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Prologue

It was always desirable to start off the day with some clarity.  It kept the mind sharp and focused, and gave one the willpower necessary to maximize efficiency, while at the same time ensured one was able to keep an open, yet objective mind.   This moment of clarity might last seconds… minutes… it was difficult to say—but duration aside, this fleeting moment would set the tone for the entire day.

Previously, in a time long before darkness had swept the galaxy, achieving a state of clarity was a simple task.  I would simply close my eyes and imagine myself amidst the calm of a tranquil universe, existing harmoniously with the basic elements that brought me into this world.  During those few precious moments, I could see the path before me—and it was crystal clear.  But then one fateful day, the clarity vanished, and the darkness prevailed.

From then on, the path before me was no longer certain.  It was dictated by elements beyond my control, and as the path descended into chaos, so too, did the galaxy.  It was the dawn of a new age, and as my people emerged from the shadows of a long forgotten realm, the only thing that became a certainty was war.  I did what I thought necessary to stem the tides of darkness—it was a long, arduous process, and I am not proud of the dark deeds committed during the war.  But I allowed myself to believe it was a necessary evil—that it was for the greater good of the galaxy, but until I could close my eyes and see clearly the path before me, there would be no respite from the dark. 

I needed to get away… to distance myself from the Federation and seek the clarity that had once guided my every action.  I needed to go home…

The decision to leave the Starlight was not an easy one to make.  The vessel had been my home for nearly three years, and it had done well by me.  The confines of the small vessel had allowed me to flourish like never before; I made many new acquaintances, perhaps, a few friends—and of course, there was that matter of winning the war against my people.  Still, the fact could not be denied: in the aftermath of that victory, my usefulness to these people had dwindled.  Not only was my clarity obscured by darkness, by path was truly uncertain.  

Admittedly, I did have some stature with my people—in fact, the Cerebrate deemed me her successor.  At a moment’s notice, I could have retreated to the territories once controlled by the Breen and taken control, but I was not hungry for power.  I was well aware of the mentality such hunger incurred—and I had little desire to become a maligned despot like Xi’Yor.  So I remained on the Starlight… 

Four months have passed since the end of the war.  In galactic terms, that was barely the blink of an eye, but for me, it was more than enough time to realize that I needed to move on—at least until I learned the truth about my being…

“Finished packing?”

As I stepped onto the bridge, I duly noted the Captain’s voice was as pleasant as usual.  Of all the people on the Starlight, he was easily the one I most respected.  We spoke frequently, and though he was often pompous and egotistical, Alan Christopher never backed down from a challenge; in his mind, losing was not even an option.  But perhaps the quality I admired most was his sense of humor; it was strange, but managed to keep the crew calm even in the most dangerous situations.  And on that thought, I turned my gaze upon the Captain and produced a faint smile.  “No,” I said, approaching the mission ops station.  “Not yet.”

The Captain nodded.  “Erin wanted to throw you a going away party,” he continued, “but I managed to convince her otherwise.”

A part of me almost desired to see what Commander Keller would have done.  If it were anything like the reception she had thrown for Admiral O’Connor several weeks ago, my tenure on the Starlight certainly would have ended in fashion.  Of course, I was never one to enjoy parties in my honor.  “Perhaps you should encourage Commander Keller to instead focus on wedding plans,” I suggested.  “Besides, if all goes well, my absence from the Starlight should last no longer than a couple of weeks.”

The Captain immediately raised a dismissive hand.  “Take as long as you need,” he said kindly.  “You’ve been away from your people for a long time.  There is little use in rushing your visit.  Besides, if you really think you’re going to miss me, I could easily provide you with a holo-image.”

I shook my head.  “That will not be necessary.”

“Are you sure?” asked the Captain.  “I’m working on a wall-sized version.”

In the moments that followed, I soon realized that I had underestimated the size of Captain Christopher’s ego.  And while it was a certainty that many of the senior staff had tart comments on the tips of their tongues, none of them had a chance to speak, for a sensor alert promptly erupted from the tactical station.  I immediately came about to hear Lieutenant Bator’s report.

The Phobian tapped at the controls for several moments, during which a slightly confused look fell upon his face.  It was an unusual occurrence, but nothing to warrant much concern.  “We are receiving a distress signal,” he said a moment later.

“Can you determine the source?” asked Commander Harrison a moment later.

Bator shook his head.  “Its point of origin is in the Beremar System,” he said, “however, I cannot be more specific than that.”

“There are unusually high levels of teryon particles in the Beremar System,” added Commander Keller.  “They are no doubt giving the sensors a bit of trouble.”

Though I was hardly as accomplished a scientist as Commander Keller, I was familiar enough with teryon particles to know that they were not a naturally occurring phenomenon.  “Can you specify the source?” I inquired.

“No,” Keller promptly replied.  “There’s too much interference.”

A few stray thoughts crossed through my mind—most notably the realization that the phaser banks on Elorg vessels generated teryon particles.  But it was an errant thought.  The last time I checked, the nearest Elorg vessel was more than three weeks away—and it was an unarmed scout ship.  Left with more questions than answers, I looked forward to investigating the mysterious distress call.

But the Captain’s face did not harbor the look of determination I had been expecting.  He was concerned, but for reasons that were obviously beyond my comprehension.  “Bator,” said Christopher quietly, “inform Starfleet Command of the situation.  We can’t afford to stray from our path…”

The words echoed inside my head for a long while… Stray from the path?  What path?  Certainly my rendezvous with Elorg space could wait while the investigation proceeded—but as Bator complied with the Captain’s order, it became obvious that I was the only one that had a problem with this.

Not only had my usefulness on the Starlight decayed in recent months, it now seemed that I was no longer privy to the goings-on of the senior staff.  To use a human colloquialism, I was out of the loop—even so, I was not about to surrender the lives at stake in the Beremar System…

Chapter One

My curious gaze lingered upon Captain Christopher for quite some time after Bator contacted Starfleet Command.  Despite my best efforts to comprehend the Captain’s order, enlightenment proved elusive—and to my chagrin, none of the crew seemed inclined to speak of the Beremar System.  I could not even begin to speculate the reason for our hasty departure.  

“Captain,” I called a moment later.

Christopher immediately craned his neck back and peered up at me.  “Yes, Talyere?  Did you change your mind about that holo-image?”

Now was not the time for petty humor.  I curtly shook my head and quietly said, “I need to speak with you.”

The Captain nodded for me to continue, his bright turquoise eyes intently focused upon my face.  But apparently, I did not introduce enough mystery into my voice, for it was not my intention to speak of this matter publicly.

I forced a polite smile to my face, and guided the Captain’s eyes to his ready room before adding, “In private.”

The sentiment obviously surprised him.  The Captain was very open with the crew; if something needed to be said, he often encouraged it be said in front of everyone.  He blinked a few times, and then rose to his feet, extending his arm in the general direction of his private office.  “The bridge is yours, Matthew.”

I summarily abandoned the mission operations console and retreated to the ready room.  Captain Christopher trailed me by a few footfalls, and within a few moments, we stood at the threshold to his private chambers.  The doors promptly slid open, and as we stepped inside, I immediately turned to the Captain.  “Is it not policy to assist those in need?”

The doors slid shut.  “It is,” Christopher quietly admitted a scant moment later.  He promptly left my side and wandered to the sleek obsidian desk in the corner of the room.  “But the Beremar System has been quarantined by the Federation.  No vessel is to approach it for any reason.”

