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Chapter Twenty-Four

“Two years ago, an evil like no other descended upon our peaceful galaxy.  Since that time, the Elorg Bloc has mercilessly endeavored to conquer our space, eradicate our people, and strike fear in the hearts of all that are good.  And though we have courageously stabbed into the heart of this great darkness, the Elorg have prevailed.

“On February 4, 2397, a fleet of nearly one thousand Elorg destroyers converged upon Starbase 241, the very heart and soul of our presence in the Beta Quadrant.  In the fierce attack that followed, hundreds of good men and women gave their lives to protect our freedom, an act of sacrifice that gave thousands of individuals time to evacuate the starbase for safer grounds—and as the Elorg began to retreat, it had seemed our resolve to take a stand against the darkness had succeeded.

“But in an act of heinous desperation, the Elorg used one of their vessels to ram Starbase 241, destroying not only our command center, but our sense of security as a whole…”

As he watched Admiral William Grayson address the Federation and its allies, Overseer Xi’Yor couldn’t help but smile.  The assault on Starbase 241 had proven more successful than the Overseer’s most optimistic projections, and as the pallid Grayson rambled through his mindless speech, the success seemed to bolster.

Tens of thousands of Federation citizens dead; dozens of their puny starships obliterated; severe disruptions in commerce and communication hindering their war efforts; perhaps best of all, it seemed that the once unflappable Federation spirit had been thoroughly decimated with waves of fear.

And fear was a wonderful thing.

Of all the weapons of war, fear was the most powerful.  It consumed everything in its path, crushing kindred spirits and sparking panic in the hearts of those it touched.  It was manipulative.  It was devious.  It was everything Xi’Yor could ever want…

Peering at Fel’duin through vivid orange eyes, the Overseer could tell that he was not alone in his feelings.  


Sheets of heavy rain fell from the darkened skies of the Klingon Homeworld, pelting the Great Hall with its watery wrath for the fifth straight day.  For some weaker races, such a deluge would dilute their blood with boredom--but for a Klingon, it was the ultimate battle cry.  Rainfall was seen as the tears of some pathetic race ready for conquest—and five days’ worth would undoubtedly herald the beginning of an epic struggle.


Standing at the threshold of the massive gateways leading into the Great Hall, Chancellor Martok could already hear the cries for glorious battle echoing throughout his mind.  “All in good time,” he assured himself as a faint rumble of thunder stirred overhead.  


Martok knew little about the enemy—only that they were an archaic race of warriors intent on conquering the Beta Quadrant. Perhaps more importantly, he knew they were a treacherous, deceitful people who knew nothing of honor.  That alone was reason enough to strike at them with the might of the Klingon Empire, and Martok deployed his troops accordingly.  But the Chancellor was not yet ready to go on the offensive; he needed an honorable cause from the heart of the darkness to bring them into this epic battle.


And he was about to get one.


Tendrils of vivid lightning crawled across the darkening sky amidst a cacophony of sonorous thunder.  The rain poured from the skies above with the voracity of a thousand Klingon warriors, and a stiff wind blew into the Chancellor’s face.  Quickly, he turned on his heel and marched back into the Great Chamber, where the High Council sat in a collective silence.


“Chancellor.”  It was the voice of Krotak, Son of Dur’eth.  Martok considered him a valued friend, and the eerie tone in his voice gave the Chancellor reason to be concerned.


“What is it?” asked Martok, training his lone eye upon the rugged Krotak.


The Son of Dur’eth remained silent, but his beady dark eyes slowly made their way to the viewscreen mounted above the doors behind the Chancellor.  Intrigued, Martok came about just in time to see an Elorg Destroyer ram into the side of the massive Federation Starbase 241.  As the facility burst into a sea of flames, Martok’s jaw suddenly clenched in anger.  “How many Klingon warriors were on that starbase?”


Krotak slowly came up alongside the Chancellor and sighed.  “Too many,” he grumbled.  “And they have all been denied an honorable death in battle.  Denied passage to Sto-Vo-Kor.  Their deaths must be avenged.”


Martok turned to his subordinate.  “And they shall...” he proclaimed.  “This is a dark day indeed...”


As she watched the destruction of Starbase 241 on the Lollipop’s viewscreen, Erin Keller could feel her stomach begin to churn.  The sight sickened her.  The death and destruction sickened her.  The Elorg sickened her.  “How could someone do this?” she asked.


She was, of course, not surprised by the silence that greeted her inquiry, for it was a certainty that they were as dazed and confused as she—perhaps more so.  For many of them, this was their first time to see war in all its wretched glory.  And this war was one that would not soon be forgotten; in all her military experience, Keller had never been witness to such carnage.  But to her chagrin, some sixth sense told the Commander that this was only the beginning.


How many more days would be consumed by fire?  How many friends would fall in the name of freedom? How many more innocent lives would be lost to this war?


In Erin Keller’s mind, the answer was all too clear: too many.


The Federation was on its knees, beaten by a potent nemesis called the Elorg.  Sitting in his opulent office in the Tarlak District on Cardassia, Legate Natarr’s sympathy was hardly stirred.  The Federation had never done anything for Cardassia.  Yes, they provided much aid to all of Cardassia after the Dominion War, but had the eternally nosy Federation kept to their own business, many of the 800 million Cardassians killed in the final battle would still be alive to see this dark day—perhaps celebrating.


Perhaps not.  One can never know what might have been.  And since he was not the type to dwell on such things, Natarr quickly dismissed the very notion of what might have been, and instead concentrated on the situation at hand.


The Federation got what they deserved.  That much was clear.  For decades they assumed themselves the apex of all galactic powers, an invincible force destined to rise above its neighbors and shine as the beacon of light throughout the entire galaxy.  Nothing could touch them, and if some force tried, the Federation would ultimately smother them with kind words until forced into submission.  The Klingons, for example.  In a way, the Elorg was exactly what this galaxy needed.


But it was possible to have too much of a good thing, and with the threat of Elorg invasion expanding to include the Alpha Quadrant, Natarr was certain that the Elorg was nearing the overindulgence threshold.  They had to go...


“Legate,” came a stern, yet curiously wavering voice a moment later.  It was that of Natarr’s aid, Glinn Batal, and for the second time on this dark day, his voice was filled with concern as he approached.


Fearing the worst, Natarr quickly put up an emotional firewall.  “What is it?”


Batal made his way to the edge of Natarr’s sleek obsidian desk, and then produced a bulky padd.  “The outpost on Omekla III has picked up some interesting sensor data.  I thought you might be interested in seeing it.”


Natarr quickly took the padd from Batal’s hand to inspect the data.  He expected an Elorg tactical wing to be on its way to Cardassia, or worse yet, an armada ready to obliterate the Union once and for all.  To his relief, no such armada existed—but the data on the padd was still distressing.


Natarr nervously pulled in a lungful of the warm Cardassian air and held it.  “Contact the Federation at once,” he ordered.  If this tactical data proved true, the Federation was about to have a two-front war on its hands...


“...and so,” Grayson continued, “I call upon all empires—big and small, friend or foe—to stand united with the Federation in defense of our galaxy... in defense of our freedom... in defense of our home.  This may be a dark page in our collective histories, but I assure you, together we shall prevail.”

Chapter Twenty-Five


By most standards, the Lollipop was a functional vessel.  It had life support, warp power, tactical systems, and replicators; more than enough to sustain a crew for several months.  But sadly, beyond those basic functions, the Lollipop was severely lacking.  Its sickbay was laughable, it had no recreational areas to speak of, and perhaps most distressing to Kendall Johnson, the vessel was completely and utterly devoid of any science lab.


Though their mission to Ciden II was governed primarily by its military aspects, Johnson was certain that this mysterious planet deep inside Romulan territory harbored a wealth of scientific data as well—and now that the remains of the Majestic’s crew was here to oversee those tactical aspects, Johnson was determined to tend to the scientific ones.


Of course, before he could think about scientific research, he needed to get himself a lab to do it in—and the dark, claustrophobic room before him was certain to do the trick.  The floor was covered in ash and debris; chairs were toppled and broken, and EPS conduits hung ominously from the ceiling above.  But there was one ray of hope in this mess, and that was the army of computer terminals lining the back wall.  Most of them still seemed to be functioning, and would serve as excellent modules in Johnson’s lab.


“Welcome to the science lab,” he said softly, turning his eyes upon the ethereal Erin Keller.  Even after all this time, his heart still fluttered in her presence; perhaps her unrequited love was the one truth he could never come to terms with.  At least they could still be friends.


