant steps closer to the prisoner, hoping to provoke some sort of response from it.  The look of fear was certainly evident in its face, but it did nothing but babble incomprehensible jargon.  Something about a bomb.

Z’danorax smiled at the wretch.  “The prisoner is delusional,” she said to the Protector standing at the doors.  “Xi’Yor did an exemplary job on it.”

The prisoner began to tremor as Z’danorax drew nearer.  “Do… not… come any closer!” it warned.  “I am a bomb!”

What nonsense. “If you believe that will halt this interrogation, you are sadly mistaken,” said Z’danorax.  She paused, and made a mental note to laud Xi’Yor for his excellent work on this prisoner.  She turned her full attention back to it, and drilled her fiery gaze into its skull.  “What do you know about biological weapons?”

The prisoner shuddered at the question.  “I am one,” it said, sounding quite sure of itself.  “Xi’Yor did something to me.  He wants you dead.  If you touch me, I will explode, and we’ll both be killed.  I swear it’s the truth.”

With each passing moment, the prisoner’s thoughts seemed to be growing more coherent—and its convictions became more threatening.  And now that Xi’Yor’s name had entered the equation, Z’danorax began to reconsider this bomb threat.  She had known long ago that Xi’Yor was responsible for the death of High Overseer Hatrel.  It was certainly within the realm of possibility that he was seeking a position of great power once more.  “What, exactly did the Overseer do to you?”

The prisoner shook his head indecisively.  “I’m not sure,” it admitted.  “I was barely conscious.  But I am almost certain that Xi’Yor performed some sort of surgical procedure on me.”

She was still skeptical, but Z’danorax could not afford to err.  She turned to the protector at the doors.  “Scan the prisoner for foreign objects that would not normally appear on a sensor sweep,” she ordered.  “If it speaks the truth, have Xi’Yor terminated immediately.”

The bulky protector nodded, and slowly approached the prisoner with an intricate sensor device…

The deck plates gently vibrated beneath Creya’s feet.  The battle had no doubt begun—as had the hunt for Xi’Yor.  As far as Starfleet Intelligence was concerned, her mission was over; she had done everything they required and then some—but as the battle raged outside the ship, Creya felt she had to do something more.

The door suddenly chimed.  “Enter,” she beckoned, knowing it was Oshere even before the Cardassian stepped between the parting doors.

“The battle has begun,” he said, watching curiously as Creya knelt down beside the wall and started prodded at it with her fingers.  “What are you doing?”

“Helping.”

“By peeling off the wall coverings?”

She tugged at the wall for an additional few moments before a small section of it peeled away, revealing a confusing array of conduits.  “I’m hoping I can disable the ship so the Federation can more easily capture Xi’Yor,” she explained.

Oshere raised a skeptical brow.  “And you believe you can do this from your quarters?  Ah, my good Creya, you have much to learn about sabotage…  You will never accomplish such a task from this location.”

She frowned, picking away at some of the chips and conduits inside the wall.  “And why not?”

“There is nothing of importance here.  At the very most, I suspect you would be able cut power to your quarters.  Perhaps the adjacent ones… It wouldn’t do you very much good, though.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Yes,” said Oshere.  “Everyone on the ship is presently distracted by the battle.  We could quite easily slip into the corridor and find a more explosive candidate.”

Creya’s orange eyes widened.  “Explosive?”

A grim look slowly spread across the Cardassian’s face, but he said nothing to further explain.  Instead, he turned sharp on his heel and headed for the exit.  “Let us proceed.”

An awesome maelstrom of fire swept through the raging battlefield in orbit of Ciden II as an entire tactical wing of Elorg raiders committed themselves to a suicidal voyage into the hull of a massive Romulan Warbird.  The ensuing flames quickly engulfed the Romulan ship, and the few raiders that were left in the wake of the explosion charged forward to their next target, a nearby Sovereign-class vessel.  In the blink of an eye, the three raiders careened into the helpless Federation vessel’s stardrive section.  It’s smoldering hulk drifted for several moments before colliding into a nearby Klingon ship.  Both vessels exploded into flames; yet another squadron of kamikaze raiders rampaged through the hazy wake seconds later, desperate to seek out another unsuspecting target.

Meanwhile, swarms of Klingon and Federation starships fell upon a fleet of larger Elorg Destroyers like the plague, picking away at their massive defenses with phasers, disruptors, and transphasic torpedoes.  Before long, two of the Elorg vessels furiously exploded.

As the Starlight maneuvered around the cluttered debris clouds, six more of the dreadful destroyers soared onto the viewscreen, immediately turning upon the Starlight’s squadron with a fierce volley of purple torpedoes.  Landsberg could see three of them hurtling directly at the Starlight—and to his relief, Drayge saw the same thing.  The starship swiftly plunged out of the way, suffering nothing more than a glancing blow from the first of the three torpedoes.