This revelation answered a few of my questions, but gave rise to so many new ones that I knew not where to begin.  After a moment of stumbling through my myriad thoughts, the most obvious question made its way to my tongue: “Why?”

To my chagrin, the Captain was not forthcoming.  “I’m sure they have their reasons,” he said quietly.  It did not take a telepath to realize he knew more than he indicated.  His somber tone was indication enough.  But the Captain had confided his worries to me in the past.  I felt confident he would do so again.

“The Federation’s reasoning has not stopped you from taking action in the past,” I said.  “When you were Captain of the Discovery, you discovered the Elorg rift inside of the Alteran Expanse.  But because it was inside Romulan territory at the time, the Federation reasoned that the distortion was none of their concern.  But you defied the Federation—you entered Romulan territory and sealed the rift…”

Christopher suddenly interrupted my tale.  “That was four years ago,” he said sternly.  “I was a different person then; I thought I was invincible… that I could single-handedly save the universe from anything that came my way.  I thought one man could make a difference.  But I was wrong… I was naïve.  The Elorg still came charging through that rift…  The only thing I did was delay the inevitable.

“But I have changed—I’ve matured.  And I can’t just go around and disobey the rules and regulations because I don’t like them.  Not again…  If I did, what kind of example would I be setting for Angela?”

The Captain was right about one thing.  He had indeed matured.  Years ago, he would not have even considered how his actions would be perceived by others; he had only himself to consider.  But things were changing, and if all went well, the Captain would soon have a daughter—it was good to see he was adapting accordingly, but he still had many lessons to learn.  “Do you wish to show your daughter that you lack a mind of your own?  That you will blindly follow any edict handed down by the Federation, no matter now preposterous?”  I paused a moment to let my words sink in.  “I suppose it is fortunate that the child is presently not here.  It would be unfortunate for her to witness… this.”

The Captain cast an uncertain gaze in my direction.  I knew I had him reconsidering his decision.  “Angela is two years old,” he said.  “I’m sure she’s a very smart little girl, but I highly doubt she would be able to understand what the heck is going on in the first place.”

I had anticipated such a retort from the Captain.  My response was already crafted.  “She may not understand your actions today, or even tomorrow… but I assure you Captain, your daughter will grow up whether you like it or not—and at some point in time, she will be able to understand these situations just as well as you and I.  When that time comes, what do you want her to see?”

There was silence.

The Captain was no doubt torn.  He had been warned not to stray from his path, but the alluring call of the distress signal was no doubt tempting him.  He wanted to know the secrets within the Beremar System just as much as I did, and when his brief repose came to a conclusion, I knew he had made the right choice. 

“Two roads diverged in a wood,” he said thoughtfully, “and I—I took the one less traveled by, and that has made all the difference.”

I knew the words well.  They were engraved on the Starlight’s dedication plaque, and served as a constant reminder of the mission this vessel was on.  “One man can make a difference,” I said.

“The Beremar System could be filled with unforeseen perils,” Christopher said quietly.

I smiled, and for the first time since the situation arose, it was genuine in nature.  “We will overcome them,” I assured the Captain.  “Together, we will make a difference one last time…”

I could see the determination burning in the Captain’s eyes.  It was look I had expected to see on the bridge earlier—but it was better late, than never.   He flashed me a charismatic smile, and then tapped the communicator on his chest.  “Christopher to Drayge,” he said.  “Set a course for the Beremar System.  Maximum warp!”

Though I was confident that the Starlight’s crew had the situation under control, I could not help but feel that I needed to do a little investigating on my own.  The presence of teryon particles in the Beremar System was of the most concern to me, and though I had yet to inform the Captain of the possible Elorg link, I fully intended to do so once I had more evidence to support my theory.

Both the science lab and the astrometrics lab possessed the technology necessary for me to begin my investigation, but considering my abhorrence of Kendall Johnson, it did not take long to decide the astrometrics lab would be my destination.

Astrometrics was an impressive facility—easily one of the most elaborate on the Starlight.  It was an expansive room littered with highly advanced computer terminals.  Two circular alcoves—equipped with even more workstations—were situated on either side of the doors, and directly ahead was an expansive platform surrounded by a massive panoramic viewscreen.  Commanders Keller and Reinbold were congregated at the workstation atop the platform, engaged in conversation—and though I did not wish to interrupt, I had little choice.

I hastily made my way to the top of the platform, my heavy footfalls easily catching the attention of the two women.  “I sincerely hope I am not disturbing you,” I said as I approached.

Commander Keller provided a warm smile.  “Oh no, of course not,” she said, her voice as warm and inviting as ever.  “Megan and I were just talking about Angela, that’s all.”

I nodded pleasantly.  Had this been another time, I might have inquired about the status of the adoption process, but quite frankly, I was more concerned about the situation in the Beremar System.  “I have a few questions—and concerns—about the distress call we received.”

Keller nodded agreeably.  “Go ahead,” she said.

“Teryon radiation is often associated with Elorg vessels,” I explained.  “Every time one of our vessels fires a phaser beam, a residual surge of teryon particles is created.  Under optimal conditions, these particles are reabsorbed into vessel’s power supply via the ram scoops—however, if the warp nacelles are damaged, no absorption can take place.”

“So you think an Elorg vessel could be in the Beremar System?” asked Reinbold.

I nodded.  “Exactly.  Though the frequency of the distress signal was not Elorg in origin, it is close enough for me to at least speculate.  However, I am far from certain.”

Keller took my words into consideration for a moment, and again nodded once her cogitation was complete.  “Even if it is an Elorg ship,” she said, “it would have to be a tiny one.  There was not much power behind that distress signal.”

“Maybe a science ship,” Reinbold speculated.

“That would be my guess,” I replied.  Considering the Federation had dismantled the majority of the Elorg fleet after the war, it would almost have to be a science vessel.  Though very few of them were armed with phasers…

“Are you aware of any missing Elorg ships?” Reinbold inquired a moment later.

Though she had only been on the Starlight for a short period of time, I had already grown fond of Commander Reinbold.  She was very decisive—and as she demonstrated with her most recent question, thought along the same lines as myself.  “According to the last transmission I received from the Conclave of Overseers, a small Elorg scout ship recently disappeared in the Zhargosia Sector—however, Zhargosia is a considerable distance from our current location.”

Nevertheless, my statement gave Commander Reinbold a moment’s pause.  “That’s an odd coincidence.  If I recall correctly, the Federation Starship Madrid vanished in the Zhargosia Sector three weeks ago.”

“And you want to know something even more odd?” asked Commander Keller a scant second later.  “Two of our probes disappeared there just after the war ended.  The Klingons sent one of their ships to investigate—and that vanished, as well.”

That had to be more than a simple coincidence.  “What is in the Zhargosia Sector?”  I asked.

Keller shrugged.  “Nothing much,” she admitted.  “There’s the Zhargosia System, the Crimson Nebula, and a trinary star cluster—GSC 88932.”

“That is certainly odd,” I said softly.  “Have you any idea what caused these disappearances?”

“No,” said Keller.  “But it’s probably just an ion storm.  That nebula tends to generate quite a few of them.”

I was not so certain, but for the time being, the troubles in the Zhargosia Sector were not my primary concern—but if starships continued to disappear as such, I had the distinct feeling that those troubles would eventually concern all of us.  “Back to the Beremar System,” I urged.  “Since it is unlikely one small science vessel could generate the levels of teryon radiation observed…”

“It has to be something else,” Keller finished.  It wasn’t exactly a profound realization, but it was true nonetheless.  Keller tapped a few commands into the workstation, and moments later, an image of the Beremar System filled the vast viewscreen before us.

