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Chapter Eighteen

Neelar Drayge’s favorite table was repaired.    It was a small victory—and perhaps one bordering stupid—but it was a victory nonetheless, and the young Bolian couldn’t help but smile as he approached the gunmetal gray table sitting in the center of the mess hall.  

He carefully ran his fingers over its smooth, cool surface, admired its shapely curves, and then seated himself across from the table’s only occupant, Bator.  “This is a good omen if I’ve ever seen one,” said Drayge excitedly.  “It’s almost like the original… the only thing missing are the people to sit at it.”

“Things change,” said Bator, sipping at his beverage.  “Erin is gone.  There still hasn’t been any word from Rachael or Captain Christopher.  I suppose we’ll have to find new companions to sit with us.”

Drayge immediately banished such thoughts from his mind.  “I’m not going to give up that easily.  In fact, I’m sure that one day soon, we’ll all be gathered here sharing laughs, just like we used to.”

Bator smiled slightly.  It was a rarity for the Phobian to express any emotion, and this display gave Drayge nothing but hope for his dream to come true.  But Bator’s smile quickly faded into something more serious, and he drew himself closer to the table.  “The sentiment is nice, but in all reality, the chances of the Starlight being destroyed in the coming weeks is high.  I wouldn’t grow too complacent just yet.”

There was always a flip side to the coin—and as much as he hated to admit it, Drayge knew that Bator was probably right.  Still, he refused to relent.  “A Bolian can dream, can’t he?”

Bator nodded.  “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Drayge sighed, and allowed his eyes to wander about the mess hall while Bator enjoyed his beverage.  Considering the first shift was set to begin in about twenty minutes, the mess hall was relatively quiet; on most mornings, the place is literally bustling with activity.  Still, the majority of the tables were full, and there were a good number of people simply wandering around—Lucas Tompkins being one of them.

The chief engineer stood at the replicator speaking with Lieutenant Fellows.  Though Tompkins seemed pleased with the conversation, Fellows was hardly interested, and politely excused herself after a few minutes.  Tompkins shrugged and meandered through the mess hall for a few moments before his eyes briefly locked with Drayge’s.  He summarily grabbed a chair from an adjacent table and pulled it up alongside Drayge.

“Hey,” he said quickly, “did you hear?”

Since he had no idea what Tompkins spoke of, Drayge assumed he had not.  “Hear about what?” he asked.

Tompkins licked his lips.  “An Elorg fleet just started an invasion of Romulan Space,” he said grimly.

Drayge’s heart nearly skipped a beat.  “That’s not good,” he murmured.

“Hell, it could be the end of the Romulan Empire,” said Tompkins.  “They were already in pretty bad shape after the attack at Aurillac VII.”

“Then again,” said Bator, “the Romulans did seal their borders after that incident.  We have no idea what has been going on inside Romulan space over the past year.”

“I’d like to think they’ve been building some bad-ass weapons,” said Tompkins.  “They’re certainly going to need them.  Hopefully they’ll be able to keep the Elorg busy long enough for us to score some major victories—I mean, it’s been weeks since the Federation has won a battle.”

“And the battles that we have won came at a high price,” added Bator.

“Well, if we succeed in collapsing the Elorg rift, it will be the first in a long line of victories,” said Tompkins confidently.  “We just need to get the ball rolling… gain some momentum, you know?”

“Oh yeah.”  Drayge tried to muster some enthusiasm, but for some reason, the prospects of staring down the gates of hell didn’t resonate with him very well.  “Actually, I’ve been trying to not think about it.”

“It is a big job,” admitted Tompkins.  “But we can handle it.  When I served on the Grissom during the Romulan War, we saw more than our share of intense action.  This is a cakewalk.”

Drayge nodded.  Though Tompkins was undoubtedly trying to calm him, Drayge was already familiar with the Grissom, its myriad adventures, and its ultimate fate—the Romulans thoroughly decimated the ship.   Still, Drayge feigned ignorance.  “I just wish Captain Christopher was here,” he said.

“Captain Landsberg is a more than adequate substitute,” said Bator.

Drayge forced a smile to his face.  “I’m sure he is…”

For the past several minutes, Ryan Landsberg listened intently as Admiral Grayson outlined the Starlight’s mission to collapse the Elorg vortex.  Though the Admiral was explicit in what he wanted to be done, after listening to him speak for several minutes, Landsberg summarily noted that Grayson was a bit vague when it came to how these tasks were to be accomplished.  But for the benefit of the bridge crew, who had yet to hear the exact details of the mission, Landsberg remained silent.

In a nutshell, it was the Starlight’s mission to penetrate Elorg space, seek out the interspatial rift allowing them to enter the Beta Quadrant, and then blow the vortex to smithereens.  To Landsberg’s chagrin, he knew that while it sounded like a simple task, it would prove to be anything but.

“Of all the tactical operations about to begin,” said Grayson, “this one is the most important.  We only have three weeks to mount an offensive—three weeks before Admiral O’Connor is back on duty.  Thus, it is absolutely imperative that you succeed in your mission, otherwise O’Connor will turn around and continue to drive this operation into the ground.”

Landsberg stared briefly at Grayson.  Three weeks was not a long time—and it was certainly not enough time to conclude a war that was entering its third year.  “Maybe if the Romulans put up a fight, we’ll have a chance,” said Landsberg.  He wasn’t optimistic about it, and considering the look of doubt plastered to Grayson’s face, neither was the Admiral.

“You should take nothing for granted,” he told Landsberg before quickly shifting gears.  “I have assigned the Alexander and the Johannesburg to accompany you to the rift.  You can expect heavy resistance—and heavy losses.”

It was a joke—it had to be.  Landsberg couldn’t think of any other possibilities, for it was a certainty that three ships didn’t stand a chance against the Elorg fleet.  Hoping he wasn’t alone in his thinking, Landsberg turned to Harrison for his reaction.

The Commander was equally perplexed.  “Forgive me, Admiral, but if this mission is of such consequence, why not send additional ships to render aid?”

A concerned look slowly fell upon Grayson’s face, but he didn’t go so far as to provide an answer.  Instead, he sighed, and allowed his concern to deepen.

When he closed his eyes, Overseer Xi’Yor could already hear the battle cries.  He could see wicked orange flames consume the hallowed battlefield, and feel the enmity of the Federation he was about to crush.  There would be no surrender, no retreat.  Nothing but a complete and decisive victory.

The target was ambitious—a massive, heavily armed facility guarded by hundreds of Federation vessels.  It was ground zero for all of the Federation’s activities, and without it, all of their coordination efforts were certain to crumble—a sentiment that brought an immediate smile to Xi’Yor’s ashen face.

