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Chapter Six

Ka’Tula Prime was dead.

The blackened and charred remains of the once great world stretched from the horizon, across the distant plains, to the ground beneath Alan Christopher’s boots… and then back to the horizon in the opposite direction.  A thick cloud of dust hugged the terrain like a blanket, blotting out the delicate sunlight and tainting the air with fetid acidic overtones.

Christopher suppressed the urge to cough as he pulled in a lungful of the rancid air and slowly knelt down beside a small cairn of ash-laden rocks.  He carefully brushed away the thin layer of dust covering the rocks near the head of the cairn, and then reached into his pocket.  Moments later, his hand emerged clutching a shiny metallic brooch—a communicator.  He inspected it for a moment, and upon seeing the initials “R.M.” engraved on the back, he lowered his head in honor of his fallen comrade.

Rachael Meyer had been one of Christopher’s closest friends, second only to Erin Keller.  She had served with him on his first command, and relentlessly stood by his side through his darkest moments.  And now she was gone, her life mercilessly taken by the hand of the nefarious Overseer Xi’Yor. 

Xi’Yor…

The mere thought of the hated Overseer made Christopher’s blood boil.  It was Xi’Yor who orchestrated the attack that had leveled Christopher’s homeworld.  It was Xi’Yor who had smiled deviously as he had taken Rachael Meyer’s life, and it was Xi’Yor who would continue to unleash chaos upon the Federation until his thirst for conquest was quenched…

Christopher’s jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed, slowly focusing on the cairn of rocks before him—but as thoughts of Rachael started to flow through his mind, the malevolence faded.  “It was fun while it lasted, wasn’t it?” he asked, gently placing her communicator atop the rocky grave.  “I know that we have drifted apart over the last few years… things change, I suppose—and I probably should have told this to you earlier, but, now is as good a time as ever—I have always thought of you as one of my closest friends… if not more than that.  And I always will. Perhaps one day, in a place free of enmity and malevolence, we shall meet again…”

It was certainly a warm sentiment, one that Christopher very much wanted to see fulfilled, but deep down in his heart, he knew that he would never again see Rachael Meyer alive.  He shook his head somberly; it took all his strength to fight back the tears welling in his eyes, but ultimately he succeeded, and managed to pull together a few more coherent thoughts.

“I promise you, Rachael,” he said softly, “you didn’t die in vain.  I will find Xi’Yor on your behalf…” He paused, licked his lips, then added, “Then I’ll make him pay for what he’s done…”

In his mind, Christopher knew that his objective was clear.  Unfortunately, it was far easier to plot such vengeances in the mind than it was to actually exact them.  Xi’Yor could be light years from the Ka’Tula System by now… or he could be a scant kilometer away.  But until he got away from the carnage surrounding him, Christopher had no way of knowing.

He sighed, and then tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Starlight, one to beam up.”

Nothing happened.

Christopher frowned at his seemingly defunct communicator and touched it again.  “Christopher to Starlight!”

Still nothing.

A wave of panic rushed over Christopher’s body as the worst-case scenario played out in his mind:  amidst the battle to take Ka’Tula Prime from the Federation, Elorg forces obliterated the Starlight, killing every—

Nonsense, he interjected.  The battle might have been brutal, but as his better judgment took over, Christopher realized that the Elorg had been firing numerous particle weapons into the atmosphere.  The more likely scenario summarily came to mind: all of the radiation caused by the assault was simply jamming the communication frequencies.

Still, Christopher couldn’t help but wonder what was going on in the great firmament above…

* * *

“Starboard phaser banks are offline!”

“Switch to auxiliary, Lieutenant!”

“I can’t, the EPS grid in that section has failed!”

“Curses!”

“All power to forward shields!”

“Damn! We just lost power in that section!”

As he listened to the cacophony of words shooting through the air around him, it was clear to Ryan Landsberg that the crew of the Starlight worked well as a team.  He also noticed that they weren’t afraid to make decisions on their own, a problem he had infrequently encountered during his tenure on the Merrimac.  Thus far, Landsberg had been content to observe the harmony of the crew at work, but with the situation suddenly taking a turn for the worse, he felt compelled to finally say something.

“Brace for impact!”  Landsberg quickly grabbed the arms of the command chair and held on tight as a vibrant purple plasma torpedo hurtled at the Starlight, death on its unseen mind.

Seconds later, a sonorous explosion rocked the ship.  Landsberg was thrown back into his chair with incredible force, his head crashing into the back with a powerful THUD before being thrust back in the opposite direction.  Still, Landsberg managed to keep his tight grip on the command chair, and was spared the wrath of the floor.

“We have wide-scale hull breeches on decks four through nine!” shouted Lieutenant Bator over the rumbling.

Angered, Landsberg shook his head and turned to the Phobian, peering at him through ominous cloud of smoke and billowing white plasma.  “Forcefields?”

“They are in place… for now.”

“If this battle continues much longer,” said Harrison from his seat next to Landsberg, “we shall most likely find ourselves thoroughly quashed.”

“Quashed?” asked Landsberg curiously.

“Blown to hell,” clarified Lucas Tompkins, who was hovering over a rapidly failing engineering station.

Shaking his head, Landsberg quickly ran his fingers through his sweaty blonde hair.  “Load all torpedo bays and fire at will!”

Seconds later, a string of blazing blue quantum torpedoes streaked across the viewscreen, furiously hunting down the myriad Elorg Destroyers before them.  To Landsberg’s chagrin, the Elorg were clearly ready for such a barrage, and several of the torpedoes completely missed their targets as the Destroyers moved out of the way.

Landsberg cursed under his breath and watched as the scant remaining torpedoes crashed into the shields of a passing Destroyer, absorbed with little consequence to the assaulted ship.  “Again, Lieutenant!”

“I’m trying,” the Phobian shouted, “but that last volley overloaded the tactical system!”

Suddenly, a streak of purple light blasted across the viewscreen, impacting a lone Prometheus-class starship and blowing it to smithereens.  As the attacking Elorg vessel eclipsed the dying starship, the entire battle blinked away, and the unpleasant image of the portly Alexis O’Connor filled the viewscreen, her lips already moving despite the fact the commlink had yet to establish audio.

“...xis O’Connor to the Federation fleet: Due to unforeseen circumstances, Command has given me orders to completely withdraw from the Kilka Sector at once!  All Federation starships are to fall back to Starbase 241 at once!  I repeat, the Federation is withdrawing from the Kilka Sector!  Again, I repeat…”

As O’Connor’s continued repetition began to numb Landsberg’s mind, a grim feeling washed over his body… This was the first nail in the Federation’s coffin, and as he gave the order to withdraw, Ryan Landsberg knew that there were more to come…

Chapter Seven

Cerebrate Z’danorax sat alone in her dark, dreary chambers, her vivid orange eyes locked on the thick, archaic tome before her—The Tome of Na’zar.  For hundreds of thousands of years, her predecessors had had the luxury of relying upon the sacred text for wisdom and guidance in times of need, but as the Cerebrate delved into the depths of its yellowed pages, she knew the wisdom she sought and the guidance she needed simply did not exist therein.

“There is an organized resistance against The Tome of Na’zar.”  Overseer Xi’Yor’s words still haunted Z’danorax, even days after they first fell upon her ears.  In the entire history of the Elorg Bloc, none had dared to defy the sacred tome, save the rebellious Talyere Rosat—thus, it was of little surprise that it was he who led the insurrection.  But to the Cerebrate’s chagrin, the tome gave no words of wisdom for such an instance…

She had hoped the termination of Underlings Nafar and Sa’sheer would be sufficient to quell the uprising, and for the time being, it had.  No further reports of treachery had surfaced, but Z’danorax knew that as long as Talyere Rosat was at large, the Resistance was still alive.

Her eyes narrowed to slits.  “Very devious, Talyere,” she whispered before slamming the useless tome shut.  A plume of dust mushroomed into the air around the book, hanging in the air for several moments before succumbing to the chamber’s prevailing darkness.

Her limbs growing cramped and tired, Z’danorax shoved herself away from the desk and slowly rose to her feet, stretching her long legs in the newfound openness.  Slowly, she started to make her way to the food replicator in the back of the dimly lit room—but got no further than a few steps before the door chimed.

She quickly came about, training her eyes upon the door.  “Enter,” she beckoned.

The Cerebrate watched as the bulky doors hissed apart, giving way to tall, shadowy figure at the threshold.  Slowly, Z’danorax approached the wraith, attempting to discern which fool had interrupted her peace and quiet.  To her chagrin, the unyielding darkness kept her clueless until words began to flow from the intruder’s mouth.

“Cerebrate.”  It was Xi’Yor, the biggest fool of them all.

Immediately, Z’danorax cringed, and turned her back to the insidious Overseer.  Had she not had a vested interest in the outcome of his mission to Ka’Tula Prime, Z’danorax would have terminated Xi’Yor on the spot.  “Have you news for me?” she demanded icily.

“Indeed I do,” said Xi’Yor, his footsteps echoing throughout the chamber.  Z’danorax could tell he was drawing nearer.  “Ka’Tula Prime has been subjugated; the Federation was forced to withdraw to a supplemental outpost several light years away.”

Though she remained silent, Z’danorax was marginally impressed.  “How many Elorg vessels were lost in the conflict?”

The footsteps stopped.  “None.”

“Impressive.”  Z’danorax slowly turned on her heel to find Xi’Yor hovering less than a meter away, his malevolent orange eyes glistening in the pale light.  “Federation losses?”

“Twenty vessels were terminated, forty-one sustained considerable damage, and eight escaped the battle unscathed.   On the surface, 63,000 Ka’Tulans were terminated.”

Z’danorax nodded.  “Excellent work,” she said, though it pained her to do so.

“I am honored you think that, Cerebrate,” said Xi’Yor, “but I am slightly disappointed.  My goal was to terminate 70,000 Ka’Tulans.”

A slight smile cracked the Cerebrate’s face.  “You shall have your chance,” she assured him.  “And what of Talyere Rosat?”

Xi’Yor gulped, taking a few small steps backward.  “Talyere was not captured,” he admitted.

Z’danorax quickly closed the gap between the two of them, grabbing the Overseer’s throat drawing him even nearer.  “I gave you explicit orders to return here with Talyere Rosat,” she said through clenched teeth.

Xi’Yor only gasped, his flurry of pedantic words all collecting in his crushed windpipe.  “Trickery… Federation… trickery!” he eventually rasped.

Z’danorax rolled her eyes and threw Xi’Yor to the ground.  “I do not wish to hear your pedantic excuses.  Talyere is spearheading the Resistance, and as long as he roams free, our cause is at risk.”

 “I have terminated all known Resistance members,” Xi’Yor assured her.  “He cannot act witho—”

“Silence!”  Z’danorax had heard enough of Xi’Yor for one day.  “I grow tired of your excuses.  A person of all words and no action is like a garden full of weeds, and you, Xi’Yor, are badly in need of an herbicide.  I will take care of Talyere.”

Xi’Yor rose to his feet.  “And what do you wish of me, Cerebrate?”

“I wish you dead,” she said simply, “but you are a capable officer in the field.  Terminating you now would be improvident…”

Z’danorax slowly made her way to a nearby computer station.  She stared at it for a brief moment, and then tapped a few keys, prompting the computer to elicit several soft-toned beeps.  “You are aware of the situation in the Forcena System, are you not?” she prompted, turning back to Xi’Yor.

The Overseer nodded his head.  “Yes, Cerebrate.”

Though it was light years from the heart of the Elorg Bloc, the Forcena System harbored copious amounts of turbonium dichromate, a compound necessary to construct new Elorg Warships.  Over the past two years, the Elorg had clandestinely worked to create an alliance with the denizens of Forcena II, and with the Ka’Tula System subjugated, there was nothing stopping the Bloc from visiting their new allies.

“I have been in contact with Governor Quarren. The Forcenans have already constructed several warships, and their first orbital shipyard is nearing completion.  I want you to go to Forcena with a fleet of Elorg vessels and expedite the process,” explained Z’danorax.  “Once you have amassed a defense perimeter, you have authorization to initiate an invasion of Federation territory.”

Obviously pleased with his orders, a wide grin cracked Xi’Yor’s face.  “It will be done, Cerebrate.”

“Two more decks to go,” whispered Erin Keller under her breath as she scaled the hot, humid turbolift shaft leading to the Majestic’s bridge.  She tried to creep a bit further up the shaft, but her backpack, filled with engineering tools, medicine, and food rations, seemed to acquire more and more weight with each passing second, leaving Keller with little energy.

Knowing she had reached the end of the line, Erin carefully jumped from the rungs of the ladder to an open Jefferies tube a scant meter away.  Once inside, Keller peeled the heavy bag from her back and heaved a sigh of relief.  She would simply take the Jefferies tubes to the bridge.  It would make her trip a lot longer, but at least she would be able to rest without fear of losing her grip and falling to an unpleasant death at the bottom of the turbolift shaft.

Slowly, Keller reached into the backpack and pulled a water pack from one of its myriad pouches.  She ripped open the silver packet’s top and put the opening to her mouth, downing most of the warm water in one large gulp.  After allowing the water a few moments to settle, Erin went to finish it off, but the pleasant chirp of her communicator stopped her dead in her tracks.

“Duford to Keller.”
Erin touched her communicator.  “What’s up, Allison?”

“We just lost power to our other warp nacelle!  We need you up here ASAP!”
Keller quickly finished off the water pack and then shoved her garbage into the backpack’s sole empty pocket.  “I’m on deck three,” she said.  “I should be there in a few minutes.”

“Good,” said Duford.  “See you in a few minutes, then.”

With the conversation over, Erin heaved the backpack and slowly made her way through the Majestic’s myriad tubes.  Most of them were dark and humid, the only air blowing through them being generated by the multiple ruptures in the EPS grid.  But finally, after what seemed like hours of lugging that stupid backpack around, Keller crawled through the hatch that led to the bridge.

She emerged near one of the aft science stations, and quickly dropped the damn bag on the floor.  “Here I am!  Did you miss me?”

“Yes,” said Duford, crouching down beside the bag and sticking her hand inside the myriad compartments.  She pulled out several food rations, a hypospray and a dermal regenerator before stumbling upon an engineering tool that was more to her liking.  “According to sensors, the Federation fleet has completely withdrawn from the Kilka Sector—which means we need to get the hell out of here.”

During the battle with the Elorg, the Majestic’s port warp nacelle had taken a potentially fatal blow, forcing the vessel to seek refuge on a barely habitable moon in orbit of Ka’Tula VII.  Once there, things had gotten even worse, leaving the Sovereign-class starship trapped on the wrong side of the border.  And with no engines to speak of, Keller knew that the situation was grim.

“Engines should be our top priority,” she said, her voice loud enough so the entire bridge crew could hear.

“Then we could have a problem.”  The voice belonged to Cadet Miral Torres, a young Klingon/human hybrid who had the misfortune of being posted on the apparently ill-fated Majestic.

Duford looked up from her workstation and peered at the Cadet through the cloud of smoke and EPS plasma.  “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I’m detecting several Elorg raiders already patrolling the Ka’Tula System.  They should be in our neck of the woods in less than two hours,” said Torres, shoving a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

Keller glanced at the data displayed on Duford’s workstation.  “Shit,” she said.  “We won’t be ready by then.”

“We’d better be,” said Duford.  “Otherwise we’re dead.”

When High Overseer Cree’dan had envisioned the conquest of the Sineron Cluster, he had been expecting some resistance to make the journey more interesting.  But to his surprise, his fleet of warships was able reach the hotly debated planet without so much as a glint of resistance.  That was it.  The Sineron Cluster belonged to the Elorg.

Standing on the surface of Sineron II, Cree’dan was at a loss as to why the planet was so desirable.  The High Overseer stood with his companion at the edge of a small precipice overlooking the rough terrain of a desolate tundra.   Tall, barren trees dotted the sparsely populated terrain amidst patches of brown and yellow grass, and a cool breeze occasionally danced across the plain.

Cree’dan cleared his throat and turned to the Cardassian standing beside him.  “Admittedly, I cannot see the value in this planet,” he said.

The Cardassian only produced a devious smile, as if that were supposed to explain everything.  Cree’dan shook his head, silently cursing the overly arrogant Gul Oshere.  Had it been his decision, Cree’dan would have terminated the Cardassian the moment it became apparent there would be no alliance between their two peoples.  But the Cerebrate, in her infinite wisdom, had deemed it necessary to preserve Oshere.

Much as Cree’dan had predicted, the Cardassian had proven to be as useful as a pile of dung, and his bids to have Oshere terminated were finally starting to be heard… when by some stroke of luck, Oshere had happened to be an expert on the intricacies of Sineron II.  But given his continued silence, the Cardassian was apparently not inclined to share his allegedly vast knowledge.

Cree’dan sighed, and for a moment, was tempted to shove Oshere over the edge of the precipice, when the Cardassian suddenly came about, pointing to a small grayish rock jutting out of the ground a few meters away.  “That rock sitting over there is no ordinary rock,” said Oshere.  “It is, in fact, the reason so many galactic powers have attempted to gain control of the Sineron Cluster, for it is the potential to unleash legions of fierce warriors who live only for battle, whose only purpose in life is to die—”

Cree’dan swiftly raised his disruptor and trained it upon Oshere’s chest.  “Enough of the theatrics,” he snapped.

The Cardassian slowly grabbed the disruptor and pointed it at the ground, his eyes widening when he saw it was set to maximum.  “Very well,” Oshere said evenly.  “That is a vein of yridium bicantizine.  It is a primary component in ketracel-white, a drug used to control the aforementioned warriors known as the Jem’Hadar.”

A faint smile cracked Cree’dan’s otherwise stoic face.  “I am sensing that this yridium bicantizine is a rare mineral to come upon…”

“It is,” Oshere confirmed.  “Only a few other planets are known to harbor it, and most of them are in either Federation or Cardassian space, where such mining is banned.”

Cree’dan was beginning to like Sineron II more with each passing second.  “I will have a team begin mining immediately,” he said.

After contacting his ship, Cree’dan smiled, and started creeping toward the edge of the precipice.  “Paradise is in the eye of the beholder,” he mused, staring at the murky gray skies and desolate tundra before him.

“In a few weeks,” said Oshere, “we can have legions of Jem’Hadar.  There are numerous cloning facilities still intact near the Romulan Neutral Zone that can…”

The Cardassian’s voice trailed off as another, third voice could be heard in the distance.  Cree’dan immediately pinpointed the new voice to the densely forested grounds on the opposite side of the precipice.  Quickly, he slinked around the cliff with Oshere in tow, swiftly making his way into the brownish-green shrubbery.

“I was under the impression that this planet was uninhabited,” Cree’dan whispered as he peered through the brush into the valley below.

“As was I,” Oshere admitted.  “Perhaps your team has already begun work?”

“Doubtful,” said Cree’dan.  “I instructed them to mine the vein we observed a few moments ago.”

The two sat crouched behind the thick underbrush for several additional minutes of silence before the voices could be heard again.  Cree’dan quickly scanned the valley below in search of their unexpected guests, but nobody was visible.  Cree’dan was about to suggest they return to the ship for a sensor analysis, but the sound of crunching leaves and twigs caused him to remain silent.

Someone was very nearby, but for the life of him, Cree’dan could not spot the individual.  His pulse quickened and he turned to Oshere.  The Cardassian was obviously nervous, but to his credit, he didn’t allow that to get in the way of his pride.

Suddenly, a twig snapped a few meters in front of Cree’dan.  He looked up to see a faint ripple wandering in the air.  It lingered for a moment before disintegrating into the ominous reptilian figure of a Jem’Hadar soldier.

“Don’t move,” Oshere whispered as the soldier stepped closer to Cree’dan’s shrub.

The Jem’Hadar took a few hesitant steps forward, inspected his surroundings, and then shrouded himself, heading in the general direction of the valley from which he came.

 Once he was gone, Cree’dan met Oshere’s bewildered gaze.  “Apparently, we were not the only ones thinking about resurrecting the Jem’Hadar…”

Chapter Eight

When Kendall Johnson had expressed his 
desire to leave the Starlight, he was relatively certain that he had meant he wanted to be alone in doing so.  To his chagrin, the Captain refused to let him leave without a “chaperone,” and of all the people on the Starlight, Christopher had deemed the dreaded Talyere that person.