“Shields down to forty-seven percent,” Bator reported a moment later.

“And one of our torpedo launchers is offline,” added Harrison.  “I am working to bring it back.”

“Good.  Any sign of the Kedris?”

Bator sighed.  “It is difficult to find anything in this mess,” he admitted.  “But I believe I have finally located it.”

“Distance?”

“Nine hundred thousand kilometers,” said Bator.  “Heading one-seven-six mark eight.”

Landsberg turned back to the helm.  “Drayge?”

The Bolian nodded.  “I’m on it!” he exclaimed.

“This will be sufficient,” said Oshere, leading Creya into a small, dark room several decks from their previous position.

“What is this place?” asked Creya.

“An environmental control substation,” Oshere explained as he headed for a small hatch at the back of the room.  “But from what I have seen of the schematics, we can gain access to the shield grid by entering this conduit.”

“Won’t we be detected?”

“Yes,” said Oshere.  “But not before we have done our damage.  Xi’Yor is in command of the ship, and he is far more concerned with winning this battle than anything else.”

He grabbed the handles of the hatch and haphazardly pried it open, tossing it to the floor once it was removed.  “Let us proceed.”

Cree’dan heard voices.

He couldn’t exactly make out the words, but he definitely heard voices.  At first, he simply assumed it was the team of scientists he had brought with him to the surface of Ciden II, but the longer he listened to the noise, the less he recognized the voices.  They were strident and annoying—far from the dignified tones of an Elorg scientist.

He carefully wandered through the maze of white obelisks and transparent blue floors in search of the voices, and with each passing moment, the voices grew louder and more distinct; definitely not Elorg, and given the terse commands there were issuing, he assumed they were not the most pleasant individuals in the universe.  An instant later, Cree’dan’s disruptor was firmly entrenched in his hand.

He carefully followed one of the iridescent blue pathways into the deepest parts of the facility.  It seemed to wander a bit, but eventually deposited him at the front of a massive apse.  Inside were countless computer terminals and several Breen with their weapons pointed at a group of Starfleet officers huddled on the floor nearby.

Cree’dan entered the apse and pointed his weapon at the Breen.  “What are you doing here?” he asked, quickly adding, “I have plenty of reinforcements on the way.”

The Breen chirped amongst themselves for several moments before the one Cree’dan assumed to be their leader broke away from the group.  The Breen Thot issued one terse, strident bleep that translated, “Helping.”

“Three hundred thousand kilometers,” said Drayge from the helm.

The young Bolian was clearly nervous—but as he surveyed his own mental state, Landsberg realized that he was also on the edge of his seat.  But like Nechayev had said, failure was not an option.  “Mr. Bator, ready a volley of transphasic torpedoes,” he ordered.  “Dispersal pattern theta.  Make sure we disable the ship, not destroy it.  I hear Admiral Grayson wants to personally wring Xi’Yor’s neck.”

“I assure you, Captain, he will get that chance,” said Bator.  “Torpedoes armed.”

“Fire aft launchers!” Harrison suddenly exclaimed.  “We’ve got two raiders on a direct intercept course!”

The Starlight gracefully soared around an exploding Vor’cha class cruiser; in its wake, two Elorg raiders seeking out their next target.  Both ships rampaged straight through the fiery haze that was once a Klingon ship, barreling towards the Starlight as fast as their engines could take them.  But a veritable wall of yellowish torpedoes quickly burst from the Starlight’s aft section, exploding upon the tiny raiders with enough force to stop them dead in their tracks—forever.

Creya frantically followed Oshere through the dark, narrow tunnels in the bowels of the Kedris.  Much like her half-baked simulation of Cardassia, they were hot and humid; in a way, her experience with the Cardassian climate helped to prepare her for this long, arduous journey.

After negotiating several more of the claustrophobic tunnels, Oshere came to a halt and pointed at the left side of the conduit.  “There,” he whispered.  “The shield grid.”

Creya quickly pulled the hatch away from the wall and discarded it in the conduit behind her.  “This should be easy,” she said after looking at the seemingly simple controls for a moment.

Oshere shook his head.  “Touch it.”

Creya complied, and quickly found an azure forcefield zapped into place the moment her hand came within a few centimeters of the controls.  “Damn.”

“Give me your phaser,” said Oshere, extending his arm.

Creya quickly snapped the disruptor Oshere had supplied from her belt and placed it in his hand.  He inspected it for a moment before increasing its setting to maximum before training it upon the conduit.  Moments later, a purple beam lashed out at the forcefield—nothing happened.