Keller slowly stepped into the darkened room, debris crunching under her boots with each step.  “It’s quite a charming little place you’ve got here,” she chirped.  “Might I suggest a nice shade of purple on the walls?  Or perhaps peach?  I very much enjoy peach... then again, I guess that’s all up to you, little buddy.”


“Actually, I was thinking about going with gray.”


Keller smiled, her perfect white teeth a veritable ray of sunshine in the darkness of the hollowed out lab.  “That’s very... um, Starfleetish, I guess.”


“I work best under those conditions,” said Kendall.  He slowly came up alongside Erin and brushed a speck of dust off the back of her uniform.  “It was bothering me.”


“Thanks,” said Keller.  She smiled again, but this time, it seemed to require more effort to maintain her usual charm, and the gaze in her deep brown eyes seemed to harbor more pain than joy.


Kendall could immediately feel his confidence begin to falter.  “Are... are you okay?” he asked, uncertain if he should even tread into such a conversation.


“I don’t know,” she replied with an indolent shrug.  “All of this fighting is starting to get to me, I guess.  They kill us, we kill them... and it doesn’t get us anything more than another batch of names on the casualty list.  I have lost so many friends in this war, Kendall, that I don’t know if I can bear to fight it any longer.  I mean, what if I’m next?  Who then shall honor the dead?”


Kendall knew that the words he spoke in the coming moments would forever redefine his relationship with Erin Keller.  She was in need of comforting, and as her friend, Kendall knew it was his duty to cheer her up... If he failed, the detriment would be nominal—Erin would still consider him a friend.  But if he succeeded, Kendall knew that his relationship the Erin Keller could solidify into something... something wonderful.


“We... we have to keep fighting,” he stammered.  “If you have taught me one thing, Erin, it’s that we cannot give up...  Ever.  We owe it to everyone that has died to see that their deaths were not in vain.  If even one of us gives up, we’ll be throwing away everything we have accomplished thus far.  So you have to stay.  You have to fight.  You have to help us win this war--because... we need you.”


For a long moment, the two of them stood in complete and total silence, the air between them hanging as if frozen in time.  The look in Erin’s delicate eyes was determined, and she slowly closed the distance between herself and Kendall.  “You can count on me, little buddy.  The Elorg may have started this war... but we are going to finish it.”


Now Kendall was at a complete and total loss of words.  His mouth hung open for several moments, but the well of wisdom had finally gone dry.  Upon seeing her companion’s frustration, Erin simply patted him on the back.  “Why don’t we get to work on this lab?” she prompted.  “There’s a lot of work to be done before we reach Ciden II.”


Johnson nodded his agreement, and the two swiftly began to mold the beginnings of the Lollipop’s scientific nerve center.


Following the destruction of Starbase 241, the war with the Elorg became much more than a political struggle between two empires.  It became a desperate crusade to rid the galaxy of the Elorg Bloc--desperate enough for Starfleet to send one of its highest ranking officers to the front lines.


Admiral Alynna Nechayev sat opposite William Grayson in the latter’s ready room, her hands clasped upon the surface of Grayson’s sleek black desk.  “Will,” she said sternly, “we have a problem on our hands.”


Grayson had to chuckle at the understatement.  “I’d say this is the biggest problem we’ve had in decades.  It sure as hell rivals right up there with the Dominion War.”


“And according to the Cardassians, we’ve got more trouble on the horizon,” Nechayev added enigmatically.  “Their outpost on Omekla III has reported a five-fold increase in the number of Breen ships sighted in the past three days.”


Grayson’s heart skipped a beat.  “The Breen always seem to choose the most inopportune moments to thrust themselves into the fray,” he noted, again recalling the Dominion War.  “Can we expect an invasion?”


“The deployment of the ships appears erratic,” Nechayev replied.  “If they are preparing to invade the Federation, we’ve caught them at an early stage in their preparation.  Unfortunately, we can’t spare any of our vessels to stop them.”


“And what of the Cardassians?” asked Grayson.


Nechayev quaintly shook her head.  “As long as Cardassian interests are not threatened, it is doubtful they’ll commit many ships to our defense.”


Grayson discreetly cleared his throat.  “If need be, we can arrange for a threat to Cardassian interests,” he said softly.  “Nothing drastic, but enough to show them that Cardassia is indeed an Elorg target.”


Nechayev slowly nodded her agreement.  Matching Grayson’s hushed tone, she added, “I have already contacted Starfleet Intelligence.  The Cardassians will be in the war soon enough.”


“What of the Klingons?” Grayson continued.


“Intervention on our behalf shouldn’t be required.  The Elorg are rapidly deploying vessels from their base in the Forcena System.  It shouldn’t be long before they make the mistake of attacking a Klingon target.”


“And the Romulans?” asked Grayson.  “We just received word from the Starlight that the Elorg rift was collapsed with help from the Romulans.”


This time, Nechayev’s answer was not quick to come.  She hesitated for moment, and then looked Grayson square in the eye.  “I’ve never been one to trust the Romulans.  I was at Aurillac VII two years ago... I saw their treachery then, and I won’t put it past them now.  But for all intents and purposes, the Romulans are our allies, and we are to treat them as such until they give us reason not to.”


“Have they given us any reasons not to?”


“No,” said Nechayev.  “In fact, we have been working closely with the Tal Shiar to find Overseer Xi’Yor.  They want his head just as much as we do.”


“And?”


“We believe the Overseer is on Ka’Tula Prime.  Since the majority of his fleet was diverted to the attack on Starbase 241, Elorg presence in the vicinity is nominal.  If we are going to capture Xi’Yor, now is the time,” said Nechayev.


“The Starlight, Alexander, and their Romulan friends are still in the region,” Grayson gleaned from the sensor readings displayed on his computer screen.  “I can divert them to Ka’Tula Prime.”


Nechayev nodded her agreement.  “Proceed.  And make it clear that they may use any means necessary to capture Xi’Yor.  Without him, I suspect the Elorg offensive will begin to crumble...”


Creya’s first mission failed miserably.  The Cerebrate still lived, and it did not seem likely that another opportunity to assassinate her would readily present itself anytime soon.  It was a considerable setback for the girl, but she remained optimistic that her future endeavors to prove herself would succeed--and now that her second mission was at hand, her chance to do so was looming on the horizon.


The distant horizon.


While the first mission required much planning on Creya’s behalf, it essentially moved forward at her own pace.  This second mission was far more complex, and  progress was dictated by the events surrounding Creya.  But she still had much work to do... Work that would have to wait, however.


Standing beside her mother on the Kedris’ opulent transporter pad, Creya watched as High Overseer Cree’dan approached with an entourage of underlings.  “Cerebrate!” he exclaimed.  “We are deeply honored by your presence.”


Z’danorax nodded.  “As you should be.”  She sauntered off the transporter platform with little regard for Creya, and slowly made her way to Cree’dan’s side.  “We have much to discuss.”


“We do,” said Cree’dan with a nod of his head.  He slowly turned to face his entourage, and with a brief gesture of his hands, encouraged them to clear a path to the doors.   


As the underlings cleared a path, Z’danorax afforded Creya a brief, yet icy glare.  “Restrict that one to quarters,” she ordered.  “If she resists confinement in any way, terminate her.”


Cree’dan’s gaze immediately shifted from Z’danorax to the Cardassian standing near the doors.  “Oshere,” he summoned, “do as the Cerebrate says.”


The Cardassian grumbled for only a moment, then turned his full attention to Creya.  “Come,” he said sternly.


Not inclined to argue, Creya quickly vacated the transporter platform and made her way to Oshere’s side.  And though she made certain she presented herself as an unsettled young lady, Creya inwardly smiled as she made her way into the corridor with the Cardassian.  His presence was an incredible stroke of luck.


They silently negotiated several long, narrow corridors before finally stepping into a turbolift.  The moment the doors slid shut behind her, Creya turned to Oshere and said, “You are a Cardassian.”


He blinked.  “And you have the uncanny ability to state the obvious.”


Ignoring Oshere’s statement, Creya continued.  “The Cardassians are a primitive species.  I was surprised to find you free of an interrogation chamber.”


“Deck thirty-two,” said Oshere, frowning at Creya as he did so.  “I am considered a guest on this vessel.  Late last year, I attempted to negotiate an alliance with the Elorg, but was thwarted by a Cardassian/Federation task force before I had the opportunity to do so.”


“So you support our actions?” asked Creya as the turbolift set into a rhythmic chug.


Oshere considered the question for a long moment.  “Not entirely,” he finally replied.  “In light of recent events, I find myself in want of Cardassia and its many splendors once more.  Your people have crossed the line.”