Dreaded because Talyere was extremely critical of Johnson, claiming him to be, for lack of a better term, a cowardly wimp.  To an extent, Talyere was correct, but the Elorg was quite thoroughly blinded by his belief, and never seemed to take notice when Kendall attempted to overcome his fears.  Thus, the enmity between the two of them had grown… and grown… and grown…

Not wanting to elicit any rude comments from Talyere, Johnson wisely chose to remain silent, speaking only to give status reports—and as the computer chirped, Johnson knew it was time to do just that.  “We’re almost to the Cleyra System,” he gleaned from his workstation.

Talyere’s eyes slowly wandered to Johnson’s station, and he nodded affirmatively as he saw the data for himself.  “So we are,” he said flatly, and then turned his attention back to his own station.

Johnson clenched his fists and quickly cleared his screen.  “You don’t always have to… to double-check me!” he said softly.  “I think… I think that I can read the sensors by myself.”

Talyere was unimpressed.  “If you are going to reprimand me, you may wish to sound a bit more threatening.”

“At least I’m trying to defend myself,” protested Johnson, “but… but this isn’t easy for me!”

“I would think self-defense would be second nature to you by now.  The cowardice you display certainly begs exploitation.”  With that said, Talyere simply delved back into his PADD, clearly not worried that Johnson would come up with a witty retort.

And he didn’t.  Johnson simply sat, crestfallen, and watched the vibrant green streaks of their transwarp conduit soar by.  Having Talyere join him on this journey was definitely not a good idea, and that was apparent now more than ever.

The computer bleeped again.  Johnson had to fight to bring his mind back to work, and it took him several moments to see that they were being hailed.

“Do you want me to open the channel?” Talyere asked a moment later.

Kendall simply ignored the Elorg and patched the transmission through to the monitor between their two workstations.  Moments later, Commander Harrison appeared on the screen.

“Greetings,” said the first officer.  “I hope this transmission finds you in good spirits, for they shall certainly be quashed when I am complete.”

Talyere raised his brow.  “That does not bode well,” he mused.

Harrison nodded his head.  “Indeed,” he stated, “much has happened since your departure.  The Federation was forced to withdraw from the Kilka Sector after the Elorg attacked Ka’Tula Prime.  I am transmitting a complete account of the battle even as we speak.”

“We’re receiving it,” said Johnson.

“Most excellent,” Harrison replied.  “You shall readily note that the Starlight sustained heavy damage during the attack.  We are currently docked at Starbase 241, but it is not certain if the ship is salvageable.”

Talyere shook his head, and started to speak, but Harrison quickly raised his hand to stop him.

“It gets worse,” he said sullenly. “Captain Christopher and Lieutenant Meyer were on the surface of Ka’Tula Prime at the time of the attack.  They are currently missing, and are feared dead.”

“Anything else?” asked Johnson.

“Thankfully, no.  That is the extent of the news.”

“I wish I could be there to assist you,” Talyere said.

“I, too, wish you were here, but Xi’Yor would be hunting you—it would simply be too dangerous.”

“You are correct,” Talyere agreed before clearing his throat, effectively changing the direction of the conversation.  “We will be entering the Cleyra System in several hours.  I will report back to you once we have completed our survey of the system.”

“Very good,” said Harrison with a nod of the head.  “Harrison out.”

Johnson was almost tempted to speak up, and demand to have a word with Harrison in private.  He very much desired to have a more formal reprimand placed on Talyere—one that would actually carry some weight for the dreaded Elorg.  Alas, the words didn’t even make it to Kendall’s mouth, and Harrison blinked away without so much as a glint of an idea as to the terror Talyere reigned.

Next time, Kendall assured himself.  Next time, he would speak up…

But would he?

Admiral William Grayson recoiled in disgust as he stood over the master control station on the command deck of Starbase 241.  He was disgusted not by the data he saw, but the greasy layer of fingerprints and doughnut glaze plastered to the workstation.  He clandestinely called for a nearby ensign to clean the mess, and then turned to the portly culprit, standing just few meters away shoving yet another doughnut into her mouth.

“I’m very… displeased with… our defense of the… Ka’Tula System,” said Alexis O’Connor, her words slightly slurred by the doughnut in her mouth.  She paused for a moment, wiped her greasy fingers on the front of her uniform, and then waddled over to Grayson.  “I tell you, Bill, I tried to have the fleet ready, but they just refuse to get off their lazy bums and act!  I swear, they’re going to cost us the war!”

Grayson only smiled, trying hard not laugh at the glaze plastered to O’Connor’s face.

Oblivious to her unsightly appearance, O’Connor slowly made her way back to the mission ops station, gasping for air about halfway there.  “Command is already on my tail about this failure,” she said, waving her flabby hands in the air.  “I try to work with these people, Bill, but they just won’t respond!  Command just doesn’t seem to understand!”

Grayson cleared his throat, and joined O’Connor at mission ops.  He tapped at the controls—which were now devoid of grease and glaze—and summarily brought up a map of the Kilka Sector.  “Might I remind you that you assigned the majority of the fleet elsewhere,” he said, pointing to the numerous starships positioned in adjacent sectors.  “To make matters worse, your incessant demand for tactical analyses kept all of our people occupied with busywork when they could have been preparing for the invasion!”

O’Connor’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “I’m disappointed in you, Bill.  I thought we saw eye-to-eye, but it’s obvious that you’re not thinking in the long-term.  We need those tactical analyses to project enemy movements and…”

“If those analyses can project enemy movements, why didn’t they indicate the attack on Ka’Tula Prime?” Grayson interjected.  “We should have been focusing more on bolstering our defenses and finding a way to collapse the rift into subspace!”

“We don’t have enough ships to collapse that rift!” O’Connor shot back.  “That’s preposterous!”

“If you had assigned more ships to the Kilka Sector, we would have had more than enough!”

O’Connor started to retort, but when she opened her mouth, no words came out.  Instead, her face turned pasty white, and she started gasping for air.  Quickly, O’Connor pounded on her chest with a weak fist, eliciting a cough that jump-started her usual heavy breathing pattern.

Grayson wasn’t certain what he had just witnessed, but he was relatively certain that it did not bode well for O’Connor’s health.  “Do you need to go to sickbay?” he asked.

“No,” said O’Connor, her eyes wandering over the most recently submitted tactical analyses on master control station.  “I just ate that last doughnut a little too fast.”  She paused, and then pointed at a blank next to the Majestic’s name.  “Captain Duford is late in submitting her latest tactical analysis,” she grumbled.  “I’m going to have to put another reprimand on her record.  She’s a lazy one, Bill…”

Grayson cleared his throat.  “The Majestic is mission in action,” he said candidly.  “Captain Duford could be dead for all we know.”

“…So what?” said O’Connor with a shrug.

As O’Connor went through the motions to place yet another reprimand on Captain Duford’s record, Grayson heaved an angry sigh and stormed off to erase yet another reprimand from Duford’s record.  But this time, Grayson wasn’t going to allow himself to simply be content with rectifying O’Connor’s errors… he intended to start solving their portliest problem once and for all…

After hiking through several kilometers of the blackened and charred wasteland that was his homeland, Alan Christopher could finally see that there was indeed a light at the end of the tunnel.  Looming less than a kilometer away were the rolling foothills of the Farhelian Mountains.  They were visibly singed, but reassuring shades of green still managed to peek through the destruction.  

“We’ll get through this,” Christopher assured himself.

Eager to reach the verdant plains ahead, he quickened his pace, rapidly trudging through the fluffy layer of black ash at the threshold until finally, thin blades of green grass crunched beneath his feet.  Alan expelled a sigh of relief, and then gazed up at the majestic ridges before him.

 A maelstrom of dark, ominous clouds loomed overhead, dancing around vibrant tendrils of white lightning.  An icy gale rushed over the ominous peaks, sending a chill down Christopher’s spine as it rushed over his body.  Slowly, he turned his back to the wind to shield himself from its frigid embrace, only to find his haven tainted with Xi’Yor’s malevolence.

When he had stood at ground zero, Christopher’s view of the destruction had been limited by sloping hills and valleys, plumes of vile smoke, and the gentle shower of ashes raining down from the skies above.  But now, standing high above most of those slopes, away from the thick smoke and ash-laden rain, the true extent of the carnage was revealed.

The ground was a smoldering black wasteland from the furthest reaches of the horizon to the ground a scant meter ahead of Christopher.  Everything had been destroyed… trees… houses… lives… in retrospect, Christopher had no idea how he had managed to survive—but he wasn’t about to question it.  When he found Xi’Yor, all of this carnage would be avenged…

Xi’Yor… 


Xi’Yor…



Xi’Yor…

The sinister name invaded Christopher’s thoughts like a pestilence, and he knew then that even death would be too good a fate for the vile Overseer.  Xi’Yor would know the pain he inflicted… Xi’Yor would feel the enmity that had tainted Christopher’s blood… Xi’Yor would…

“Alan!”

At the sound of his sister’s voice, Alan Christopher came about to see his older sibling quickly approaching from a nearby mountain pass.  Andrew Hartman followed a few meters behind.  “Drayan!” he exclaimed.  “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your idiotic butt,” she retorted, grabbing him by the shoulder and pointing him in the general direction from which she came.

“There are Elorg protectors crawling all over this region,” said Andrew as he came up along side Drayan, rubbing a nasty cut on his forehead.  “You’re lucky we found you before they did.”

Christopher nodded indolently.  “I can handle the Elorg,” he said, sounding quite sure of himself. 

“I doubt it,” said Drayan forcefully.  “You’re not as tough as you’d like to think, little boy.”  She was a very tall woman, standing almost an entire head above Christopher—and as she peered down at her younger brother, he wasn’t about to argue with her.

“Yes, sister dearest,” he said in a strident voice.

Folding his muscular arms upon his chest, Andrew expelled a long sigh.  “You two can argue later,” he said.  “Right now, we have to get back to Antha’nuel.”

Antha’nuel, an extraordinary archaeological dig site nestled in the Farhelian Mountains, was home to one of the few Iconian gateways known to exist.  Christopher was relieved to hear that it had survived the attack, and hoped that it wasn’t the only landmark to survive.  Of course, time would tell…

“Have you heard from Mom and Dad?” asked Christopher once their journey to Antha’nuel had begun.

Drayan shook her head.  “No,” she said.  “They’re probably in what’s left of the city… but the Elorg were quick to occupy it.”

“You can’t get inside unless you’re a prisoner of war,” added Andrew.

Drayan nodded. “That’s probably not a good position to be in,” she continued.

“You’re probably right,” said Alan.  “And since our parents are probably inside the city, they’re probably in that very position.”

“We need to get them out,” Drayan affirmed.  Given the tone of her voice, one would think the task to be one of relative simplicity—but Alan knew better.

“That’s probably going to be a task of epic proportions.  It will probably—”

Drayan placed a firm fist in his shoulder. “Will you shut up already?”

“That would probably be a good idea,” Alan quipped, making haste to get out of his sister’s way before she could strike him again—but to his relief, Drayan only scowled, making no attempt to beat some sense into her younger sibling.

For the next few minutes, the trio simply treaded the well-beaten mountain path to Antha’nuel, enjoying pleasant scenery and fresh air—air that was almost completely devoid of the unpleasant ash and toxins that lingered in the wastelands below.

Finally, the rocky terrace that was home to Antha’nuel crept into view, and Alan turned his attention to Andrew.  “What are we going to do once we get there?” he asked.

“Prepare to defend it,” Andrew crisply replied.

“I’ve been working with Andrew’s team to bring the Iconian Gateway online,” said Drayan as they came upon one of the tall obsidian obelisks standing outside of the base.  Alan regarded it for a moment, then turned back to Drayan.  “It’s taken a few months, but I think we’re just about ready to activate it.”

Alan could easily see the need for defenses.  “That will definitely get the Elorg’s attention.  They’ll be crawling all over this place the nanosecond they know what’s here.  The question is, do we have enough firepower to hold off our good friends, the Elorg?”

Andrew uneasily cleared his throat, and indicated for Alan to take a closer look at the obelisk they had just passed.  “Since your visit last year, we have made a few… ahem… upgrades…”

Slowly, Alan’s eyes scaled the side of the sleek obelisk until finally, they came upon a pair of phaser strips hidden near the top.  “That should be fun to play with…”

“Hopefully,” said Andrew, “we won’t have to.  But if push comes to shove, we will shove, and those damn Elorg will regret the second they set foot on Ka’Tulan soil…”

Chapter Nine

The mess hall was always one of the most frequented rooms on the Starlight.  It was a place where the crew could gather and have a good time, leaving all of their worries at the door.  But as Neelar Drayge stepped through the threshold, the young Bolian quickly discovered checking his worries at the door would be a problem, for there was no door.  It was destroyed, along with the rest of the facility, including the table where he and his friends had congregated for breakfast each and every morning for the past two years.

“This is indeed a dark day,” said Drayge as he stepped into the darkened mess hall.  “Computer: lights.”

Of the dozen or so lights embedded in the ceiling, only three came online.  The others, much like the rest of the mess hall, were dead.  He shook his head and slowly approached the table where so many memories had been made…  It was cracked in half by a fallen bulkhead, and nearly scorched beyond recognition by the ensuing fires.  

Not wanting to accept the fate of his favorite table, Neelar slowly knelt down beside it and started to prop it up against the very bulkhead that shattered it.  But he got no further than the sentiment when Bator’s booming voice echoed throughout the mess hall.

“Don’t bother,” said the Phobian as he entered the mess hall through—of all places—the large windows in the front.  They too had been decimated, and the Starlight, which now rested inside of Starbase 241, was covered in scaffolding so repairs to its outer hull could be made.  Bator hopped off the scaffolding, through the broken windows, and onto yet another fallen bulkhead.  “I guess you haven’t heard…”

Confused, Drayge shook his head.  “Heard what?”

Bator quickly tramped over the fallen debris between the two of them.  The closer he got, the better Drayge could see the grim look upon his friend’s face.

“We have massive hull breeches all over the ship,” said Bator slowly.  “Most of the EPS grid is destroyed, and Commander Tompkins just found a fracture in the warp core.”

A feeling of dread suddenly washed over Drayge.  Even without Bator saying it, he knew.  “The ship is damaged beyond repair, isn’t it?”

Bator nodded, affirming Drayge’s fears.  “If we didn’t have a war to worry about, we could probably salvage it.  But we need to be out there defending the Federation… and we can’t exactly do that sitting in spacedock.”

Drayge looked down at their table, and suddenly realized that out of everyone that sat there each morning, only he and Bator were left.  Erin was on the Majestic… Alan and Rachael were lost on Ka’Tula Prime…  and Neelar had a distinct feeling that Bator was holding something back about his future…

“This can’t be happening,” he muttered.  “The Starlight is more than just a bunch of bulkheads and corridors!  This is our home, and I don’t know how you can give up on it so easily!  If we can save it, I say we do just that!”

Bator started to say something, but his words were cut off the sudden chirping of both their communicators.  “Landsberg to senior staff: report to transporter room three at once!”

The two exchanged curious glances, and made haste for the aforementioned transporter room.

Ryan Landsberg stood erect, his hands clasped behind his back, staring intently at the transporter platform a few meters ahead of him. For the time being, the platform was empty, but any moment now, the Captain was expecting company.

Landsberg had been sitting down to a less than appetizing lunch when he received a communiqué from Admiral Grayson.  His message certainly sounded urgent, and since it was apparently not fit to be heard over an open comm channel, Landsberg knew something was up.

After summoning the senior staff to join him, Landsberg waited only a few moments before Commanders Harrison and Tompkins arrived, followed closely by Lieutenants Bator and Drayge.  All that remained was Doctor Hartman, and Landsberg had been assured that the obstinate Doctor would not heed the summons.  He made a mental note to meet with the Doctor to discuss her attitude, and then listened for Ensign Sanders to give word that the Admiral was on his way.

The wait was of relatively short duration, for less than a minute later, the computer chirped.  “It’s him,” said Sanders.

Landsberg nodded.  “Energize.”

Her deft fingers quickly slid over the controls, and seconds later, a pillar of shimmering blue light deposited the Admiral in the center of the transporter platform.  Landsberg quickly moved to greet his superior.  “Admiral,” he said warmly.

Grayson was a short old man, nearly bald, with pale blue eyes, a distinguished nose, and a well-maintained white beard.  “Captain Landsberg,” he said warmly, shaking Ryan’s hand with an incredibly firm grip, “I have some good news, some bad news, and some… other news to discuss with you.”

Of the three, the good news was about the only Landsberg wanted to hear.  Bad news was simply that—bad, and this other that Grayson had mentioned did not resonate very well with Landsberg.  Still, he knew he was going to hear all three whether he liked it or not.  “Let’s hear the good news first, if that’s all right with you, Admiral.  Good news tends to improve upon a bad meal… which I was just about ready to go and eat when you called.”

Grayson chuckled.  “Then that is how we’ll proceed.”  He paused for a moment, taking time to acknowledge each and every officer present before coming up along side Landsberg.  Slowly, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a PADD.

Landsberg slowly grasped the PADD from Grayson and read its contents out loud—it was good news after all.  “To: Captain Ryan Landsberg… You are hereby requested and required to take command of the Federation Starship Starlight, effective Stardate 74001.4… signed Rear Admiral William Grayson, Starbase 241.”

That being the good news, Landsberg didn’t need Grayson’s help to deduce the bad news.  “The Starlight is being decommissioned,” he said.  “Worse yet, if I’m being placed in command, does that mean we’ve given up on Christopher and Meyer?”

Grayson was quick to refute the latter of Landsberg’s two deductions.  “They could be alive and well on Ka’Tula Prime—and I certainly hope they are.  But them being on Ka’Tula Prime means they’re not here to perform their duties.  If and when we save them, I assure all of you, that Captain Christopher will be reassigned to this post…”

“Or what’s left of it,” said Drayge somberly.

Immediately, Grayson locked eyes with the young Bolian.  “Don’t worry.  You’ll like your new ship just fine.”

“It won’t be the Starlight,” Drayge reminded.

“No, it won’t be.  But you’ll adapt.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

Grayson smiled.  “Only the Captain can go down with the ship.”

Truer words had never been spoken.  Landsberg smiled at the sentiment, and then turned his attention from Drayge back to Grayson.  “We’ve had the good and the bad.  What about the other?”

Grayson discreetly motioned for Landsberg to join him in the corridor.  Whatever the Admiral had to say was meant for his ears only.  Landsberg quickly made his way for the doors, the Admiral following less than a meter behind.  Once the doors hissed shut behind them, Grayson cleared his throat and lowered his voice.  “This part of the conversation is entirely off the record, Captain.”

Landsberg nodded his understanding.  “I’m listening.”

“Good,” said Grayson with a smile.  “So tell me… what do you think about Alexis O’Connor?”

Like a shadow in the night, the girl slinked through the darkened corridors of Inferno’s Citadel.  Her mission was one of utmost importance, and if it failed, there would be dire consequences.  So the girl—who had been told her name was irrelevant—made certain she went unnoticed in her trek through the Elorg command facility, and focused her mind on the single task at hand.

She heard footsteps up ahead, and quickly slinked into a pitch-black nook in the corridor, where she could remain hidden until she wanted to be found.  But this was not a game—this was a mission, and so once the footsteps passed, the girl, clad in a form-fitting black outfit, slinked back into the corridor in search of her destination.

Talyere Rosat would pay for his treachery—Z’danorax would see to that.  But to her chagrin, she had no idea where the errant Overseer could be.  It was a universe almost infinite in its size, and Talyere could be anywhere within its boundaries.  Still, Z’danorax had her ways of getting what she wanted, and though it might take some time, she knew that she would ultimately find Talyere.

She was nearly ready to leave Inferno’s Citadel for the Jevian, the massive city ship looming in orbit of Gildebron III.  Her one small travel bag was packed with several of her opulent, flowing garments, a few simple cat suits designed for more menial tasks, and a few personal effects she deemed necessary to carry with her at all times—but as she neatly arranged her clothing into the bag, some sixth sense told Z’danorax that something was not right.  She paused, gave her chambers a quick visual inspection, and then returned to her luggage.

The destination was not a place frequented by many Elorg.  Still, the girl knew she would reach her goal with relative ease, for security in these parts of the Citadel was sparse.  The majority of these darkened corridors were still sealed, desperately in need of repair.  But the girl, with her swift, agile movements, was able to traverse the decadent corridors without disturbing a speck of dust.