“Now what?” asked Creya, starting to panic.  “Overload the disruptor, maybe?”

Oshere considered it for a brief moment and then nodded his agreement.  He set the phaser on the deck, and the two of them frantically worked to set the phaser into an overload.

“Fifty thousand kilometers,” announced Drayge.  “We’ll be in weapons range in less than two minutes.”

“Arm the torpedoes again, Mr. Bator,” said Landsberg nervously.  “Fire the second we’re in range.”

The Phobian nodded as he input the necessary commands into the computer.  “Aye, sir.”

Creya wasn’t exactly sure how to overload a disruptor, and as she watched Oshere’s hands fiddle with the controls, she began to doubt his ability as well.  “Maybe it’s that red button,” she suggested, pointing at a small red control near the top.

“Doubtful,” said Oshere.  “There is a sequence of some sort.  Sadly, I do not know it.”

Much as Creya had expected.  “Then maybe we should forget about overloading it.”

“That leaves us with very few options,” Oshere quickly shot back.  “We cannot simply ask one of the protectors to lower the shields for us.”

Creya grabbed the phaser.  “Then forget about the shields.  I bet if we do enough damage to the ship, it will stop functioning.”

“What do you mean?”

Creya pointed the disruptor at the wall and fired.  A blue beam of light quickly lashed out of the weapon and careened into the wall, swiftly melting the conduits away.

Oshere’s eyes widened with enlightenment.  “Now I see…”

“Twenty thousand kilometers,” announced Drayge.

The Kedris was already on the viewscreen, a massive, heavily armed dreadnaught that was much larger than the standard Elorg Destroyer, and as he stared at the vessel, Landsberg couldn’t help but wonder if their puny little torpedoes would be enough to disable it.  Transphasic torpedoes were certainly state of the art, but the Kedris was so incredibly menacing that it appeared impenetrable.

“Xi’Yor certainly picked the right ship to seek refuge on,” said Harrison softly.

“I’m sure he planned it that way,” Landsberg said.  “But we aren’t going to let him get away this time.  We won’t rest until he is captured.”

The lights began to flicker as Creya continued her rampage through the myriad corridors of the Kedris—and their capacity to wreak havoc on the ship doubled after Oshere scavenged a disruptor from a guard they had inadvertently killed when a giant bulkhead smashed him as it fell from the ceiling.

But time was running out.  The disruptions in the ship were becoming apparent, and Xi’Yor was starting to erect forcefields to stop their progress—not that it mattered.  One swift blow to the wall would create a new pathway for Creya and Oshere to tread—and by vaporizing the floor and the ceiling, the two of them were beginning to compromise structural integrity.  It would only be a matter of time before their efforts paid off…

 “Entering weapons range in five… four… three… two… one…”

The Kedris now filled the entire viewscreen, and though it had yet to notice the Starlight creeping up on it from behind, it was actively engaged in the defense of Ciden II and the surrounding vicinity, easily blowing two Gorn ships to smithereens in the blink of an eye.  

Another Gorn ship exploded just in front of the Starlight, catching Landsberg off guard.  His palms were sweating profusely, and his heart was pounding so hard he could hear its rhythmic echo in his ears.  It was time to act… and if all went well, that Gorn ship was the last bit of action the Kedris would see under the leadership of Overseer Xi’Yor.  He held his breath for what seemed like an excruciatingly long moment, slowly working up to give the fateful order to fire…

Creya could hear the bulkheads grinding against one another, loudly groaning as they shifted into unimaginably contorted positions.  Though she and Oshere had only managed to damage a small portion of the incredibly vast Kedris, they had wreaked enough havoc to bring darkness to the entire deck.  Systems throughout the entire ship were undoubtedly strained, and as she peered down into the hole she and Oshere had just created, Creya could see a large, spherical node on the deck below, flashing ominous teal hues.

“What is that?” she asked Oshere.

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

“I doubt the Elorg will miss it, then…”  She hesitated for only a moment before taking aim and firing.

Time was up.  Ryan Landsberg’s moment of dramatic silence had lasted long enough, and as he expelled the nervous air from his lungs, the order to unleash hell upon the Kedris came out with it…

The node exploded the second Creya’s phaser beam lashed into its glowing spherical surface, sending out ripples of teal light before bursting into flames.  The deck began to shake violently beneath her feet, swiftly tossing her to the floor—and she fell hard, smashing her head into the floor with a considerable bang.  Pain—lots of pain—filled her mind with inconceivable terror…

She saw Oshere.  His face was bloody and burned.

She saw fire—a great ball of red and orange streaking through the night.

She saw stars twinkling in the sky above.

And then she saw nothing.