It was an unremarkable binary star system in the heart of Federation territory.  It had seven planets, none of them inhabited—though the sixth planet was capable of supporting life.  Keller continued to tap the controls, and after a few additional moments, the computer began to display a number of yellow dots throughout the star system.  “Electromagnetic radiation spikes,” I quickly realized—and there were hundreds of them.  “What is causing them?”

Keller tapped at the controls a moment longer.  “About the only possibility I can think of is that there are hundreds of starships in the Beremar System, all of them dead in space—and that is a very distinct possibility.”

“This could be a starship graveyard,” said Reinbold.  “It’s possible the starship we’re moving to rescue has already been destroyed.”

Obviously intrigued by these possibilities, Keller continued to search the computer database for information—and as her deft fingers did the necessary work, a wealth of data flitted across the screen.  “According to Starfleet’s database, a large battle between the Federation and Elorg took place in the Beremar System on stardate 73885.  Both sides took heavy losses… I suppose the system was quarantined to keep mercenaries from plundering the wreckage.”

“That is a distinct possibility,” I said quietly.  If any of the technology in question were to fall into enemy hands, there was little doubt in my mind that the results could turn deadly.  Nevertheless, something still did not seem right.  “Stardate 73885 was… nearly eight months ago, correct?”

Reinbold nodded agreeably.  “Yes,” she said.  “November 19, if I recall correctly.”

I casually peered at the data displayed on Commander Keller’s viewscreen.  It wasn’t the most informative treatise I had seen, but it did contain the data I was looking for.  “According to this, the Federation did not quarantine the Beremar System until stardate 74215—nearly four months after the battle.  Was the Beremar System occupied by the Elorg after the battle?”

 Keller shook her head.  “No.  The Federation fleet was able to repel the attacking ships.  In fact, cleanup efforts were started shortly thereafter.”

I was growing more confused with each passing moment.  “Why did they stop?”

“The war escalated a few weeks later when your people attacked Ka’Tula Prime,” Keller explained.

My memory of those events was still crystal clear.  That day was easily one of the darkest in the war—millions of people died needlessly, all at the hand of Overseer Xi’Yor.  “But that of course, does not explain why the Federation waited four months to quarantine the star system.”

“Maybe they just weren’t worried about mercenaries?” said Reinbold.  “The Beremar System was in the middle of a war zone, after all.  I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t want to risk coming face to face with an Elorg Destroyer if all I had to defend me was a dinky raider.”

“We could postulate all day, Commander, and never find an answer,” I said evenly.  “Besides, I have the distinct feeling that there is something more than pillaging going on here…”

Chapter Two

Debris from a hundred starships was strewn across the viewscreen, all of it hanging quietly against a vast, scintillating starfield.  The lifeless hulks were all that remained of a once glorious fleet, and I could not help but feel a bit sullen in the face of such destruction.  “Are there any life signs?”  I inquired—but I knew the answer long before Commander Keller’s response floated to my ears.

“None,” she said after a moment.  

“What about the distress signal?” asked Captain Christopher.

I turned my gaze upon Commander Keller, and watched intently as she scanned the region for the source of the mysterious distress signal.  “It’s coming from a derelict Elorg raider,” she determined after a moment.  “Bearing zero-four-seven, mark two.”

A raider.  Much as I had expected.  “Captain,” I said evenly, “the least we can do deactivate the distress beacon, that way no one else is drawn to investigate this star system.”

The Captain nodded his acknowledgement.  “Agreed,” he said.  “Neelar, set a course for the raider and engage at two-thirds impulse.”

“Aye, Captain.”

The Starlight glided into action with ease—in fact, had I not been watching the sensors on the mission operations console, I would not have known the vessel was in motion.  That was never the case on an Elorg vessel; the engineers, though sufficient, never truly cared about their vessels in the manner Commander Tompkins did.  To an Elorg engineer—or any Elorg, for that matter—a starship was little more than a conglomeration of bulkheads and durotanium poly-alloys, and as long as it operated within normal parameters, it was left alone.  But the crew of the Starlight had a completely different mentality; the vessel was their home, and they treated it as such.

Consequently, there always seemed to be a high level of urgency when their home was threatened—and as the tactical station emitted a shrill symphony of sensor alerts, I quickly realized such a threat was imminent. 

“A system-wide defense grid is coming online,” Lieutenant Bator promptly announced.  “The Starlight is being targeted.”

The Captain immediately rose from his chair and turned to Bator in disbelief.  “A Federation defense grid attacking a Federation ship?”

Bator nodded.  “Yes,” he confirmed.

“It must be malfunctioning,” said Commander Harrison.  The executive officer stood beside Captain Christopher wearing a similarly confused face.  “It would be wise to deactivate the grid before we are obliterated.”

“Agreed,” said Bator.  His hands were already pounding at the controls, but his face did not exude much in the way of confidence—and my own confidence levels subsequently dropped upon hearing the computer emit a series of strident error messages.  “Level twelve authorization is required to deactivate the grid,” said Bator a moment later.

The look of surprise on Christopher’s face only deepened.  “Level twelve?” he repeated.  “I only have level eight authorization codes.”

I could not blame the Captain for his surprise.  I had spent many long hours studying the Federation database in recent years, and the number of the number of entries that required level twelve authorization were so few that I could count them on one hand.  The Borg, the Dominion… the Zhargosia Sector… and two other entries that were so secretive that even the topic was classified.  I could not even begin to fathom the Federation’s reasons for the quarantine, but if it required level twelve authorization, I could speculate that the secrets within the Beremar System were incredibly dark…

Captain Christopher emitted a weary sigh.  “Take us out of weapons range, Neelar.  I’m not in the mood to be obliterated today…”

“Hey Alan,” interrupted Commander Keller only seconds later, “what if we used the Aztec to reach the raider?”  Her suggestion was wise; in fact, the thought had not even crossed my mind.  “It does have a cloaking device after all.  We would have to uncloak to beam over, but it only takes six seconds to complete a transport.  I think we could evade the defense grid’s sensors for that long.”

“Or we could simply destroy the raider,” suggested Bator.  “I could reconfigure a spread of transphasic torpedoes for long-range dispersal.  The vessel would be completely destroyed in a matter of moments.”

After giving both plans a moment of consideration, my initial instinct was to simply destroy the raider.  It was far more efficient than Commander Keller’s plan—but of course, it was not my decision to make.  And as I waited with the rest of the crew for the Captain’s decision, my own opinion began to waver.  The mysteries within the Beremar System began to call my name… And the answers were on that ship…

“Erin,” came the Captain’s voice moments later, “prepare the Aztec for launch.  I think the Beremar System has seen more than enough destruction… we’re just going to deactivate the distress signal, and get the heck out of here.”

Keller nodded pleasantly.  “Very well,” she chirped.

The Captain promptly rose from his chair.  “Matthew, the bridge is yours.  Erin, Bator, Talyere, you’re with me.”

The derelict raider was a far cry from the opulence of an Elorg Destroyer.  It was small, weak—and in its damaged state, perhaps the most uninviting place I had ever visited.  The stale, thin air reeked of death; broken bodies were strewn across the damaged workstations, and the deck was littered with soot and debris—and more than a couple of body parts.