She smiled at her cat-like agility, and darted across a more heavily traveled junction—but to her chagrin, two very large Protectors were lumbering through the corridor.  She recognized them as the Cerebrate’s personal guard—she had had an interlude with the shorter of the two last night, and it was this short one that spotted her.

“Pardon me,” he shouted across the corridor.

The girl cursed her overconfidence and came to a halt in the open hall.  “Yes, Protector?” she said in a stern voice; it made the girl sound much more important than she actually was.

“Hakleen, you can call me,” said the guard as he approached her.  “Limited, my time is, so I will keep this brief.”

“Please do,” said the girl.  “I am tardy for a meeting with Overseer Janas.”

The guard was visibly impressed with the company the girl was allegedly keeping, for Janas was one of the most respected members in the Conclave of Overseers.  It was a lie, of course, but the Protector, Hakleen, lapped it up like a wild dog.  “Thanks I give you for the good time last night,” he grunted.  “Meet again, shall we?”

The girl wanted to laugh, but that would be unbecoming of someone in the position she pretended to have.  “No,” she said simply before turning on her heel and venturing in the opposite direction.

She would have to take a minor detour to see that she did not run into these guards again.  It would lengthen her trip, but the girl did not foresee any further impediments.  Her destination would soon be within reach.

Z’danorax could have been resting comfortably on the Jevian by now had she wanted to.  But something deep inside told her to stall.  Something was not right within her domain, and the Cerebrate would not be content to leave until all of the wrongs had been righted.

Though it was nothing more than a premonition, Z’danorax slowly made her way back to her workstation, her long, milky white fingers gracefully tapping at the controls until they pulled up the data she desired to inspect—internal sensors.

In her experience, Z’danorax had found that the majority of these premonitions were nothing more than a figment of her imagination; she could easily dismiss them as nonentities and go about her business.  But then there were those rare occasions when her fears proved justified.  As her vivid orange eyes peered over the data, the Cerebrate quickly found her answer…

The girl knew her destination was close, now.  She had entered a part of the Citadel where her fellow Elorg often frequented the myriad corridors.  She avoided making contact with them if she could help it.  The Elorg were hardly a social species, and the girl was not worried about any additional fraternization with the crew (assuming the vile Hakleen kept his distance).  Still, a few of the newer Underlings approached her, seeking advice on terminating a superior or something similar.  The girl gave a few words of wisdom and carried on her way.

After negotiating a few more corridors without incidence, she came upon the heavily guarded red sector of the residential grid.  The girl nonchalantly walked by, feigning casual curiosity that any Underling might have—but in reality, she was assessing their security.

There were a total of three guards at the threshold.  Knowing she could not overpower them without drawing attention to herself, the girl slipped into a dark corridor and tapped at the tiny computer on her belt—a particle synthesizer.  Using the device, she quickly devised a new appearance for herself, that of an Overseer Ilyrat—a tall, muscular Elorg man.

The image quickly flitted into existence over the girl’s petite build.  It was virtually a flawless representation of Ilyrat, and as the girl trotted back to the guards, they let her pass without so much as a second look.  It would have been nonsense for them to do so, for only the Cortisan Enclave—the Elorg intelligence division—had access to particle synthesizers.  And no Elorg would imitate another…

The girl ventured through a few long corridors as Overseer Ilyrat before reassuming her existence as flesh and blood.  A few moments after that, the girl stood before her destination.  Pleased with her rapid progress, she allowed herself a brief smile—but quickly returned to business, slowly reaching for the disrupter hidden in her boot.  The girl regarded the deadly weapon for a moment before candidly hiding it behind her back.  With her free hand, she reached for the door chime.

“Enter,” came the Cerebrate’s cold voice a moment later.

The doors slid apart, and the girl quickly stepped inside the Cerebrate’s opulent chambers, her head bobbing back-and-forth as she searched for her divine target—but to her apparent consternation, Z’danorax was nowhere to be found.  The girl started to take another step forward, when she suddenly felt a pair of strong hands grab her shoulders.  The action startled her, and the girl cursed as her weapon fell to the floor.

A booted foot—one not belonging to the girl—quickly kicked the disrupter across the shiny obsidian floor, and the hands on her shoulder squeezed tight.  “In the future, if you desire to terminate me,” said Z’danorax icily, “try a little harder.”

Erin Keller would do just about anything for a decent meal, a warm bed, and a better mood.  She sighed, almost in want of a stupid “Alan joke” to befall her ears.  Of course, Alan wasn’t on the Majestic.  He was light years away, probably sleeping comfortably in their bed on the Starlight… 

No, she corrected.  It wasn’t their bed anymore; it was Alan’s, and his alone.  That part of Erin’s life was over, and this new chapter had begun.  She was first officer on the Majestic, and if things went smoothly, she was well on her way to becoming Captain Keller, with a ship of her own.

“Captain Keller,” said Erin with a smile.  It certainly had a nice ring to it, but she quickly abandoned the sentiment.  For the time being, Erin knew she had to forget about both her past and future, and concentrate on the present.

With a magnaspanner in one hand and a tricorder in the other, Keller inched closer to the workstation before her and tried to diagnose its ailment.  “The ODN relays are blown,” she grumbled as the data popped up on the tricorder’s display.  She quickly snapped the tricorder shut and rose to her feet, her eyes scanning the ground for her engineering kit.  “It couldn’t have gone too far…”

When it didn’t turn up in her general vicinity, Erin frowned, and slowly approached Allison Duford at the defunct tactical station.  “Have you seen my engineering kit?”

Duford quickly tucked a stray lock of silky black hair behind her ear and then pointed to the floor in front of tactical.  “I swiped it while you were in waste extraction.”

Keller smiled.  “Good of you to tell me.”

Allison nodded.  “How are the repairs coming?”

“Not well,” said Erin softly, recalling the mess she just left behind.  “I don’t want to pooh-pooh our kindred spirits, but I think the ship is beyond our ability to fix.”

Duford raised an eyebrow.  “Then what do you suggest we do?”

Keller gulped.  “Abandon ship.”

“In the middle of a Elorg space?  We’d be captured!”

“You don’t know that.”

Duford almost scoffed.  “You think the Elorg would see us, and kindly let us go, then?”

“No,” said Erin, hesitant.  “But I think it’s a risk we might eventually have to take.  Maybe not now, but we should definitely keep it under consideration.  I’m sure we can find a way to mask the escape pods from sensors.”

Duford sighed, and folded her arms.  “All right, then.  We’ll consider it.  But for the time being—”

The conn—one of the few stations still functioning—suddenly emitted a shrill bleep, followed by a series of subsequent blips.  “The Elorg patrol is nearing our position,” said Cadet Torres once she quelled the cacophony of bleeps.

Keller’s heart jumped into her throat.  “Have they detected us?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Torres replied, “but two of the raiders will pass within 100,000 kilometers of this moon.”

Duford slammed her fist into the tactical station—doing more damage to her hand than anything else.  She knew as well as Erin how meticulous the Elorg could be in their actions, and running sensors sweeps was no different.  “They’re bound to find us, and we’re sitting ducks.”

Two hours ago, Keller had said they wouldn’t be ready for this moment.  And now, two hours later, she was proven right.  It was one of those rare instances when she wished she had been wrong…  “Well, what if we tried to hide ourselves from sensors?”

Duford met her gaze with a skeptical look.  “Erin, escape pods are one thing… the Majestic is a Sovereign-class starship.  We’ll never be able to mask this thing!”

Keller started to explain herself, but the words died in her throat as Miral Torres turned from the helm, already speaking.  “Captain,” she said confidently, “we could use the moon’s magnetic field to our advantage…”

Keller immediately saw parallels between her unspoken theory, and the one Torres proposed, and quickly bridged the gap between them.  “We could reconfigure what’s left of our shields to simulate that magnetism.  Unless they do a visual scan, the Elorg should pass by this little old moon without so much as a clue as to what we’re doing here.”

It was obviously the best shot they had at getting through this situation alive, and Captain Duford wasted no time pondering alternatives.  “Do it,” she said a stern voice.

Keller quickly maneuvered around the defunct tactical station, grabbing her engineering kit from the floor before strolling over to the helm.  “Good thinking, Miral.”

The cadet smiled.  “Thank you, sir.”

Protocol… After spending two years with Alan on the Starlight, Erin was utterly shocked by it.  Alan never… 

Alan…  That subject was off-limits in her mind, yet it somehow managed to crop up—and often.  Erin shook her head at the distraction and quickly got back to business.  “I prefer ‘Erin,’ thank you very much. But ‘ma’am’ will be sufficient, if you’re hell-bent on using protocol.”

Torres nodded her acknowledgment.  “Somehow I knew I wasn’t the only one who thought calling women ‘sir’ was a stupid idea.”

Erin quickly started tapping at the controls before her, reconfiguring the shields to an acceptable frequency.  “Men write those rules with one thing in mind, little buddy: fellow men.  And then it takes us women decades to clean up the mess they make.”

Torres grinned.  “I’ll have to remember that.”

Erin grinned too, a grin that blossomed into a full-fledged smile when she started thinking about how Alan might have reacted to such a statement. He always came up with some stupid antic… and usually failed… and… Erin suddenly realized her mind had wandered yet again.  “Damn!”

“What?” asked Torres.

Keller was almost inclined to speak of her errant thoughts, but as her eyes lingered on the controls before her, she quickly found another thing that could warrant her foul language.  “The shield grid is about to overload!”

“Can you stop it?” Duford immediately demanded.

“No!” Keller replied, bracing herself for the eventual shockwave that would soon jolt the ship.  “It looks like our idea sucked royally after all!”

“Better luck next time,” Duford called out as the deck plates started to vibrate.

Keller grabbed hold of the workstation before her for leverage.  Considering such stations had a tendency to blow up, Keller somewhat regretted her decision to take refuge there, but there was no time to change her mind.  A sonorous explosion suddenly blew through the ship, rocking it back-and-forth for several terrifying moments until finally, it stopped.

The sensors bleeped again.  “That had the exact opposite effect that we wanted it to,” Torres grumbled as she gazed over the sensor data.  “Two Elorg raiders are on a direct intercept course…”

After their close encounter with the Jem’Hadar in the forested area near the vein of yridium bicantizine, Cree’dan and Oshere both agreed it would be wise of them to retreat to a safer distance—and they did, circling the ridge until their former position was little more than a shadowy speck in the distance.

In his myriad wanderings with Cree’dan, Oshere had made certain to keep his eyes open for any clues that might reveal how the Jem’Hadar had reached Sineron II.  Their trek around the rocky, desolate ridge surrounding the equally desolate tundra revealed little in the way of clues, and the Cardassian found himself growing slightly discouraged.  Jem’Hadar didn’t just grow on trees—they were all bred in cloning facilities.

“Can these Jem’Hadar shroud more than just their bodies?” Cree’dan asked, apparently growing tired of searching for clues.

“No,” Oshere replied.  “It is some sort of biological process.  They can only shroud themselves—nothing more, nothing less.”

“Then why don’t we just go and take one of them prisoner.  Perhaps after a few interrogation sessions, these Jem’Hadar would be more forthcoming?”

Oshere almost laughed, for such a situation sounded absurd even in theory.  “A Jem’Hadar would never allow himself to be taken hostage.  He would certainly kill himself… that is, if he didn’t kill us first.”

Intrigue glittered over Cree’dan’s fiery eyes.  “You are giving these Jem’Hadar incredible buildup.  For your sake, it had best be true.”

“Rest assured, Overseer, the Jem’Hadar are the most fierce warriors one could hope to encounter,” said Oshere, thoughts of the Dominion War floating through his mind.  

Cree’dan only shrugged.  It was obvious the Overseer needed a history lesson to recount the numerous atrocities committed by the Jem’Hadar during the war… and perhaps a demonstration so he could witness their undying thirst for battle firsthand.  If things went well, Oshere was certain Cree’dan would see both…

They continued to make their way around the ridge.  Oshere could see numerous Jem’Hadar in the distance, very near the patch of forest where he and Cree’dan had first seen the feral warriors.  At first, the warriors seemed to be mindlessly wandering the forested area, but then he saw a few of them sparring with their kar’takin, a short lance with cleaver-like blades at the end.  “This may be some sort of training facility,” whispered Oshere.  “If that is the case, there are at least thirty-six soldiers here.  Twenty-seven are present to guard the base; the remaining nine patrol the perimeter.”

Cree’dan’s eyes grew wide, and he quickly surveyed the surrounding area for any distortions.  There were none, but the Overseer was clearly on edge.  “My affinity for this planet is decreasing with each passing moment.”

Oshere was about to agree, when he suddenly spotted something out of the ordinary at the very edge of the forested area.  At first it looked like a simple extension of the shrubbery, but as he looked closer, Oshere could tell that it was a tent, specially camouflaged to blend in with the forest—and now that he saw it, Oshere could also see three Jem’Hadar standing guard in front of it.  “All of the answers are in that tent,” he said, pointing.

“Thirty-six warriors, you say?”  A devious smile cracked Cree’dan’s face.  “We will return to the ship, organize a tactical party, and ambush the Jem’Hadar.”

Already, Oshere did not like this plan.  Then again, it would certainly demonstrate to Cree’dan the utter strength of these manic warriors.  Perhaps it would be wise to get this confrontation out of the way now…

Oshere nodded.  “We will need at least forty of your best men, perhaps more… the Jem’Hadar are lethal, and will stop at nothing to see us dead…”

And the plotting continued…

“Elorg raiders are entering weapons range,” said Miral Torres at the helm.  Her cool voice seemed to keep the rest of the scanty bridge crew in good spirits—but to Keller’s chagrin, no amount of cool could keep the crew calm during an attack, for even her heart’s pace quickened at the news.  

“Weapons are still offline,” said Commander Francisco Perez.  He had been working in the bowels of the ship for quite some time trying to repair long-range communications—his sudden appearance meant he was either successful, or not wanting to be in the bowels of the ship during a potentially lethal attack.  Either way, Erin couldn’t blame him for returning to the bridge.

Suddenly, the first sonorous blast struck the ship—or near it, anyway.  A loud explosion sounded overhead, but its effect on the Majestic was nominal.  It was either a warning shot, or bad aim.  Either way, it was only the beginning of the end of the Majestic…

Chapter Ten

Blood trickled down Allison Duford’s temple.  The fierce Elorg assault on her vessel had prompted more than a few encounters with sharp objects, and it was beginning to take its toll.  Looking at the cut on her hand, and another one near her wrist, Duford couldn’t help but wonder, which would last longer: her ship or her crew?

The Majestic groaned as another Elorg phaser beam sliced away at the hull.  Duford simply closed her eyes and held tight to the arms of the command chair until the deck stopped moving beneath her feet.  It seemed that with each passing assault, the wait grew longer and longer… Soon, the decks would begin to collapse, the warp core would breech, and all their dreams would be shattered.

Another blast.

It was closer this time.  Duford’s head jerked with the impact, and she found herself sliding about in her chair.  “Damn,” she muttered.  “Why don’t they just put us out of our misery?” she prompted to nobody in particular.

“Their aim does kinda suck,” said Keller, still hunched over the tactical station with Perez.

“Then again,” said Perez, “misery is probably something they want us to experience.”

“I’ll bet,” said Duford.  She brushed some of the soot off her once pristine command chair and sighed.  It would be only a matter of time before that chair was nothing more than a memory; she might as well keep it clean in its final hours.

Suddenly, Miral Torres swiveled around in her chair, stopping when she faced Duford.  “Captain,” she said excitedly, “I think I might have the shields back online!”

Hope flashed through Duford for a brief moment.  She was about to laud the Cadet for her work, but the words died in Duford’s throat as the Elorg killed whatever work Torres had completed.  Sparks shot down from the ceiling with a cloud of white plasma—and Duford’s aspirations were quashed.  “Nice try, though, Cadet.  But I’m about ready to bet this ship is a lost cause.”

The tactical station bleeped.  “Not quite yet,” said Keller.  “We have phasers!”

Inspiration struck Duford like a bolt of lightning.  “The Elorg are going to want to take prisoners.  We know they’re going to want to interrogate us…  And in order to get their hands on us, they’re going to have to lower their shields.”

“And the second they do,” said Keller,  “we’ll attack them.”

“We’ll need to destroy one of the raiders right off the bat,” Duford continued.  “But we only want to disable the second one.”

“Disable?” repeated Torres, confused.

“It’s going to be our new home,” said Duford.  She turned to Keller and Perez.  “I seriously hope you guys have better aim than the Elorg, because you’re only going to get two or three shots before they call for reinforcements… or obliterate us.”

“If that’s not inspiration, I don’t know what is,” quipped Keller as she continued to tap at the controls.

Another blast rocked the ship—this time striking extremely close to the bridge.  Duford’s hands immediately fell upon the arms of her chair, but it did her little good.  A loud snap filled the air, and moments later, the chair toppled to the ground. Duford quickly scrambled to her feet and came up alongside Torres at the helm.  

According to the fragmented sensor data on the screen, the vultures were still circling, but they were not inclined to land…

“We’re entering the Cleyra System.”

At hearing Talyere’s dull words, Kendall Johnson’s hands quickly fell upon the workstation before him.  “Dropping to impulse.”

The transwarp engines whined softly as their task came to its completion.  Out the cockpit window, the verdant hues of the transwarp conduit slowly streaked out of existence, replaced by vibrant azure hues of an expansive nebula.  Delicately intertwined amidst its cloudy embrace, a collection of tiny spheres… the Cleyra System.

“Wow,” was all Kendall managed to utter as they approached.  “I wonder why the Federation hasn’t been here in so long?”

Talyere, apparently awed by the nebula, slowly nodded his head.  “As do I,” he said.

“I’m detecting heavy concentrations of cormaline, duranium, and dilithium on three of the planets, as well as a number of other substances that could be of use to the Federation,” Johnson exclaimed as he gleaned the sensor data before him.  “The Federation should have established a base in this system seventy years ago, not have abandoned it!”

Talyere cleared his throat and turned his fiery orange eyes upon Johnson.  “You are jumping to conclusions,” warned the Overseer.  “If the Federation abandoned such a valuable position, it is a certainty that they had a valid reason.”

Johnson shrugged.  “Maybe… they… had a military campaign to attend to?”

Rolling his eyes, Talyere expelled a long sigh.  “You know nothing of your own history,” he said flatly.  “Seventy years ago, the Federation was not engaged in any military campaigns.  The closest thing any empire was to a military campaign at that time was the Cardassians’ conquest of Bajor.”

Kendall sank in his chair; a part of him hoped he would shrink out of existence to rid himself of Talyere, but to his chagrin, nothing happened.  “I’m… I’m sure the Federation had a reason.”

“I believe that has already been established,” Talyere said icily.  “Since there is no record of their reason, it is up to us to find it.  We could begin with a more in-depth sensor sweep of the vicinity to search for any anomalies that may have prompted them to leave.”

That wasn’t the proper course of action, and Johnson knew it.  If there were any spatial anomalies, they would have already detected them.  The Aztec’s instruments were specifically calibrated to search for such things.  In Johnson’s humble opinion, they needed to perform a polaron sweep, or something similar to rule out the possibility of cloaked vessels or temporal phenomena.

He started to speak up, but Johnson found that while his mouth moved, no words came out.  Instead, they bounced around in the back of his mind while Talyere began his incorrect sensor sweep.  Johnson was angry, and thoughts of ill intent slowly crept into his mind… and were summarily banished.  Who am I kidding? he thought to himself.  If he couldn’t bring himself to stop a simple sensor sweep, he certainly wasn’t going to beat some sense into Talyere…

“I am not detecting anything,” Talyere announced as the scan commenced.

“Surprise,” Kendall muttered… apparently louder than he thought, for Talyere readily snapped his head up from the data.

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” said Johnson.

Talyere nodded.  “That’s what I thought.”

A mountain of PADDs covered Alexis O’Connor’s desk.  So many, in fact, that there was little room for the Admiral to set down her plate of doughnuts.  She grumbled at her yeoman’s stupidity, and then shoved a bunch of them to the floor.  With her space cleaned, O’Connor set down her plate and seated herself before the mountain upon her desk.