Deep in her heart, Creya could feel all of the pieces falling into place.  Though this was merely the beginning, some sixth sense told her that this was it.  “You are not alone in your belief,” she assured the Cardassian.  “I, too, find many of our actions abhorrent.”


Oshere’s eyes sparked with interest.  “Oh really?”


Creya allowed herself a seductive smile.  “Really.”

Chapter Twenty-Six


Spittle dribbled down Alan Christopher’s chin as he sat silently in a cold, dark interrogation chamber on Ka’Tula Prime.  His head wobbled weakly from side-to-side as he tried to sleep, but it was a certainty that the nightmarish thoughts wandering his mind kept him from his slumber.  He was unshaven, wreaked of bodily odors, and beginning to grow frail.


As he watched Christopher struggle, Xi’Yor couldn’t exactly remember the last time he fed his prisoner. Oh well, he thought with an indolent shrug.  After an additional few moments of observation, the Overseer smiled, and turned to Administrator Fel’duin.  “I love my job,” he whispered faintly.


“Perhaps a bit too much,” she flatly replied.  Even so, the Administrator was obviously intrigued by the vile sight before her.  “What did you do him?”


The very question brought a smile to Xi’Yor’s face, for the moments that wreaked such havoc on Alan Christopher were perhaps the most satisfying Xi’Yor had ever seen in the interrogation chamber.  “In order to ensure a decisive victory at Starbase 241, I probed the Captain’s mind for all of the tactical data he possessed. Once found, I forcefully extracted the data using... extreme measures.”  He paused for a moment.  “I believe it caused some damage in his cerebral cortex.”


“A pity,” said Fel’duin, though her voice lacked any sympathy.


“He was such an enjoyable subject,” Xi’Yor agreed.  “I truly hoped that he would have lasted longer.  Of course, for a lower species, he performed markedly well.”


Fel’duin stared for a moment longer.  “Shall I dispose of him?”


“No,” Xi’Yor quickly replied.  “Let him suffer for now.  I may not be through with him. Besides, it is time to move on to my next task.”


“Which is?”


Though he knew exactly what his next task was, Xi’Yor did not speak immediately, for his pending promotion to Cerebrate was not something he intended to share with Fel’duin until Z’danorax was stone dead.  “It is none of your concern,” he said simply.  “But rest assured, it is equally important as my previous task.  You should find its ramifications most enjoyable...”


If you enjoy being imprisoned for breeding purposes, he added in his mind.


As she stepped into her vessel’s blossoming science lab, Allison Duford was instantly impressed with the progress Johnson and Keller had made over the past several hours.  The floor was no longer covered in debris, the ceiling was free of dangling EPS conduits, and every last light was functioning at full illumination.  “Impressive,” she mused again, this time aloud.  But as she toured the facility, Duford had an overriding feeling that her first officer had not summoned her to be impressed—there had been something in Erin’s tone that seemed to indicate otherwise.


Keller sat on the floor in the back of the lab tinkering with the controls on the side of the adjacent computer station—and given the flurry of swear words falling from Keller’s mouth, she was not having too much luck with her tinkering.  Duford slowly approached, grinning all the way.  “Did you call me down here to show you how to properly fix that station?”


Sparks suddenly erupted on the control interface, and seconds later the entire workstation went dead.  Keller sighed, kicked the station with her boot, and then rose to her feet.  “Actually, I think it’s beyond repair.  But you’re more than welcome to try.”


At seeing the dizzying array of computer chips Keller had sitting on the floor near the workstation, Duford quickly recoiled in disgust. “I’ll pass,” she recanted.


Erin readily nodded her understanding.  “Then perhaps you would like to take a look at something else I came upon while working with Kendall.”


“And what would that be?” asked Duford, slightly curious.


Keller swiftly made her way to the large, circular workstation in the center of the lab.  Once there, her deft fingers fell upon the interface and tapped for several seconds.  “Before meeting up with us in the Lyrata System, Kendall collected quite a bit of data on his friend Bali.  It was all very interesting to begin with, but I’ve made a rather unsettling discovery.”


Keller swiftly stepped aside to allow Duford direct access to the data.  Allison quickly took Keller’s place and immediately scanned over the data for herself.  “No breathing.  No heartbeat.  No blood.”  She paused for a moment and shook her head in confusion.  “That is definitely odd.”


“And according to Talyere, Bali was unable give them access to a Burmecian ship,” said Keller, pointing at the data from afar.  “Which brings me to the beginning of my rather unsettling discovery.”


Duford gulped.  She thought the data itself was unsettling enough.  It almost frightened her to think there was more.  But her curiosity was certainly piqued.  “What is it?” she asked evenly.


“What if Bali wasn’t unable to provide a ship?” asked Keller.  “What if he was unwilling?”


Given all of the buildup, Duford had been expecting something more.  “Perhaps he didn’t want them to have access to Burmecian technology?” she suggested.  “If it’s so advanced—”


“No,” interjected Keller.  “If he didn’t want us to have access to advanced technology, he wouldn’t be bringing us to Ciden II... unless it’s a trap of some sort.  I’m thinking that he didn’t give Talyere and Kendall a Burmecian ship because he didn’t have one in the first place.  I mean, how do we even know he’s a Burmecian?”


“We don’t,” admitted Duford.  “But can we prove that he isn’t?”


Keller stopped and licked her lips for a hesitant.  “Maybe,” she said softly.  “Just look at the data Kendall collected on him.  Everything there fits what we know about the Breen.”


Duford couldn’t believe her ears.  “That is preposterous!  Why the hell would the Breen do something like this?”


“Think about it, Allison.  Have you ever seen a Breen without its refrigeration suit?”


It took less than a second for Duford to realize that she had not.  “I haven’t,” she admitted.


“Has anyone?” Erin continued.


Again, it took only a fraction of a second for Duford to reach the very same conclusion: “No.”


A considerable silence fell upon the two of them as Erin’s rather unsettling discovery came to light.  The Breen were up to something...


“Bill!  Bill!  Open the doors!  I know you’re in there, Bill!”


Alexis O’Connor was back.  It was the moment William Grayson and most of the civilized universe had been dreading for weeks.  They had managed to delay it twice, but now it seemed that there was no stopping O’Connor’s return to duty—and as she banged on the doors to Grayson’s ready room, it was obvious that things would pick up right where they left of.


“Bill!”


Grayson ignored her cries for as long as possible, hoping that she would eventually get discouraged and go away, but after five minutes of constant clamoring, he finally gave up.  “Enter.”


The doors swiftly parted, and the portly Alexis O’Connor immediately waddled into the ready room.  “In the future, Bill, I expect you to respond a bit quicker.  There could have been an emergency!” she whined.


Right then, Grayson was ready to jettison her out the nearest airlock—but knowing it would likely mean the end of his career, he recanted, and forced a smile upon his face.  “I was reviewing some tactical analyses, and could not be disturbed,” he lied.  “Certainly you know how that goes.”


“Yes, of course,” she said.  “But I was out there for three hours!”


Grayson had to stifle the urge to laugh.  “Considering I’ve only been in my ready room for one hour, I find it hard to believe you were out there for three,” he said evenly.  “And even if you were out there for three hours, you only started to ring the door chime a good six or seven minutes ago. I’m not clairvoyant, you know.”


O’Connor’s eyes narrowed, and her doughnut-glazed lips thinned.  “Don’t take that tone with me,” she warned.  “Command is already on my tail about you. I told them that the destruction of my starbase was an accident, and—”


“It wasn’t an accident!” Grayson interjected.


If O’Connor had been a volcano, she would have exploded right there.  “I’m trying to save you from being court-marshaled, Bill!  You owe me a big favor!”


“I don’t owe you anything!” Grayson shot back.  “The station was destroyed when it was rammed by the Elorg in an attack they orchestrated!  I had nothing to do with it!”


“That excuse will never hold up in front of a military tribunal!” 


Again, Grayson was tempted to eject O’Connor into space... only this time, he was unable to restrain himself with a quaint smile.  “You’re right.  I have made a mistake.”


Oblivious to the sarcasm in Grayson’s voice, O’Connor smiled widely.  “Thank you,” she said with perverse pleasure.


Grayson nodded with false candor, and then said, “If I were half as smart as I pretend to be, I would have left you to die on that starbase.  My mistake was having you evacuated.”


“How dare you!” roared O’Connor.  “I’m going to have to place two reprimands on your record, Bill.  This isn’t going to look good, but I’m afraid there’s nothing else I can do.  I mean, I try to work with you people, but—”


“Enough of the crap,” Grayson interrupted.  “The problem here isn’t me.  It’s you.”