Ryan Landsberg watched in shock as the Kedris burst into flames, slowly tearing itself apart as flames burst through its smoldering hull.  “What happened?”

Bator’s eyes swiftly weeded through the overflow of sensor data flying across his terminal.  “Their shields suddenly dropped,” he gleaned.  “An internal failure of some kind.”

“There are still hundreds of life signs,” said Harrison, though his eyes were locked on the drifting dreadnought.  It was slowly being pulled into the fiery atmosphere of Ciden II.  “Xi’Yor could still be alive.”

“We’ve got bigger problems,” Bator suddenly interjected.  “The Breen have arrived.”

“What are the Romulans doing?” asked Landsberg.

“They have begun firing on Federation starships,” Bator reported, “however, the Breen are not limiting their fire to any particular targets.  They have already destroyed three Romulan vessels.”

Confusion quickly swept over the entire bridge crew.  “What the hell is going on?” asked Landsberg.

He didn’t get an answer.

Several pillars of greenish-turquoise light swirled into existence around Overseer Cree’dan and his “friends” on the surface of Ciden II.  More Breen.  The High Overseer gulped, sincerely hoping his companions arrived soon.  Though he had no reason to fear the Breen, Cree’dan had no reason to trust them, either, and as they chirped amongst each other with their incomprehensible electric jargon, his level of trust diminished even more.

Finally, their little group dispersed, and two of the Breen approached Cree’dan.  Their weapons were not drawn, but Cree’dan was still concerned by this blatantly hostile maneuver.  “What is it?” he demanded.

One of the Breen—a new arrival if Cree’dan was not mistaken—chirped a few tones in the Overseer’s direction, identifying himself simply as Dran.  

Cree’dan nodded diplomatically.  “I am High Overseer Cree’dan,” he proffered.  “I have full authority to speak on behalf of the Elorg Bloc.”

Dran nodded, and took a few additional steps closer to Cree’dan.  The Overseer’s gut told him to retreat, but his better judgment kept his feet planted in one place.  Dran was unarmed, and did not pose much of a threat, as far as Cree’dan could see.  

The Breen came to a halt just a scant meter from the High Overseer’s face.  The two exchanged curious glances for several moments before Dran raised his hands and placed them on the sides of his golden helmet.  He carefully twisted it to the left, releasing the locks holding the helmet to his refrigeration suit with a series of swift clicks.  And then, ever so slowly, he lifted it over his head to reveal the ashen face of an Elorg—and then he grinned.

In the background, Cree’dan could see the rest of the Breen removing their helmets—all of them were Elorg underneath.  “Did you hijack a Breen ship?” asked Cree’dan, confused.

“No,” said Dran enigmatically.  “We are Breen.  We have been Breen ever since the end of the Great War 200 thousand years ago.  It was necessary to hide from the allies of the Iconians.  But now that the Bloc has returned, we no longer need our cloak.”

Cree’dan was speechless.  He was tempted to refute the claim, but the proof was standing there before him in the flesh.  There was nothing to dispute.

“It is convenient that you all congregated on Ciden II,” continued Dran.  “We spent many months creating an ‘alliance’ with the Romulans to gain access to it, but it retrospect, that was hardly necessary.”

“What is here?” asked Cree’dan.

Dran looked at the pathetic Starfleet officers on the floor.  “The power to rid of all of … them.”

Cree’dan smiled.  “Then let’s do it!”

Chapter Thirty-Five

Something catastrophic had happened.

Sitting in the mangled remains of what was once an interrogation chair, Alan Christopher knew little more than that.  Bulkheads had come crashing down all around him, fiery explosions burst through the floor, and then the ship seemed to go on an intense roller coaster ride, shaking violently as it went up and down, jerking to port and then to starboard before dropping what seemed like forever.  But now they were still, and as he sat in his chair, Christopher suddenly realized that he was free.

The Cerebrate had not bothered to cuff his wrists and ankles to the chair, most likely believing Christopher wouldn’t pose much of a threat; the meager restraints she had implemented around his chest had conveniently snapped amidst the chaos, leaving the Captain free to do whatever he desired.

And he desired to kill Xi’Yor.

The very thought sent the adrenaline pumping through Christopher’s veins, and when he stood, it was as if he had the will of ten men driving him in his quest for vengeance.  The injuries Xi’Yor had incurred were suddenly banished into distant memory—for now—and the energy to succeed flowed freely through his heart and soul.

But he needed a weapon…

His eyes immediately fell upon the Cerebrate.  Her broken body was trapped under a fallen bulkhead, still wriggling with life, but swimming in a pool of thick black blood.  He could see a disruptor attached to her belt—a fine weapon—but Christopher didn’t dare approach her, fearing his proximity would send both of them to a quick end. 