Peering at the viewscreen through vivid orange eyes, the Overseer could already make out the mushroom-shaped curves of Starbase 241.  Though it was still light years away, Xi’Yor found himself yearning for this battle to begin; unlike his rampage in the outskirts of the Federation, the Overseer knew that this battle would be epic.  It would be bloody.  And it would be the beginning of the end…

Chapter Nineteen

“The Iconians knew this day was coming,” said Bali as he approached Talyere Rosat.

They were congregated atop the platform at the back of the Starlight’s astrometrics lab—and though it certainly looked convincing enough to be the genuine article, Kendall Johnson was reasonably certain that it was in fact, a fake.  Though he lacked the specific details, Johnson had heard enough about Burmecian technology to know they had advanced neural interfaces; since the Starlight was light years away, this rendition of the astrometrics lab was likely nothing more than a figment of his imagination—albeit one he, and everyone else in the room could interact with.

“As you well know, the Iconians sealed the Elorg into a subspace cavity at the end of the Battle of Sorrows.  Though it was meant to be a prison to the Elorg for all eternity, the Iconians knew the day would come when the Elorg managed to find their way out,” said Bali, his flowing gray cloak dragging on the floor as he approached the workstation in the center of the platform.  “Of course, since the Elorg virtually destroyed Iconia, there was little they could do to stop such an invasion; thus, they summoned the Burmecians and made it our job to prepare for the day the Elorg returned.”

Bali paused for a moment, and started tapping at the controls before him.  Several moments later, a map of Romulan space faded onto the eloquent viewscreen surrounding them.  Despite decades of war and their recent downward spiral, the Romulans still controlled a vast empire—an empire that including the blinking yellow dot near the furthest reaches of the Romulan domain. 

“This is the Ciden System,” said Bali.  “According to Iconian records, there is an ancient Iconian base located on the second planet.  It harbors vast technologies that will give you the edge needed to win this war.”

“If I may,” Talyere suddenly interjected, “how do you know I won’t use this technology to ensure the Elorg win the war.  I am one of them.”

Bali shrugged, and his ghostly yellow eyes narrowed to slits.  “We have been watching you, Talyere.  The Elorg are not your people any longer; you turned your back on them long ago—and they have done the same.  For instance, did you know that the Cerebrate is hunting you down even as we speak?”

“I was not aware of that,” said Talyere.  “Your intelligence agents are certainly proficient.”

“They certainly are,” agreed Bali.  “You will, of course, be safe from harm on Ciden II.”

The operative word there being on, decided Kendall Johnson.  On Ciden II, Kendall had no doubt they would be safe (assuming the place lived up to its reputation). It was the journey to the planet that concerned him.  “Um, isn’t this Ciden II place on the other side of Romulan space, hundreds of light years away?  We’d never get there on the Aztec without fighting our way through hoards of Romulan Warbirds!”

“And given the vessel’s limited tactical array, the battle would be a losing one,” said Talyere.  “Perhaps if you grant us access to a Burmecian vessel…”

Bali quickly came about.  “Most of our vessels are on long-range expeditions, hundreds of thousands of light years away,” he explained.  “The few that remain are as formidable as your own vessel—and since they would appear to be of an unknown design, it is even more likely the Romulans would intercept it.”

It was a very thin excuse.  Johnson had a hard time believing that every last ship was gone; considering the size of the starbase, he suspected thousands of crafts could be docked there at any give time—but he wasn’t about to open his mouth to say something.  Not only was that the diplomatically sound choice, Johnson knew that he couldn’t speak up if he tried.

“Very well,” said Talyere, his voice brimming with similar concerns.  “We will return to the Federation.  They will be able to outfit us with a ship able to penetrate Romulan space.”

Bali nodded, his gray hood bobbing gently as he did so.  “Acceptable.”

As the trio began to make their way toward the exit, Johnson managed to catch Talyere’s attention.  The Elorg discreetly nodded his concerns about Bali, but said nothing.  For the time being, there was little that could be done.  They would simply have to wait and see…

Francisco Perez had worked for countless hours in the cramped, overheated access tunnels interlaced throughout the small Elorg raider he and his fellow shipmates had procured after a devastating attack on the Majestic.  For awhile, Perez was certain that the raider was so badly damaged, they would have been better off staying with the Majestic, but he pressed onward, somehow managing to bring helm control, tactical and communications back online.  He had never considered himself to be a miracle worker, but after making those repairs to alien systems, Perez was nearly inclined to reconsider.

Now, all that remained were the engines.  His subordinates had been toiling away at the nearly fried systems for hours with considerable success given the arduous circumstances, and according to Commander Keller’s most recent status report, the only thing left to do was replace a series of burnt out plasma coils.

Easy enough.  Perez had a few coils in his bag still, and was relatively close to the vicinity in need of repairs.  After negotiating a few more of the insanely claustrophobic access tunnels, he came upon the junction where the damaged coils were situated.  He quickly ripped them out of the conduit in the wall and dropped them on the soiled floor before pulling out two new coils.    The cylinder-shaped coils easily snapped into place; the incredibly efficient Elorg technology did the rest, quickly integrating the new modules into its system.

Once he was satisfied that all was well, Perez smiled at his workmanship, and then tapped his communicator.  “Perez to the bridge.”

“Duford here,” came the Captain’s crisp voice a moment later.  “How are the repairs coming?”

“I would say they are complete,” replied Perez.  “Or… at least complete enough to get us out of here.”

Those were the words Allison Duford had been waiting to hear ever since they captured the Elorg raider.  There were Elorg crawling all over the Ka’Tula System, thus making it about the last place she wanted to be.  Now that she had the means to leave, Duford had every intention of doing so.

She hastily sat down in the Elorg command chair.  It looked like it was carved out of a slab of rough black stone, and as she seated herself in the uninviting chair, Duford’s bottom tended to agree; the Overseer in command of this ship must have ranked quite high on the Cerebrate’s shit list to earn such an uncomfortable seat.  Thus, Duford opted to stand, making herself comfortable behind the two workstations in front of the command chair where Keller and Torres were situated.  “Cadet, activate the engines and get us the hell out of here!”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Torres, her fingers immediately skimming the awkward Elorg interface.  Though she lacked her usual finesse, Torres still managed to get the job done quickly and efficiently; she would definitely make a fine officer someday.

The ship rocked gently as they lifted off the surface of Ka’Tula VII’s only moon.  Duford clutched the back of Erin Keller’s chair for leverage, but the moment of turbulence was brief, and soon gave way to a smoother ride.  For a moment, it looked like they might actually get away with this bit of thievery—but only for a moment.

The tactical station suddenly began to emit a series of dull tones.  Erin Keller quickly muted the chirping computer, and then turned her curious brown eyes upon Duford.  “We are being hailed, Allison.”

A feeling of dread suddenly washed over the Captain.  “You’ve got to be kidding me!” she exclaimed.