They all needed to be reviewed…  her subordinates were just too unreliable to be trusted with this valuable data.  And it would be a daunting task, for there were literally dozens of PADDs before O’Connor.  Unsure where to start, she sighed, and grabbed a doughnut.  Once it was gone, she grabbed a PADD from the bottom of the stack and glanced at it.

It was dated stardate 73505… Last year. If it wasn’t important then, it wasn’t important now.  O’Connor deleted its contents and dropped it on the floor.  The next PADD was from Captain Duford—it was the tactical analysis O’Connor had been looking for earlier.  “Oh, it was here all along!” she said with a chuckle before erasing the PADD and dropping it on the floor.

She ate a few more doughnuts and reviewed a few more PADDs, none of which contained anything of interest (thus winding up erased and on the floor).  But finally, O’Connor came upon Admiral Grayson’s recommendation to collapse the Elorg rift.  “I don’t know where he got such a stupid idea,” she grumbled.  “Command hasn’t said anything about collapsing that rift…” She erased the PADD and dropped it on the floor.

Slowly, she reached for another doughnut but to her chagrin, her hand stumbled upon an empty plate.   She quickly retracted her hand and slapped her comm badge.  “O’Connor to Schmid!  We need another plate of doughnuts in my office right away!”

“Yes, ma’am,” came a subdued female voice a moment later.

O’Connor’s eyes quickly roamed over to the doors in anticipation of the arrival of her feast.  And she waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Finally, thirty seconds later, O’Connor sighed with disgust.  “Where is she?  All I ask is one simple task, and she can’t even do that!  Do I have to do everything around here?”

Her eyes narrowing to slits, O’Connor shoved herself away from the desk and slowly rose to her feet.  She took a few hesitant steps toward the replicator and then stopped dead in her tracks.  She was out of breath, and waves of fierce pain surged through her chest and abdomen.  At first, she was inclined to dismiss it as gas, but as the pain built in her chest, O’Connor knew something was wrong.  She groped for her communicator, but her hand was trembling so badly that she could barely control it—but an instant later, it stopped.

Waves of relief summarily replaced the pain, and O’Connor found herself exerting more and more control over her hand.  She sighed.  “I guess it was gas after all.”  With that said, she waddled to the replicator and ordered another doughnut…

Something was bothering Alan.  From the moment they had found him wandering in the wastelands, something seemed wrong.  At first, Drayan suspected her brother was simply suppressing the feelings of anger he felt toward the Elorg—but as time passed, Alan’s mood did not improve.  He seemed totally distant, and constantly distracted.  Once or twice, she even overheard him whispering to himself.  Though she wasn’t able to make out the words, it was clear that something was wrong.

When the time came to patrol the perimeter of Antha’nuel, Drayan quickly volunteered herself for the job, suggesting that Alan come with her.  They were off a few minutes later, and it was then that Drayan casually approached her brother.  “Hey,” she said, making certain she sounded kind.  Drayan was aware that her temper tended to run short around her brother, and this was certainly not the time to lose it.

Alan’s pace slowed, and he turned to face his sibling.  “Yes, sister dearest?”

Now that the topic had been broached, Drayan quickly found herself at a loss for words—a rarity in itself.  She shook her head, and quickly found the necessary words: “I was just wondering how things were going.”

“Just lovely,” said Alan, tramping through a patch of wild, untamed grass.  The sarcasm in his voice was apparent.

Not wanting to hear his false pretext, Drayan forcefully grabbed Alan’s shoulder and spun him around.  “Can’t you take anything seriously?”

“Sure I can.”

Drayan’s eyes narrowed.  “You’re not convincing me of that!” she said tersely.  “All I did was ask you a simple question, and you can’t even answer that without a sarcastic reply!”

The second she finished speaking, Drayan regretted speaking the words.  Though she certainly meant what she said, now was clearly not the time to try and mold her brother into a more pleasant being.   There were more pressing matters at hand—but Alan was clearly not inclined to discuss them.  He quickly pushed Drayan away and continued treading the rocky terrain ahead of them.

Drayan rolled her eyes and made haste to follow in his footsteps.  Perhaps her quest for answers was a futile one.  The two of them had never been close; they were acquaintances at best, so it was doubtful that Alan would confide is most inner thoughts with her, and Drayan soon realized that she didn’t know him well enough to coax the information out of him.  It seemed they shared bloodlines, but little else…

By the time Drayan was done cogitating her relationship with Alan, the two of them had traversed several kilometers, and were nearly back to the familiar grounds of Antha’nuel.  The rocky trail they followed slowly traversed the slopes of the Farhelian Mountains, whose massive peaks sheltered the region from harm—but apparently, their protection was not infinite.

At the sight of movement just up ahead, Drayan stopped dead in her tracks and quickly crouched down in the shrubbery just off the trail—but to her chagrin, Alan kept walking.  “Idiot!” she called out.

He quickly came about.  “What?” 

“I saw something up ahead!”

Alan nodded.  “Just like you always saw gorag beasts in the field when we were little,” he quipped.  “They’re probably just ducks.”

“Those were not ducks!” persisted Drayan.  “I’ve spent a lot of time in these mountains, and never have…”

Her voice trailed off as another set of voices filled the air.  Alan immediately took heed of Drayan’s warning, and ducked into the bush beside her.  “Definitely not ducks,” he agreed.  “Unless it’s Donald.”

Drayan frowned.  “Donald who?”

“Donald Duck,” Alan whispered as the voices drew nearer.  “You need to spend more time with humans.”

Though she was utterly lost, Drayan didn’t have time to contemplate Alan’s lame joke.  Instead, her mind was transfixed on the approaching voices.

“…can’t we just obliterate this miserable hole and proceed to our next target?  That would be so much simpler.”  The voice was deep and throaty, undoubtedly belonging to a rather large individual.  Drayan had little desire to meet him.

“Obliteration would be too good a death for them,” came the second voice.  It was just as deep, but tended to exude a more sophisticated tone.  “Nevertheless, I fail to see why we were selected for this mundane patrol.  No fool would seek refuge in these mountains.”

Deep Throat laughed.  “You are as green as a hatchling,” he mused.  “Those Ka’Tulan savages have undoubtedly infested these peaks like a plague.  When the radiation clears, we will simply beam them into interrogation chambers.  But until then… patrols are a necessity.”

As the banter between the two Elorg continued, Drayan turned to Alan.  She was going to suggest they fall back through the shrubbery and make a run for it—but Alan clearly had other ideas.  His phaser was locked his hand and he was positioned to leap out at the Elorg the moment they were within range.  Drayan quickly placed a firm hand on his leg.  “What are you doing?” she asked.

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

Her eyes widened.  “Getting us killed!”

“If anyone is going to fall over dead,” said Alan, pushing Drayan away, “it’s going to be them.”

There was bitterness in his voice that sent a chill down Drayan’s spine.  “What is up with you?” she asked.

He said nothing, and quickly darted out of the bushes.  Not wanting to see her little brother killed, Drayan plucked the phaser from her belt and followed him into the fire.

Almost immediately, two very large Elorg approached, yielding phaser rifles that dwarfed even the largest Federation equivalents.

“Halt, you filthy Ka’Tulans!” called out Deep Throat.  He approached them with considerable speed, considering his massive size, and quickly pointed the large barrel of his weapon in Alan’s face.  “I should terminate you right now… but that would take away the pleasure of an interr—”

A streak of orange light lashed out of Alan’s phaser and struck Deep Throat in the abdomen.  The Elorg hunched over, and his massive weapon fell to the ground a fraction of a second later.  Not wanting him to recover, Alan quickly shot the Elorg again before turning to his lanky companion.

This second Elorg was much more agile than his friend, and quickly darted out of the way as Alan came at him—but Alan was not deterred.  He rampantly fired his phaser at the Elorg.  Though each and every shot missed, Alan was effectively draining the Elorg of his energy until finally, he faltered.  Hastily, Alan took aim and shot him square in the chest.

Nothing happened, and the Elorg simply stared at Alan with a wide grin upon his face.  “How pathetic you are,” he mused before raising his massive weapon.

Drayan knew she had to do something—but after seeing the effect phasers had on this fellow, she didn’t know what she could do.  Thus, she did the first thing that came to mind: charge.  She trampled toward the Elorg like a bull, running at full speed until she crashed into his body.  The Elorg wheezed as the air exploded from his chest, and seconds later, Drayan crushed him into the ground.

He grabbed at her, desperate to latch his pasty white hands onto something… but Drayan’s swift moves kept him at bay.  She repeatedly dug her elbow into his chest and clawed at his face until streams of black blood surfaced.  The Elorg screamed and threw Drayan aside, quickly pouncing on her like a feral cat.

She saw blood—red blood—on her hand and knew that the battle was slowly turning against her.  Thus, Drayan kicked and squirmed her way out of the Elorg’s grasp, constantly trying to evade his approaches until a fateful streak of light struck the bloodied Elorg in the chest.  Though he was physically unfazed by the assault, the beam had caught him off guard, and for a moment, he faltered.  Without hesitation, Drayan leapt at the Elorg and shoved him into the bushes.  He tripped over some twigs, lost his footing, and proceeded to roll down the side of the mountain.

“That’s the last we’ll be seeing of him,” said Drayan, watching the guard cartwheel down the steeping slopes below.  But her words fell upon deaf ears, for Alan’s attention was focused on Deep Throat.  “What are you doing?”

Alan poised his phaser to fire.  “Getting rid of him.”

“He’s not going anywhere,” said Drayan.

Alan nodded.  “I just want to be sure of that.”   He fired his phaser—but to Drayan’s horror, the setting was anything but stun.  Seconds later, a huge cavity opened in the Elorg’s chest, spewing black blood like a fountain.  When he finished, Alan stepped back and fired again.

And again.

And again.


And again…

Chapter Eleven

Ryan Landsberg was in heaven.

While the Merrimac had certainly been a fine vessel to command, the scenery tended to grow stale after awhile.  Looking at the same things each and every day tended to drive the Captain to insanity, and the destruction of his ship at the hand of the Elorg was almost a blessing in disguise.  The Starlight was a welcome change of pace.

Even in the darkened remains of engineering, the sight Landsberg beheld was awe-inspiring.  A tall, slender body, sleek curves, and a series of tantalizing spots that led to… wherever… Landsberg couldn’t help but smile at the prospects of finding out.  To his chagrin, he didn’t even know the name of the angelic Trill standing at one of workstations on the far side of the engine room.  But he made it a point to find out…

Slowly, Landsberg made his way toward the warp core, pretending to inspect the inactive tube as he approached the Trill.  For a brief moment, she looked in Landsberg’s general direction—but to his consternation, she didn’t even seem to notice him.  Instead, she nodded an individual behind Landsberg before returning to her work.  “Damn,” cursed Landsberg under his breath as he turned to see his competition.

It was none other than Lucas Tompkins, the very person Landsberg had intended to speak with when he set out to visit engineering.  The Captain forced a smile to his face and approached the chief engineer.  “I was just checking out your… um… warp core.”

A wide smile spread across Tompkins’ face.  “Jayla Trinn,” he said.  “Though she’s nothing compared to Lieutenant Fellows in temporal astrophysics.”

Landsberg’s face lit up.  “I have had the pleasure of meeting her,” he said, recalling the brief conversation he had with her in the science lab a few days ago.  “This is quite a ship you have here.”

“It is,” agreed Tompkins.  “Too bad she’s going to get junked.”

Landsberg slowly drew himself closer to Tompkins.  “Don’t count on it,” he whispered, making certain that his words at least hinted at what he was not permitted to say.  “In fact, I think it would be a good idea if you were to continue repairs on the warp core…  You know, in case I feel like taking Lieutenant Fellows out for a spin… in say… two weeks. ” 

A curious gaze fell upon Tompkins’ face as he absorbed Landsberg’s words.  The chief engineer considered them for several more moments, and then finally, he realized their not-so-hidden message.  “Grayson gave you a mission, didn’t he?”

Landsberg quickly cleared his throat.  “I am not at liberty to discuss that,” he said evenly.  “But if I were you, I wouldn’t pack my bags just yet…”

And on that cryptic note, Landsberg turned on his heel and strode out of engineering, leaving Lucas Tompkins alone to ponder what was to become of the Starlight.

By Erin Keller’s count, two hours had passed since they hatched the plan to take one of the Elorg raiders—and not once in those two hours did the Elorg even think about lowering their shields.  They loomed overhead like vultures, pecking away at the Majestic with some sort of pathetic energy weapon.  Still, the cumulative effect they had on the Majestic was mounting, and the ship took more and more damage with each blast.

The bridge had taken its fair share of damage.  Several large bulkheads had collapsed near the viewscreen, tearing apart the hull so thoroughly that they had a new window to look through.  Thankfully the atmosphere outside the ship was breathable, and if anything, the hull breech provided some much needed fresh air.

But if there was one thing that Erin Keller was left wanting, it was a hot bath… and perhaps a good meal.  To her chagrin, neither seemed likely as long as they remained on the Majestic.

A yawn suddenly escaped her, and Erin quickly realized that the last time she had slept, it was in her quarters on the Starlight…  with Alan…   She almost longed to be back on her old ship, with her old friends.  But she banished the thought and instead turned her attention to Francisco Perez.

He was an attractive man, average in height, but extremely well built.  He sported a shaved head and a thin goatee that certainly kept him distinguished amidst this crew.  Erin flashed him a quick smile.  “I guess this isn’t the best time to socialize…”

“No,” he said with a chuckle, “it’s not.”

“Well, then just give me a quick review of your life,” Erin insisted, despite the wretched timing of the conversation.

Perez nodded indecisively as he pieced together the myriad moments of his life into a brief synopsis, and then let out a long sigh.  “I’ve been in Starfleet for sixteen years.  I spent four years as an exobiologist on the Excalibur, four on Starbase 74 as chief of operations, six years on the Righteous as an engineer, and I’ve spent the last two years as chief engineer of the Majestic.  And it would seem my tenure here is just about over.”

Erin quickly observed their scorched surroundings and couldn’t help but agree.  “Don’t feel bad, I’ve barely been here a day.”

“Easy come, easy go,” quipped Perez.

Erin smiled.  “So, what about your family?”

A wide grin cracked his face, revealing a set of perfect white teeth.  “I have a beautiful wife, Maria, and two sons back on Earth.  I really wish I could see them right now.  What about you?  Any family?”

Erin’s eyes sunk downward in tandem with her aching heart as thoughts of Alan and Angela came to mind.  “No,” she said softly.  “I’m all by my lonesome in this universe.”

That was enough of that.  Erin quickly dropped the subject and turned her eyes back to the sensors—and what she saw almost sent her into shock.  “Allison!  Elorg shields are dropping!”

Duford quickly abandoned her position near Torres at the helm.  “Are the phasers ready?” she demanded when she stood within a meter of the tactical station.

Erin glanced down at tactical.  “Yeah.  The raiders will be in range in less than ten seconds.”

“Target the lead ship,” said Duford.

Perez nodded, his deft hands flying over the controls.  “Target locked.”

“Five seconds,” interjected Keller.

Duford nodded.  “Destroy them.”

“Four.”

“Three.”

“Two.”

Suddenly, a hazy purple light fell upon Duford, and her body slowly twinkled away amidst the shimmering hues of the Elorg transporter beam.  “Shit!” exclaimed Erin, watching transporter alerts light up all over sensors.  “We can’t destroy that ship!  Target the second one and fire!”

Perez was visibly disturbed by the abduction of the Captain, but to his credit, he performed his duty without fail.  Torres on the other hand, seemed more than a little confused.  This was probably more than she had been anticipating in this “routine” mission.

Perez’s fist suddenly crashed into the control interface.  “We’re losing power!” he exclaimed.  “I can’t get the pre-fire chambers to initialize!”

Erin started to look into the problem, but internal sensors suddenly indicated another round of transports in progress.  “Shit!”

Frantically, her fingers flew over the controls, routing power from wherever she could pull it until finally, the chambers were back at minimal functionality.  “Fire!” she shouted, hoping it wasn’t too late.

Perez complied.

In her mind’s eye, Erin could see a ragged beam of orange light streaking out of the decrepit Majestic and slicing into the hull of the defenseless Elorg raider.  Sparks fell from the sky, and moments later, the raider burst into flames, its smoldering hulk hurtling to the ground.

“Direct hit!” exclaimed Perez.  “One down, one to go!”

“They’re almost out of weapons range!” Torres shouted from the helm.

“Get that ship grounded!” Erin cried, watching their last hope streak away from them at high speed.

Perez rampantly tapped away at the failing controls until finally, they bleeped in a strident cacophony.  His hands froze over the darkened console, and his morbid gaze locked with Erin’s.  “Our power levels just dipped to critical.”

Erin blinked, and terror flooded her veins.  “Can we still fire phasers?”

Perez gazed at his dysfunctional console.  “Doubtful,” he said.  “What about you, Cadet?  Your station working?”

“Barely,” said Torres.  “But according to sensors, the Elorg are holding position just outside firing range.”

At first, Erin thought the Elorg were simply taunting the helpless few left on the Majestic.  Of course, having captured the majority of the crew, it would make little sense to stick around.  It would be in the Elorg’s best interest to either beam up the rest of the prisoners, or just leave them for dead.  But they weren’t.  The Elorg raider was holding position. 

“Are they transmitting any sort of distress signal?” Erin inquired as she continued to ponder the situation.

“No,” Torres replied.

A faint smile cracked Erin’s face.  “Maybe the Elorg got more than they bargained for when they beamed aboard the prisoners…  If Allison has managed to take the ship…” 

Perez was already shaking his head.  “If Captain Duford captured the ship, why hasn’t she beamed us up?”

“I don’t know,” said Keller.  She started to postulate a few additional theories, but her words were cut off by a sudden series of bleeps at the helm.

“The raider is moving off,” reported Torres.  “It appears to be landing in a field about twenty kilometers from here.”

Now Keller’s interest was piqued.  She hastily abandoned the tactical station and made her way to the helm, carefully pushing Miral Torres out of the way to take a look at the data for herself—and what she saw boded both good and bad news.   “When we destroyed the first raider, the second raider was apparently caught in the explosion for a second or two, where it sustained some damage…”

“If we can get to the raider before the damage is repaired,” started Torres, “we still might be able to take the ship.”

The exact same thoughts flowed through Keller’s brain at almost the exact moment Torres spoke them—and a wave of relief fell upon Erin.  She was glad to see that she was on the same wavelength as her subordinates, because it would only make their coming trials easier—and there was little doubt in Erin’s mind that there were many trials ahead of them…

* * *

“I am dead,” proclaimed First Rinak’isar, proudly flaunting his massive rifle in the air.  “As of this moment, we are all dead!  We go into battle to reclaim our lives.  This we do gladly because we are Jem’Hadar.  Remember, victory is life.”

A chorus of voices quickly filled the air around Rinak’isar.  “Victory is life!” they shouted, the countless Jem’Hadar squeezing their reptilian hands around their weapons.

Rinak’isar smiled at his men’s training.  They were ready to die—and he hoped that they fought hard and died well for this glorious cause.  Slowly, he lowered his weapon and began to pace among his troops.  “Earlier today, Third Tirak’agan spotted intruders on the eastern perimeter.  It is our duty to ensure they do not infiltrate this encampment.”

That was all the information they needed.  A second Jem’Hadar slowly fell into step alongside Rinak’isar.  “Standard deployment,” he shouted.

Seconds later, the hunt was on…

Cree’dan and Oshere were crouched behind a large rock on the western perimeter, carefully observing the Jem’Hadar and their movements.  They were adept— Cree’dan would give them that much—but these Jem’Hadar had yet to see the ferocity of an Elorg Protector.

As the ever-arrogant Oshere had suggested, Cree’dan had forty of his best protectors placed in the forests around the Jem’Hadar’s tundra, ready to strike at the first sign of trouble.  Once his warriors were in place, Cree’dan had his ships retreat to the asteroid belt surrounding the Sineron Cluster, where they would be hidden from sensors by the radiation therein.  Thus, if any unexpected company arrived, Cree’dan’s fleet would go utterly unnoticed.

Now all that remained was the simple matter of infiltrating the tent that seemed to be the center of attention—and for that, Cree’dan turned his blazing orange eyes upon Oshere.