“The Aztec is cloaked, and is holding position nearby,” Commander Keller gleaned from her tricorder.  “As far as I can tell, the defense perimeter wasn’t able to lock onto its coordinates.”

Captain Christopher looked uncomfortable.  His shoulders were squared, and his breathing was heavy.  Such carnage was difficult to absorb, even after years of experience.  “Let’s just get this over with,” he said, carefully approaching the nearest workstation.  He pecked at the controls for a moment, but elicited little in the way of a response from the computer.  Discouraged, he turned his gaze upon me.  “I hope you remember how to deactivate that distress signal, because Xi’Yor never gave me a tour when I was aboard his ship.”

“That is a shame,” I commented.  “The Toraxis was a fine vessel.”

“I’ll have to take your word for that, Talyere,” said Christopher softly.

Feeling it best to complete the mission in a timely manner, I let the conversation terminate, and—making certain not to disturb my fallen brethren—approached the nearest functional workstation.  It was a vast, crescent-shaped terminal that served as the helm, and as I wiped the thick layer of dust from the interface, a sobering chill crawled down my spine.  So many of my people had been terminated during the war, and as my hand caressed the cold, dusty interface, I could almost hear their voices in my mind—echoes of a far away time…

Slowly, I began to tap at the controls, my phlegmatic motions orchestrating the final chapter of a once proud vessel.  Before long, the distress signal was silent, and the weary souls on the raider could finally rest in peace.  “Captain,” I called, “the distress signal has been terminated.”

He nodded.  “Good.  Erin, get us the heck out of here.”

“With pleasure,” she said. Keller immediately accessed her tricorder and began to tap at the controls.  Before long, we would be back on the Aztec—but not soon enough.

“Talyere.”  Lieutenant Bator’s voice beckoned my name, and as I came about to face the Phobian, I immediately saw a glint of concern in his eyes.

“What is it?” I asked.

Bator frowned.  “Isn’t Elorg blood supposed to be black?”

I nodded.  “Yes.”

He glanced down at the front of the helm, furrowing his brow.  “Then explain the red spatter on the front of this station…”

The Elorg had few allies in the Beta Quadrant during the war—and of those few, the number privileged enough to serve on an Elorg vessel was very close to zero.  Thus, it was unlikely any of them served on an inconsequential raider.  With my tricorder in hand, I quickly walked to the other side of the helm to examine the blood for myself.  “This is Klingon blood,” I quickly determined.  The surprise in my voice was evident.

“And here’s a Klingon body to go with it,” called out the Captain a moment later.  He stood in the aft section of the bridge, behind a large bulkhead that had crashed from the ceiling.

“The Klingons joined the war on stardate 74154,” I promptly announced—and already, I disliked the course this conversation was taking.  Stardate 74154 was a full three months after the battle in the Beremar System took place…

The Captain’s subsequent analysis only deepened my concern.  “Our Klingon friend has been dead on this ship since about that same time—I estimate he died on stardate 74208.”

“The Federation database made it quite clear that only Elorg and Federation forces were involved in the battle,” I reminded.  “Perhaps the Klingons attempted to plunder the wreckage?”

Bator nodded agreeably.  “The alleged attempt failed, resulting in countless Klingon deaths… The Federation subsequently quarantined the Beremar System to prevent any further incidents from happening…”

I wanted to believe Bator’s story.  It sufficiently explained away the problem, but to my chagrin, it caused several new problems to appear.  “If the defense perimeter was not activated until after the Beremar System was quarantined, how then, was the Klingon terminated?”

“It looks like he was killed by this bulkhead,” said Keller, who now stood beside Captain Christopher in the aft section of the bridge.  “I should also note that it looks like many of the Elorg were killed by our Klingon buddy’s bat’leth.”

My frown deepened.  “That is impossible,” I exclaimed.  “If the battle took place on stardate 73885, and the Klingon was killed on stardate … 74208… that would seem to indicate the Elorg survived three months—and in that time, they made no attempt to repair their vessel—a vessel that is clearly salvageable…  I don’t know about you, but I find that difficult to believe.”

“What is this ship’s name?” asked Captain Christopher a moment later.

I swiftly returned to the other side of the helm and drew up the vessel’s statistics.  “The Nelzaga.”

“And what was its role in the battle?”

I scrolled through a small amount of superfluous data before coming upon the information that Captain Christopher requested—and my heart immediately skipped a beat.  I had to read the data five times just to make certain I had seen it properly.  “This vessel did not participate in the battle,” I said softly.  “In fact, on stardate 73885, this vessel was still stationed in the Elorg’s subspace domain, dozens of light years away.  Clearly, the Nelzaga arrived after the battle took place.”

“And after an encounter with the Klingons, no less,” added Keller grimly.  She flipped her tricorder shut and shoved it back into the holster on her belt.  “Is anyone else thinking that a second battle took place in the Beremar System?”

The thought had certainly crossed my mind.  “Unfortunately, much of the computer core has been fragmented.  There is no way to determine what happened to this vessel in its final hours.”

“Even so,” said Captain Christopher, “I think it is safe to assume that something happened after the first battle.  Something big.  Something dark.  Something worth hiding…”

An ever-increasing feeling of dread washed over my body.  “To use a human phrase, this is only the tip of the iceberg.”

Christopher nodded.  “Perhaps we can shed some light on the rest of that iceberg back on the Starlight.  Erin, get us the heck out of here…”

“I have reviewed the Federation database three times,” said Commander Matthew Harrison, “and there is no indication that a second battle—or anything else out of the ordinary—took place in the Beremar System after the initial battle on stardate 73885.”

Harrison stood behind his customary seat in the conference lounge, exchanging curious gazes with the rest of the senior staff.  Though he attempted to maintain his air of calm—much like the Captain—it was obvious that the situation in the Beremar System troubled him.  His words lacked the whimsical quality I had grown accustomed to over the years, his face was grim, and deep inside, I could tell his heart was sullen.

The Captain was equally grim.  His absurd comments and light-hearted jokes were infrequent and unfunny, and his face at taken a serious tone that I had witnessed only a few times since my arrival on the Starlight.  I knew they were not sharing the totality of the knowledge they possessed… but I was also well aware that they did not possess the total sum of knowledge regarding the Beremar situation.  But I instilled a great deal of trust in both men, and felt confident they would share everything when the time was right…

“I have spent several hours in the astrometrics lab with Commander Reinbold,” I said.  “We have identified debris from at least nine other Elorg vessels that did not participate in the battle on stardate 73885.”

 Reinbold nodded, and tucked a stray lock of light brown hair behind her ear.  “In addition to those nine ships, we also detected a fair amount of wreckage on the surface of Beremar VI.”

“More Elorg ships?” asked the Captain.

“Many of them are Elorg ships,” Reinbold confirmed, “however, there is also wreckage from at least three Federation starships, and two Klingon ships.”

“How did those ships get there?” asked Harrison.  “Did they crash?”

I shrugged.  “Unknown.  Though the damage is consistent with that of a crash, the majority of the vessels are clustered on a continent in the northern hemisphere.  Considering the size of the planet, it is unlikely that all of the vessels crashed on that same continent without some sort of intervention.”

“I would be inclined to agree,” said the Captain.  “But the only way to find out for certain is to pay Beremar VI a visit…”

Chapter Three

According to the sensors, the Federation starship Captain Christopher chose for our visit was the least damaged vessel on the surface of Beremar VI.  That being said, the Sovereign-class vessel was damaged beyond recognition.  It had no warp nacelles to speak of, its twenty-six decks were compressed into the equivalent of about ten decks, and its pocked, crinkled hull supported more hull breaches than I thought possible.  Given the deplorable conditions on the exterior, I had little desire to explore the interior—in fact, I felt confident the raider Nelzaga’s reign as “least inviting place in the universe” would be short lived.