“It’s no joke,” replied Keller.  “Overseer Yar’takk wishes to have some words with you.”

“Overseer Yar’takk can go to hell for all I care,” Duford muttered before adding,  “You realize that we’re screwed, don’t you?”

Keller slowly swiveled about in her chair to face Duford directly.  “Come on, Allison… it’s not that bad!  Just pretend to an Overseer!”

“Do I look like a pasty faced Overseer?” she scoffed, gently placing her hands upon her hips.

Keller shrugged.  “Then I’ll do it.”

With each passing moment, Duford was finding more to hate about this situation.  She wanted to simply attack the other ship and get it over with… but that had the potential to create more problems than it would solve.  Thus, she had little choice to but side with Keller.  “I’ll let you give it a try,” she said evenly, “but if things start to take a turn for the worse, we’re going to get the hell out of here—and attack them if it’s absolutely necessary.”

Erin grinned.  “I’ll have you know, I’m already a distinguished actress!  When we did Hamlet in high school, I played Ophelia.  My teacher said I was a natural!”

Having seen Keller in subsequent plays at Starfleet Academy, Duford was left wondering where the alleged talent went.  It was definitely something that needed further discussion—but not now.   Duford quickly stepped over to the tactical station and opened the channel to Yar’takk’s ship, making sure that the view screen was not active.  “You’re on,” she whispered.

Erin smiled wryly and turned her attention to the viewscreen, which still displayed Yar’takk’s bulky raider.  “Um… hi!”

“En taro adun,” said Yar’takk.  He spoke slowly, with a cool, devious tone that Erin certainly did not reciprocate.  “This is Overseer Yar’takk of the Mathox. Identify yourself.”

Erin gulped.  “This is Overseer… um, Erin…ex! How are you doing?”

“Erinex,” Yar’takk repeated softly.  Clearly, he harbored some concerns about the alleged Overseer.  “Why is your viewscreen not activated?”

“It was… um, rendered dysfunctional when we were attacked by a Federation vessel,” said Erin.

“I will beam over some repair teams immediately.”

“Noooo!” exclaimed Erin, perhaps a bit too excitedly.  “It is a certainty that my underlings have the situation under control.  And if they don’t, I will have them all terminated by tomorrow morning.”

“I insist,” said Yar’takk.  “Overseer Xi’Yor has ordered all vessels to converge upon Starbase 241.  Your vessel is no exception.  The repair teams will arrive in within half an interval.”

Erin clenched her fists in frustration.  “Actually, my administrator just informed me that we are about ready to go. So you can just go on ahead, and we’ll catch up with you.”

“I think not,” Yar’takk replied.  “I believe that—”

“Ohh, look at this,” Erin interjected.  “Our phasers are back online!”  She quickly tapped at the controls in front of her, and moments later, a streak of light brimming with azure energy shot across the viewscreen and exploded upon Yar’takk’s ship.

“What are you doing?” shouted Yar’takk.

“My fingers slipped,” said Erin unsympathetically.  “Oops.”

“The Cerebrate will—”

Having heard enough of the Overseer, Duford quickly reached out and closed the channel.  “Destroy the ship,” she whispered to Keller.  “Otherwise we might have trouble on the horizon.”

“I would have to agree,” she said.  Moments later, a string of violet torpedoes crashed into Yar’takk’s ship, violently blowing it to smithereens.

Duford slowly turned her back to the fiery cloud and sighed, sincerely hoping that was the last time she would have to call upon Overseer Erinex.  “Get us out of here,” she said, “maximum warp!”

The lights were at full illumination; there were no EPS conduits spewing plasma from the ceiling, and the floor was clean, and free of unsightly debris.  For the very first time, Ryan Landsberg commanded a fully operational Starlight.  Considering that the ship was nearly destroyed a few weeks ago, the feat was certainly impressive.  It also meant that their mission was about to begin.

Landsberg was anything but excited about the mission.  Despite their full compliment of transphasic torpedoes, despite assurances that all would go well, Landsberg felt queasy at best—and the three-bean salad he had for lunch certainly wasn’t helping matters.  But now was not the time to worry about something as trivial as indigestion, for the fate of the entire Federation was in his hands.

“Ops has just cleared us for departure,” reported Lieutenant Drayge at the helm.

“Release the docking clamps,” ordered Commander Harrison.

The ship rattled for a brief moment as the great arms that held the Starlight in place inside Starbase 241 retracted, giving them freedom to depart.  Landsberg gently grasped the arms of his chair, keeping his bright blue eyes fixed on the viewscreen.  A Prometheus-class starship occluded most of the viewscreen, but as the Starlight came about, the Prometheus gave way to a massive set of rectangular doors.  As the Starlight approached, the doors slowly began to part, giving way to a vast, twinkling starfield—and a sudden streak of blue light.

Landsberg’s heart skipped a beat, as he suddenly noticed countless Elorg vessels encroaching upon their position.  It almost felt wrong to simply leave the starbase with an attack pending, but they had their orders.  And besides, there were plenty of Federation starships there to defend the base.  “Set course for the Alteran Expanse!”

As the Starlight stormed through the parting doors and into the vastness of space, a symphony of destruction entered its first movement as a massive fleet of Elorg vessels approached.  Its opposition was a considerably smaller Federation task force, but given the firepower of the starbase, the fight was probably fair.  

Quickly, the Starlight weaved through the Federation fleet, collecting its two companion vessels—the Alexander and the Johannesburg.  Flying in tight formation, the starships carefully evaded the beginnings of the epic Elorg offensive and jumped into warp.

Red alert klaxons flashed intermittently throughout the command and control deck.  Admiral William Grayson stood in the center of the darkened room, his hands clasped firmly behind his back as he stared down the massive Elorg fleet before him.  “How many ships?”

“Nine hundred thirty-two,” replied Lieutenant Forrester a tepid moment later.

Grayson nodded evenly, and forced a look of calm upon his face.  They were outnumbered three-to-one, and to make matters worse, more than a handful of those ships on the Federation task force were still damaged from the battle at Ka’Tula Prime.  The Elorg were not… and in fact, they seem to have acquired more than a few new ships.  Even so, they had yet to face a Starbase in battle… and they were in for a hell of a surprise.

“Arm the defensive grid,” said Grayson, “and open fire.”

Overseer Xi’Yor could not suppress the twisted, demented smile upon his face.  In fact, it seemed to have taken a mind of its own, growing more devious each time another warship joined his fierce armada—and as the nine hundred and thirty-third warship approached, Xi’Yor beamed.  “The Federation does not stand a chance,” he said to Governor Quarren. 

The gray-skinned Forcenan nodded readily.  “This will be a great victory for both our peoples,” he agreed.  “What do you intend to do once you have triumphed over the Federation?”