O’Connor’s nostrils’ flared.  “Me?”


“You’re incompetent.  You couldn’t run a replimat, let alone an entire war.  I don’t know how on earth you were given this assignment in the first place!”


At an apparent loss for words, O’Connor swiftly slammed her flabby hand onto the table.  She huffed for a moment, and then said, “I’ll have you know, Bill, that over eighty percent of the fleet likes me... and things are going to get very unpleasant for you if you don’t get your act together.  Command won’t stand for your treachery.”


There was a brief moment of silence between the two of them--and then Grayson did something he had never before done in O’Connor’s presence: he laughed in her face.  “Eighty percent?  Where the hell did you get that figure?”


To that, O’Connor had no response but to glower at Grayson in her fit of rage...

* * *


Ryan Landsberg never thought he’d see the day when he sat at a same table as a Romulan.  After two major wars, nearly three centuries of less explosive hostilities, and the tragic events at Aurillac VII, it seemed that the Romulans were forever destined to be the Federation’s bitter nemeses.  But now they were fighting side-by-side.


Landsberg sat at the head of the table in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  Commander Harrison sat on his left, and Captain Jeremy Talbot on his right.  A group of four Romulans sat rather uncomfortably in the two seats adjacent to Talbot and Harrison.


Of the four Romulans, only one had bothered to identify himself, giving the name Subcommander Mereth.  He was a tall, slender man, with beady brown eyes that sent a chill down Landsberg’s spine each and every time their gazes crossed paths.  Making his appearance even more ominous was the large scar on his left cheek.  The Romulans either lost all of their dermal regenerators, or this man simply liked to intimidate those around him.


“We have just recently received word from Romulus that the Elorg have destroyed the Senate and executed all of our officials,” said Mereth.  “The rest of the planet is being subjugated even as we speak.  For all intents and purposes, the Romulan Star Empire ceases to exist.  Therefore, we pledge ourselves to your cause.”


For a man who just lost his empire, Mereth seemed utterly calm.  Perhaps it was is Vulcan roots suppressing his emotions... or perhaps it was something else completely.  Either way, Ryan Landsberg found Mereth’s statements odd—but he wasn’t about to question them.  “We’ll take all the help we can get.”


“I thought you might,” Mereth replied quietly.


Combined with his eerie scar, the look in the Romulan’s eyes was enough to make Landsberg’s stomach turn.  Ryan was certainly intimidated—but he pressed on with his duties.  “Starfleet Command has given us a mission of the utmost priority,” he began.  “You are undoubtedly aware of Overseer Xi’Yor?”


All four Romulans nodded.  “We know him well,” said Mereth.  “We had several encounters with the Overseer before the massacre at Aurillac VII.  He was the cause of much mire.”


“And he has continued his treachery in the years since,” said Harrison.


Landsberg nodded.  “Starfleet Intelligence has reason to believe that Xi’Yor is currently on Ka’Tula Prime.  Since we are in the neighborhood, they want us to capture him—by any means necessary.”


A faint grin spread across Mereth’s otherwise stoic face.  “It would seem Starfleet is finally becoming an organization I can like.  But why take only Xi’Yor?  As I recall, Ka’Tula Prime is a Federation world.  Why not retake the entire planet?”


Though he was certainly intimidating, Landsberg suddenly found Mereth to be less than bright when it came to tactical planning.  “Even with your ships,” he said evenly, “there is no way we can fend off the Elorg ships in orbit and penetrate the massive Ka’Tulan defense grid.  With all due respect, we would be slaughtered.”


Mereth scowled.  “You underestimate us,” he whispered.


Suddenly, the starfield beyond the windows began to ripple as three more Romulan Warbirds uncloaked.  In the distance, dozens more appeared.  And more.


And more.



And more.




And more.

Chapter Twenty-Seven


Chancellor Martok growled as he hefted his bat’leth into the air, gracefully twirling the blade before coming down upon his invisible nemesis.  As his weapon approached the ground, Martok swiftly guided it upward in a smooth arcing motion before coming about to face another unseen foe—but as he did so, the Chancellor briefly glimpsed a shadowy figure in the distance.


He pretended to ignore it, and continued maneuvering with his bat’leth—but slowly, he inched himself closer and closer to the mysterious figure standing at the archaic gates at the back of the room.  The figure did not make any attempts to evade Martok; instead, it approached at a well-metered gait.


A wide grin spread across the Kingon’s face, and he rapidly set into a manic series of motions that were difficult even for his well-trained eye to follow—but he was confident that his warrior’s instinct was more reliable than his one good eye.  And so he approached the intruder with the fury of a thousand warriors in the heat of battle, carefully maneuvering the blade until the two prongs at the edge of the blade were positioned around the intruder’s throat.


Martok grinned.  “Krotak,” he said, his voice brimming with excitement,  “what can I do for you?”


There was no fear in Krotak’s eyes, despite the blade hovering at his throat.  Instead, he looked excited.  He looked proud.  He looked like a Klingon warrior.  “I have news, Chancellor.”


Slowly, Martok lowered his weapon.  “Of what kind?”


“Klingon forces have had a skirmish with the Elorg near Gamma Eridon, and two enemy vessels were spotted in the Mempa Sector.”


Martok’s blood began to boil.  A direct assault on the Klingon Empire would not be tolerated.  “Pahtks,” he cursed, throwing his bat’leth to the ground.  “The Klingon Empire has remained neutral long enough!  We are warriors, and shall heed the call to battle!”


“Romulans as allies.  It’s hard to believe.”


Neelar Drayge was still in disbelief. The chain of events resulting in this new alliance was still sinking in, and as the young Bolian sat with Bator and Lucas Tompkins in the mess hall, it seemed that it was true for the rest of the crew—and known universe, for that matter.  But while Drayge found himself in disbelief, his companions already had some established opinions.


“Nothing is official yet,” reminded Tompkins.  “Besides, they are Romulans.”


Drayge’s face went blank.  “And?” he asked innocently, having not seen the parallels in Tompkins’ statements.


“And,” said Bator, “you can’t trust them.”


“I think they’ve proven themselves worthy allies,” Drayge said, sipping at his cup of Bolian tonic water.  “Look what they’ve already done to help us!”


“Heh... yeah, they’ve proven themselves for now,” Tompkins corrected.  “But what about when the war is over?  Will they be so friendly then?  Look what happened the last time we allied with the Romulans: the Romulan War!”


Drayge shrugged.  “People change.”


“People change,” Bator agreed.  “Empires don’t.  Never forget that.”


For a long moment, Drayge sat in silence considering Bator’s words... and the Klingons came to mind.  After centuries of conflict, the Klingon people were on decent terms with the Federation... their relationship was almost considered peaceful.  But despite those changes, Drayge realized that at its heart, the Klingon Empire was still a group of warriors whose only goal was see a glorious death in battle.


And for what it was worth, the Romulan Star Empire was still a deceitful, mysterious organization… But the Romulan Empire was gone.  All that was left was its people.  And people change.


“Lieutenant.”


Drayge blinked, and suddenly realized that Commander Harrison had sat down beside him.  He nodded politely.  “Commander,” he said cordially.


Across from Drayge, Ryan Landsberg pulled up a chair from an adjacent table and seated himself next to Tompkins.  “I talked to Lieutenant Fellows this morning,” he whispered with a strange grin on his face.


A similar grin slowly spread across Tompkins’ face.  “Go for it, man,” he said excitedly.  “Are you going to show her your quarters?”


Landsberg only grinned, and then turned his attention to the others.  “We’ve counted 467 Romulan Warbirds out there.”


“There may be additional vessels,” Harrison added, “but they have the most foul habit of cloaking and uncloaking, making our count most difficult.”


“But there are at least 467 of them,” Landsberg assured them.  “And that scares the hell out of me.”


“Where did they get all those ships?” Bator inquired.  “Their fleet was reduced to only a handful of ships after the attack on Aurillac VII.”


“And you can’t just throw together a massive warbird like that overnight,” Tompkins added.  Having worked at the Antares Fleetyards before transferring to the Starlight, he certainly spoke with the voice of experience.  “Two hundred, I could understand, but there’s no way in hell they could have cranked out 500 vessels with their limited resources.”


“Perhaps their allies have provided materials,” suggested Harrison.  “The Garidians, for example.”


“The Garidians aren’t that powerful,” said Bator.


“When we do find out how they got these ships,” Landsberg said softly, “I don’t think we’re going to like it.”