But as I was released from the twinkling blue aura of the Aztec’s transporter beam, I was immediately proven incorrect.  The bridge of the Federation starship was in shambles.  Ash and soot was everywhere.  There was a large hole in the deck a scant meter ahead of me, and countless bulkheads had crashed from the ceiling, opening a great chasm overhead—when I peered skyward, I could see the layers of gray clouds roiling overhead.

But the only stench in the air was a mild metallic odor.  In fact, death was nowhere to be found.  There were no decaying corpses hunched over the damaged workstations.  The floor was free of arms and legs, and there was not even a trace of blood spattered on the walls.  “It would appear the crew of this starship was able to abandon their vessel before it was destroyed,” I noted, making certain to give the hole in the floor a wide berth as I approached the command chair.

“So it would seem,” agreed Lieutenant Bator.  His tricorder was already drawn, and actively scanning the cavernous bridge.  “There is no power left in any of the ship systems,” he determined after a moment.

“If we want to access the computer,” said Keller softly, “we’ll have to interface our tricorders directly to the computer core.”  Her voice was calm, but it seemed unusually distant; it was almost as if she were distracted.

“Even then,” added the Captain, “we’ll only have a few minutes to get what we need.”

I nodded, and turned my attention back to Commander Keller for further instruction, but her odd behavior persisted.  She ignored me completely, and instead focused her attention on the small tactical station near the aft section of the bridge.  “What is it?” I inquired.

Keller was oblivious to my question, and continued to approach the tactical station without so much as a glint of acknowledgement.  Now it was becoming obvious to both Captain Christopher and Lieutenant Bator that something was not right with our operations officer, and the Captain quickly moved to intercept his mate.

“Erin,” he said, firmly grabbing her arm, “what’s wrong?”

Commander Keller paused, and turned her scrutinizing gaze upon the Captain.  “Alan,” she said, her voice barely a whisper, “something is definitely not right here.”

The Captain nodded agreeably.  “I’ve had that feeling myself,” he said.  “Do you need to go back to the Aztec?”

Keller shook her head, and I detected the slightest hint of a frown upon her otherwise placid face.  “I’m fine, Alan.  It’s just… It’s just…”

“Just what?” asked Christopher.

“I know this ship,” Keller whispered, her voice trembling with terror.  “This is Allison’s ship… the Majestic.”

A dumbfounded look immediately befell the Captain, and as I absorbed Commander Keller’s words, I was certain my face bore a similar expression.  “The Majestic,” I said, stumbling over ever word, “was destroyed by the Elorg on a moon in orbit of Ka’Tula VII.”

Keller nodded.  “I know.  I was there.”

“Perhaps,” interjected Bator, “the Federation is using the Beremar System as a junkyard.” 

Captain Christopher immediately dismissed the very notion.  “I find it hard to believe that the Federation would populate an entire star system with junk instead of people… but I can’t think of any other reason for the Federation to dump starships here.”

“It may very well be a junkyard,” said Keller, “but I don’t see why the Federation would bring the Majestic all the way from the Ka’Tula System… I very much doubt it was doing any harm to Ka’Tula VII’s moon.”

Christopher expelled a weary sigh—and I could certainly feel his pain.  Ever since our arrival in the Beremar System, we have unearthed one mystery after another—and had yet to find a satisfactory solution to any of them.  “Perhaps some fresh air will do our minds some good,” I suggested.  At the very least, it would get us away from the perils of the damaged Majestic…

The surface of Beremar VI was littered with debris from a hundred different starships.  For as far as the eye could see, the damaged hulks of Elorg, Klingon, and Federation starships littered the rugged ochre hillside, creating a grim memorial to those who had perished during the war.

Black dust was everywhere.  It danced in the gentle breeze, collected along mountainous ridges, and crunched beneath my boot as a treaded the uneven terrain.  It was hardly a refreshing or invigorating stroll through the countryside, but at least there was no risk of being swallowed by hole—unless of course, the planet was unstable and plagued with rabid sinkholes.  Of course, there was no evidence of that, thankfully. And the stroll did seem to be generating some interesting threads.

“None of the Federation starships on the surface participated in any battle in the Beremar System,” Commander Keller gleaned from her tricorder.

“And what of the Klingon and Elorg ships?” I inquired, alluding to the wrecked Bird of Prey on the distant horizon.

Keller tapped a few keys on her tricorder.  “As far as I can tell, they’ve all been here since about stardate 74208—the date of our elusive second battle.”

Captain Christopher suddenly came to a halt beside a large piece of shiny obsidian hull plating from an Elorg raider.  Much of it had been buried in black ash, but enough of it remained exposed for me to identify its origins.  The Captain stared at the hull for a moment, and then exchanged glances with Commander Keller, Bator, and myself.  “So,” he said softly, “if a second battle involving the Klingons took place on stardate 74208, the wreckage got dumped here, on Beremar VI…  However, we still don’t know why the battle took place, why the wreckage was dumped here, and why the Beremar System was quarantined.  I’d say we’re getting… oh, absolutely nowhere.”

“Maybe,” said Bator, “this really is a junkyard.”

The Phobian seemed quite fond of his junkyard theory.  It was simple and—save the fact that it polluted an entire star system with junk—was not overly controversial.  Had the Elorg not had a vested interest in the Beremar situation, I might have been inclined to allow myself to believe Bator… but one does not quarantine a simple junkyard.  “Perhaps we should attempt to contact the Klingons.  Certainly they would be willing to speak of this glorious battle of epic proportions.”

Christopher immediately took my suggestion under consideration. “That might be worth a try—if we get desperate,” he said, carefully stepping on the ash-laden hull plating.  “But for the time being, I think we need to keep our investigation as low-key as possible.”

“Why?” I asked, joining Christopher on the piece of hull.

He shook his head.  “We don’t want to draw attention to this.  And contacting the Klingons would certainly draw attention.”

I couldn’t help but get the feeling that Captain Christopher did not want to bring any attention to this.  “Perhaps what this situation needs is more attention.”

Christopher immediately shook his head.  “No,” he said adamantly.  “This stays quiet.”

I turned to the Captain, and burrowed my fiery gaze into his skull.  “Why?”

“Because I said so,” he hissed through clenched teeth.  “End of discussion.”

And it was—but not by choice.  As my gaze shifted from the Captain to the rugged ochre terrain behind him, I couldn’t help but notice something shiny lying in the black ash.  I quickly abandoned my conversation with Captain Christopher, and treaded the rocky terrain until I stood over a sleek, curved bat’leth, encrusted with layers of blackened blood.  Slowly, I hefted the warm, metallic blade from its resting place to inspect it more closely—and it did not take long to realize that the blood was exactly what I hoped it was not—Elorg.  “This is no junkyard,” I affirmed.  

Moments later, the Captain stood at my side.  “You’re right,” he said grimly, pointing at something in the distance.

Slowly, I set the bat’leth on the ground and guided my eyes to the area indicated by Captain Christopher: a dying tree—the only tree—in the middle of the war torn plain.  At the base of its gnarled trunk were several large stones, a few blades of yellowed grass, and the severed head of an Elorg.  My heart jumped into my throat, and anger surged through my veins—but before I had a chance to take any action, I glimpsed the rest of my comrade’s contorted body lying in the distant ash.