So many possibilities flashed though Xi’Yor’s mind that he could not decide on a single course of action—until he recalled how he had become the dung on the Cerebrate’s boots last year…  His quest for power had been denied, and it had taken months to regain the power he had prior to his downfall.  “Z’danorax will come to see how grave an error she made in denying my bid for supremacy,” he stated.  

Quarren’s deep obsidian eyes went wide.  “Oh really?”

Xi’Yor nodded just as the computer began to bleep.  “I have always wanted the title of Cerebrate,” he stated candidly.

“Administrator Fel’duin is hailing us,” Quarren reported a moment later. 

Xi’Yor immediately recoiled in disgust.  He had had more than one heated argument with the Administrator, and had every reason to terminate her.  She was an utterly vile member of the Elorg race, and when they last spoke on Ka’Tula Prime, Xi’Yor made it clear that she was not to disturb him.  It would seem that her memory was failing her.

With a disgruntled nod, Xi’Yor beckoned Quarren to open the communication channel.  Seconds later, Fel’duin flitted onto the viewscreen.  Xi’Yor drilled his gaze into her skull.  “Administrator,” he said tersely, “you were warned not to disturb me.”

Fel’duin was hardly rattled by Xi’Yor’s threat.  “I am aware of that,” she said, her cool voice utterly devoid of emotion.  “But my reasons are not without merit.  I have a prisoner that may be of interest…”

Chapter Twenty

Feelings of doubt fell over Xi’Yor as he
arrived on the surface of Ka’Tula Prime.  Administrator Fel’duin had insisted that such a visit would not waste his time, but the longer Xi’Yor was away from the front lines, the more he began to doubt it.  There were few prisoners valuable enough to warrant his attention—and unless Fel’duin had managed to capture Talyere, it was likely that Xi’Yor wanted nothing to do with the pariah.

Still, the trip would give the Overseer a chance to have Fel’duin terminated.  Perhaps that alone would justify his absence from the battlefield.  If she lasted long enough, and screamed loud enough, it certainly would.  But Fel’duin was a mere female; he suspected she would die quickly.  

In retrospect, females were quite useless.  They rarely managed to impress Xi’Yor in bed, and almost never in the interrogation chamber.  In his opinion, they should be confined to dark lairs, used only for breeding purposes—and when he succeeded Z’danorax as Cerebrate, Xi’Yor would make sure his opinion became law. 

He grinned at the thought, and briefly envisioned the Cerebrate’s demise as he approached the large government building Fel’duin was using as her base of operations.  At one point in time, it was probably a tall, majestic structure—but now it was scorched black on the outside, missing most of its eloquent architectural features and devoid of anything that made it stand out as more than a building.  Had Xi’Yor not been told this was Fel’duin’s base, he would never have known.

He quickly climbed a flight of wobbly, uneven stone stairs that led to a set of archaic metallic doors.  The remains of some intricate sculpting were still visible on the dull surface, but the majority of the detail had been destroyed during the attack.  Xi’Yor smiled, and pulled at a cool, metallic handle to open the door.  “Primitives,” he muttered as he stepped inside.

The interior was little improvement over the drab exterior.  Ash and debris still cluttered the floor, and the majority of the walls were nothing more than hollowed out shells of their former glory—and Xi’Yor used the term loosely.  Still, there were a few new Elorg workstations installed along the back wall, and a makeshift transporter pad to Xi’Yor’s left.  Given the lack of cleanup, it was likely that Fel’duin simply intended to destroy the building and erect a new one in its place—one of Elorg design.  

Fel’duin suddenly appeared at a partially destroyed archway near the workstations at the back of the room. “I am pleased you could arrive with such haste, Overseer.”

Xi’Yor cleared his throat.  “After I terminate you, it is likely you will feel otherwise.”

To Xi’Yor’s surprise, Fel’duin was still unfazed by his threats.  Perhaps she did have something worthy of his attention—either way, her emotions were so far removed from her actions that Xi’Yor could not be certain.  “Come, Overseer,” she said evenly before retreating into the hallway from whence she came.

Xi’Yor folded his muscular arms upon his chest and slowly retraced the Administrator’s footsteps through the darkened passageway.  Fel’duin stood at the threshold of yet another doorway, just a few meters ahead.  A flight of stairs appeared behind her, leading down into what Xi’Yor assumed to be a cellar.  When Xi’Yor reached her position, she briefly cast a devious glare in his direction, and swiftly descended into the cellar below.  Xi’Yor made haste to follow.

The cellar was cold, dark, and musty, decorated with layers of dust and stringy cobwebs.  “The Ka’Tulans used this as a prison hundreds of years ago,” explained Fel’duin.  “It is ironic that the first prisoner to be held here since then is also a Ka’Tulan.”  The two quickly negotiated a few dark passages before coming upon a dimly lit cell near the end of the hallway.

The cell was small to the point of claustrophobic, with primitive bars holding the lone prisoner inside the cell.  He sat on the metallic bunk along the back wall, his head buried in his hands.  But Xi’Yor knew who this individual was even without seeing his face.  “Captain Christopher,” he said with a smile.  “Good of you to join us.”

The Captain slowly raised his head, revealing a face that was utterly malevolent.  He remained silent, instead allowing the hatred in his vibrant teal eyes to convey the extent of his feelings.

Xi’Yor smiled deviously, now rather pleased with Fel’duin’s find.  “I suspect you and I will be spending some quality time with each other in the near future.”

Christopher slowly matched Xi’Yor’s smile.  “I look forward to it,” he whispered, the haunting words barely caressing Xi’Yor’s ears.

“Then why wait?” Xi’Yor prompted as he turned to Fel’duin.  “Prepare an interrogation chamber!”

From day one, parents have expectations for their children.  They expect good manners, a clean room, and that any tasks assigned to them be completed in a timely fashion.  And for the most part, parents have a fair amount of control over these expectations.

From day one, parents also have a dream—a vision of their children when they are adults.  They envision their young to grow into strong, morally centered adults who enter a noble, respectable profession.  Ultimately, they have little control over these hopes and dreams, and it can sometimes lead to disappointment when the child does not turn out as expected.

Cerebrate Z’danorax was disappointed.

In fact, she was nearly embarrassed to claim Creya as her own flesh and blood, for the child was an uncultured heretic who deserved nothing more than a swift execution—right along with her father.  

“Where are we going?” Creya suddenly inquired.

At first, Z’danorax pretended to ignore the inquiry, instead focusing on the sensor data on the screen before her.  But Creya persisted until Z’danorax had little choice but to respond.  “We are going to Romulus,” she replied through clenched teeth.

Creya cocked her head.  “I thought we were looking for Talyere?”

“No,” replied Z’danorax.  “I am looking for Talyere.  You are a mere spectator.”

“Is Talyere on Romulus?”

“I do not know.”

“Then why are we going there?”