Then he remembered the protector that had been stationed near the exit.  Christopher quickly approached his last known position near the doors to find the guard quite dead.  A mountain of debris crushed his torso, and the floor was slick with his obsidian blood.  Two weapons, a disruptor and a photon saber were attached to his belt.  Knowing the disruptor was a far superior weapon, Christopher reached for that first—but as he lifted it, the Captain soon realized that, much like the protector, it was heavily damaged.  He haphazardly tossed it to the floor and reluctantly plucked the photon saber from the protector’s belt.

He gently twisted the hilt of the sword, and moments later, a beam of lethal blue light surged into existence, wildly humming as Christopher waved it around in the air.  “Oh goodie.  Too bad I’m a wretched swordsman,” he mused recalling his numerous romps in the holodeck with Commander Harrison.

He quickly deactivated the sword and placed it in his pocket—only to remove it moments later out of fear of what might happen should the sword inadvertently activate while in there.  Now clutching the weapon firmly in his hand, Christopher stepped into the darkened corridor before him.

The deck was jagged and uneven.  Covered in ash, it harbored large, gaping cracks and numerous other dangerous pitfalls.  Fallen bulkheads leaned on the walls, conduits hung from the ceiling, and fires still burned in places, spewing a murky haze into the smoke-scented air.  

Christopher gulped, and took a few hesitant steps forward; the deck creaked ominously with each step.  “This is not good,” he muttered, standing at the edge of a considerable crack.

Suddenly, the deck began to shift, and behind him, Christopher could see several pieces of the floor crashing into the deck below.  Reasonably certain he did not want to join them, he sprinted forward to the set of broken doors up ahead.  He was able to pry them open with relative ease, finding the base of a turbolift shaft on the other side.  Knowing Xi’Yor, he would be at the top of that shaft in the center of all the action: the bridge.

He quickly stepped into the cold shaft and found the ladder on the back wall to be intact.  Pleased with his fortune, Christopher swiftly hopped on and began to scale the wall—and along the way, his mind began to wander.  Specifically, it wandered to Erin Keller.

He couldn’t wait to see her again… to hold her close and hug her… to tell her stupid jokes…  It had been so long…  Or had it?  How long had it been?  Christopher had no way of knowing.

He climbed for what seemed to be an eternity.  His energy began to waver, but as he craned his neck upward, Christopher could see his journey was coming to an end.  The shaft was about to come to an abrupt end, and as far as Christopher could tell, it ended right where he wanted it to: deck one.  He quickly climbed the remaining rungs of the ladder and delved his fingers into the space between the sealed doors.  After a moment of intense prying, they slid apart, and Christopher hopped onto the Kedris’ bridge.

It was in shambles.  Dead bodies were strewn across the scorched workstations, and black blood was splattered all over the walls.  But Xi’Yor was not dead.  He stood quietly before the large, gaping hull breach at the front of the bridge, peering out at the grassy plain they had apparently crashed into.

“Captain Christopher,” said Xi’Yor without even looking.  “Good of you to join me.”

“It is my pleasure,” replied Christopher.  He slowly stepped over a half-melted workstation and then carefully activated his saber.  The familiar beam of azure light rushed forward moments later, and Christopher could immediately feel the power coursing throughout his body.  “The day of reckoning is at hand.”

Slowly, Xi’Yor came about, his face a manifestation of pure evil.  “So it is,” he hissed, reaching for the saber on his belt.  He held the inactive unit in his gloved hand for only a moment before a fiery orange blade crackled to life.  “Asah detalahari!”

The battle lines were drawn, and the giants were about to clash…

“Shields are down!” Bator exclaimed over a roaring fire on the bridge of the Starlight.  

“We’ve got three raiders tailing us,” added Neelar Drayge.  “I can’t seem to shake them!”

On the viewscreen, Ryan Landsberg watched as two Elorg ships exploded almost in tandem.  Too bad they weren’t the ships ready to ram into the side of the Starlight.  “Do whatever you need to do, Neelar,” encouraged Landsberg.  “Just don’t let those bastards hit us!  I promised Matt I’d get him a woman, and I can’t very well do that if we’re all dead!”

The starfield suddenly jolted to port, and the smoldering hulks of three Romulan Warbirds suddenly filled the viewscreen.  Landsberg was nearly thrown into the back of his seat as Neelar gunned the engines to maximum impulse, heading straight for them.  He was about to remind the Bolian that he wanted to live, but at the very last moment, the ship darted upward, leaving the Romulans behind.  Drayge tapped at the controls, and swiftly switched the viewscreen to the aft view just in time to see all three raiders careen into the Romulans.

Landsberg heaved a sigh of relief.  “Nice work,” he commended.  “Though I could live without the drama next time.  What’s our status?”