The Cardassian shivered and rubbed his hands together before pulling a tricorder from his belt.  “Cardassians do not tolerate the cold,” he explained as he scanned the vicinity.  “In fact, I rather miss the arid nights on Gildebron III.  It almost reminded me of Cardassia, though the décor in that Citadel of yours is most dreadful.”

Cree’dan clenched his jaw.  “Just scan the tent.”

Oshere blinked.  “Of course.”  There were a few moments of silence; then Oshere snapped his tricorder shut and turned to Cree’dan.  “There’s nobody inside, and with the Jem’Hadar focused on the perimeter, we could most likely beam inside without incident.  And if you want to see distasteful décor, look no further than the Jem’Hadar…  I remember my stay at Inter—”

Growling, Cree’dan placed a firm hand on Oshere’s shoulder and squeezed.  “If you do not cease and desist with this pedantic banter, I will personally throw you to the Jem’Hadar.”

Oshere huffed, and to Cree’dan’s pleasure, remained silent.  Slowly, the Elorg touched the comm-link on his wrist.  “Cree’dan to Kedris.  Beam us directly inside the tent, now.”

* * *

After devouring several more doughnuts, Admiral O’Connor thought she was starting to feel more and more like herself—though she couldn’t figure out what she had eaten to give her such a terrible case of gas.  Nevertheless, she dismissed the subject and continued reviewing the stack of PADDs on her desk until they were nearly gone.

The majority of those PADDs contained worthless information on Elorg advances and attacks on surrounding worlds.  O’Connor quickly discarded those, knowing Command only wanted her professional opinion on the matter at hand.  

Slowly, she extended a flabby arm to grab one of the few remaining PADDs, only to see her hand begin trembling. Sweat began dripping from her face, and O’Connor soon realized that she was short of breath… 

The gentle violet hues of the Elorg transporter beam swiftly deposited Cree’dan and Oshere inside the tent at the center of the Jem’Hadar base.  It was a cramped little enclosure, filled with plenty of alien relics that Cree’dan was not familiar with.  There was a small desk in one corner, a shelf in another, and a bulky computer workstation in the center of the room, its surface cluttered with PADDs.

Cree’dan plucked one of them from the station and glanced at the text.  It was green… and aside from that, totally alien to him.  Oshere, on the other hand, was thoroughly absorbed by what he saw, and Cree’dan slowly made his way to the Cardassian’s side.  “What is it?”

Oshere’s mouth opened, but no words came out—primarily because another voice—a dreadfully monotone one—spoke before Oshere had the chance.  The two quickly ducked behind the workstation just as the tent’s door swooped partially open.

“..and they appear to be functioning within normal parameters,” said the voice.

“Excellent,” came a second voice, this one brimming with energy.  “How soon can we produce more?”

“As soon as the cloning facilities on Alinor are completed,” the first voice replied.  “I expect that to occur within six days.”

Suddenly, the door swooped open the rest of the way, and two broad-shouldered aliens stepped inside the tent.  They grabbed some materials from the desk in the corner and departed as swiftly as they entered.

Cree’dan slowly turned to Oshere, who was, quite possibly for the first time in his life, rendered speechless.  “Who were they?” he asked.

Oshere shook his head in disbelief.  “Romulans,” he whispered.

Gasping for air, Admiral O’Connor slowly pushed herself away from her desk.  She needed to get to sickbay.  She needed help.

Slowly, she rose from her chair and started to hobble for the doors, each step bringing her more and more trouble until finally, pain exploded in her chest like a breeched warp core.  She moaned, grabbed her chest, and collapsed upon the cold, hard floor…

* * *

“Angelus Erarre”

Part Two

Stardate 74011.9; January 04, 2397

Chapter Twelve

The conquest of the Federation was at hand.

Streaking from the verdant threshold of a transwarp conduit, dozens of Elorg Destroyers descended upon a helpless Federation task force like a virulent pestilence.  Streaks of azure light soared through the void of space, crashing through the Federation defense perimeter in a sea of flames.

Unwilling to face the brutal carnage that awaited, the helpless Federation starships scattered like frightened birds, swiftly retreating to the vibrant blue sphere they were so desperately trying to protect: Alpha Sigma V.  Making haste to regroup, the Federation starships quickly fell into formation behind a Galaxy-glass starship and made a valiant attempt to repel the invaders.

Blazing teal quantum torpedoes ripped through the angry cosmos, and fiery orange phaser blasts soon followed, exploding upon the Elorg fleet with the might of a thousand souls willing them conquer—but to no avail.

Soon, the Elorg descended upon the meager Federation fleet amidst a torrent of icy blue phaser beams.  A rampant inferno summarily engulfed the Federation flagship, and a wide smile cracked Xi’Yor’s placid face.

Sitting comfortably in the curvy obsidian command chair on the Elorg flagship, the devious Overseer slowly turned his ardent gaze upon the venerable Governor Quarren.  “It is certain the alliance between our two peoples will flourish if the Forcenans continue to provide such dominant destroyers,” said Xi’Yor.  It was a complement to the Governor and his people, and Quarren obviously took it to heart—for it was not often that Xi’Yor gave such high praise.

Quarren ran his fingers through the swath of silky black hair upon his head.  “As long as there are nemeses to fight, the Forcenans shall provide the Elorg with all the resources necessary to fight them.”

When he set out to meet the Forcenans on the Cerebrate’s behalf, Xi’Yor had been weary, suspecting the primitive culture had only constructed a few meager starships for Xi’Yor to command.  The Overseer was glad to see his fears were unfounded.  It was an alliance two-years in the making, and now it would seem that the time devoted to creating the union had not been wasted.

“The Federation task force is hailing us on all frequencies,” called out the Underling at the helm.  “They are surrendering, and calling for a cease fire.”

Xi’Yor’s gaze shifted from Quarren to the decrepit task force on the viewscreen.  Most of the Federation starships were adrift, venting plasma from their warp nacelles, and flames from their pocked hulls.  “How pathetic,” he sneered.  “Ignore the cease fire… and put those pedantic humans out of their misery once and for all.”

The Underling at the helm paused.  “Overseer?” he asked questioningly.

 After the treachery Nafar had demonstrated, Xi’Yor was no longer tolerant of his underlings.  The Overseer sighed, and approached the insolent fool.  “Report to interrogation chamber three.  I will arrive shortly to terminate you.”

The Underling’s eyes went wide with horror.  What a terrible fate it was to be terminated on one’s first mission.  Still, the Underling did not protest.  He slowly rose from the helm and, with his head lowered, approached the turbolift in the aft section of the bridge.

Xi’Yor was already looking forward to the dark deeds he would commit in chamber three.  He quickly grabbed the disruptor from his belt and fired it at the departing Underling.  The ragged blue beam struck the pariah in the back.  There wasn’t enough force behind the blast to kill him, but there was certainly enough to make the trip to chamber three that much more unbearable.  Xi’Yor smiled at the wretched fool.  “A preview of what is to come,” he said softly before resolving to get back to business.  “Quarren, take the helm.  Certainly you know what to do…”

The gray-skinned Forcenan quickly scrambled to his feet and dashed to the helm before seating himself behind the expansive workstation.  “Target locked.”

Xi’Yor nodded his approval.  “Fire.”

The glorious symphony of destruction that ensued was a magnificent sight for Xi’Yor to behold.  Massive clouds of fire exploded into the cosmos, obliterating the entire Federation fleet with one fateful volley.  Large chunks of debris hung in the hazy aftermath, the only roadblock between Xi’Yor and the conquest of Alpha Sigma V—and it was a roadblock easy overcome.  For all intents and purposes, Alpha Sigma V stood at the twilight of its freedom.

“Who are you?”

Though the Cerebrate’s brazen words fell upon her with sincerity, the girl had long ago resolved to stay silent in the event of incarceration.  Thus, strapped to a cold, metallic chair in a dark chamber, the girl observed a vigilant silence.

The Cerebrate, clearly displeased with the silence, folded her arms and cast an icy gaze at the girl before turning to the two large Protectors standing near to doors.  The girl recognized them as the ones she encountered in the corridor en route to the Cerebrate’s quarters, and the shorter of the two, Hakleen, couldn’t help but stare—he was certainly hoping for another interlude with the girl.  Of course, he wasn’t going to get one.

“She has observed this silence for three intervals,” said Z’danorax to the protectors.  “My rendezvous with Talyere has been significantly delayed, and such silence on the girl’s behalf will no longer be tolerated.”

“Shall I summon a pain technician?” inquired the other protector; the girl was relatively certain he was called Ta’keer.

“No,” said Z’danorax briskly.  “I believe that, given time, I will extract the information I require.  But in the interim, prepare my personal shuttle for departure.  I will not delay my fateful assignation with the traitor Talyere any longer.”

Both protectors readily nodded their comprehension, and swiftly departed, leaving Z’danorax alone with the girl once more.  The Cerebrate slowly approached her taciturn prisoner, and then gently stroked the girl’s chin when within range.  “Why do you resist me?” she inquired, her voice a docile whisper.  “If you fear termination, I assure you, silence will only make it a more painful, agonizing procedure.”

The girl would not be swayed so easily.  She knew exactly how death would become her.  The pain and agony were irrelevant.  As long as she kept to her resolve, the Cerebrate would find no answers.  If the pain technicians attempt to forcefully extract memories, the girl would circumvent their efforts, and besiege them with false recollections.  And if they killed her, so much the better… 

Chapter Thirteen

As she waved an osteo-regenerator over Ryan Landsberg’s fractured ulna, one question repeatedly came to Sarah Hartman’s mind:  “What the hell were you thinking?”

While making repairs to the ship, Landsberg apparently thought it necessary to start removing some of the debris before it had been designated safe to do so.  Thus, when he pulled what appeared to be a simple piece of conduit from a hefty stack of garbage, the entire conglomeration came toppling down.  In retrospect, Hartman was inclined to add, “You could have been killed!” to her previous statement.

Landsberg shook his head, running his free hand through his short blonde hair.  “You doctor-types are all alike,” he mused.  “There’s barely a scratch on me.”

Hartman paused, her piercing gaze quickly delving into Landsberg’s bright blue eyes.  “You almost severed your arm!  But what the hell, right?  One less thing for you to sanitize when you leave waste extraction.”

The Captain shrugged indolently.  “Actually, I was thinking that I could use it to impress women.”

Hartman scoffed.  “Have you forgotten about Rachael already?  Out of sight, out of mind?”

“I haven’t forgotten her,” said Landsberg defensively.  “In fact, I’m looking forward to my next meeting with her.  I just hope she’s okay.”

The osteo-regenerator suddenly bleeped, indicating to Hartman that its task was completed.  She quickly deactivated the device and set it aside before giving Landsberg’s arm a quick inspection with her medical tricorder.  Once she was satisfied that the bone healed properly, she closed the tricorder and slipped it into her pocket.  “It’s going to be sore for a couple of days, but otherwise, it’s as good as new.  Just don’t go doing anything stupid—if you can help it.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” said Landsberg flatly.  “I’ll keep your warm, caring words in mind.”

“As you should.”  With that said, Hartman quickly turned on her heel and headed for her office to embark upon her next task—but to her chagrin, Landsberg was not yet through with her.

“Doctor,” he said softly, “We need to have a discussion.”

She stopped dead in her tracks.  “About what?”

“I think that’s obvious,” said Landsberg, slowly approaching Hartman.  “You have an attitude.”

Immediately, Hartman’s eyes widened with disgust; she was almost tempted to pretend this part of the conversation was never broached, as it was ludicrous.  “You’re kidding.”

“No.  I’m not.”  He quickly sidestepped Hartman, bringing himself in front of the Doctor.  “Though your treatment of my wound was adequate, I’d have to give your bedside manner a failing grade.  Furthermore, there are staff meetings on this ship every day.  Your attendance at these meetings is not optional.  If the rest of the senior staff can attend, so can you.”

Hartman could feel her blood begin to boil.  “But…”

“But what?”

“Captain Christopher didn’t req—”

“And I’m not Captain Christopher,” said Landsberg.  “This is my ship now, and we will do things my way.  I don’t ask much of you Doctor, but I fully expect the few orders I do give to be carried out swiftly and efficiently.  Am I understood?”

Hartman sighed angrily.  “Yes.  Sir.”

Landsberg smiled, and patted Hartman on the shoulder.  “Then I’ll see you at the staff meeting,” he said pleasantly.

An hour later, Landsberg sat at the head of the elegant table in the Starlight’s conference lounge, sipping at a glass of dark, bubbly soda while reviewing the contents of the padd before him.  Once he was satisfied that he had absorbed the majority of the data therein, Landsberg set the padd aside and simply stared into his beverage—it was dark, just like oblivion.

Landsberg was certainly no pessimist, but considering the mission he had been bequeathed, such dark thoughts were virtually guaranteed from time to time.  Certainly, news of this mission would put a serious damper on the crew’s spirits—because the only reason they were rebuilding this ship was so that it could be destroyed yet again… 

Thankfully, they needn’t discuss the mission on this day.  Admiral Grayson had assured Landsberg that it would be at least two weeks before the impediments blocking the mission would be out of the way.  Thus, Landsberg expected a fairly uneventful day.

The doors suddenly hissed open, admitting Commander Harrison and Lieutenants Bator and Drayge.  They greeted Landsberg before seating themselves near Landsberg at the head of the table.  Over the course of the next few minutes, Commanders Kerrigan and Tompkins arrived, followed closely by an extremely disgruntled Sarah Hartman.

As she entered, the Doctor made it known that she had no desire to be there.  Her gaze was icy, her lips thin, and her arms folded.  Without so much as a word, she lazily plopped down in the nearest seat.

For a brief moment, Landsberg was tempted to pull the Doctor aside for yet another discussion, but he quickly realized that there were more pressing matters at hand.  “How are the repairs coming?”

“They are proceeding ahead of schedule,” Bator promptly announced.  The pride in his voice was evident.

“We could be ready for a shakedown cruise in a couple of days,” added Tompkins.  “The new warp core is a hell of an improvement over the old one.  Efficiency should be up by at least fifteen percent.”

Landsberg smiled.  “Sweet.”  His eyes quickly turned back to Bator.  “How are the weapons?”

The Phobian cleared his throat, and briefly accessed a padd sitting before him.  When he was done, he set it aside and looked Landsberg in the eye.  “Repairs to the phasers are nearing completion.  The emitter strips on the hull are still in need of repair.  Torpedo launchers are operational, however, we are down to our last dozen quantum torpedoes—and the Starbase does not seem inclined to provide them.”

“Apparently,” Harrison interjected, “the Starlight is still scheduled to be destroyed.”

“It is.”  Landsberg knew he was starting to walk a fine line.  He was not yet permitted to speak of their mission, but with questions like Harrison’s occasionally surfacing, the pieces of the puzzle would certainly fall together over time.  “Admiral O’Connor won’t repeal the order.”

Neelar Drayge was clearly confused.  “Then why did Admiral Grayson come to the Starlight with a new mission for us?  Since he’s only a Vice Admiral, he can’t overrule O’Connor.”

Landsberg smiled enigmatically, but tactfully passed over the question as if he had not heard it.  Now is not the time, Lieutenant.

The meeting went on for some time longer, repairs dominating the majority of the conversation until finally, Landsberg had heard just about everything he had wanted to hear.  His gaze wandered about the crew looking for any additional comments, and when he was satisfied there were not, the Captain straightened his uniform and turned his gaze upon the doors.  “Dismissed.”

Not surprisingly, Sarah Hartman was the first to leave, her haste apparent.  The others mingled for a few moments before quietly filing out until only Neelar Drayge remained.  The young Bolian looked hesitant as he approached Landsberg, but the determination in his eyes was apparent.  “Is there something I can do for you, Lieutenant?”

Drayge nodded his head indecisively.  “Well, not exactly for me… but there was something that I wanted to bring to your attention.”

“If this is about Admiral O’Connor, I am not at—”

“It’s not,” interjected Drayge.  “But in a way I suppose it could be.  But not in the manner you think.  This is a completely different situation.”

Landsberg cleared his throat.  “Which is?”

Drayge slowly closed the gap between the two of them.  “When I was in the astrometrics lab this morning, I was running some sensor sweeps of the region to make sure the repairs I made were adequate—which they were.  But I did notice something out of the ordinary in the data that the sensor sweeps generated.”

Despite the considerable preamble, Landsberg found himself strangely intrigued.  “What did you find?”

Again, the Bolian hesitated—but the determination in his eyes was replaced with something far more primal:  fear.  “Our base on Alpha Sigma V has been completely destroyed.”

For a moment, Landsberg found himself utterly speechless.  He blinked, and forced his dumbfounded words into his mouth.  “I haven’t heard anything about this.”

“Apparently, you’re not the only one,” said Drayge.  “Since the majority of nearby starships don’t have the ability to scan that far, I can understand why we are the first starship to discover it.”

Clenching his jaw, Landsberg slowly shook his head.  “But we’re docked at Starbase 241, which probably scans that area fifty times a day.  Why the hell haven’t they mentioned it to us?”

Drayge shrugged.  “I don’t know…”

* * *

Miral Torres wanted to have a discussion with the scientists—and she used the term loosely—who classified the moons of Ka’Tula VII.    It was obvious that they were the biggest bunch of louses the universe had ever seen, because Hell’s Maw, her nickname for this particular moon, was clearly not the class-L sphere it was alleged to be.

Much like a class-L planetoid, there was an atmosphere to breathe, and though it was thin at times, it was more than sufficient.  But that is where its similarities to a class-L planetoid ended.  There was a chill in the air, often magnified by harsh lunar winds.  The sky above was anything but blue—in fact, a twinkling starfield was constantly overhead.  And the plant life that usually frequented class-L worlds was nowhere to be seen.  This was nothing more than a rocky, desolate sphere.  Damn scientists…

Torres blinked, and suddenly realized that amidst her myriad ramblings, she had begun to fall behind the rest of their small group.  Out of the hundreds of people on the Majestic, the Elorg spared eleven of them.  The others were either being held prisoner by the Elorg or had died defending the ship.  But Torres tried not to dwell on the fact; their deaths were honorable ones, sacrificed for a worthy cause—she hoped.

Being part Klingon, Miral knew that a glorious death in battle was something all Klingons should look forward to.  But she was only part Klingon, and if her parents showed her anything, it was that perhaps Klingons embraced death a little too fast.  And so, while those deaths on the Majestic may have been honorable, Miral was left wondering if those deaths were truly necessary.  Was this war truly necessary?  She wasn’t sure.

Again, her mind was wandering, and again, Miral noted that she had fallen slightly behind.  She grunted, and sprinted her way back up to the front of the pack with Commanders Keller and Perez.

“Hey,” said Keller crisply.  “Enjoying our little walk so far?”

“If I said, “yes,” I would be lying,” admitted Torres, slowing her forward motion considerably as they started up a small hill.

“Well guess what?” said Perez, gazing into his sleek black tricorder.  “It gets better.”

The sarcasm in his voice was obvious, and Miral was already dreading what was to come.  “What is it?”

Though his voice was sarcastic, the look upon his face was dead serious.  “See for yourself.”

A torrent of frigid wind suddenly barreled across the desolate terrain.  As its icy embrace washed over Miral, a chill crawled down her spine, and her teeth began to chatter.  Klingons were not tolerant of the cold.  But she was strong, and willed herself to walk to the top of the hill where Commander Perez stood.

As she approached, Torres quickly noted that the hill did not level off as she had anticipated.  In fact, it did the exact opposite, descending into massive valley that stretched as far as the eye could see.  And just to make Torres eat her words, the valley was infested with a dense black forest.

Tall, lanky trees with rough black bark stretched across the valley, their canopy of thick, ash-colored leaves draped over their gangly branches like a blanket.  The air reeked of sulfur, and the driving wind threw icy chards of dirt at any who dared to impede its path.  Crestfallen, Torres slowly turned her gaze back to Perez.  “Is there another way around?”

“Yes,” he said.  “Unfortunately, we would have to backtrack five kilometers—and then to circumvent this valley would add another forty-seven kilometers to our journey.”

“And we barely have enough food rations for a twenty kilometer trip,” said Commander Keller.  She gazed out at the imposing forest before them and shook her head.  “Does anything live in there?”

“If I were you,” said Perez softly, “I would set my phaser to kill right now.”

Miral’s hand was already hovering over her phaser.  “Why?” she asked, trepidation in her voice.