Z’danorax sighed.  Did these errant questions ever stop?  “High Overseer Cree’dan has launched an assault on Romulus.  It is my intention to observe the assault in order to determine the ultimate fate of the Romulans.  Though it is likely I shall have them terminated, I would hate to judge them without first observing them in action.”

There was a brief moment of silence between the two of them before Creya suddenly burst into laughter.

“Have I said something humorous?” asked Z’danorax icily.

Creya’s laughter continued a moment longer before she was finally able to calm herself.  “I just think it’s funny that you want to see the Romulans in action before you make a judgment.”

“And why is that?”

“Well, you certainly didn’t give me that chance!”

“You are incorrect.  Your opportunity to curry my favor has come and passed.  Not only was I unimpressed with your meager abilities, I found myself thoroughly disappointed.”

A bitter smile fell upon Creya’s face.  “I’m terribly sorry,” she muttered sarcastically.  “What, exactly was this opportunity?”

“Your assassination attempt, of course.  Had you succeeded, you would have at least proven yourself a worthy adversary.”

“But you would have been dead!” scoffed Creya.

Z’danorax shrugged it off.  “A minor hindrance,” she said.  “I have faith that High Overseer Cree’dan is a worthy successor; the Bloc would continue under his rule.”

Growing tired of the conversation with her daughter, Z’danorax swiftly turned her attention back to the computer.  They were still dozens of light years from Romulus… dozens of light years too many as far as the Cerebrate was concerned.  “We will arrive in thirty-two intervals,” she reported.  “Once we have secured Romulus, the search for the traitor Talyere will resume.”

Creya slowly nodded her comprehension, and Z’danorax smiled—though not because she was pleased that her daughter could understand such things.  Her pleasure came from knowing that once the search for Talyere resumed, Creya would no longer be a problem…

If there was one word Talyere could use to describe this most recent adventure, that word would be dreadful.  The adventure itself was acceptable; they had managed to discover an ancient Burmecian starbase in a star system long forgotten by the Federation.  It would undoubtedly be considered one of the greatest archaeological finds of the century.  Thus, with the adventure so incredible, it was the adventurers that were the source of Talyere’s mire.

In the beginning, it was Kendall Johnson.  The pedantic young human had provided numerous hours of frustration and stupidity for Talyere, and on countless occasions, the Overseer was tempted to return to his Elorg roots, and jettison the pathetic soul into the void of space.  But by some miracle, Johnson somehow managed to make himself useful, giving Talyere little to complain about.

Until Bali arrived.

Their Burmecian friend—and he used the term loosely—was certainly not as annoying as Johnson.  In fact, he was quite tolerable.  But after days of travel, Talyere was beginning to sense that something was not quite right with Bali.  He rarely spoke, and when he did, it was primarily a rehash of something he had already said.  This on top of his extremely suspicious story gave Talyere more than enough reason to be concerned—and concern was not something the Overseer liked to keep bottle up inside.

Slowly, he pushed himself away from his workstation at the front of the Aztec’s cockpit and rose to his feet.  Much as Talyere had expected, the action roused little response from Bali, who remained seated at the adjacent station.  He quickly took a few steps toward the aft section, and then came about.  “Mr. Johnson,” he called out, “I noticed a misalignment in one of the transwarp coils.  I will require your assistance in rectifying the error.”

Johnson frowned as he looked over the data for himself, undoubtedly noting that the misalignment Talyere spoke of did not exist.  Still, Johnson said nothing, and quickly came to his feet.  His lips began to form words, but Talyere quickly raised a hand to silence him.  “We must act quickly,” said Talyere before ducking into the aft section.

Moments later, Johnson stepped through the doors.  “I hope you know there is no misalignment,” he said as the doors slid shut behind him.

“I am aware of that fact,” said Talyere.  “It was simply a pretext to leave the cockpit; I believed it prudent to share my concerns about our guest with you… and doing so in front of him seemed inappropriate.”

A slight wave of relief fell upon Johnson.  “You think he’s a little… um, strange, too?”

Talyere nodded his agreement.  “If we are to believe Bali’s story, the Burmecians have spent the past 200,000 years preparing for this renewed Elorg invasion… ‘Defenders of the universe,’ if you will, handpicked by the Iconians to see the Elorg remain subjugated.  If that is indeed the case, they have been sadly deficient in their duties.  The invasion is well into its third year, yet the Burmecians have not recalled any of their vessels from long range expeditions… one would think such vessels would be of use against an Elorg Destroyer.”

Johnson readily agreed.  “I also found it strange that their only tactical installation is located deep inside Romulan space…”

“We shall hold off on judgment until we find a way to reach Ciden II,” said Talyere.  “For all we know, there are thousands of vessels waiting there.  In the interim, I suggest we simply maintain a close watch on him.”

And with that said, repairs on the malfunctioning transwarp coil were complete.

“There aren’t any Elorg ships in sensor range.”

The words of young Miral Torres were akin to music in Erin Keller’s ears, for they served as a melodious harbinger of inactivity.  Assuming that an armada of Elorg vessels didn’t suddenly drop out of transwarp, there was a fairly good chance that the next few hours would give the crew a much needed rest—and after the “Overseer Erinex” incident, Keller certainly welcomed the downtime.

The ship was still quite vulnerable.  Repairs were not fully completed, and though they were not currently upsetting any sensor displays, it would only be a matter of time before they did so.  Thus, now seemed like a very good opportunity to find a nice, quiet hiding spot where they could rest until they were ready to make do otherwise.

Still seated at the workstation adjacent to Torres, it was hardly inconvenient for Keller to look for a hiding place.  She quickly skimmed through the sensor data in search of a secluded place far from the front lines, and almost immediately, the Indari Nebula popped into sight.  Erin liked the seclusion it offered, but since the nebula would render shields inoperable, it was hardly a haven.

After dismissing a few more possibilities, Keller stumbled upon the Lyrata System.  Though it was relatively close to the hotly debated Elorg/Federation border, the asteroid belt therein was flooded with magnetic radiation.  If they could reach it without being detected, Keller was relatively certain they could stay there almost indefinitely without being detected.

Confident of her decision, she came about to face Captain Duford and said, “Take a look at this, Allison.”

Looking relieved to get out of the command chair, Duford quickly approached Erin’s workstation to observe the data in question.  After several moments of cogitation, Duford nodded her head agreeably. 

“I think if we hide our little raider near Lyrata VI, we should be completely shielded from sensors,” Erin added a moment later.  “We could probably stay there as long as we want, assuming the Elorg don’t invade the system.”

Again Duford glanced at the data, and again, readily agreed.  “Miral,” she said, turning to the young Klingon at the helm, “set a course for Lyrata VI… best possible speed.”

“That would be about warp 6.4,” Perez chimed in from the aft section.  “But with some work, I could probably bump that up to warp eight within a few hours.”