William Grayson was en route to his quarters when he received the transmission.  Lieutenant Forrester said it was one of his daughters, and that it was urgent—but in a good way.  This, of course, piqued the Admiral’s curiosity to the maximum extent, and he made haste to reach his quarters--but to his chagrin, about five steps from the doors, he heard footsteps falling behind him.


“Will.”  It was Admiral Nechayev.  She placed a hand on his shoulder, effectively stopping him in his tracks.  “We have to talk.  I’ve received forty-seven complaints about you in the past hour.”


His jaw clenched.  “O’Connor!” he seethed through his teeth.


Nechayev’s eyes widened.  “Exactly.  Only two of the complaints were actually from her.  The rest were from the myriad officers scattered throughout the region.”  She paused for a moment and then glanced at the padd in her hand.  “Captain James T. Skirk... Captain Benjamin Maxwellhouse.... Captain Bob Glazed...  Captain Cherry Creamfillled...”


Grayson chuckled.  “Can I expect my court-marshal now or later?”


Nechayev fiddled with the padd for a moment, shaking her head in disbelief.  “I think I can dismiss these complaints,” she said softly.


Very much wanting to get to his quarters to receive the message from his daughter, Grayson smiled at Nechayev, and took a few hesitant steps toward the doors.  “Is there anything else?” he inquired.


Nechayev considered it for a moment.  “We’ve got plenty of new Romulan ships to deploy,” she said thoughtfully, “but I believe I can work with my staff to sort that out.”


Grayson smiled.  “Thanks,” he said.  “I’ll see you in the morning.”


With a polite nod, Nechayev turned on her heel and scurried away, leaving Grayson to see to his family matters.  He quickly entered his quarters and went straight for the computer terminal at his desk.  He touched the flashing beacon at its base, and in an instant, the Federation logo appeared before him.  It quickly blinked away, replaced by the pleasant image of his daughter.


“Daddy,” she said softly, “I don’t have a lot of time right now, but since this news was so big, I just had to tell you.  You’re going to be a grandpa!  I’ll contact you again later when I have more time.  Love you!”


In an instant, he went numb with excitement.  This was the best news he had heard in years, and all the reason he needed to see this war’s conclusion.


A large cluster of planets hung ominous on the viewscreen before Z’danorax.  Having listened to Cree’dan’s ranting about this particular star system late last year, the Cerebrate recognized it as the Ciden System.  It was allegedly the location of an Iconian base of some sort, but beyond that, the Cerebrate was absolutely clueless.  Thus, she turned to Cree’dan for an explanation.  “Is this Ciden System truly worthy or my divine attention?”


“But of course, Cerebrate,” said Cree’dan excitedly.  He tapped at the control station before him, and the simulation swiftly honed in on the second planet.  “We have sent several probes into the system, and confirmed that Ciden II is home to a massive Iconian base.  While we are not certain what secrets the base harbors, it is a certainty that whatever wonders are within, it will be worthy of your likeness.”


Z’danorax peered at Cree’dan through skeptical eyes.  “It had better be,” she warned.  “I am eager to find out.”


“And you will, Cerebrate.”  Cree’dan turned to the underling manning the helm.  “Set course for Ciden II,” he ordered.  “Execute at maximum velocity.”


Gul Oshere quietly wandered the myriad corridors of deck thirty-two.  Though he wandered, he was anything but lost.  This time of day, the corridors were crawling with Elorg officers heading to and from their quarters.  And though they didn’t give Oshere’s wandering a second thought, if they saw him enter Creya’s quarters, trouble would certainly be on the horizon.


Thus, the Cardassian made certain that he didn’t even look at the girl’s quarters until the corridor was empty—and as luck would have it, the third try was a charm.  Though he could hear distant voices, Oshere was completely alone as he approached the doors.  He rang the door chime and was quickly admitted into Creya’s quarters, where the Cerebrate’s devious young daughter had been waiting.


Creya was curled up on a sofa in the back of the room.  At seeing Oshere, she quickly rose to her feet and approached.  “I’m glad to see you,” she said evenly.  “We have much to discuss.”


Oshere nodded his agreement.  “Indeed we do.”


She slowly approached a table in the center of the room, and indicated with a curt nod of her head for Oshere to sit. “Do you want anything to eat or drink?”


“No,” said Oshere.  “Besides, your replicators are likely rigged to dispense toxins.  The Cerebrate has no affinity for you.”


Upon hearing Oshere’s words, Creya summarily ended her trip to the replicator.  “I knew my mother hated me, but I was expecting to be ejected into space.  Just when you think you know someone, they turn around and poison you.  It happens every time!”


“And that is certainly a sad state of affairs,” Oshere agreed.  He shifted uncomfortably in his seat for a moment, and then decided it was time to get down to business.  “We both find your people’s actions most vile, do we not?”


“We do,” said Creya.  She stared at the replicator a moment longer, and then retreated to a seat beside Oshere.  “And I have many supporters.  Though Xi’Yor effectively destroyed the Elorg Resistance last year, it still has followers.  The question remains, what do we do?”


Oshere drew himself nearer the table.  “I have spoken with some of my contacts back on Cardassia.  They currently have little desire to enter this war.  And after the last war Cardassia endured, I don’t exactly blame them.”


Creya nodded sympathetically.  “Your people suffered heavy losses, I know.  The number was in the billions, if I recall... But this war is different.  Cardassia is far removed from the front lines.  But the Elorg will get there soon enough.  And when they do, there won’t be many allies for Cardassia to turn to.  The Breen.  Maybe the Klingons.  Tholians.  Talarians.  The Gorn if you’re desperate.  But the Elorg could make quick work of such an alliance.”


The girl had many good points.  In fact, for a lowly civillian with ties to some loose-knit resistance, she knew much more than Oshere thought she might.  “You are very adept,” he commented.


“I try,” she said softly.


“So what do you suggest?” asked Oshere.


Creya licked her pallid lips as if she were hesitating, but eventually spoke what was on her mind: “A preemptive strike.  I could arrange for an attack on Cardassian interests.  Nothing major, but enough to get them into the war.”


“How could you possibly manage to do that?” asked Oshere.  


“I have connections,” Creya assured him, her smile cryptic.  “But I need your help in planning the attack.  It is imperative that we keep Cardassian losses to a minimum.  Perhaps you could warn them prior to the attack.  Say you overheard a conversation, or something.”


Oshere was growing increasingly skeptical, but played along, if only for the good of Cardassia.  “I suppose such an attack is possible,” he told her.  “All we need now is a target...”

Chapter Twenty-Eight


Overseer Xi’Yor had a plan.


To many, those were the five most dangerous words in the galaxy, and if executed properly, they had the potential to unleash terror upon millions.  But this time, Xi’Yor was not looking for such wide scale destruction.  He was looking to destroy the one individual whom he hated the most: Cerebrate Z’danorax.  And in doing so, he fully intended to usurp her position and become the supreme leader of the Elorg Bloc.


In his mind, Xi’Yor could envision the crime unfolding.  He would get an audience with the Cerebrate that would showcase Alan Christopher.  The Captain should have healed enough to be his unruly self, and the Cerebrate would be delighted to interrogate him.  Of course, by that time, the good Captain will have undergone a painful medical procedure making him a living bomb, and should the Cerebrate venture too near the Captain...


BOOM.


The only information Xi’Yor needed was the Cerebrate’s location, and as he saw Fel’duin entering his chambers, he knew the final pieces to his puzzle were falling into place.  “Administrator,” he greeted, unable to contain his excitement.


Fel’duin nodded her acknowledgement, and then seated herself before Xi’Yor.  “I have managed to track down the Cerebrate, however, your informant proved to be little help.”


Xi’Yor frowned.  “Why is that?” he asked.  The informant he had Fel’duin contact was one of his most trusted advisors.


“He is dead.  His vessel was destroyed by the Romulans,” Fel’duin explained, though it was obvious she was holding something back, for the ship in question was not stationed anywhere near Romulan space.


“Are you certain?” asked Xi’Yor.  “That vessel was guarding the flexure to subspace.”


“Not anymore,” said Fel’duin.  “It would seem that while we concentrated on attacking Starbase 241, a Federation/Romulan task force obliterated the flexure.  Every vessel in the region was destroyed with it—including the thousands inside the rift at the time.”


Xi’Yor’s vivid orange eyes went wide with anger, and he could feel his blood begin to boil.  Nobody could attack the Elorg Bloc as such and get away with it without first suffering considerable consequences.  “Have all Elorg officers on the surface of Ka’Tula Prime return to their vessels,” he said, anger clipping his words.