Though I knew he was long dead, I nevertheless rushed to the Elorg’s side, treading the uneven terrain with speed I did not know I possessed.  There were two broken bat’leths embedded in the Elorg’s back, and numerous disruptor burns littered his headless body.   

Suddenly, I noticed another bloodied body a few meters away—that of an Elorg Protector.  His arms were severed—and were nowhere to be seen—his legs were bent at impossible angles, and his chest had been ripped open by the Klingon dagger that now resided on the ground beside the Elorg’s half-eaten heart.  In the distance, I could see dozens of additional bodies strewn across the barren landscape, all of them severely mutilated.  Anger could only begin to describe my mood…

“Here’s one that’s still relatively intact,” Bator announced some time later. 

I converged upon Bator’s position moments later.  Captain Christopher and Commander Keller followed a few meters behind, engaged in some sort of conversation.  Though I could not ascertain their words, their tone was not nearly as somber as it should have been, given the circumstances.  They knew… They had to have known all about this atrocity…  It was the only explanation—but I quickly put it out of my mind…  I needed to stay focused.

Though there was a large mek’leth lodged in the Elorg’s chest, the body was intact, much as Bator had specified.  But unlike the other two bodies, this was not an Elorg protector.  “This is a civilian,” I said.

“A civilian?” asked Bator, obviously surprised.  “Are you certain?”

I nodded, and pointed at the man’s drab gray tunic.  “He is unarmed, and wearing civilian clothing.  An Elorg in the military is always armed.”

“According to my readings,” said Commander Keller, “this guy has been dead since stardate 74208—the date of our second attack.”

The Captain’s face harbored a terribly uneasy look.  He might have known about the attack, but he clearly did not know about the full extent of the carnage that took place on the surface.  “The Klingons attacked an Elorg transport ship filled with civilians,” he cautiously surmised.  “They must have killed everyone on board and dumped the evidence here on Beremar VI.”

A haunting chill crawled down my spine.  “This was a massacre,” I said softly.  “And while the Klingons thought nothing of it, the Federation clearly spent a lot of time considering the dark deeds that transpired.”

“And the cover-up was born,” Keller whispered.  “They must have brought the Majestic and the other Federation starships here to make it look like a junkyard…”

“They were obviously not expecting us to pay Beremar VI a visit,” said Christopher.  “Well, I don’t know about you three, but I think our visit has lasted long enough.  Let’s beam that corpse back to the Aztec and then get the heck out of here…”

My mind was not growing any clearer.  The faces of the innocent dead constantly plagued my mind.  They floated like storm clouds in the nighttime sky, unleashing a torrent of darkness into my troubled sea of thoughts.  For many long hours, I had tried to purge my mind of the darkness, but the storm would not relent.  The galaxy was no longer tranquil.  There would be no clarity tonight…

Or any night.

Knowing the night would be sleepless, I did not even bother to seek out the comforts of my bed for an instant.  Instead, I sought out the comforting glow of the computer terminal at my desk, intent on finding answers to my myriad questions.  

But my questions were not to be answered.  The Federation, in its infinite nobility apparently decided to deny its own history by ignoring the events in the Beremar System.  They were either heavily classified, or completely nonexistent, and either way, they would not see the light of day for many, many years to come.  That much was certain…

But they would pay.

The Klingons would pay.

Such crimes could not go unpunished.

Suddenly, the door chimed.  I quickly cleared the data from my computer terminal and summarily turned my attention to my twilight visitor.  “Enter,” I said.

The doors swiftly parted, and to my surprise, Lieutenant Bator stood at the threshold—but my eyes were summarily drawn to the large book held in his hands: The Tome of Na’zar.

“I abandoned those traditions long ago,” I said to Bator as the doors slid shut behind him.  “They represent an archaic world that is now alien to me.”

He carefully set the rustic book upon the edge of my desk.  “That may be so,” he said wistfully, “but this has been a day of great darkness for both our worlds, and in times of darkness, it is good to have something to fall back on, no matter how archaic.”

I did not know if I had the will to open the very book I had worked so hard to abhor.  Doing so would compromise everything I had worked so hard to defy—but if I were to embrace the tome’s yellowed pages, it would certainly put my weary mind at ease.  It would welcome me back to my culture on the eve of my return to their conclave…

 “This book has been a pillar of Elorg culture for centuries,” Bator continued.  “Certainly you can learn to embrace it for another hour…”

But my mind was already made—my path was finally clear…  I would return to my culture.  I would return to my people.  And I would make a difference—one way or another, I would make a difference, and heaven help anyone who stood in my way…

Chapter Four

What had started as a long night slowly turned into perhaps the most important night I had seen in many months.  The moment The Tome of Na’zar was returned to my possession, my path became clear.  The trivial concerns of the Federation no longer held my interest—the only thing that mattered was seeing my fallen brethren brought to justice.

I knew Captain Christopher would react strongly to my decision—thus, I chose not to enlighten him.  He would find out about it all in good time, however.  In the interim, I decided it best to assume a “business as usual” attitude—which of course, meant beginning another day with a menial staff meeting.

Captain Christopher started the meeting promptly, and without any of his customary preamble.  “Starfleet Command has dispatched the Poseidon to escort us away from the Beremar System,” he said sternly, tapping his fingers on the surface of the table.  

“Apparently the Federation does not wish us to continue our investigation,” added Commander Harrison.  “It is their desire that this entire incident remain quiet.”

I nearly laughed at the sentiment.  “When I return to my people in the coming days, I fully intend to inform them of this carnage,” I said, asserting a somewhat superior tone.  In fact, I almost believed myself superior to them.   “The denizens of the Elorg Bloc have a right to know what happened here.”

Obviously, I was alone in my belief, for not a single person around the table made any effort to come to my defense—not that I wanted it.  Though I still felt some allegiance to them, recent events left me feeling more than a little alienated.  And I had every right to feel that way—as did all Elorg.  “I also believe it would be prudent to have all Klingons removed from Elorg space,” I continued.  “Their continued presence would be seen as an insult to my people.”

“Talyere,” said the Captain softly, “you are suggesting things that are simply not possible.  For the time being, we need to preserve the peace—and expelling the Klingons from Elorg space is only going to incite another conflict.”

“Naturally,” I said, feigning complacency.  “Shall I just pretend that nothing happened?  That yesterday was just an average day?  …Yes, I had a delightful breakfast, a most enjoyable conversation with the Captain, discovered the Klingons massacred dozens of innocent Elorg, read a few passages from The Tome of Na’zar, and then went to bed.  How quaint.”

Captain Christopher was not humored.  “Talyere,” he said sternly, “I’m not suggesting that we simply forget about the massacre.  What I’m suggesting is that we set aside the situation until the time is right to expose it.”

“And when might that be?”

“When we have our heads on straight,” said Christopher, his gaze fixed intently upon me.  “Right now, the peace this galaxy is enjoying is fragile, and one wrong move could jeopardize everything we have worked so hard to achieve.”

He was correct, of course.  One misspoken word could easily plunge the galaxy back into a state of war.  Though the Federation had dismantled a majority of the Elorg fleet, my people still had plenty of starships and Breen—the Breen had many, many more vessels at their disposal than they let the Federation believe.  If the Elorg were to recall those vessels, we could easily reopen several fronts in a new war against the Federation—and the Klingons.  And if war did erupt, I suspect we would quickly find allies in the Garidians.