“Then do it,” Duford crisply ordered.  

“Course set,” Torres announced a scant second later.

Duford smiled briefly and gave the order to engage the engines before coming about to face her command chair from hell.  “Francisco,” she called out as she seated herself on its stone-like surface.

“Yes, Captain?”

“Not to rush you or anything… but do you think there’s a chance that once the warp engines are up to speed, you can equip our little raider with a more comfortable command chair?”

Scattered laughter suddenly erupted throughout the bridge, and Erin couldn’t help but join in.  “Elorg Overseers probably keep hard seats like that to keep them from becoming overly friendly,” she chirped.  

“Then perhaps Overseer Erinex should have sat in it,” Duford swiftly shot back.

For the life of her, Keller could not think of a viable comeback, primarily because her thoughts were beginning to cloud.  The banter with Allison had managed to stir her emotions, and Alan Christopher somehow managed to creep into her thoughts.  He would have really enjoyed that exchange, and undoubtedly had some sort of stupid response—but Erin remaindered herself that thinking of him was off limits.  

Completely off limits.

So as quickly as the subject came to mind, Erin banished it from her thoughts.  “You know,” she said softly, “this ship doesn’t have a name.”

“Actually,” Torres chimed in a second later, “it does.”  She tapped at the controls for a brief moment before the computer elicited a series of dull bleeps.  “According to the ship’s registry, it’s called the Grotus.”

“Yuck!” exclaimed Keller and Duford in tandem.  Erin giggled at the coincidence, and then quickly set her mind into overdrive.  “Why don’t we call it… the Lollipop?”

Again, laughter filled the bridge.  “With all due respect, Commander, your improvisational skills are a bit lacking,” said Torres. 

Keller frowned laughingly.  “Well can you think of anything better?”

“Erin,” said Duford, “I could probably think of thousands of better names, but Lollipop just has so much charisma.”

Erin smiled.  “Then we’ll keep it?”

Plopping down in her rock-solid command chair, Allison Duford let out a faint chuckle.  “What the hell.  I’ve always wanted to be Captain of the good ship Lollipop.”

Chapter Twenty-One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74081.6:  The Starlight is en route to the Alteran Expanse to collapse the Elorg rift before a potentially lethal invasion force has an opportunity to cross through.  Though we have yet to encounter any resistance, we have just crossed the Elorg border.  With thirty-six hours until we reach our destination, our mission is only beginning; there is a long road ahead of us.

Whenever he made a log entry, Ryan Landsberg always felt somewhat poetic.  Though his ramblings were far from Shakespeare, he always seemed to come off sounding far more eloquent than he actually was.  There was a (very brief) period of time during which he considered approaching women in such a format, but better judgment quickly set in, and told him that he would never have his way with the ladies with tact like that.  Thus, he relied upon his incredible charm and good looks.  On the Merrimac, the tactic worked quite well, and there was rarely a dull night in Landsberg’s quarters—but as he peered over his surroundings tonight, the Captain was considerably alone.

He sighed wearily and shoved himself away from his desk, haphazardly roaming his quarters until he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror.  Short blonde hair; bright blue eyes; a charismatic smile; dashing, boyish features… And yet there were no women in sight!  “I must not be working out enough,” he suddenly decided, peeling off his jacket and tossing it on the bed.

Satisfied that his already firm build was somehow inadequate, Landsberg quickly dropped to the floor and positioned himself to do a set of pushups.  But he got no further than that, for the door suddenly chimed.

In an instant, Landsberg was on his feet.  “Come in,” he beckoned, desperately hoping that Lieutenant Fellows or the Trill from engineering—Jayla Trinn—stood behind those doors.  But to his apparent consternation, Landsberg’s guest was anything but.

“Greetings,” Commander Harrison crisply said as he stepped into Landsberg’s quarters.  “I sincerely hope that I have not disturbed you.”

Hiding his disappointment to the best of his ability, Landsberg shook his head.  “Nah,” he said softly.  “I was just working out.”

“I see,” said Harrison.  He held a small black PADD in his hands, and after fidgeting with it for a moment, the Commander flashed it at Landsberg.  “Well, I have the status report you requested.

A tactical analysis of the Elorg defense perimeter, if Landsberg recalled correctly.  It wouldn’t make for the best reading material, but it would certainly help pass the time.  “Just put it on my desk,” he ordered.

“As you wish.”  Harrison swiftly complied, nodded politely in Landsberg’s direction, and then turned on his heel to leave. 

He got no further than a few steps before Landsberg stopped him.  “Commander!” he called out just as Harrison reached the threshold.

He stopped dead in his tracks.  “Yes, Captain?”

Landsberg sighed.  “Damn,” he whispered, scratching his forehead.  The words simply would not come to him.

“What is it?” asked Harrison, concerned.

“I was just wondering what the crew thinks of me,” he said hesitantly.  “On the Merrimac, I was… quite popular.  That’s not the case here.”

Harrison considered Landsberg’s question for one agonizingly long moment, and for a time, he was certain the Commander was going to admit they were about ready for mutiny.  But ultimately, a faint smile cracked Matthew Harrison’s otherwise stoic face.  “They are fond of you, I am certain of it.  The fact that you are new gives them reason to hesitate, for they have not yet had the opportunity to acquaint themselves with you.  But fear not, I suspect you shall have the ladies swooning over you in no time.”

That was all the reassurance that Landsberg needed.  In fact, that was exactly the reassurance that Landsberg needed.  “Commander, you are an excellent first officer,” he lauded.  “I’ll catch you tomorrow morning.”

Harrison nodded politely, turned on his heel and departed, leaving Landsberg alone for the night… though if all went well, the Captain knew such an occurrence would be rare in the future.  He smiled, and went to bed.

* * *

“…and the mêlée at Starbase 241 has proven a successful campaign thus far.  Our forces have sustained nominal losses, but nothing of consequence.”

As he listened to Administrator Fel’duin’s longwinded report, Overseer Xi’Yor continued to find additional reasons to terminate her.  But to his chagrin, she had proven herself a loyal subordinate on countless occasions, making grounds for termination less than stellar.  Besides, Xi’Yor wanted her to live to see his reign as Cerebrate.  She would be stripped of her title and imprisoned until needed for breeding.  Indeed, that alone was worth preserving her.

They slowly walked the darkened corridors of the underground prison, taking in the gallery of pedantic little Ka’Tulans collected during the occupation.  Xi’Yor always enjoyed occupations for just that reason.  Not only did he get to see natives at their worst, he also found much pleasure in randomly terminating them as he walked.  He tended to favor the ugly old ladies, but since all Ka’Tulans were so revolting, the randomness of Xi’Yor’s acts was far more genuine.  Women.  Children.  Men.  Whatever satisfied the Overseer.