Fel’duin gulped.  “Why?”


“We are going to terminate the Ka’Tulan population,” explained Xi’Yor.  He had calmed down slightly, and his tone was now similar to that someone would take while talking about the weather.


Fel’duin had no apparent objections.  She simply nodded her understanding and tapped a few notes onto a padd.  “Shall I have the other worlds eradicated, as well?”

“Wherever there are Ka’Tulans, Fel’duin, there should be Elorg present to terminate them,” said Xi’Yor.  “And do not discriminate.  Should anyone attempt to stand in your way, terminate them as well—even if it is an Elorg.”


Ka’Tula Prime hung ominously on the Starlight’s viewscreen.  At one time, the blue and green planet would have been a welcome sight, but now, the once pristine sphere was darkened by a cloud of dust in the aftermath of Xi’Yor’s attack several weeks ago, and though they were not visible from this distance, everyone on the Starlight’s bridge knew that perhaps hundreds of Elorg destroyers hung in orbit, ready to strike.


“We’ll enter transporter range in ten minutes,” Bator announced.


Landsberg heaved a lungful of nervous air, and rapidly expelled it through is nostrils.  “Lucas, Bator, and myself will lead the away team,” he decided after a moment.  Since this was heroism to the maximum extent, he’d might as well get in on the action.  To his relief, Commander Harrison had no qualms about the assignments.  To his chagrin...


“I, too, shall accompany the away team,” Mereth stated.  Though the rest of the Romulan delegation returned to their respective ships after the meeting, Mereth deemed it necessary to stay behind.  Now, Landsberg decided letting him stay was a big mistake.


Still, Landsberg couldn’t exactly refuse, considering the hundreds of Romulan Warbirds following the Starlight into battle.  “As you wish,” said the Captain, though it nearly killed him to do so.  And to be cordial, he swiftly added, “You can bring two of your Centurions along with you.”


Apparently pleased with the arrangements, Mereth nodded, and returned to his mindless wandering about the bridge.  “According to the Tal Shiar,” he stated, “the Overseer currently resides in New Caberlan City.”


Before Landsberg even had the chance to respond, however, his thoughts were cluttered with the sudden arrival of a sensor alert at the tactical station.  In an instant, Landsberg was on his feet looking to Bator for answers.


The Phobian quickly muted the bleeping noises, and summarily came back to Landsberg with a disturbed look upon his face.  “Two Breen vessels have just entered the system...”


Landsberg’s jaw dropped in disbelief.  “What?”


Talyere Rosat sat quietly at one of the aft stations on the bridge of the Lollipop and simply stared at his surroundings.  For the first time in years, he was on an actual Elorg ship.  The corridors were dark, cramped, and narrow, the countless rooms scattered throughout the ship were more like industrial facilities than four-star hotels, and all of the text Talyere encountered was written in his native tongue.  At long last, he had found a piece of home...


And it was ironic that he found it at the climax of this devastating war, when it was most likely the ship would be destroyed than preserved in a museum.  Even so, Talyere basked in the moment, savoring each and every second he had in what would likely be the last time he would ever see a functioning Elorg vessel in space--unless the Elorg conquered the Federation, but that was not a possibility Talyere was willing to accept.


And as if by magic, the turbolift doors suddenly clanked open, and the two women leading the war efforts in Talyere’s world emerged onto the bridge.  Both Allison Duford and Erin Keller stood for brief moment while they conducted a visual survey of the bridge.  The second Duford spotted Talyere, she tugged at Keller’s uniform and approached.


Erin Keller swiftly marched in front of Duford and smiled at Talyere.  “Hey, Talyere,” she said pleasantly.  Since she was far more familiar with the Elorg than Duford, it only made sense that she speak first.  “Can we talk?”


Talyere nodded.  “About what?” he inquired.


Duford suddenly crept into the conversation.  “Bali,” she whispered.


In that instant, Talyere knew that something was going on.  Duford spoke with such a tantalizing mystique, and Keller was so ominously enigmatic that they had to have something serious on their minds.  And since Bali was the topic, Talyere was more than happy to oblige.  “He has been a subject of much scrutiny as of late.  I would like nothing more than to discuss him.”


“Perhaps someplace a bit more private, though,” Keller suggested.


Duford nodded her agreement, and once Talyere was on his feet, she led them into an adjacent closet currently serving as the Captain’s Ready Room.  And Talyere, knowing these schematics so well, knew for certain that the room really was a closet.  Albeit a large one.


As the doors clamored shut behind Erin Keller, the last to enter the closet/ready room, Duford seated herself behind a metallic crate on the floor.  “Have a seat,” she said, indicating with her hand for them to plop down on the floor opposite her side of the crate.  “I’d offer you a chair, but most of them are bolted to the floor, or so uncomfortable that I don’t want them in here.”


“May I point out that this is a utility closet,” Talyere said as he sat.


“If that’s the case, Talyere,” said Erin, “then just about every room on this ship is a utility closet.  I mean, they all look the same!”


“This is a class-nineteen raider,” said Talyere.  “They are widely considered the most dispensable vessels in the Elorg fleet.  If you were looking for opulence, you should have captured a destroyer.”


Duford chuckled.  “Hell, Erin.  He makes it sound so easy!  Maybe next time we’ll just go down to the used-ship lot and pick up a destroyer of our own.”


“Maybe a purple one,” Keller suggested.  “With cup holders.”


“And leather seats,” Duford crisply added, no doubt recalling the command chair on the bridge.  She sighed, and then turned to Talyere.  “So what do you know about Bali?  Or the Burmecians in general?”


“Unfortunately, my knowledge is extremely limited,” Talyere replied.  “Over the years, I have obtained much of my knowledge by reading The Tome of Na’zar, and while it has proven helpful on numerous occasions, when dealing with the Burmecians, it is, as Captain Christopher would put it, ‘as useful as a pile of dung.’


“The Elorg had extremely limited contact with the Burmecians at the height of the empire 200 thousand years ago.  Just as we were fading out of existence, the Burmecians were on the rise.  Na’zar’s accounts are extremely limited, to say the least.”


“Does he give any physical descriptions?” asked Duford.


Talyere shook his head.  “No.  Though Na’zar was able to outline numerous Burmecian ships and starbases, historians do not believe he ever had any direct contact with them.  Thus, little is known about them.”


“And they’ve never appeared in any other historical texts since then,” Keller added.  “Nobody has ever seen one of these people.”


“And,” Duford continued, “nobody has ever seen a Breen.  But unlike the Burmecians, we know a fair amount about them.  And your friend Bali currently displays all the traits required to be a Breen.”


Talyere was not surprised.  Sort of.  He was not surprised that Bali was not a Burmecian—however a Breen had never even crossed the Elorg’s mind.  “Are you certain?” he asked.


“No,” said Keller, shifting uncomfortably on the hard floor beneath her.  “That’s why we wanted to talk to you.  We were hoping you know something about the Burmecians that could clue us in to his true identity.”


“Sadly,” said Talyere, “I do not.  But there is only one way to find out his true identity.”  Swiftly, he sprung to his feet and plucked the phaser from his belt.  “We must confront him.”


There was no argument from Duford or Keller, and both women were quickly on their feet with phasers in hand.  Since Bali had yet to leave the bridge since arriving on the Lollipop, the trio swiftly marched onto the bridge and approached the cloaked being huddled over one of the science stations in the far corner.  He did nothing to acknowledge their presence until Duford tapped his shoulder with her phaser.


“Excuse me,” she said sternly.  “We’d like to have a talk with you.”


Bali slowly turned around, his haunting yellow eyes peering into Duford; had those eyes been phasers, it was a certainty the Captain would be vaporized.  “I am busy,” he snapped.


Talyere quickly swung his phaser from Bali to the workstation in front of the little alien and fired.  “Not anymore,” said the Elorg as sparks trickled down the interface.


“We just want to ask you a few questions,” Erin interjected.  “It won’t take long, I promise.”


Bali blinked as he considered the proposition, and then shook his hooded head.  “Ask your questions.”


Since he had decided to cooperate, Duford slowly lowered her weapon.  “Who are you?” she asked.


“Bali,” was the alien’s simple response.


“Okay,” said Duford.  “Now, who are you really?”


“We don’t think you are a Burmecian,” Talyere told him, and unlike Duford, the Elorg made certain his phaser was extremely visible to Bali.  “Your cover story is implausible.  Your fleet of starships is conveniently absent.  And you seem to possess all the known traits associated with the Breen.”