“Out of the line of fire,” Bator quickly noted.

They had a few moments to breathe, then.  Landsberg smiled.  “Good.  Can you tell who’s winning this battle?”

“Looks like it’s a deadlock,” replied the Phobian.  “If only…”

The sensors suddenly cut him off, and an uncharacteristically excited look fell upon the Phobian’s face.  “Cardassians,” he exclaimed.  “Lots of them—and they appear to be on our side.”

“I believe,” said Harrison softly, “this may mean that we are winning.  Or will be soon, anyway.”

Landsberg’s grin widened.  “I believe you might be right.  Mr. Drayge, let’s go win this war.”

“Aye, sir!”

Torres watched intently as the Elorg called Dran tapped at the controls on the workstation in the center of the room.  As a Breen, he looked to be a formidable foe, but now that she knew that he was actually an Elorg, Torres was relatively certain she could take him down without a problem, for he didn’t appear to be overly bulky underneath his aureate refrigeration suit—which in retrospect, was most likely not a refrigeration suit at all.

“I am nearly finished inputting the parameters,” said Dran, “but I require Bali’s confirmation codes before we can proceed.”

“He was supposed to arrive several weeks ago,” said one of Dran’s underlings.

Dran shrugged.  “Apparently he did not.  I can initiate an override sequence, but that will take several hours assuming I do not generate a parity infraction.  One must certainly envy Iconian security protocols.”

“I am indeed envious,” said the underling flatly.

“Dran,” said Cree’dan suddenly, pointing at the screen in front of him, “look at this.  I am detecting the Grotus in orbit of this planet.”

Dran was unimpressed.  “And?”

“And,” said Cree’dan, “the vessel was reported destroyed near Ka’Tula VII several weeks ago.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes,” replied Cree’dan as his scowl deepened.  “Even more odd, there are several humans on board, and a Federation craft in the shuttlebay.  The only Elorg life sign is coming from inside an interrogation chamber.”

Almost immediately, Dran’s gaze fell upon Commander Keller and the rest of the prisoners.  “I have a distinct feeling you know about this,” he said.  “Perhaps you even procured the vessel?”

“And what if we did?” asked Keller.

Dran turned to his underling.  “Destroy it.”

“Yes, Overseer.”

In the blink of an eye, Miral Torres sprung to her feet and pounced upon the underling destined to destroy the Lollipop.  Catching him totally off-guard, it took little effort for her to grab hold of his windpipe and then snap his neck.  He plopped to the floor with a satisfying thud just as the rest of the Elorg began to take action.

“Kendall,” shouted Erin Keller, “lower the dampening field!  We need to get the hell out of here!”  Seconds later, she was on her feet engaged in mortal combat with Dran.

Satisfied that Keller could take the Overseer, Torres quickly crawled back to her feet and looked for another target for herself.  Talyere was occupied with Cree’dan and one of the other underlings, leaving just two underlings left.  One of them quickly sprinted away in search of help; the other simply growled, and lunged at Torres—but as he did so, she glimpsed a communication device under the sleeve on his left arm.

She easily dodged the Elorg and swiftly came about to pound him into the ground.  She needed to get to that communicator.  Torres had seen Dran and several of the other underlings communicate with their ship, and if she could reconfigure the frequency to match the Lollipop’s, they wouldn’t have to rely on their temporarily useless Starfleet issue communicators.

The two struggled for a moment, rolling around on the pristine gray floor before Torres was able to drill her elbow into his chest.  As the air vacated his lungs, the underling was temporarily stunned—Torres quickly grabbed his wrist and tapped at the controls on his communicator.  Having spent so much time on the bridge of the Lollipop, she knew its frequency by heart, and furiously punched the code into the keypad.  “Torres to Lollipop!” she exclaimed a moment later.  “Four to beam up!”

Within seconds, the swirling violet hues of the Elorg ship’s transporter beam wrapped themselves around Torres’ body, and she summarily found herself laying on the floor near her station on the bridge.  “Sorry, Kendall,” she said almost immediately.  “My way just seemed better.”

Johnson shrugged nervously.  “No problem,” he said.

“What was going on down there?” demanded Captain Duford a moment later.  She sat anxiously in her command chair, so enthralled with their current situation that its rock-like surface didn’t even faze her.

“Trouble,” said Keller.  “There’s no way in hell we’re going to be able to use that weapon.  The Elorg are already down there, and they’re about to phase us into subspace… or worse.”

Duford shook her head.  “No they’re not,” she assured Keller.  “Mr. Perez?”

“Yes?”

Duford paused for a hesitant moment and then said, “Lock all weapons on that base and open fire.”