But I was not a violent man—I was one of nobility.  That was the specific reason Cerebrate Z’danorax chose me to succeed her—and she had instilled a great deal of faith my ability to do the noble thing for our people.  I would not fail Z’danorax.  Not again.  I would respond to the Beremar situation, but it would not be with the might of a thousand starships—and much as Captain Christopher suggested, I would wait until my head was on straight.  “Very well,” I finally said.  “But I am telling you right now, this can only lurk in the shadows for a small amount of time…”

“And we don’t have much time to waste,” added Commander Keller.  “If you recall the last time we stumbled upon one of the Federation’s dark little secrets, we will only have a few hours after the Poseidon arrives before all evidence of the Beremar situation is gone.”

“Gone?” asked Commander Reinbold.  “What do you mean?”

“Two years ago, we caught the Federation building a highly advanced warship in the Corinth System,” Captain Christopher explained.

“The ship was called the Quasar,” said Lucas Tompkins.  “It was a hell of a lot bigger than anything the Federation has in its fleet today, and could easily blow the Starlight to hell in a matter of seconds.  The damn thing violated about every safety protocol in existence—and if retrofitted properly, could have made use of subspace weaponry.”

“What happened to it?” Reinbold asked.

The Captain shrugged.  “We don’t know.  Once Starfleet found out that we knew about the Quasar, the ship vanished—along with all of our computer data that proved the existence of the ship.  Even my log entries were changed.”

Reinbold was obviously in shock.  “How?”

“Starfleet had to have placed an operative on the Starlight,” said Christopher.  “He came in, got rid of the evidence, and left—long before we had any idea what had happened.”

“Thus, we can assume that a similar occurrence will transpire once we rendezvous with the Poseidon,” Commander Harrison continued.  

“What are we going to do?” I asked.

The Captain shrugged indolently.  “I don’t suppose there is anything we can do to stop them from erasing the data… So we’re going to let them take it.”

My eyes widened.  “What?!”

Christopher raised a dismissive hand.  “Don’t worry, we’re going to back up all of the information—hand-written if necessary—and hide it until we’re ready to expose the treachery.  This is not going to be a repeat of the Quasar incident.  Not only is this a far more serious crime, the consequences cannot go unspoken forever.”

I still had enough faith in the Captain to believe his words, and nodded accordingly.  Perhaps we would survive this mission intact after all.

Suddenly, the Captain’s communicator chirped.  “Hartman to Christopher!”

He paused, and touched his communicator.  “What is it, Sarah?”

“Get down to sickbay.  Now!”  It was not unusual for the doctor to be in a foul mood, but this was almost unheard of.  Not only was the Doctor’s voice unpleasantly urgent, it was also very angry—and I had the distinct feeling that the final pieces of the puzzle were about to fall into place…

Given the incredible urgency in the Doctor’s voice, Captain Christopher, Commander Harrison, and myself made haste to reach the Starlight’s medical facility.  When we arrived, we found Doctor Hartman standing with the corpse in the surgical bay in the back of the room.  She immediately looked up from her patient, and beckoned us to join her.

“What is it, Sarah?” asked Christopher as the three of us approached.  “Is something wrong?  You seemed a wee bit angry…”

She nodded.  “I was performing the autopsy like you wanted me to do.  No problem.”

Christopher nodded.  “And?”

The Doctor quickly produced the mek’leth that had been lodged in the Elorg’s chest.  “He was stabbed in the chest a six times with this thing—as far as I can tell, the third swing broke several ribs and sliced the Elorg’s heart in half.  It was a cold, calculated death.”

“Klingons are known for such things,” said Commander Harrison.  “In fact, this fellow was lucky.  The majority of the bodies were severely mutilated.”

Hartman shook her head.  “You didn’t see the majority of the bodies,” she promptly corrected.  She retreated to the island workstation in the center of the facility, and promptly returned with a small container of black ash in her hand.  “I found a hell of a lot of this ash on the corpse.”

“The battlefield was covered in it,” I said, recalling the power scattered throughout the hilly plain.  “According to Lieutenant Bator, the ash was created by fires and other debris that fell from the damaged starships.”

Hartman nodded.  “And that’s exactly what the Klingons want you to think,” she said as she set the container down on a tray near the surgical bed.  “But this ash was not the result of a fire.”

My mouth was dry like an ancient parchment.  Deep down, I knew where Doctor Hartman was taking this conversation, and the direction was not an encouraging one—in fact, it was almost enough to make someone angry.  

“This ash,” the Doctor continued, “is composed of organic matter—and at one time in the not-so-distant past, it was a living, breathing Elorg.”

 An image of the vast, rolling plain flitted through my dejected mind.  “There was ash all over that region!” I exclaimed.  “It extended for countless kilometers in several directions!”

Hartman nodded grimly.  “There is no easy way to say this,” she said softly, “but there is enough organic ash in that debris field to account for nearly forty thousand Elorg…”

Forty thousand!

FORTY THOUSAND!

In the blink of an eye, the population of the Elorg Bloc dropped a substantial number—and in that same fraction of a second, I could feel my blood begin to boil with a primal rage.  So deep was my fury that I could have easily killed an entire battalion of Klingon soldiers with little more than a fiery gaze.  “The Klingons are the scourge of this universe,” I rasped, “and I shall see that they all rot in the darkest regions of hell!”

The Captain quickly extended an arm to hold me in place.  I could see his lips moving, but the raging hatred in my veins rendered me oblivious to his complacent prattle.  I swiftly shoved his arm aside and began to make a grandiose retreat—when the Doctor uttered five words that would forever change the galaxy.

“The Federation killed your people.”

I stopped dead in my tracks.  “What did you say?”

“Your people were killed with weapons issued by the Federation,” Hartman reiterated.  “When set to level sixteen, Federation phaser beams leave a distinctive energy signature on anything they touch—and that signature is on every last mote of ash down on that planet.”

“How did the Klingons get Federation technology?” asked Captain Christopher a moment later.  I always thought he was naïve, but he had not proven the extent of that immaturity until now.

I slowly came about and turned my fiery gaze upon the incompetent Captain.  “When we arrived in the Beremar System and discovered the massacre, we quickly jumped to the conclusion that the Federation was working to occlude the dark deeds committed by the Klingons—but we were mistaken the entire time.  The Klingons were working to occlude the dark deeds committed by the Federation.”

“That is preposterous!” exclaimed Christopher.  “The Federation would never do something like this!”

The Captain believed in the Federation’s cause—as long as that cause was just.  But now that his beloved organization had gone beyond the boundaries of civilized warfare, he could not bare to accept it.  I could understand the carnage—the Elorg committed countless acts of similar aggression during the war—but despite my best efforts, I could not understand the subterfuge.  “These people were killed with weapons issued by the Federation inside Federation space.  This entire star system has been quarantined by the Federation, and is protected by a Federation defense grid—and the Federation’s closest ally has supplied plenty of deceptive evidence to hide the truth.  The evidence is not concrete—but it is there, and cannot be denied.”

In all my years aboard the Starlight, I could not recall a single situation that had angered Captain Christopher more than this one.  It was easily one of the darkest moments in the Federation’s history, and he had every right to be angry—but I could see that the Captain was still content to keep the situation clandestine.  The Federation’s good name could not be tarnished.