Today, he had already terminated thirty-nine of them.  The Ka’Tulans tended to scream wildly upon being shot; most other species simply fell over dead, but there was something about the Ka’Tulans’ noncorporeal nature that extended the pain and agony as their bodies dissipated in a vibrant cloud of azure energy.  It was a spectacle to behold, and Xi’Yor was glad that there were still billions of the pathetic fools left.

But the Overseer knew that no matter how many of the insolent fools he terminated on this day, his thirst would not be quenched until a decent session in the interrogation chamber.  “How is the chamber?” he asked Fel’duin a moment later.

“My protectors just transferred the prisoner to the chamber a few moments ago,” said Fel’duin with a smile.  “I should warn you, Overseer, the prisoner is exceedingly disobedient.”

“All Ka’Tulans are savage,” reminded Xi’Yor.  “But it always makes for a more interesting session.”

The two silently negotiated a few darkened corridors until the sound of metal clanked beneath their feet.  Suddenly, a set of intense white spotlights sliced through the prevailing darkness and centered upon the savage figure of Alan Christopher.

The good Captain was strapped to a sleek, metallic chair, struggling to break free.  It was a foolish maneuver, but then again, it was a foolish prisoner.  Xi’Yor could only smile at the sight.

“Captain Christopher,” he greeted, taking a few additional steps forward.  He stopped less than a meter from the spotlight’s perimeter; already, he could feel the heat it generated.  Xi’Yor could only imagine how uncomfortable it was inside the ring of light.  “I must admit, my good Captain, it is a pleasure to see you here.  You have no idea how I have longed for this day.”

Finally deciding that he wasn’t going to escape, Christopher fell motionless and cast a malevolent gaze upon Xi’Yor.  There was hatred in those teal eyes of his, and it suited him well.  He almost looked like something more than an ugly sack of bones.

“So tell me, Captain, how is Rachael Meyer?”  Xi’Yor paused, and then smiled deviously.  “Oh, that’s right!  I terminated her!  Indeed, how could I have forgotten?  Her blood made several unsightly stains on my uniform.”

Christopher’s eyes widened, his nostrils flared, and his face flushed with anger.  “I’ll make an equally unsightly stain out of you!” he snapped.

With a wide smile upon his face, Xi’Yor turned his attention back to Fel’duin.  “You did not exaggerate, Administrator.  The subject is disobedient.”  He sighed.  “The error shall have to be rectified.”

Much like a hawk, Xi’Yor began to circle Christopher, observing his prey until finally, he struck, belting the Captain’s jaw with the back of his hand.  “Do not tempt me to do worse,” he warned icily.  Of course, Xi’Yor wanted nothing more than continued disobedience on the Captain’s behalf.

He quickly retreated from the heat of the spotlights and continued to circle.  “Now, Captain Christopher, where shall we begin?”  He gave the question a moment’s thought, and then stopped directly in front of Christopher.  “How is your daughter?” he inquired.  “I understand there was some… trouble?”

Even before he broached it, Xi’Yor knew this topic would draw a response from Christopher—and the Overseer was not disappointed.  As if he had forgotten they were there, Christopher briefly struggled with his restraints before glaring icily at Xi’Yor.  “Leave my daughter out of this!”

Clearly, an invitation to continue.  Xi’Yor smiled, and stepped into the sultry limelight.  “It is certainly a shame that I had you infected with that disease last year,” he whispered, each treacherous word falling upon the Captain’s ears with a growing sense of candor.  “Why… I believe had I not infected you, she would be arriving any day now.  Then again, you could have sacrificed yourself for her…  But then I would not have the pleasure of seeing you now.”

Clearly, Xi’Yor’s words were not penetrating Christopher’s dense skull.  He simply sat in a state of pure and utter shock.  “How?” he asked, his voice seemingly disjointed.  “Why?”

“The entire process was incredibly simple.  I contacted a member of the Cortisan Enclave and requested one of their agents infiltrate your vessel. Certainly you recall the insubordinate Commander Harrison who visited your vessel nearly one year ago?  He did more lead a mutiny, Captain…

“As you are undoubtedly aware, the disease caused your molecules to revert to their noncorporeal state.  The entire process should have been incredibly painful, taking years to reach completion.  But your encounter with the polaron torpedo launcher in the Farhelian Mountains drastically increased the rate of progression.  Though my enjoyment was somewhat stifled by this shorter duration, there was—”

“You infected me for your own enjoyment?” Christopher scoffed.

“Yes.  And I thank you for the countless intervals of entertainment you provided.”

The fury Christopher harbored was evident.  Had the Captain not been strapped to the interrogation chair, Xi’Yor might have feared for his life.  This session was certainly everything the Overseer had anticipated, and then some.  But it was only starting to get interesting.  He slowly retreated into the darkness, laughing all the way.

“Well, it is certainly a shame that I had Commander Keller terminated when we captured her vessel,” Xi’Yor continued, beginning to weave his intricate web of lies.  Of course, he spoke with such sincerity that Christopher would never know.  “I am certain that if you two tried to conceive another child, it would have been beautiful… for a lower species.”

The news of Erin Keller’s death enraged Christopher, and his fury spread through his veins like wildfire.  “I… am going… to kill you!” he seethed through clenched teeth.

Again, the Overseer laughed.  “Not unless I kill you first…”

Chapter Twenty-Two

As per Talyere’s order, Kendall Johnson was keeping a close eye on their Burmecian friend.  At first, Kendall was overwhelmingly intimidated by the strange alien, but now that he placed Bali under some scrutiny, he didn’t seem that bad… primarily because he didn’t do anything to warrant concern.  Or to be more exact, he didn’t do anything to begin with.

For the past several hours, Johnson had carefully observed the alien.  At first, he was extremely discreet in his observations, duly noting that after six days, Bali had yet to eat; subsequently, Kendall realized that the Burmecian had yet to visit waste extraction.  He just sat, completely oblivious to his surroundings.

Upon seeing this, Kendall decided that discretion really wasn’t necessary.  Though he tried not to be incredibly obvious, Johnson continued to observe Bali for the next few hours.  Not once did the alien blink his haunting yellow eyes… and as far as Kendall could recall, the alien had yet to take a nap of any kind. 

He tried to determine if Bali was breathing or not, but given the lack of an apparent nose, Johnson could not be certain.  His bland gray robe would rustle every once and awhile, giving the illusion that there was some sort of activity going on in his chest… but it was far too infrequent for Kendall to believe the Burmecian was actually breathing.  

Feeling a bit daring, Johnson carefully dug his sleek black tricorder from an adjacent compartment.  Keeping a close eye on Bali, he swiftly popped the tricorder open and began to run it over the Burmecian’s backside.  

Nothing registered.