For the first time since encountering Bali several weeks ago, the alien had a considerable reaction to those accusations, specifically at hearing the word ‘Breen.’  He almost trembled at hearing it.  Still, he insisted, “I am Bali.”


Duford sighed with disgust.  “Throw him in the brig,” she said.  “His days sitting around on my bridge are over with.”


“Elorg vessels don’t have brigs,” Talyere reminded.


“Then throw him in an interrogation chamber!” exclaimed Duford.  “Just get rid of him!”


Talyere nodded, and slowly grabbed Bali by the shoulders.  “With pleasure,” he said, forcing the alien to his feet.  At first, Bali resisted movement, but as Talyere applied more force, he finally decided to walk.


“We’ve just crossed the Neutral Zone,” Miral Torres announced a moment later, making haste to mute the sensor alert that accompanied her announcement.  “We’re officially inside Romulan Space.”


“Then I guess this is it, people,” said Erin Keller.  “There’s no turning back now.  We’re in...”


“The Breen are on a direct intercept course,” Bator announced over continued sensor alerts.  “And I am now reading a third vessel at the edge of the Ka’Tula System.”


Ryan Landsberg muttered several inaudible curses and slowly seated himself in the command chair.  “Red alert,” he ordered, just as another sensor alert spurned his ears.  “Now what?”


“We are nearing the Ka’Tulan orbital defense grid,” said Bator.  “And, numerous Elorg destroyers are approaching.”


Romulans.  Breen.  Orbital defense grids.  Elorg.  All Ryan Landsberg needed was a temporal anomaly and his day would be complete...  “This should be interesting,” he muttered, preparing himself for the troubles to come...

Chapter Twenty-Nine


Sitting alone in a dark room near the interrogation chambers, Fel’duin slowly fabricated the message that would spell doom for the Ka’Tulans.  And as she made the orders, she found that it was hardly as traumatic as one would think.  One Ka’Tulan.  One million.  One trillion.  It was all the same.  They were all Ka’Tulans, after all.  Nobody would miss them, save the Federation, but Fel’duin was certain they, too, would be eradicated soon enough.


In the distance, Fel’duin could already hear Xi’Yor terminating the prisoners in the underground complex.  He laughed wildly as they screamed in agony; she only wished she could be at the Overseer’s side to watch.


Soon enough, she would be.  She simply had to send the orders to the fleet.  But before Fel’duin had the chance, sensors bleeped.  They were under attack.


“Overseer!” she called, her voice echoing throughout the complex.  “Come, quickly!”


Xi’Yor’s laughter emanated throughout the myriad corridors for only a moment longer before he appeared at Fel’duin’s side.  “What is it?” he demanded.  “If I weren’t enjoying myself so thoroughly with the Ka’Tulans, I would have you terminated for this interruption.”


Fel’duin pointed at the sensor display.  “The Federation/Romulan task force is attacking us,” she said.  “Three destroyers are disabled, and two sections of the defense grid have already taken heavy damage.”


Xi’Yor’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “You said you found the Cerebrate, correct?”


“Yes.  She’s currently heading for Ciden II on the Kedris.”


“Then beam to my ship with Captain Christopher,” ordered the Overseer.  “We’re leaving this wretched hole once and for all.”


“As you wish, Overseer.”


Fel’duin made a hasty departure, and Xi’Yor slowly started to follow—but before he left, he glanced at the workstation one last time.  And once more, Overseer Xi’Yor had an idea.  His hands quickly fell upon the interface, rapidly tapping at the controls with incredible fury.  “If we are going to abandon this planet, the least we can do is give the Ka’Tulans a parting gift,” he whispered.


Leaving the bridge in the heat of battle was the last thing Ryan Landsberg wanted to do, and for a moment, he wished that he had not assigned himself to the away team.  Though it was certainly the more heroic of the two options he had, Landsberg suddenly realized that perhaps seeing his crew survive a battle intact was more important; the heroism was simply a side affect.


But it was too late to think about such things.  His decisions had been made, and there was no turning back now.  Besides, there were dozens of Romulan ships behind him, ready to help.  “Bator, Lucas!” he called out.  “Let’s get ready to rumble—and bring that bastard Xi’Yor’s head back to the Federation on a platter!”


It was a bit flamboyant, but Landsberg got no complaints from the crew.  After all the atrocities the man had committed, he deserved nothing less than death.  It was a shame the Federation didn’t have the death penalty.  Perhaps, they would make an exception... Either that, or hand him over to the Klingons...


But the moment Landsberg set out for the turbolift, the ship stopped shaking.  He frowned, and turned to the tactical officer serving as Bator’s relief.  “Did they give up?”


The ensign shook his head, and motioned with his eyes for the viewscreen.  In an instant, Landsberg’s head came about just in time to see the orbital defense grid slowly coming about to face the surface of Ka’Tula Prime.


“There are hundreds of thousands of those platforms,” Tompkins said softly, just as the first of them began to pummel the surface with peach-colored pulses of death.  “Even with the Romulans’ help, there’s no way in hell we can destroy them all.”


“What about shutting them down?” asked Harrison.


“I would imagine there’s a control center on the surface,” said Landsberg.  “And I would also imagine that Xi’Yor is very near it at this moment.”


“Then let’s kill two bastards with one stone,” Tompkins suggested, already heading for the turbolift.


Landsberg found himself in complete and total agreement with the chief engineer.  “I couldn’t have phrased it better myself,” he quipped, following Tompkins into the lift.


Save the remaining Ka’Tulan prisoners, Overseer Xi’Yor, and Administrator Fel’duin, the underground complex was completely devoid of life.  And as Fel’duin rushed through the numerous intersecting corridors, the Administrator knew that they only had a few minutes before it was absolutely imperative that she and Xi’Yor depart with Captain Christopher—but it was the Captain preventing their swift departure.


“He has regained consciousness, and is extremely feral,” Fel’duin explained to Xi’Yor after summoning him from the control station.  It was then that she discovered Xi’Yor turned the defense grid on the planet’s surface.  Fel’duin considered it a brilliant tactic, but was certain it would have been more impressed had she not been on the surface.


The ground had rumbled several times already, cracking the pristine obsidian floors recently installed by Elorg forces; they had been anticipating a lengthy stay.  So much for that, Fel’duin groused as she led Xi’Yor back to Christopher’s chamber.


“Have you tried to sedate him?” asked the Overseer.


“Several times,” said Fel’duin.  “Nothing affected him.”


“Did you resort to brute force?”


“No.”


Xi’Yor smiled.  “And that is why you are still an Administrator,” he said, storming Christopher’s interrogation chamber with his pasty white fists clenched tight—but his course to Christopher’s side was suddenly diverted when his personal workstation in the shadowy perimeter of the room began to bleep.  “They are coming for us,” he read from the sensor display.


“Or Captain Christopher,” Fel’duin reminded.  He was considered a valuable officer by Starfleet, and she was relatively certain they might want him back.


“No matter,” said Xi’Yor as he cleared the sensor logs.  “They shall have neither.”  He tapped at the control interface a moment longer, and then turned to Fel’duin.  “When I tell you to do so, drop the forcefield surrounding Christopher; I will sedate him.  Once the task is completed, we can leave.”


As he climbed the crumbling, uneven stairs to the burnt-out shell of a once massive structure, Ryan Landsberg had trouble believing that he stood at the political center of the Ka’Tulan people.  Ominous dark clouds hung overhead, spitting occasional drops of rain; a stiff wind constantly buffeted the Captain, carrying a plethora of ash and other lung-burning particles with it.  This Ka’Tula Prime was nothing like the one he had seen just a few weeks earlier.


With Subcommander Mereth watching him like a hawk, Landsberg carefully entered the still smoldering building with Tompkins at his side.  “I’m reading two Elorg in the lower level of the compound,” gleaned the chief engineer from his tricorder.  “There are also numerous Ka’Tulans, and a several other species down there.”


“Then that is where we want to be,” said Mereth.  He plucked the disruptor from his belt and carefully led the way to the back of the main hall and down the stairs to the underground complex.


Almost immediately after reaching the bottom of the stairwell, a large group of prisoners came around an adjacent corner, apparently heading up.  Not wanting them to be frightened by Mereth and his cronies, Ryan pushed himself and Tompkins to the front of the pack.  “You don’t want to go up there,” he said.


“And we sure as hell don’t want to be down here!” said a boisterous female.  She was tall, with dark brown hair and blazing pink eyes.


Landsberg immediately felt Tompkins tapping his shoulder.  “This isn’t the time, Lucas,” he whispered to the chief engineer.