With his weapon in hand, Christopher slowly approached the nefarious Xi’Yor, treading the soiled deck plates with a hardened look determination upon his face; he had lost much to Xi’Yor—too much, in fact—but despite the Overseer’s best efforts, Christopher’s determination prevailed.  And as he inched himself into striking range, Christopher knew that his determination would ultimately reward him with victory, fulfilling his quest for vengeance.

Xi’Yor appeared completely unthreatened by Christopher, swinging his blazing orange sword through the air several times simply to test the Captain’s reflexes; Christopher flinched appropriately, but did not yield any ground to Xi’Yor, and at seeing this, the hated Overseer finally stepped up his attack and made his first direct assault.

Christopher quickly raised his sword to deflect Xi’Yor’s attack, and their weapons met with a flutter of orange and blue electricity.  Christopher withdrew his weapon as quickly as possible and tried to maneuver his it into a position more favorable to bring harm upon Xi’Yor, but the Overseer’s superior skills parried each and every assault and quickly forced the Captain to go on the defensive—but Xi’Yor was already on the offensive, lunging his weapon at Christopher with all his might.

Not wanting to be impaled, Christopher darted out of the way, narrowly missing the luminous edge of Xi’Yor’s blade.  He breathed a quick sigh of relief and then tried to make some sort of counterstrike, but Xi’Yor’s deft motions were ominously quick, giving Christopher little time to react—and even less time to plot some sort of strategy.

Their swords continued to spark tendrils of vivid electricity as they clashed in the ash-laden atmosphere.  Xi’Yor would attack, Christopher would defend, a pattern that was beginning to grow routine for the Captain—and mindless for Xi’Yor.  While Christopher struggled to keep himself alive, it was obvious to the Captain that Xi’Yor was having no troubles forcing him into submission.  Christopher knew he could do better—if only he had more room to maneuver.  And then his eyes fell upon the hull breach at the front of the bridge, and the expansive green field beyond its smoldering threshold.

He quickly ducked behind the blackened remains of an auxiliary science station, deactivated his weapon, and then darted toward the forward section of the bridge on his hands and knees.

The tactic gave Xi’Yor a moment’s pause, but by the time the Overseer realized what his opponent was doing, Christopher was nearly at the threshold.  Unwilling to let him get away so easily, Xi’Yor took a far more direct route to the breach, and leapt over the decimated command chairs in a single bound.

Verdant blades of wild, untamed grass danced in the bitter breeze, occasionally spitting up the few yellowing leaves that had fallen from the distant wood.  High overhead, a flock of ghastly blackbirds soared beneath a roiling deck of ashen gray clouds.

As he scurried across the pocked obsidian surface of the defunct Kedris, Alan Christopher was certain that an unthinkably horrendous storm would soon rein terror throughout his chosen battlefield.  Wayward drops of icy rain had already pelted his face, and as he leapt onto the hard, lumpy terra firma, a sonorous clasp of portentous thunder exploded the distant sky.

Shunning the inclement weather into the far corner of his mind, Christopher sprinted through the shin-deep grass in hopes of putting some distance between himself and Xi’Yor.  Given the Overseer’s vastly superior skills, Christopher knew he needed to rethink his strategies—but he would not get the chance.  As he charged across the uneven terrain, Christopher could hear a second set of footfalls behind him, and they were closing fast.  He immediately twisted the hilt of his saber and came about just as its radiant azure blade jolted to life.

Xi’Yor stood only meters away, his eyes drilling into Christopher.  And then, like a cheetah, he sprung into action, hurtling across the grassy arena amidst a fierce howling wind.  Bearing his crimson saber, Xi’Yor lunged at Christopher with a brute force that had yet to surface in their duel, and was atop the Captain even before he had a chance to think.  Relying on nothing more than pure and primal instinct, Christopher barely countered Xi’Yor’s onslaught with a constant fear that he may err at any second.

Making such an instant even more likely, the attacks now came more rapidly; Christopher knew was losing his focus.  Xi’Yor’s blade seemed to be everywhere, a constant, dizzying and unrelenting blur of crimson light.  It took all of his scattered concentration to fend it off—until he afforded a brief moment to look behind the blur.  Xi’Yor was smiling…

In an instant, Christopher’s blood began to boil with anger.  Xi’Yor seemed to think this was a mere game, and that Christopher was nothing more than an easily taken pawn on the galactic chessboard.  In the scope of galactic events, that may have been true—but Christopher was about to prove that this pawn would not be taken so easily.