“The lynax,” he whispered.  “If you remain still during a lull in the wind, you can hear them even now, their hauntingly melodious cries tempting you into submission.  They will lurk in the shadows and observe your response to their song until finally… they attack.  The last thing you will see are three razor sharp fangs plunging into your torso… and then you will be dead.”

Torres gulped, looking to Commander Keller for some sort of strength, but even she was ashen.  “How many of these things are there?” asked Torres, unsure if she wanted to hear the answer.

Perez quickly grabbed his phaser and increased it to its maximum setting.  “Trust me, cadet, you don’t want to know.”

Humans baffled Talyere Rosat, for it is a certainty that only humans would stumble upon a star system as valuable as the Cleyra System, and then abandon it for seemingly no reason.  There was nothing in the vicinity that warranted caution—Talyere had checked the sensor data himself, fearing that his human companion may make some sort of error in judgment.

But there were no errors.  The Cleyra System was as valuable as ever.  The humans had simply decided to abandon it.  After revisiting the sensor data several times, Talyere delved into the historical database, hoping to uncover some answers there—he was disappointed to say the least.

The last starship to visit the Cleyra System was the Adelphi in 2328.  Conveniently, the ship’s Captain did not make any log entries, nor did the crew bother to document any of their findings.  The ship was called away nine hours later to investigate a possible Klingon attack.  Oddly enough, though the attack turned out to be false, the events leading up to that particular discovery were documented extensively.

“That is strange,” said Kendall Johnson, gazing at the data on Talyere’s screen.

The Elorg frowned.  “Do you always read over other people’s shoulder?

“…No, but I… couldn’t help but notice.  But whatever they found, I’d say they deliberately passed over it in their log entries.”

Talyere shook his head.  “You have an uncanny ability to state something that is extremely obvious,” he said.  “Please, do me a favor and remain silent unless you have something useful to contribute.”

Johnson huffed.  “I’m getting a little tired of your negative remarks!” he said evenly.  “I try to be useful, but every time I think I’m onto something, you shoot me down!”

Though he highly doubted that Johnson had anything to contribute, Talyere decided to humor him, thinking that perhaps another failure would squelch his desire to be so helpful.  “What do you suggest we do, then?”

Quickly, without so much as a glint of hesitation, Johnson turned to Talyere, two simple words falling from his lips: “Polaron sweep.”

Expecting Johnson to either say something stupid or incomprehensible, Talyere was left speechless at Johnson’s words.  He blinked, and tried to shrug it off as nonchalantly as possible, but words simply would not come to the Elorg.

“Should I start the sweep?”

Talyere cleared his throat.  “Yes, of course.”

Johnson happily complied, and as his fingers flew over the controls, a series of shrill bleeps soon followed.  Talyere craned his neck to observe Johnson’s actions, but quickly found that the bleeping was a completely separate phenomenon.  “What is it?” Talyere asked.

“I don’t know,” replied Johnson.  “But I’m detecting a massive tetryon field bearing zero-one-zero mark three.”

Growing slightly concerned, Talyere turned back to his workstation.  “I am raising shields,” he said—but got no further than that.

Suddenly, the stars ahead of the Aztec began to ripple, and the shapely curves of an alien starbase slowly ripped through the fabric of space…

Chapter Fourteen

The starbase looked something like an hourglass, with two large, spherical facilities at the top and bottom, connected to each other via a series of tubes.  It was dark in color, and looked like an ominous threat on the horizon—but as he gazed at the sensor data before him, Talyere knew it was not.  “This is a Burmecian starbase,” he said after a moment’s thought.

Late last year, while tracking some sort of dark matter entity, Commander Harrison and a few others encountered a Burmecian craft.  After boarding the vessel, they were transported thousands of light years, making first, and in all probability, last contact with the Ziraxai Imperium.  And now, another relic from the Burmecian Empire loomed just a few kilometers away…

“I’m not detecting any life signs,” Johnson reported a moment later.

Talyere scratched his head.  “There weren’t any life signs on the vessel encountered last year, either,” he replied.

Johnson sighed.  “It seems like these Burmecians just vanished from the face of the universe.”

“Entire civilizations do not simply disappear overnight,” said Talyere, making a valiant effort to keep his words free of unwarranted criticism.  “Something caused the Burmecians to vanish—and with one of their facilities situated so very nearby, I suspect it could be a simple task to beam over there and find out—assuming it is safe to beam over.”

Johnson’s gaze fell upon the sensors.  “I am reading a breathable atmosphere over there,” he said a moment later.  “Considering this station’s age, I’m surprised the life support systems are still operational!”

“The Burmecians’ power systems are as close to perpetual as one could imagine,” said Talyere.  “Regrettably, they are so far advanced that not even I can begin to understand how their systems function.”

“Then I doubt we’ll make much headway in that department,” said Johnson, pushing himself away from his workstation.  “We should concentrate on finding out what happened to the Burmecians.”

“Agreed,” said Talyere.  He quickly rose to his feet and approached the small transporter alcove near the back of the cabin, grabbing a phaser and tricorder from a storage compartment along the way.

“I’ve locked in the coordinates,” said Johnson, still at the helm.  “Transport will initiate in thirty seconds.”

Talyere nodded, and stepped into the alcove; Johnson joined him a few moments later, carrying his own phaser and tricorder.  Once they were both situated in the alcove, the seconds seemed to tick by with incredible sloth.  At one point, Talyere was tempted to leave the alcove and reset the countdown to a smaller number, but by the time he resolved the idea to be a good one, the familiar tingling of the transporter fell upon his skin, and a wave of blue light shimmered over his body.  In the moments that followed, Talyere relaxed his body and psyched his mind for the awes and wonders of the Burmecian starbase he would soon set foot upon.

But as the rush of sparkling light faded away, Talyere found himself more confused that anything else, for he stood not on the Burmecian starbase as he had expected, but in the middle of one of the all-too-familiar corridors on the Starlight…

The Romulans!

Of all the species in the galaxy to be congregating with the Jem’Hadar, the Romulans would have been among Oshere’s last guesses.  During the Dominion war, the Romulans had been sided against the feral warriors, and in the aftermath, had displayed little to no interest in breeding new Jem’Hadar.  Thus, finding them on Sineron II leading legions of Jem’Hadar had come as quite a surprise to Oshere.

After the close-encounter with the Romulans in their tent, Oshere suggested that they forgo any further investigation and return to the ship.  Cree’dan was inclined to agree, and they swiftly departed, along with all forty of Cree’dan’s warriors assigned to fight the Jem’Hadar.

Once they were situated back on the Kedris, hidden deep within the Sineron Cluster’s asteroid belt, Cree’dan made haste to contact the divine Cerebrate Z’danorax back on Gildebron III.  The timing couldn’t have been worse; the Cerebrate had been in the midst of an interrogation.  From what Oshere gathered, the Elorg relished interrogations just as much as Cardassians, and as was the case with any interrogation, interruptions were not acceptable.

Still, the Cerebrate chose to speak with Cree’dan, though her words were tainted with duress.  “For your sake, Overseer, this urgent news you have had best be relevant.”

“Yes, Cerebrate.” Cree’dan was practically groveling at her feet—and since the Cerebrate was displayed on a small viewscreen on the Kedris’ bridge, her feet weren’t even displayed.

“Have you conquered the Sineron Cluster?” asked the divinity icily.

Cree’dan sank yet again.  “Not presently,” he admitted.  “It would seem the Romulan Empire has already expanded to include Sineron within their borders, and are fortifying their position with Jem’Hadar soldiers.”

The Cerebrate’s vivid orange eyes narrowed to slits.  “I thought you deemed the Romulans inconsequential in this campaign!?”

“I did, Cerebrate.  Apparently, I was mistaken.”

Seeing Cree’dan squirm as such almost made Oshere smile—but he refrained, not wanting the Cerebrate to turn her attention away from the Overseer.  Instead, Oshere maintained as neutral a face as possible and pretended to be indifferent to the goings on around him—and it seemed to work, for Z’danorax ignored him completely.

“We cannot afford a Romulan insurrection,” continued the Cerebrate.  “Monitor the situation and attempt to ascertain what the Romulans intend to do with these Jem’Hadar.  If an attack on Elorg interests appears imminent, finish the job the Federation started two years ago, and eradicate the Romulan Empire once and for all.”

When Cree’dan finally rose from his cowering, a he wore a devious smile upon his face.  “I assure you, Cerebrate, if the Romulans have any ill-feelings toward the Elorg, I will make certain none of them are alive to regret it.”

Cree’dan was not kidding—Oshere could sense that immediately.  There were hundreds of billions of people in the Romulan Star Empire… and even though Oshere had no affinity for the Romulans, the last thing he wanted to see was their complete and total annihilation.  But trapped in the upper echelons of the Elorg hierarchy, his actions were closely monitored.  If push came to shove, and the attack on Romulus began, Oshere would have little choice but to stand by and watch the fall of an empire.

According to William Grayson’s calculations, the next wave of Elorg vessels would emerge from the rift in less than two weeks.  At that time, the Federation would be overwhelmed by the influx of new vessels, and forced to capitulate—there were no other alternatives.  Thus, Grayson knew that he had less than two weeks to either convince Admiral O’Connor they needed to collapse the rift, or simply get rid of her so Grayson’s word was law.

Given O’Connor’s opposition to collapsing the rift, Grayson knew that removing her from power was probably the next best thing to do.  He had spent the past several weeks plotting the fall of Alexis O’Connor.  He had spoken with the majority of the fleet Captains, finding unwavering support for O’Connor’s removal.  He questioned his direct subordinates, and many of the officers on Starbase 241, continuing to find support, and as he entered the command deck on this dark morning, Grayson knew the people he questioned today would matter the most: O’Connor’s staff.

To his relief, O’Connor had yet to report for duty.  Though she was not yet considered tardy, it was unusual for her to arrive after Grayson.  He smiled faintly, and then approached a group of officers huddled around the mission ops station in the center of the facility.  “What are we studying?” he asked, making certain his tone didn’t sound overbearing.

Lieutenant Forrester, a beautiful young lady with dark brown hair and ominous brown eyes gazed up from the workstation.  “We seem to be having trouble with the long-range sensors,” she reported.

Grayson frowned.  “What sort of trouble?”

“Their range has been severely compromised,” said Forrester.  “To make things worse, there is a security lockout keeping us from restoring them to a more optimal setting.”

Slightly concerned, Grayson approached the console and gazed at the data for himself.  “That is certainly odd,” he admitted after a moment.  At first Grayson suspected an undercover Elorg operative was on the station—it was certainly plausible.  But the longer the Admiral looked at the data, the less likely that theory seemed.  “These are Admiral O’Connor’s security codes,” he finally concluded.

Forrester’s eyes went wide.  “Why would the Admiral do something like that?” she asked in disbelief.

To that, Grayson had no answer—but this little revelation would serve as an excellent way to broach his concerns about O’Connor.  “In case you haven’t noticed, Admiral O’Connor isn’t the most efficient leader in Starfleet.  In fact, since she arrived here, the Federation has lost almost every major engagement with the Elorg; we are on the threshold of defeat.”

“And the Admiral is oblivious to this fact,” said Schmid, O’Connor’s yeoman.  “She seems more concerned about doughnuts than anything else.”

The others around the workstation quickly fell into agreement with Schmid, and Grayson knew that he had all the pawns needed to place Alexis O’Connor into checkmate.  A devious grin fell upon his face as he plotted O’Connor’s fall from power—and though he wasn’t quite ready to share his plans with the others, Grayson knew it would be an ending worthy of Admiral Alexis O’Connor.

The doors behind Grayson suddenly slid open, and an awed silence quickly filtered over the command deck.  Without even looking, Grayson knew that O’Connor stood behind him.  Slowly, he came about to silently gloat—but the very sight of the Admiral shocked him into submission.

The portly Admiral’s shock of silvery hair was a mangled mess, and the large bags under her eyes ominously contrasted with her morbidly pale complexion.  She walked tremendously slow, often holding onto nearby workstations for support as she gasped for air.  Something was wrong…

As O’Connor drew nearer, that fact became more evident.  Not only did she refrain from making snide remarks, she made no request for her usual platter of doughnuts.  Grayson also noted that her communicator was crooked, her rank insignia were missing, and that she had failed to make use of the sonic shower, for the stench of her body odor was bordering on putrid.  She simply made her way to her office doors, stood for a moment, and then entered.

Grayson quickly followed in her footsteps, not even bothering to ring her door chime.  “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Bill,” she wheezed before sitting down at her desk.  “Why do you ask?”

“Because you look like hell,” said Grayson, making certain—for the safety of his nostrils—not to venture to close.

O’Connor forced herself to chuckle.  “I didn’t sleep well last night,” she lied.  “Just leave me alone.  I have a lot of work to do.”

Grayson remained motionless.  “I think you should go down to the infirmary.”

The large vein in O’Connor’s forehead suddenly bulged into existence.  “I’m fine,” she seethed.  “Dismissed!”

And with that said, Grayson turned on his heel and left.

Antha’nuel was a busy place, and despite the fact that an Elorg assault was virtually guaranteed thanks to the encounter in the nearby passes, Drayan Christopher was pleased to see business proceeding as normally as could be imagined.  Thus, she knew it would be possible for Andrew to spare a few minutes of his time to discuss one matter that was not as normal as it could be.

Andrew stood before the massive Iconian gateway in the back of the massive chamber inside of Antha’nuel.  The large arched gate practically dwarfed the good doctor—as it should, for something with a function as spectacular as an Iconian gateway had better impress.

Drayan quickly maneuvered her way through the small swarm of scientists buzzing about the facility making repairs to the gate, and easily climbed the short flight of stairs leading to the platform where Andrew stood.

Upon seeing Drayan approach, Andrew quickly looked up from his padd and smiled.  “Drayan Christopher,” he greeted with his usual baritone voice.  “What can I do for you?”

Drayan made certain the distance between the two of them was small before she even thought about speaking—and even then she was hesitant.  “It’s about Alan,” she said softly.  “I’m worried about him.”

“How so?” asked Andrew.

Images of the slaughter of the Elorg on the mountainside still haunted her mind.  Words to describe it were difficult to come upon.  “He’s… upset.”

“We’re all upset,” said Andrew.  “The Elorg have practically reduced our home to ashes.  I’ll bet it’s nothing to worry about.”

Drayan shook her head.  “I’m not so sure,” she admitted.  “You didn’t see him back on the mountain.  He didn’t just kill the Elorg attacking us… he… really killed it.”

Concern flushed Andrew’s face.  “That doesn’t sound like Alan.  Have you tried talking to him?”

“I tried…but it wasn’t much of a conversation.”

Andrew expelled a long, nervous sigh.  “I will talk to him.  Maybe I can get something out of him… besides, we’re just about ready to activate the gate.  I’m sure he’ll want to be here to see it.  Perhaps he’ll be more talkative amidst all the excitement.”

“I hope you’re right,” said Drayan.

Andrew smiled faintly.  “So do I.”

Alan Christopher was growing obsessed.  He realized this fact long before the others suspected it—and he knew they suspected it.  Alan could feel himself diverging from the path of light, summarily descending into the depths of darkness.  His every waking moment was devoted to feeding this darkness, fixing his mind upon the single entity in this galaxy that could torment him as such—the hated Xi’Yor: scourge of the universe.

Certainly, such darkness was unbecoming of a Starfleet Captain.  And what about Erin?  Alan knew her heart would be forever broken if she saw him as such, and even if they were not meant to be together, she was too wonderful a person to burden with a broken heart.  Alan thought that perhaps now before any harm was done, he should set aside this vendetta and leave Xi’Yor’s fate to the forces of nature.

In theory, it was a good idea.  Alan wanted Erin to endure no further pain—he just wanted things to return to the way they had been… but without Rachael, things could never be the same—and vendetta was a necessary evil…

“Alan!”

Christopher blinked.  He knew not how many times Andrew Hartman had uttered his name, but given the Doctor’s tone, he suspected several repetitions had been required.  As quickly as he could, Christopher hid his fledging dark side in some equally dark corner of his mind, and turned to face Andrew with as much of his pleasant vigor as he could muster.  “I am dreadfully sorry to have not heard your illustrious calls for my attention, dearest Andrew, for my incredibly brilliant mind was festooned upon the sundry memories of my beloved Erin.”

Andrew smiled.  “I figured as much,” he said, though there was more relief in his voice than one would have expected.  There were clearly more words on the tip of his tongue, but in light of this newfound relief, Andrew did not seem inclined to speak them.  He just shrugged, and nodded back at Antha’nuel.  “We’re bringing the Iconian gate online even as we speak.  Once it’s active, we’re going to begin rescuing the prisoners from New Caberlan City.  Certainly somebody of your incredible stature would like to participate?”

Christopher’s dark heart pulsed with pleasure.  “I would like nothing more,” he said with a devious grin.  He quickly made sure his weapon was affixed to his belt, and then followed Andrew back to Antha’nuel.  It was the beginning of the end for Xi’Yor… 

Chapter Fifteen

Situated before the window in his dimly lit chambers, Overseer Xi’Yor simply sat and observed the massive debris field that was once a Federation fleet.  When he had conquered Alpha Sigma V, the very thought of such carnage brought a smile to his face, but now, five conquests later, the Overseer was beginning to wonder what exactly the Federation was doing.

This most recent conquest saw the demise of Basik IV, a dreadful little world that didn’t deserve to exist in the first place.  Xi’Yor considered its destruction a favor to the Federation… and since they had only five starships defending the planet, the Federation seemed open to further conquest.

But with each passing moment, the conquest grew more difficult.  “Where is the pleasure in conquest if your nemesis does not fight back?” he prompted.

Xi’Yor looked up, and saw Governor Quarren’s reflection shaking its head in the window.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “Perhaps you should simply choose a bigger target.  The ships I have provided you have proven themselves worthy, and with your people now in the Forcena System, production will only increase.”  

Quarren’s long, gray fingers slowly reached for the computer interface on Xi’Yor’s desk.  He tapped at it for a moment, and then stood back as a shady image a mushroom-shaped starbase flitted to life above the desk. 

Even in its shady reflection, Xi’Yor instantly recognized the facility.  “Starbase 241,” he said, slowly coming about to speak with Quarren face-to-face.  “You realize that is the Federation’s most heavily fortified installation, do you not?”

“I do,” said Quarren.  “And when it falls, the Federation could fall with it.”

A cautious smile spread across the Overseer’s face.  The fruits this delicate alliance bared grew sweeter with each passing moment.  “We are anticipating heavy reinforcements from subspace in approximately ten intervals.  If we were to converge upon the starbase in conjunction with the arrival of the fleet, the Federation would be thoroughly overwhelmed.”

Quarren nodded agreeably.  “Our minds are on the same wavelength, Overseer.”

Xi’Yor took in a deep breath and looked Quarren in the eye.  “That they are, Governor.  Return to the bridge and have all available vessels converge upon Starbase 241.”

Without uttering a single word, Quarren nodded his compliance, turned on his heel, and retreated to the bridge, leaving Xi’Yor alone with his thoughts.

Christopher stood with clenched fists at the threshold of the Iconian gateway, waiting patiently for Andrew Hartman to give the signal to jump-through.  It was a long, arduous wait, and the adrenaline pumping through Christopher’s veins made the wait even tougher.

Images from a dozen alien worlds flitted by like magic: a lush, tropical jungle; a barren desert; a booming metropolis; a frigid snowfield; a country meadow; the charred remains of a war-torn city…

Christopher’s eyes darted to Andrew, whose eyes subsequently darted back to the gate.  “Go!” he shouted.

Without so much as an ounce of hesitation, Christopher leapt into to gateway, its shimmering threshold zapping as he soared through.  Seconds later, the picture of a war-torn city became reality.

The majority of the city still stood, but covered with ash and debris.  Rubble from the less fortunate buildings cluttered the wide cobblestone streets.  Tall flames engulfed the numerous willows along the myriad sidewalks, spewing plumes of smoke into the air, and plopped facedown in the curb were the bloodied bodies of the dead.

Christopher once knew this street like the back of his hand, but now it was nothing more than a haunted echo of the land he once knew.  He pulled in a lungful of the acrid air and slowly turned to Drayan.  “Survivors?”

She consulted her sleek, black tricorder for several moments.  “Yeah, just up ahead,” she said a moment later.  “But there are Elorg close by.”