But I would tarnish it.  I would let the rest of the galaxy see that the United Federation of Planets was not the peaceful organization that it claimed to be.  Many among the Bloc would call for war—but I was a man of my word, and promised the Cerebrate that the Elorg would endure.  There would be no further conquest—only enlightenment… and a moment of clarity, not only for myself, but for the entire Federation…

Chapter Five

Two days ago, I deemed it necessary to distance myself from the Federation.  I had meant to do so in a literal sense—as in, put several light years between myself and the Federation that I had called “home” for the better part of the past three years.  I needed clarity, and felt my people could bring me that clarity.

But now, two days later, my path was clear—and I though I had yet to set foot inside Elorg space, I was indeed distanced from the Federation.  I had alienated the people who were once my friends, and uncovered some of the darkest truths to ever exist within the Federation.  My path was clear—vindication—but my mind had yet to achieve the clarity I had longed for, and in my eyes, the only way to achieve that clarity was to complete my original goal: return home.

I stood alone in my empty quarters for perhaps the last time.  Two days ago, I thought I would be returning to my home, but now even that was uncertain.  And even if I did return, I did not know if I would be welcomed back.   My popularity level had dropped considerably in recent days, but ultimately, it did not matter.  The Tome of Na’zar dictated that the opinions of non-Elorg were insignificant at best, and that they should be considered only when absolutely necessary.  The tome had brought me much clarity in recent days, and in this instance, I would heed its wisdom to the fullest extent.

I was just about ready to leave, when the door suddenly chimed.  Someone had come to bid me farewell.  Moderately surprised, I turned my attention to the doors.  “Enter.”

Moments later, I stood face to face with Captain Alan Christopher.  “Talyere,” he said softly.

I forced a smile to my face.  My nerves had calmed a bit from yesterday, but I was still exceptionally angry at everything that concerned the Federation.  “Have you come to bid me a fond farewell, Captain?  Or did you want to lecture me?”

He chuckled uneasily.  “Both, actually.”

“Then I would rather be alone.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” I retorted.

“I do,” insisted Christopher.  “But I can’t leave you alone.  I am… concerned, and until I address these concerns, I won’t be able to sleep at night.”

“I suppose that would be a pity for Commander Keller.  But—forgive my bluntness—you do not seem overly concerned.”

Christopher sighed.  “I am concerned, Talyere.  That’s why I’m here.  I don’t want you to do anything… stupid once you leave the Starlight.”

I arched a curious brow.  “Stupid?  Such as?”

“Blab.”

Though our friendship was experiencing a moment of doubt, I still respected Captain Christopher—and I could not lie to him.  “I will inform the Conclave of Overseers of the massacre when I return to Elorg space.  The only way you can prevent me from speaking is to block my departure from this ship.”

The Captain sighed, and gave my words a moment of consideration.  “I’m not going to stop you from leaving,” he finally said, “but I am asking you as both your Captain and your friend, to leave the massacre behind when you depart.”

I immediately shook my head.  “I cannot.  Forty thousand of my people died on Beremar VI.  The atrocity cannot go unspoken.  I will tell my people, and we shall respond accordingly.”

Christopher frowned.  “You would defy my order?”

“For my people, yes.”

“Well, your people don’t have much room to maneuver when it comes to something like this,” Christopher continued.  “If I recall, the Elorg slaughtered millions of people on Ka’Tula Prime.”

I nodded agreeably.  “But at least we didn’t hide our atrocity.  The Elorg are civilized enough to admit when they’ve made an error.  But you Federation-types are all the same—you’re hypocrites.  You travel the galaxy in grandiose starships spreading the words of peace and prosperity… of course, you slaughter forty thousand innocents when we’re not looking… but as long as there is peace, what does it matter?”

The Captain was not humored.  “The Federation is a peaceful organization,” he insisted.  “The situation in the Beremar System was a fluke.”

“Just like the situation in the Corinth System a few years ago?  Or what about the Ba’ku in the Briar Patch?  Or the ploy to bring the Romulans into the Dominion War?  Were those flukes as well?”

“They were unfortunate,” said Christopher.

“Oh yes,” I readily agreed.  “Very unfortunate.  Now if you are through with your lecture, I would prefer to be alone for the duration of the trip.”

Christopher shook his head.  “I have a better idea,” he said icily.  “Why don’t you take a shuttle, and get off my ship?  I don’t care where you go or what you do… just leave… before I do change my mind and keep you from leaving altogether…”  And on that note, he turned around and left.

Moments later, I did the same.

The Aristotle was hardly the most opulent shuttlecraft the Starlight had to offer.  But it was the one Captain Christopher made available for me to take—and in the aftermath of our last conversation, the sooner I left the Starlight, the better.  And as I piloted the tiny craft out of the shuttlebay, I did not know whether or not I would ever return—nor did I care to speculate. The only thing that mattered was getting back to my people…

But the Aristotle did not have a transwarp drive, and the Starlight was still many light years from the former Breen territories.  Even at maximum warp, it would take six weeks to make the long and arduous journey home.  By that time, I suspected my head—though not fully clear—would be on straight enough to approach the Conclave of Overseers with the news of the massacre.

It would be a difficult task—and since the computer records mysteriously vanished once the Starlight rendezvoused with the Poseidon, the details would be restricted to those held within my memory.  But it would be sufficient.  With any luck, the news would create a shockwave throughout Elorg society, and my people would call for the Federation Alliance to withdraw from our territories.  That would be victory enough, though I suspect there would be a call for military action from the more radical factions.  

 Once the dust settled, however, I felt confident that Captain Christopher’s cherished peace would be the Phoenix rising from the ashes of my fallen comrades—and that my weary mind would finally be free of its numerous burdens.  It was a tidy little plan—one that I found myself most fond of—and if given a chance, I knew it would succeed.

The sensors bleeped pleasantly as the Starlight jumped to warp.  I quickly muted the strident tone and input a new course and heading, one that would take me the Elorg Homeworld—but before I could engage the warp engines, I could not help but feel that I had heard the faintest footfalls in the aft section of the cockpit.  Quickly, I came about to see who had joined me, but to my relief, the cockpit was empty.  I was hearing things.

I cautiously turned my attention back to my workstation and engaged the warp engines.  I spent a few moments familiarizing myself with their constant thrum, and once I was satisfied with their performance, I closed my eyes in search of the rest that had eluded me in previous nights.  But the moment I closed my eyes, the footsteps returned—and this time, I knew that I was not hallucinating.  The footsteps were real, and so was the voice that accompanied them.

“It has been a long time Talyere—and I see that we have much to discuss.”  Xi’Yor’s insidious voice was unmistakable—the very sound of it made me cringe with disgust.  But as the malevolent Overseer seated himself beside me in the cockpit, I knew he was not approaching me as an enemy.

“I thought you were dead…”

Xi’Yor cringed.  “Wishful thinking on your behalf, Talyere.  Did you truly think I would allow myself to be terminated by Captain Christopher?”

“No.  Of course not.”  I spent a few moments feigning work at my station, and then turned to Xi’Yor with the question that had been on the tip of my tongue since his appearance.  “Why are you here?”

A purely malevolent grin spread across the Overseer’s ashen face.  Having spent many years working beside Xi’Yor, I could read his face as easily as I could read The Tome of Na’zar—and he had plans.  For the Elorg.  For the Federation.  And no doubt, for Captain Christopher.

But Xi’Yor always liked mysteries, and he subsequently provided me with the most enigmatic answer he could muster.  “I am here on business,” he simply whispered.  “The two of us have much work to do.”

And so the plotting began…
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