Summoning all his might, calling upon all his willpower, utilizing his newfound rage, Christopher forced his mind into coherency and fell upon the wretched Xi’Yor with an unconquerable might that forced the Overseer to evade…

Xi’Yor quickly darted out of the way, coming out of Christopher’s sudden onslaught totally unscathed.  He expelled a primal growl and made haste to strike back at Christopher, lashing out with a forceful blow that went crashing straight into the lumpy ground.  Seconds later, Xi’Yor lay in the grass with it, his boot apparently caught in a wayward tree root.

Seeing this as his golden opportunity, Christopher swiftly moved in for the final blow.  But as his azure blade sliced through the bitter wind-driven air, Christopher immediately knew something was not right.

And then it him.

Christopher cringed as a violet blast from Xi’Yor’s disruptor struck him in the abdomen.  Immediately, his uniformed singed, and he could feel a powerful burning sensation eating away at him, draining his very life energies.  It seemed like an eternity before Xi’Yor finally let go of the trigger, and when he finally did, Christopher watched a spray of crimson blood dance in the icy gale.

Xi’Yor sat and watched for several moments, the demonic grin on his face spreading as Christopher started to tumble backward—and for a moment, the Captain was certain he would collapse.  But if he did that, victory would belong to Xi’Yor.

And so, instead of succumbing to the pain as Xi’Yor had anticipated, Christopher harnessed its rage and allowed himself to be driven by it.  He harnessed it like energy, and combined with his accumulated animosity toward Xi’Yor, Alan Christopher was virtually unstoppable.

Seemingly possessed, Christopher hacked away at Xi’Yor’s once impeccable offensive with the same brute force the Overseer had used to instill it.  But if Xi’Yor was concerned about this newfound offensive, he didn’t show it.  He simply countered Christopher’s increasingly fluidic gestures one by one—until the sky rained fire.

In the distant mountains, a massive explosion suddenly mushroomed into the tumultuous atmosphere, spewing flames hundreds of meters into the air.  Christopher had no idea what was going on—nor did he particularly care at that moment.  His mind was consumed with one thing, and one thing only… Xi’Yor.  

Using this moment of distraction to his advantage, Christopher pounced onto Xi’Yor’s chest, grabbing the Overseer’s sweaty hands and clawing at his fiery crimson saber, hoping to pry it loose.  They both crashed into the wavy grass with an unpleasant thud, their sabers waving wildly in the air.  Struggling valiantly, Xi’Yor maintained his death grip on the hilt his weapon until Christopher managed to lodge his elbow into Xi’Yor’s gut.

As the air exited Xi’Yor’s chest in a violent wheeze, his grip on the saber diminished, and Christopher swiftly purloined the weapon and threw it into the untamed grass.  Seated triumphantly on Xi’Yor’s abdomen, Christopher tightened his grip on his saber and slowly brought the blazing blue saber to Xi’Yor’s throat.  “Checkmate,” he whispered through clenched teeth.

Xi’Yor was seething with anger, his malevolent eyes relating a wealth of unspoken words.

Slowly and methodically, Christopher inched his weapon closer Xi’Yor’s throat, allowing its luminous blade to singe the Overseer’s ashen white skin.

Xi’Yor flinched in pain as a stream of thick black blood began to trickle down his neck.

“It’s not pleasant, is it?” asked Christopher—but he didn’t give Xi’Yor a chance to respond.  Instead, he dug his weapon deeper into Xi’Yor’s throat and held it for several moments.  The Overseer began to moan as the blade began to vaporize his innards, and finally, when the pain became too much to bear, he screamed.

Holding the blade in place, Christopher allowed himself a perverse grin.  This was the moment he had been anticipating for months, and as he watched the life drain out of the wicked Overseer, the moment was just as bittersweet as the Captain had predicted.  But Christopher could not lower himself to Xi’Yor’s level, and though it brought him much pleasure to see Xi’Yor suffer, he had morals.

With a swift twist of its hilt, the vivid azure blue blade in Xi’Yor’s throat suddenly vanished.  Christopher dangled the weapon in the Overseer’s face for a lucrative moment and then hurtled it into the wind.  Christopher grabbed Xi’Yor’s disruptor before rising to his feet, dragging Xi’Yor with him.

The two nemeses stood for several moments simply exchanging malevolent gazes.  It was over.  They both knew it. 

But as Christopher began to lead the way back to the Kedris to call for help, Xi’Yor suddenly collapsed, falling face-first into the grassy plain.  Christopher quickly peered down to see a hole in the back of Xi’Yor’s tunic, still awash with violet light.  He quickly peered up to see Z’danorax standing a few meters away, disruptor in hand.

She mumbled some inaudible words in Christopher’s general direction before turning the weapon on him, and without any hesitation, she fired.  Christopher had no chance to evade, and quickly joined Xi’Yor in the grass.

Moments later, a cold, icy rain began to fall upon the desolate plain…







64
63