Stifling the urge to smile, Christopher simply grabbed his phaser and nodded.  “We can handle them,” he said confidently.

Drayan stared at him curiously for a moment before turning to Andrew.  She sighed—no doubt recalling the slaughter of Deep Throat and his strident companion.  It was necessary carnage, however, and Christopher didn’t regret it one bit.  In fact, he hoped to see more Elorg in an equally dead condition very soon—only this time, he would be certain to keep his bloodlust under control.

He quickly approached the aforementioned location where the Ka’Tulan survivors were situated, taking only brief glances at the bloodied bodies in the street—and his blood boiled when he recognized each and every soulless body strewn about the road; they were his friends and neighbors, people he had known almost all of his life.  And now they were dead.

Christopher tightened the grip on his phaser and quickened his pace.  Xi’Yor would soon regret the day he was born—but not just yet.  Christopher could see a more immediate target lumbering a short distance ahead.

It was another protector.  He was nowhere near as large as Deep Throat, but a formidable foe nonetheless.  Christopher quickly trained his phaser on the Elorg and fired.  Moments later, the protector collapsed, dead even before his bulk crashed into the ground.  

But there was no time to celebrate.  Even as the first protector collapsed, three more sprung into view, all bearing weapons.  Christopher quickly dropped to the ground as they opened fire, barely dodging the streaks of deadly blue light overhead—at least he thought he was dodging them.

Pain suddenly pulsed through Christopher’s shoulder, and a puddle of velvety red blood started to collect beneath him.  “This is not good,” he muttered, wincing as the pain reached an angry crescendo.

Another burst of azure light fell from the sky, landing a scant meter before Christopher.  He nearly soiled himself, and in spite of the pain, made due haste to get the heck away from there.  He quickly rolled out of the way, barely scrambling to his feet before another deadly rain of blue fell upon him, this time grazing his leg.  Alan swiftly got off a few shots, taking out one Elorg protector before succumbing to the pain in his leg and crashing back into the ground, rolling in the ash-laden pavement until his body crashed into a wet, lumpy body in the curb.  

Disgusted by the germs transmitted by coming into contact with the deceased, Alan hastily squirmed out of the way, desperately hoping that Drayan and Andrew were keeping the Elorg occupied.  

When he was back on his feet, Christopher quickly noted that the remaining Elorg were in fact, quite dead.  He allotted himself a brief moment to celebrate this minor victory, and then turned to his companions.  Andrew was tending to a small wound on his arm sustained during the conflict; Drayan simply stared at her brother.  “Are you okay?” she asked.

His left shoulder was still throbbing, and his leg had an odd tingling sensation.  Still, Christopher nodded his head.  “I’m fine,” he lied.

If Drayan believed him, it didn’t show.  She simply rolled her eyes and made her way toward the distant prisoner encampment.  Not wanting the cloud of suspicion above his head to grow any darker, Christopher quickly pretended to lose all interest in the Elorg, and moved to help Andrew to his feet.

Once they were situated, the trio quickly negotiated the blackened and charred city streets until they came upon a small cathedral where the Elorg were holding their prisoners.  They quickly scouted out the perimeter for any elusive Elorg protectors, and when it was deemed free of the pestilence, Drayan called for more reinforcements from Antha’nuel.

When they arrived a few moments later, Alan, Drayan and Andrew forged ahead in search of the next group of prisoners in need of rescuing.  “There are eleven Elorg guarding them,” said Drayan a moment later.

“We will need more reinforcements,” said Andrew. 

Drayan shook her head.  “Agreed.”

Andrew was about to call for backup when Alan happened to see what was left of the sign at the end of the street.  “Celes Court,” he whispered.  “Our house is on that street, Drayan.”

She immediately turned to Alan and shook her head, the word “Duh…” falling from her lips drenched in layers of sarcasm.

Christopher rolled his eyes and shook off Drayan’s evil glare.  “I thought that since we were in such close proximity, we could ease on over there and take a look just to be certain that all is well.”

It didn’t take Drayan long to come to her senses.  She tended to have a one-tracked mind, but if Christopher knew anything, it was that her mind was easily derailed.  “I guess it couldn’t hurt,” she proclaimed a moment later.

The trio swiftly made their way to Celes Court, turned left and traversed the relatively short distance to the Christopher estate.  As they made their journey, Alan was relieved to see that the majority of the idyllic area remained intact.  The grass was still green, the giant willows still stood intact, and the buildings were free of ash and soot.  Thus, Christopher was more than abhorred when he came upon the place he had once called home.

It was gone.

Not literally.  But of all the structures on Celes Court, the Christopher estate was the only one reduced to a smoldering pile of ash.  Given the precision of the attack, it was not a random act.  When the Elorg—when the hated Xi’Yor—leveled the structure, he knew exactly what he was doing: feeding the enmity.  Xi’Yor wanted a fight… and as he stood before the remains of his childhood home, Alan Christopher was determined to see that the Overseer’s thirst for battle was quenched.

Z’danorax knew her methods of dealing with her would be assassin were unorthodox.  Instead of immediately terminating her predator, the Cerebrate felt compelled to find answers; after all, there was a strong likelihood the incident was Resistance-related, and since Talyere and the Resistance ranked high on the Cerebrate’s list of priorities, so then did this girl.

In the beginning, Z’danorax maintained a fairly normal interrogation regime for the girl.  To her chagrin, the girl proved to be more challenging than expected, and the Cerebrate quickly devised new means of coercion.  They worked—to an extent.  The girl was visibly shaken at times, but had yet to utter a single word.  And that was when the most eccentric of the Cerebrate’s techniques came to light…

Tired of delaying her fateful rendezvous with the traitor Talyere, Z’danorax decided that she would take the girl with her in search of the pariah.  It was her hope that the opulent atmosphere of the Fenix, the Cerebrate’s personal shuttle, would prove more conducive to conversation.

Never had Z’danorax been so wrong.

“My protectors were right,” admitted the Cerebrate, sitting beside the girl at the sleek obsidian helm at the front of the cockpit.  “I should have had you jettisoned out an airlock at the first possible moment.  Perhaps later, while you are observing a rest cycle, I will beam you into space.  Certainly, a deficient young lady such as yourself harbors no secrets worthy of the Cerebrate’s ears.”

Z’danorax looked to the girl for some sort of reaction, but as expected, there was none.  She sat motionless, arms folded across her chest, watching the verdant hues of their transwarp conduit streak by.  It seemed that she hadn’t even heard the Cerebrate’s brazen words.

Undaunted, the Cerebrate continued.  “If you are a part of the Resistance, I will find out one way or another.  I believed that being cordial and making the inquiry in a civilized manner would simplify the process.  Since that method has failed, you leave me little choice but to extract the data through more extreme measures.”

Suddenly, the girl came about, her vivid orange eyes satanically drilling into the Cerebrate’s skull.  “Your idle threats mean nothing to me,” she snapped.  “If you’re going to kill me, just do it!”

“Do not take that tone with me,” scolded Z’danorax.  She narrowed her eyes to counter the girl’s glare, but quickly found her efforts insufficient to conquer the enmity within the girl’s gaze.  “Your lexicon lacks the eloquence of a dignified Elorg; you communicate as if you were educated by Terrans.  You are a disgrace to our genus.”

The girl remained undaunted.  “Maybe I’d rather be an undignified savage!  It sure beats living in this archaic society.”

In all her days, Z’danorax had never heard such blasphemy.  Her every instinct commanded her to terminate the rebellious girl, and the Cerebrate was very much tempted to comply—but something well beyond instinct wouldn’t allow it.  “Our civilization has been graced with an opulent longevity and a proud birthright.  To malign your heritage as such is offensive not only to me, but to yourself and all other Elorg.”

“I don’t really care,” said the girl defiantly.

Growing frustrated by the errant individual before her, Z’danorax pulled in a lungful of air and held it.  Such blasphemous words could only have been planted in her mind via Resistance propaganda.  “I will reacquaint you with the intricacies of The Tome of Na’zar.  Only then will you realize the destiny we are to fulfill.”

The girl raised a quizzical brow.  “We are fighting a war to recover territory lost to us over 200 thousand years ago.  Sadly, we can’t get past the front door!  And even if we do, then what?  Will we make war with every species in the quadrant until we have domination over the disintegrating remains?  Or is it our destiny to plunge this quadrant into a dark age?”

Z’danorax was at a loss of words.  She had never before considered the consequences of this crusade to reclaim the Bloc.  She had always assumed that Na’zar’s infinite wisdom would provide an acceptable solution—but reigning over the shadow of a once great empire was far from acceptable.

“You raise some valid points,” said Z’danorax after an additional moment of silence.  She slowly raised her hand and placed it upon the girl’s delicate shoulder.  “Unfortunately, I cannot simply turn my back upon 200 thousands years of history.  We have waged wars against nemeses far more feral than the Federation—and though time flows like a river, history repeats.  We shall prevail.”

The girl glanced at the Cerebrate with more than a little skepticism in her eyes.  “We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?”

Slowly, Z’danorax removed her hand from the girl’s shoulder and gently caressed her companion’s cheek.  It was a simple maneuver designed to put the girl at ease, but to Z’danorax’s surprise, it had the exact opposite effect.  The girl’s eyes suddenly went wide, and her already pale skin flushed whiter.  “What is it?” asked Z’danorax.

Blinking her vivid orange eyes, the girl sat in silence for a few additional moments, pressing her thin lips together until a single word finally broke through: “Mother?”

The cycles passed slowly, each one ticking away at speeds more consistent with an Alverian cave sloth than the swift beast that it truly was.  And sitting in the middle of a barren asteroid belt only made things slower.  The Romulans had yet to reveal themselves to Cree’dan, and activity on their clandestine Jem’Hadar base had dwindled to almost nothing.

Cree’dan suspected that the Romulans had somehow detected his activities.  The military campaign he had staged on the surface of Sineron II had undoubtedly roused some suspicions, but certainly it was no reason for the Romulans to suspend all military activity in the vicinity.  Besides, they had no way of knowing a fleet of Elorg warships lurked so near their borders.

Cree’dan huffed wearily, and shifted in his increasingly uncomfortable command chair.  “I sincerely had hoped the Romulans posed more of a threat,” he grumbled.

Almost immediately, Cree’dan could hear Gul Oshere chuckling.  “Ahh, my good, blind Overseer, I wouldn’t count the Romulans out just yet.”  He carefully approached the forward section of the command deck and seated himself in the chair beside Cree’dan.  “The Romulans have a saying, ‘If knowledge is power, then to be unknown is to be unconquerable.’”

Such deceit was not something Cree’dan had been expecting.  In all of his dealings with the Federation, deceit was not even an issue.  Until now, Cree’dan had lumped all of these young races in the same, useless, Federation-like category; after all, The Tome of Na’zar dictated the newer races had no legacies; it stated they were nothing more than a bland amalgam of violent savages bent on shattering the delicate equilibrium established by their elders; it was wrong.

While the Federation easily fell into Na’zar’s mold, it was quickly becoming clear that the Romulans did not.  And Cree’dan reeled at the revelation. “So you believe the Romulans may still pose a threat?”

Gul Oshere nodded enigmatically.  “My good Overseer, we are dealing with Romulans.  They always pose a threat.”

Though he feigned ignorance at the time she spoke it, Admiral Grayson knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Alexis O’Connor had endured more than a bad night’s sleep.  Having raised three children in his younger days, Grayson had seen more than his share of sleepless nights, and not once had he risen the next morning to find himself looking as haggardly as O’Connor had earlier.

Not wanting to upset the Admiral any more than she already was, Grayson allowed himself to believe O’Connor spoke the truth.  But an hour later, his resolve was beginning to crumble, and images of the portly Admiral struggling to walk across the command center cluttered Grayson’s thoughts.  “Perish the thought,” he muttered to himself, but to no avail.

Another hour passed, and O’Connor had yet to emerge from her office demanding a plate of doughnuts—or anything, for that matter.  It was then that Grayson decided to fetch a medic.  No matter how much he disliked O’Connor, he couldn’t just let her health go unchecked as such.  Thus, he mustered the will power to contact the infirmary.  “Grayson to Aristen.”

“Aristen here,” came a pleasant female voice a moment later.  It belonged to Shixa Aristen, a cheerful young Bolian who served as a part of the starbase medical staff.  Sure, she wasn’t the chief medical officer, but she was certainly competent—and perhaps more importantly, allied with Grayson against O’Connor.

The Admiral cleared his throat.  “We may have a medical situation developing up here.  I’m not sure as to its severity, but I’d like you to come and take a look at it.”

“Are you okay?” asked Aristen, concerned.

“Oh, I’m fine,” Grayson assured her.  “I am concerned about Admiral O’Connor.  I think she may have eaten one too many doughnuts.”

“I see,” said Aristen softly.  “I’m on my way.”

Though Aristen couldn’t see it, Grayson nodded his approval and then made himself comfortable in his chair while he waited for her arrival.  Starbase 241 was an incredibly large facility, and it took even the rapidly moving turbolifts time to traverse the distances.  Luckily, the journey from sickbay to the command deck was brief, and Aristen arrived a moment later, a sleek black med kit in hand.

Not wanting Aristen’s arrival to draw too much attention, Grayson swiftly rose from the confines of his seat and guided the young Bolian to O’Connor’s office.  “I’m not sure what happened to her, but she looked like hell this morning,” said Grayson before providing the rest of the details.

Aristen nodded as she absorbed the data, and then plucked a medical tricorder from her med kit.  “It doesn’t sound good,” she mused.

They stood before the closed doors a moment longer before Grayson touched the chime.  After waiting what seemed like a reasonable amount of time for a response, he shook his head indecisively.  It was possible that O’Connor had simply not heard the chime; she may have been in waste extraction.  But Grayson wasn’t going to stand around to find out.  “Computer,” he said, “open this door, authorization Grayson-4-7-epsilon.”

The computer happily chirped, and a moment later, the doors in question slid apart, revealing nothing more than darkness.  Grayson pulled in a hesitant lungful of air and held it as he crept inside the shadowy recesses of O’Connor’s lair.

There was no immediate response to the intrusion.  Grayson licked his lips and forced himself further into the darkness.  “Admiral,” he called out—though he was not expecting a response—nor did he get one.

Not wanting to step on O’Connor if she had the misfortune of collapsing on the floor, Grayson stopped dead in his tracks.  “Computer,” he beckoned, “lights.”

Again, the computer chirped, and a scant second later, the cavernous darkness eroded into an ambient light.  O’Connor’s portly curves quickly became apparent at the desk in the center of the room.  She was carelessly slumped over on the desk, her pudgy face resting in a puddle of slimy drool; resting beside it, an untouched plate of doughnuts.

Her tricorder in hand, Aristen stormed passed Grayson to inspect Admiral O’Connor.  Almost immediately, the sleek black medical scanner began to emit a series of shrill bleeps—and it didn’t take a medic to know that O’Connor was gravely ill.

“She has suffered from a series of heart attacks over the past few days,” reported Aristen.  “The most recent one occurred just a few hours ago—and it was bad.  All four of her arteries are blocked.”

Grayson’s eyes widened.  “So she’s not dead?”

Aristen shook her head.  “Not yet—she’s merely unconscious.  If we had waited much longer, she would have died, though.”  The Bolian tapped her communicator.  “Aristen to transporter room: medical emergency!  Two to beam directly to the infirmary!”

The transporter chief was on the ball, and less than five seconds later, both Aristen and O’Connor faded away amidst shimmering pillars of azure light.  When the last of their molecules finally vanished, Grayson was alone—and in command…

Chapter Sixteen

Klingon blood flowed through Miral Torres’ veins.  It was not the blood of a coward, it was the blood of a warrior—and a warrior feared nothing.
At its core, the sentiment certainly sounded good to the young Klingon.  But she was also three-quarters human, and the young human tended to proceed with far more trepidation than her Klingon minority.  In most instances, Torres didn’t exactly mind her human instincts leading the way, but this was not most instances.

The muddy path through the forest was narrow and winding, often overgrown with large black ferns and thorn-infested bushes.  An army of massive obsidian trees forested the surrounded area, the shortest being no less than twenty meters tall.  A canopy of slimy black leaves draped overhead, allowing only a few ragged beams of lackluster sunlight to penetrate its hold on the ominous forest.

And then, somewhere in the distant foliage, the haunting song of the dreaded lynax pervaded the darkness.  It was a melodious aria, gracefully sweeping through the highest notes in the musical spectrum like a well-trained soprano.

But Torres did not let the guise fool her.  She knew that behind that angelic tone was the most lethal entity in the forest, and she wasn’t about to be caught off guard enjoying its little tune.    She checked her tricorder about once every minute; it had yet to reveal anything of consequence, but something told Torres that she would have to rely more upon her instincts than her instruments in this situation—and her instinct told her that danger lurked very nearby.

Slowly, so not to startle any of the lynax into a premature assault, Torres negotiated the thin crowd and came up alongside the eternally perky Erin Keller.  Unsure of how to broach the topic, Torres simply cleared her throat and allowed Keller to begin the conversation—which it did.

“Hey, Miral,” chirped Keller.  “What’s up?”

Torres cringed at both the vigor and volume Keller assumed when she spoke.  This was a barren hellhole infested with acrid air and lethal predators.  Stealth should have been a top priority—but apparently, Keller decided morale to be a higher one.  And maybe it was.  Torres didn’t really care.  She just wanted to get out of there alive.  “I have a bad feeling about this place,” she said, her voice low.

Keller nodded her agreement.  “I can see why the Ka’Tulans don’t promote it as a major tourist attraction,” she quipped.

Francisco Perez chuckled at the joke.  “If we can scrounge up a few climate control systems, we could have another Risa on our hands.”

Suddenly, a drop of icy water pelted Torres’ head, and thoughts of the lynax immediately danced in her head.  She gulped, and looked up to see a slimy black vine dangling overhead.  Expelling a sigh of relief, Torres quickly shook her head.  “I don’t know about you, but when we get off this rock, I don’t plan on coming back—climate-controlled or otherwise.”

A lanky black fern loomed in front of the path a few meters up ahead.  Several of its leaves were either bent or missing, and a velvety yellow liquid dripped from many of its leaves.  As Perez carefully pushed it aside, Torres ran her tricorder over the ooze.

“What is it?” asked Keller as the scanner started to bleep.

“Blood,” Torres read from the display.  “It belongs to a small animal called a coryu.”

Keller nodded.  “Does it pose any threat?”

“No,” interjected Perez.  “They’re about the size of a house cat and twice as lazy.  It has retractable toxic spikes on its back, but it won’t use them unless it’s cornered.”

Until now, Torres had never thought much of Perez’ science background.  She had always admired him much more for his engineering skills.  But now those science skills were the only thing keeping Torres from growing overly paranoid.  Still, she harbored great concerns about their situation.  “If the coryu was bleeding…”

“Mating rituals,” said Perez to appease her fears.

It was a commendable sentiment, but it certainly didn’t work.  “Couldn’t it have been attacked?”

Perez nodded his head, allowing for the postulation.  “They lynax could have attacked it—but it doesn’t traditionally hunt the coryu.”

“Of course, the leaves on that fern were bent and ripped at heights much higher than a small cat could reach,” added Keller, speaking in a soft tone that Torres found more appropriate for the situation.  “I think we should proceed with caution.”

Perez carefully moved another mangled black fern out of the way.  This time, there was no denying the fact that the damage to the foliage was far beyond anything a coryu could muster, and Perez summarily nodded his head in agreement.

Relieved that everyone would be paying closer attention to their surroundings, Torres allowed herself to sink back into the crowd.  Though the delicate chorus of the lynax still echoed throughout the murky wood, it sounded closer—and as she stepped in front of the broken fern, the distinctive sound of crunching foliage spurned her ears.

Kendall Johnson took a few hesitant steps into the corridor before him.  “If you can believe it, we’re on deck seven, near astrometrics,” he gleaned from the signage on the door to his left.  

The corridor before Kendall certainly looked like deck seven.  It even smelled like deck seven.  But despite the convincing nature of it all, Kendall’s mind simply couldn’t warm to the idea that the deck before him was anything more than an illusion.  He turned to Talyere with a doubtful look on his face, which the Overseer readily reciprocated.