“She is hot,” said Tompkins as quietly as he could muster, “but she is also Captain Christopher’s sister.  I think.  I only met her briefly last year, so I could be wrong.”


“You’re not,” she replied.  “And would you mind telling me why we don’t want to be up there?”


“The Elorg have turned your defense grid on the planet’s surface,” said Mereth flatly.


“Do you know where the control station is?” asked Landsberg, though Mereth swiftly stepped in front of him.


“Do you know where Overseer Xi’Yor is?” demanded the Romulan.  The force in his voice was apparent.  “He is our top priority.”


Not willing to let himself be intimidated by Mereth, Landsberg made haste to reassert himself as the leader.  “I would think the billions of lives at stake on the surface take precedence over the one life in the back of this complex.”


Mereth shook his head.  “They do not.  And if you will not search for Xi’Yor, we will.” He turned to his comrades and gestured grandly.  “Never send a human to do a Romulan’s job.”


Without another word, Mereth and his two Centurions barreled through the crowd of Ka’Tulans to hunt down Xi’Yor in the vast inner-sections of the underground complex.


Landsberg sighed, and turned to Tompkins.  “Lucas,” he said sternly, “work with Miss Christopher and find way to shut down the defense grid.  Bator: get the rest of the survivors back to the ship.  I’m going after Mereth.”  And with that said, Landsberg left.  He didn’t wait for complaints or compliance; he just left, because he absolutely could not let Mereth get to Xi’Yor before he did.


Swiftly, Landsberg made his way through the rapidly thinning crowd of Ka’Tulans and into the heart of the facility.  The Elorg had done some extensive remodeling; the floor and walls were both covered in a shiny obsidian tile, replacing the century-old rock that had previously existed.  Harsh white lights were affixed to the ceiling on either side of the walls at roughly five-meter intervals, casting ominous beams of shimmering light on anything below.  Other than that, the Elorg had few other modifications: a workstation alcove here, a wall-mounted interface there—and plenty of empty holding cells everywhere else.  They were either minimalists or very bad decorators.  Or both.


As he stormed through the myriad corridors, Landsberg could hear his footsteps echoing throughout.  For a brief moment, he thought he heard another pair trailing his, but they lasted for only a brief moment.  It was his imagination no doubt, for the Romulans were up ahead—and so was Xi’Yor--and according to Landsberg’s tricorder, his journey would not last much longer.


“I think this is it,” said Drayan, leading Lucas Tompkins to a small workstation in a claustrophobic alcove near the exit.  “Andrew and I saw tons of Elorg guards heading for it while we were imprisoned.  It seemed to be able to control the whole place.”


Without saying a word, Lucas Tompkins quickly sat himself down in front of the workstation and furiously tapped at the interface.  After fiddling with the Elorg text for several moments, he was able to access the Federation Standard it had replaced, and a whole new world of options opened up.  “This is it,” he confirmed after a few addition moments of tinkering.  “I just hope I can do it in time...”


Landsberg could see Mereth and his two guards just up ahead.  They were moving along at a good clip, but nowhere near as fast as the manic sprint Landsberg found himself in.  In fact, the Romulans barely had enough time to react when they finally saw him coming, and missed a direct impact with him by only a fraction of a second.  Once they realized what was going on, all three of them sprinted after Landsberg and into the interrogation chamber that housed Overseer Xi’Yor.


Landsberg arrived at the threshold amidst a shower of ragged blue disruptor blasts, followed closely by an even more menacing onslaught by the Romulans, as streaks of verdant light rampaged into the room—one of which struck Xi’Yor in the shoulder.


The Overseer shouted in pain, clutching his wounded shoulder as he fell to the sleek obsidian floor, bringing Alan Christopher with him.  The two struggled for a brief moment, but Xi’Yor’s grip on the Captain was hardly phased by his wound.


Still, the distraction was an opportunity for Landsberg to move.  Wasting no time, he scooted across the floor like a Valtusian sand skimmer, moving with incredible grace and speed.  Dodging the blasts the Romulans were exchanging with the lone Elorg shooter—but he only made it so far before the ground began to rumble, making his forward motion that much more difficult.


Not ready to give up so easily, Alan Christopher attempted to rekindle his struggle amidst the earthly chaos, but the grip Xi’Yor had on the Captain’s body was clearly keeping him restrained, despite the Overseer’s wound.  Even so, he managed to free an arm from Xi’Yor’s grasp and swiftly used it to pound at the Overseer.  Xi’Yor moaned in pain, and Christopher continued to beat the Overseer until he finally lost his grip.  An instant later, the Captain was on his feet—and caught in the purple hues of an Elorg transporter beam.


Landsberg blinked, and summarily noted that Xi’Yor and his companion were also gone.  “Shit,” he cursed before tapping his communicator.  “Landsberg to Starlight!  Disable all outgoing Elorg ships--but DO NOT destroy them!”


But the order came too late.  Commander Harrison watched in horror as every last Elorg vessel in orbit of Ka’Tula Prime jumped to warp.  Several Romulan vessels moved to intercept, but the chance of finding the Elorg before they jumped into transwarp was minimal.  Besides, they had other trouble to worry about, for the moment the Elorg cleared the viewscreen, three ominous-looking Breen vessels burst into view.


“Shields are at full,” said the lieutenant at tactical promptly.  “Weapons are standing by.”


Harrison slowly nodded his acknowledgement.  Though he was certain the Lieutenant could perform his duties adequately, Harrison would have been far more at ease with Bator at the controls...


The ship shook as the largest of the three Breen vessels opened fire on the Starlight, going well out of its way to avoid firing upon a much nearer Romulan Warbird.  Harrison nervously slid back into the command chair and watched as the other Breen vessels performed similar maneuvers to avoid the Romulans--and then he noticed that the Romulans were also going out of their way to avoid the Breen.  “What is going on?” he wondered out loud.


Ryan Landsberg stood waiting for a response from the Starlight saying that they had stopped Xi’Yor’s ship, but as he stood with Mereth and the two centurions, he got nothing.  He frowned.  “Is there something jamming communications?” he asked.


Mereth frowned.  “Not that I am aware of,” he said before tapping the Romulan insignia pin on the front of his uniform.  “Mereth to Datar.”


“Datar here,” came a faint Romulan voice a moment later.


The Romulan’s gaze shifted back to Landsberg.  “It works fine for me,” he said evenly.  There was a brief moment of silence, and then Mereth pulled out his disruptor once more.  After inspecting it, he grinned and pointed it at Landsberg.  “Engergize,” he said into his communicator.


At first, Landsberg thought Mereth was beaming him to some undisclosed location.  But as he saw the swirling green hues of the Romulan transporter sparkle around Mereth, it seemed that the Romulans were leaving... Then Landsberg noticed that Mereth was in fact, not going anywhere, and that the numerous pillars of verdant light were actually behind the Romulan, which prompted Landsberg to close his eyes and swear.


When the transport cycle completed, Landsberg waited patiently for the disruptor blast that would kill him to come careening into his body.  When that didn’t happen, he took a gander and opened his eyelids.  He saw boots.  Lots of them.  And to his dismay, there were only three pairs of Romulan boots.  Many of the other boots were filled with angry Jem’Hadar, and the remaining two pairs were filled with Breen.


And none of them looked very happy to see Landsberg.


Slowly, Subcommander Mereth began creeping forward.  “Your Federation is in quite a predicament,” said the Romulan.  “It would seem that the Federation has deployed hundreds of our vessels on the front lines.  They expect us to fight the Elorg... but they are in for a considerable surprise.  The next time the Federation enters a battle with the Elorg, we will show them what it is like to be massacred, much like the Romulans were massacred at Aurillac VII.  And then our Breen allies here, will show you what it is like to be a desperate, poverty-stricken empire, because they are more than willing to level every world in your little Federation.  I believe the proper human term for this is... touché.”


Ryan Landsberg gulped, and tried his best to conjure an image of Lieutenant Fellows in his mind, for he was certain that his life was about to end.  And when it did, he wanted to go with something pleasant on his mind...

* * *


Bali’s charade was over.  He had expected they would find him out eventually, but not until after they had reached Ciden II.  And this would certainly change things for him.  It would change things for the Federation.  For the Elorg.  And certainly, for the Breen.  In fact, by the time the coming days were over, Bali was quite certain that nothing in the galaxy would be the same.


He tapped his belt, and in an instant, he could feel the changes taking place.  Then he blinked, and suddenly, his eyes were no longer yellow.  They were orange.


A bright, vivid orange, pulsing with energy.



Orange like an explosion.




Orange like a star.





Orange like an Elorg...
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