“I am as skeptical as you,” admitted Talyere.  He quickly plucked the tricorder from his belt and began taking readings of the vicinity.  “It registers as being authentic,” said Talyere, “however, I am detecting no additional crewmembers on board.  I find it unlikely that the entire crew abandoned ship when it is clearly not damaged.”

“Maybe we’re still on the Burmecian starbase,” suggested Johnson.  “This could all be an illusion.”

Talyere nodded his agreement.  “The Burmecians have advanced neural interface technology.  I suppose it is plausible to assume this entire incarnation of the Starlight is the result of an extremely complex neural interface program.”

If that was the case, it indicated that the Burmecians were far more advanced than the Federation had been led to believe.  The prospects were exciting, to say the least—but before Kendall began to celebrate, he had to know for certain what they were dealing with.

He swiftly turned on his heel and, venturing at a well-metered gait, headed for the astrometrics lab.  “I’m hoping that we can use the sensors there to confirm our position.”

A smile—albeit a faint one—cracked Talyere’s face.  “Perhaps you are not as hopeless an individual as I once thought,” he admitted.  “Your character certainly has its flaws, but I have noted that, as the humans say, ‘you have your moments.’”

Kendall couldn’t believe his ears.  In fact, he had to run Talyere’s statement through his mind several times for it to even register as a coherent thought—and when it finally did, Johnson had to fight to keep the wry grin from spreading across his face.  He was just beginning to prove himself a professional, and gloating over one small compliment had the potential to easily overshadow the greater accomplishment.

Thus, Kendall simply nodded his acknowledgement, and proceeded through the parting doors to the astrometrics lab.  He barreled his way past the myriad workstations in the forward section, and hastily climbed the ramp up to the platform leading to the massive panoramic viewscreen above.

For the time being, the screen was blank, but as Kendall approached the workstation in the center of the platform, motion sensors detected his movement, and the massive viewscreen came to life with a sonorous hum.  Seconds later, the spiraled bands of the Milky Way filled the screen.

Johnson’s hands immediately fell upon the controls, his deft fingers summoning the data in question.  “This interface is exactly the same as on the Starlight,” he commented.

Talyere, standing a scant meter behind Johnson nodded.  “If the simulation is based upon our recollections, then anything we encounter should appear exactly as we remember it.”

“I guess you’re right,” said Johnson, just as the computer chirped, indicating its work was complete.  He quickly turned his attention to the viewscreen in tandem with Talyere.

The massive galaxy slowly turned on its axis, steadily zooming in on the Beta Quadrant.  The seemingly homogenous spirals around the core gradually fractured into clusters; the clusters eventually faded into to a multitude of sparkling dots, one of which had a flashing red frame around it.  The computer swiftly honed in on this particular dot until it grew into a vibrant sphere of fiery light.

“Cleyra,” said Johnson.

“So we are still on the Burmecian starbase,” Talyere continued.  “This is an incredible opportunity.  The information we can collect has the potential to bring the Elorg invasion to its finale.”

Johnson’s hands were already positioned over the controls to begin the search.  “Weapons?”

“I am afraid so.  It is clear that we do not have the capability of winning this war with words, so it seems that increasing the Federation’s arsenal is our next best hope.”

As he input the search parameters, Johnson had no idea what to expect.  It was obvious the Burmecian Empire had flourished at one point in time, and the weapons they could have developed had the potential to be inconceivably powerful.  “There are already hundreds of Elorg ships in the Beta Quadrant.  I hope we can implement these new technologies before it’s too late.”

“As do I,” said Talyere.  “It is likely there will be some difficulties…”

His voice trailed off as the computer began emitting a shrill, continuous tone that was certainly not consistent with Federation computer systems.  “What is wrong?”

Johnson frantically pecked at the controls, but his actions elicited nothing more than a series of fuzzy bleeps.  “I don’t know!  The interface is frozen!”

Talyere raised a brow.  “Frozen?”

Feeling the need to demonstrate further, Johnson repeatedly jammed his index finger into the dysfunctional controls.  “Frozen solid,” he muttered.

“Can you repair it?” said Talyere, fighting to keep the constant tone from driving him to insanity.

Johnson wasn’t sure if he could repair it or not.  If he could, that would be great.  But if Burmecian systems lurked behind the familiar Starfleet exterior, the chance of Johnson repairing the computer in a timely manner was slim—which meant Talyere would frown upon him yet again.  Thus, Johnson was tempted to lie, and say that he could make the necessary repairs—but he didn’t have the chance.

“Do not move.”  It wasn’t exactly the most commanding voice Johnson had ever heard, but it certainly did not belong to Talyere.  He quickly came about to see a shadowy humanoid figure standing at the base of the platform, armed with what appeared to be the Burmecian equivalent of a phaser.

As the alien drew nearer, his features became more obvious.  Ironically, the alien had little in the way of features.  He wore a gray hooded cloak that occluded everything but his face, which was little more than two bright yellow eyes set on a featureless, pitch-black void.  “My name is Bali,” he said softly as he made his way to the top of the platform.  Once there, he stood for a moment, and then turned to Talyere.  “We must hurry; there is much work to be done…”

The boredom was nearing mind-numbing proportions.  Never before had Gul Oshere experienced such ennui, but this particular situation certainly generated it.  They had been observing the Romulans—or lack thereof—for what seemed like years, and Oshere was relatively certain that it was nearing time they changed their tactics to something a bit more proactive.

Of course, Oshere valued his life immensely, and was certain that Cree’dan would have it ended swiftly if he dared to suggest a new course of action.  Then again, a quick death at the hand of Cree’dan was almost favorable when compared to being bored to death.  Oshere literally had nothing to lose.

Consequently, he turned his attention from the particles of dust floating in the air before him, and stared at Cree’dan’s milky white complexion for several moments before the Overseer even flinched.  

“Yes?” asked Cree’dan.

For a moment, Oshere almost wavered, but his intense desire for some sort of action kept him firmly on track.  “I think it would be wise of us to rethink our tactics,” he said.  “Clearly, there is no Romulan activity in the region.”

Cree’dan was already fuming.  “And disobey a direct order from the Cerebrate?”

“I didn’t say we abandon this noble cause,” said Oshere in his own defense.  “I merely suggested that we… alter our plans to something a bit more proactive.”

“Such as?”

Oshere opened his mouth to speak, but instead of hearing words, he heard the sensors light up with activity for the first time in days.  Immediately, he quelled his thoughts turned, in tandem with Cree’dan, to the tactical officer.

“I am detecting a massive tetryon surge,” he reported.  “Bearing zero-three-six, mark one.”

“Distance?” asked Cree’dan.

“Two point one light years,” said the officer.

“On screen.”

The viewscreen quickly flicked from the stagnant asteroid field to a vast, twinkling starfield.  A few seconds later, the starfield began to ripple, summarily giving way to the sleek curves of three Romulan Warbirds.

“Report!” demanded Cree’dan.

“Their shields and weapons are inactive,” said the tactical officer.  “They are simply holding position.”

Suddenly, a burst of verdant light exploded on the viewscreen, and two alien vessels—alien even to Oshere—quickly streaked out of transwarp alongside the Romulan Warbirds.  They lingered for only a moment before disappearing back into transwarp; seconds later, all three Romulan Warbirds vanished under their cloaks.

The tactical officer stared at the data for a moment.  “The alien vessels transported large quantities of yridium bycantizine and other equipment that could potentially be used to create trilithium torpedoes.”

Cree’dan simply nodded as he absorbed the information, slowly making himself comfortable amidst the contours of his command chair.  When the tactical officer’s analysis was complete, Cree’dan turned his gaze back to Oshere.  “I do not find these developments favorable.”

“Neither do I, Overseer,” said Oshere, though he was uncertain where Cree’dan was taking the conversation.

Obviously, the Overseer had no similar reservations.  “Alert the fleet to prepare for battle,” he said.  “The Romulan Empire is about to meet its demise.”

Neelar Drayge hated being left in the dark.  Under most circumstances, Captain Christopher had done a reasonable job in keeping their orders out in the open—and when he didn’t he certainly had his reasons.  Captain Landsberg, on the other hand, did not seem to be so inclined.  Drayge felt as if he were being spoon-fed information on a need-to-know basis—and quite frankly, being a lowly Lieutenant, there was apparently not very much he needed to know.

The Federation had suffered numerous defeats at the hand of the Elorg—and nobody knew about it.  The Starlight received conflicting orders from the powers that be.  O’Connor had insisted the ship be destroyed; Grayson oblivious to that fact, gives them new orders to carry out.  What those orders were, why nobody had heard of the Elorg attacks… was apparently of no concern to Drayge given the lack of communication on Captain Landsberg’s behalf.

But suddenly, the young Bolian heard the tactical station emit a series of dull tones, and something inside of him clicked.  He knew that his questions were about to be answered.

“We are being hailed,” said Bator.  “It is Admiral Grayson.”

Captain Landsberg was immediately on his feet.  “On screen,” he ordered.

Moments later, Grayson’s face filled the screen.  Though the look he wore was unreadable, Drayge noted a flash of… something as the Admiral stroked his beard.  “Captain Landsberg,” said Grayson evenly.  “You know your orders; carry them out as soon as possible.  You’ll find a full compliment of transphasic torpedoes in your torpedo bay to help you on the way.”

“Transphasic torpedoes?”  The shock in Bator’s voice was evident.

A wide smile slowly spread across Grayson’s face as he took in Bator’s reaction.  “A little something Starfleet R & D has been working on the past few years.  If you haven’t noticed, quantum torpedoes aren’t very effective on Elorg ships.  These new torpedoes should level out the playing field and then some.”

“What about Admiral O’Connor?” asked Landsberg a moment later.  “Does she still want to scuttle the Starlight?”

“Admiral O’Connor has been negligent in her duties.  Our fleet is spread too thin, and several long-range colonies have fallen to the Elorg without any resistance.  I would have ordered reinforcements to the fringe colonies sooner, but O’Connor deactivated the long-range sensors.  As luck would have it, she had a heart attack and is no longer able to command the fleet—thus, the Starlight is no longer in danger of being junked.”

“So,” said Commander Harrison softly, “we are to proceed to the aid of the fringe colonies?”

“No,” Landsberg interjected.  “We’re going to collapse the Elorg rift—or die trying.”

Chapter Seventeen

The quest to free the Ka’Tulan prisoners was beginning to grow superficial.  Though it was certainly a noble cause, it was not the cause Alan Christopher desired to be a part of.  His mind was focused on one thing—and one thing alone: Xi’Yor.  The Overseer had committed one too many acts of aggression, and Christopher, after seeing his childhood home in ruins, could no longer tolerate inaction on his own little quest. 

To his chagrin, there was no easy way to reach the Overseer.  Though it was possible that he remained on Ka’Tula Prime, Christopher was relatively certain Xi’Yor would not waste his time amidst the lowly prisoners the Elorg managed to capture.  The Overseer would be on the front lines, heeding the battles cries of his people.  Alan Christopher wanted to be there, too… but for entirely different reasons.

As he wandered with Andrew, Drayan, and several guards through the messy streets of New Caberlan City, his mind was inundated with theories on how to reach Xi’Yor.  The Iconian Gateway would be the easiest, most direct way to confront the Overseer, but Christopher knew that his access to the Gateway would be limited—and monitored.  If he even attempted to touch the gateway without authorization, his plans would be quelled even before they had a chance to succeed.

The beginnings of another idea began to coalesce in his mind’s eye, and it seemed to have potential—but it would have to go unrealized, for the thought was lost when Drayan’s words began to fill the air.

“I’m reading ten Elorg Protectors up ahead,” she gleaned from her tricorder.  “They’re not guarding any prisoners, so I suggest we turn around.”

“Agreed,” said Andrew, already motioning for the others to come about.

They complied.

Christopher didn’t.  Running from the Elorg wasn’t going to bring him any closer to Xi’Yor—and above all else, that was his goal.  Oblivious to Andrew’s order, Alan grabbed his phaser and pressed forward.

“Alan!” shouted Drayan.  “Get back here, you idiot!”

He pretended not to hear her, and kept going.  Seconds later, he could see a few of the massive Protectors congregated in the shady haven of a massive willow.  The grip on his phaser tightened.

Behind him, Alan could hear Drayan’s disgruntled sigh, followed closely by the sound of her angry footsteps.  “Get over here, now!” she seethed, her voice brimming with impatience.  “Don’t make me come over there!”

Feeling that Drayan was rapidly becoming a hindrance to his plans, Alan decided to take action before she could do anything overly detrimental.  Without any hesitation, he trained his phaser on the Elorg Protectors and opened fire.  The transient streak of orange light plowed into the Elorg, bringing the bulky Protectors to their feet within seconds of the blast.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Drayan shouted as the stampede of doom hurtled toward them.  She haphazardly grabbed Alan’s arm and forced him to retreat—but it was too late.  It was obvious even to Drayan that the Elorg were moving far too quickly for them to retreat.  She quickly threw Alan aside, grabbing the phaser from her belt as she did so.  “You had better hope the Elorg kill you, Alan!  Because if they don’t, I will!”

And the attack commenced…

Creeping along through the dense, ominous forest, Erin Keller found her job growing increasingly difficult.  While the command aspects were mundane—follow this path or get killed by the lynax—her job of keeping the crew in good spirits grew more difficult—the aforementioned lynax being the perpetual cause.

There was little doubt in Erin’s mind that they were being stalked.  The eerie song of the lynax seemed to grow closer and more alluring with each passing second.  Odd noises penetrated the wild, untamed underbrush hugging their narrow pathway, and on more than one occasion, Erin was certain she saw movement amidst the cloak of shadows in the distance.

But the news was not all bad.  As she inspected her tricorder for the umpteenth time, Erin suddenly realized that their journey was nearing its end.  “We’re about a kilometer from the edge of the forest,” she announced.

Behind her, Keller could hear the crew taking a collective sigh of relief.  It was well earned and not unwarranted, but they weren’t out of the woods just yet—literally—and as they approached what appeared to be a small clearing in the forest, that fact became quite evident.

Standing on six powerful legs, it towered nearly three meters above the forest floor.  Its massive wings were at least nine meters in diameter, and seemed to double as a pair of fragile arms that it used to pick away at ferns and branches.  Situated at the end of its long, lanky neck was a small, sleek head dominated four blood-red eyes and three razor-sharp fangs, each of them half a meter long.  

It was a lynax, and as Keller and Perez froze in its presence, the feral beast turned its malevolent eyes upon the intruders.  Moving with unfounded speed, the lynax came about, spread its fearsome wings, and sprayed some sort of acrid green liquid into the air.

Immediately, Erin’s eyes stung, her vision blurred, and the world slowly started to spin.  She could see the massive lynax approaching, Perez standing helplessly, Torres looking on in fear, and many of the others scrambling for their weapons… but Erin couldn’t bring herself to do anything about it, and she fell to the ground scratching at her burning eyes.

A strident cry suddenly filled the air, and moments later, a second lynax fell upon the crew from above.  Using its powerful wings, the beast knocked them to the ground with ease before snorting a cloud of green poison.  As the crew began to scream in pain, a third lynax swooped down from the branches above.  It quickly wrapped its wings around a helpless young ensign and jammed its lethal fangs into his chest before swooping back into the treetops with the ensign in tow.

Erin gulped at the sight, and struggled to get back to her feet—but quickly found she had little energy to maneuver with.  Driven by the will to live, Erin forced herself to stand, and then wasted no time grabbing the phaser from her belt.

The first lynax was only a few meters away, its four eyes trained on both Keller and Perez.  She afforded herself a quick glance at Francisco—he was still coming to his senses, and of little use at the moment.  Neither willing nor able to take her gaze away from the insidious lynax, Erin decided she was on her own.  She forcefully nudged the recovering Perez out of the way and then trained her phaser on the looming lynax.

It regarded Keller with a moment’s interest before flapping its massive wings and cocking its head to spit another cloud of green poison into the air.  As the first verdant bubbles began to manifest themselves on the tip of its middle fang, Keller jammed her thumb into the trigger and fired at the lynax’s head.  It shrieked in pain and stumbled backward—but did not fall.

“Shit,” said Keller.  She looked back to Perez and was glad to see him coming to.  “Get off your ass and give me a hand, would you?  Pretty please?”

 Perez flashed her a brief smile, but wasted no time with formalities or pleasant banter.  He simply grabbed the phaser from his belt and opened fire on the temporarily stunned lynax.  This second volley seemed to put the beast into submission, but it was far from dead.  “This may be our only chance to escape,” said Perez.  “Let’s move!”

Erin nodded, and then turned to relay the orders to her subordinates—and was abhorred to see their numbers had dwindled from nearly a dozen down to three.  But there was no time to grieve—or even think, for that matter.  “Hey you guys!” she shouted.  “RUN!”

Without so much as a second’s thought, Miral Torres and two others sprinted away from the attacking lynax, just as three more of the ghastly beasts fell from the canopy above. 

“Holy shit!” was all Erin managed to utter before her feet compelled her to move.

She ran like the wind, putting her every last ounce of energy into the manic sprint until her surroundings were nothing more than anomalous streaks in the darkness—and she didn’t dare look back to see who was following—she had to concentrate on escape.  Her heart was pounding furiously in her chest, a constant, steady rhythm she used to pace herself—but just when things seemed to be going well, all hell broke loose—another lynax swooped down just ahead.

Erin watched as Perez and the others stormed passed it, but Erin was not so fortunate, and had to come to a screeching halt to avoid running into the hideous beast—but she had been running too fast, and despite her efforts to slow, Erin knew it wouldn’t be enough to stop herself.  She cursed and swiftly dove into the slimy black underbrush.  Leaves and twigs berated Erin’s face, mud crawled up into her uniform, and buckets of slimy dew dropped down from the dangling vines above.

Still, Erin wasn’t safe.  The lynax had followed her into the underbrush, and was rapidly barreling through the forested terrain in search of its prey.  She frantically felt for her phaser, but readily noted that it was gone, forever lost somewhere in the underbrush.

Not inclined to waste time searching for it, Keller scrambled to her feet and darted through the slimy vines, weeping ferns, and prickly bushes until she came upon the narrow path once more.  The others were nowhere in sight—they had most likely reached safer ground.  Eager to join them, Erin rushed toward the unseen exit—but got no further than a few meters before her boot grazed a root jutting out from the black soil below.

As she fell to the ground, the last thing Keller saw were the six ominous legs of the lynax barreling at her.  She quickly tried rising to her feet, but it was no use—the lynax already had her pinned to the ground.  It regarded Keller for a brief moment before emitting an ear-piercing shriek.  Then, it slowly lowered its trio of ominous fangs into her torso…

Suddenly, a ragged beam of purple light soared overhead, drilling into the lynax.  It immediately lost interest in Keller, instead focusing on its newfound attacker.  Seeing this as her opportunity to escape, Erin wasted no time, and quickly sprinted away from the angered lynax.  To her relief, situated just up ahead were Francisco Perez and… Allison!

Wielding an Elorg phaser, Duford fired several more shots at the lynax before lowering the weapon and greeting Erin with a warm smile.  “According to Francisco’s tricorder, there are hundreds of lynax on their way here!”

Erin’s eyes widened.  “Then let’s get the hell out of here!”

Duford smiled.  “Good idea.  We just happen to have an Elorg fighter that can do just that.”

And without looking back at the hell behind her, Erin stormed off with Perez and Duford in search of their captured ship…

* * *

Almost immediately, Christopher could see that they were dreadfully outnumbered.  The Elorg Protectors not only had greater numbers, they had both greater strength and firepower.  And it showed.

After his initial strike, Alan had been able to get off no more than five shots before the Elorg forced him to retreat.  Meanwhile, Drayan, Andrew, and the others continued to attack, taking out numerous protectors before the Elorg forced them to retreat, as well.

But then, Alan simply stopped.  He set down his weapon and slowly raised his arms.  “I surrender,” he proclaimed; in the distance, he could see countless other protectors moving to converge upon the battlefield.  

Swiftly, one of the protectors moved to terminate Alan—but seconds before he could pull the trigger on his weapon, a second protector intercepted him.  “Cease fire,” said the protector.  “I recognize this pariah.  It is none other than Captain Christopher.  I believe he would be of more use to us alive than dead.”

The protector with the weapon nodded his agreement, and swiftly moved to take Christopher prisoner.  For his part, the Captain did not resist, for he knew that his quest for vengeance was at hand…

* * *
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