To breathing.  No heartbeat.  No vital signs whatsoever.  In the tricorder’s very professional opinion, the chair Bali sat in was completely empty.  Thinking that the tricorder was malfunctioning, Kendall turned it upon himself; it cheerfully bleeped, and moments later, a series of vital statistics scrolled across the screen.

Kendall gulped, and slowly started to make his way back to the aft section where Talyere currently resided.  But he got no further than a single footstep when Bali suddenly came about.  “Mr. Johnson,” he stated, “according to sensor scan nine-two-beta, we are within one light year of our destination.  We will arrive in approximately seven minutes.”

The sudden outburst from Bali caught Kendall completely off guard, and he froze for several moments while his mind processed the data.  Check the sensors, he finally told himself.   He moved, but with Bali now watching him intently, Kendall’s actions were far from fluidic.  

He stumbled over the chair beside the Burmecian and haphazardly plopped down into the seat—and when he finally got his eyes focused on the sensors, they only confirmed what Bali had said.  Of course, the Burmecian left out a few very important details.  “There are hundreds of Elorg ships in the vicinity!”

The doors to the aft section suddenly parted, admitting Talyere into the fray.  “What is going on?” he inquired upon his approach.

“Trouble,” said Johnson.  “It looks like Starbase 241 is under heavy attack.”

“Xi’Yor is certainly getting audacious,” noted Talyere.  “And to make matters worse, I find it highly unlikely that we will be able to get an audience with Starfleet, given the circumstances.”

“If we drop out of transwarp, we’d probably be destroyed,” said Kendall.  “So now what do we do?  Try to penetrate Romulan space on our own?”

Gazing intently at sensors, Talyere shook his head in disagreement.  “That, too, seems unwise.  It would appear that the Elorg also control Romulan space.”

Kendall was starting to get the distinct feeling that they were on the edge of defeat—and that was definitely not a good feeling to have.  “We could try and reach Earth,” he suggested.  “But that’s another week’s journey… I don’t know if we have that much time.”

Talyere seemed indifferent to the suggestion, and instead focused his attention on Bali.  “Do you have any suggestions?”

Not surprisingly, the mysterious Bali’s prevailing silence returned, leaving Kendall and Talyere to fend for themselves…

* * *

A majestic flash of light heralded the arrival of Cerebrate Z’danorax at Romulus, her personal craft streaking into normal space amidst an explosive theater of war.  Dozens of Romulan Warbirds charged past the Cerebrate’s tiny craft, gently rattling it as they unleashed a furious barrage of plasma torpedoes upon the attacking Elorg Destroyers.

The verdant blasts stormed through the cosmos until crashing into the hull of a decrepit Elorg Destroyer.  In an instant, the destroyer burst at its seams, spewing great plumes of fire into space as came to its untimely end.  An armada of Destroyers suddenly eclipsed the dying vessel, plowing through the hazy explosion in search of the lowly Romulans.

Z’danorax allowed herself a moment to celebrate this victory even before it occurred, and then turned her eyes upon Creya for her reaction.  Not surprisingly, the young one was obviously appalled by the carnage.  “Mother,” she said tersely, “I demand you bring this to an end!”

“Be quiet,” was Z’danorax’s icy response.  “And do not call me ‘mother.’”  For a brief moment, her fingers lingered over the transporter controls; just a few simple keystrokes would put the Cerebrate’s miserable excuse for a daughter out of her misery once and for all.  But seconds before the thought became action, Z’danorax recanted, and instead focused her attention on finding Cree’dan’s vessel.

When the High Overseer’s craft did not immediately appear on sensors, Z’danorax feared that the Romulans had destroyed it.  But then, as if by magic, it popped onto sensors.  The Cerebrate made haste to open a communication channel; moments later, Cree’dan’s intrepid face appeared on the small screen next to Creya.

“Cerebrate,” he exclaimed, the surprise in his voice obvious.  “What are you doing here?”

“I came to oversee the conquest of the Romulan Star Empire,” Z’danorax smoothly replied.  “I believed that much was obvious; perhaps I was mistaken.”

“No, Cerebrate, you are correct!” Cree’dan assured her.  “Your arrival was merely… unexpected.  I shall submit myself for termination should you desire.  Clearly I have been inept in m duties.”

Z’danorax swiftly dismissed the notion with a wave of her hand.  “That will not be necessary at this time.  What is the status of the Romulan fleet?”

Not wishing his life to be endangered again, Cree’dan quickly provided the necessary information.  “One hundred ninety-one vessels destroyed, 317 crippled.  The orbital defense perimeter has been decimated, and our ground troops have already begun to occupy the planet.”

Though the news certainly boded well, the look upon the Cerebrate’s face remained grim.  “I was under the impression that these Romulans posed a threat.  However, you seem to have managed to defeat and subjugate them with ease.”

Cree’dan’s face slowly molded itself into an expression akin to the Cerebrate’s.  “Apparently we overestimated them,” he admitted.

“And what of the oft mentioned Jem’Hadar?” continued Z’danorax.  “You are certain you encountered them in the Sineron Cluster?”

“I saw them with my own eyes.”

“And where are they now?”

“I don’t know.”

It didn’t take a scientist to determine that something was not right.  If the Romulans had taken the time to create these allegedly feral Jem’Hadar, certainly they had plans for them.  Z’danorax did not see it as a project one would embark upon purely for entertainment.  “We are overlooking something,” she mused, more to herself than anyone else around her.

“What might that be?” Creya intoned a moment later.

Z’danorax’s vivid orange eyes fluttered with disgust.  Was it possible for one to so dense and not know about it?  “If I knew what it was,” she said exasperatedly, “then I would not be overlooking it, now would I?  Suffice it to say, it is paramount that we find out…”

Excitement pulsed through William Grayson’s veins as he watched a massive Elorg Destroyer explode into a tumultuous sea of flames on the viewscreen before him.  That was the tenth vessel they managed to destroy within the past hour, compared to the six Federation starships destroyed by the Elorg in the same timeframe.  “Transphasic torpedoes are a godsend,” he whispered, knowing full well that without them, the battle would already be lost.  Curious as to how well they were actually faring, Grayson turned his attention to the tall brunette at the operations console.  “Lieutenant Forrester.  Status?”

Her eyes quickly flitted about the myriad status reports before her.  “Shields down to sixty-four percent; we have a hull microfracture on levels eighty-four and eight-five… and we’ve depleted about a third of our transphasic torpedo supply.”

“How many Elorg ships are down?”

“So far… 122,” Forrester replied.

It was a good start… but it was far from enough.  There were still hundreds of Elorg vessels looming on the horizon, and as a less than friendly reminder of that, the starbase started to rumble as another volley of torpedoes crashed into the station’s shield grid.  Grayson swiftly grabbed hold of a nearby railing and watched as a wing of Elorg destroyers made a pass at the station.  Almost instantly, swarms of Federation starships buried the vessels in a storm of weapons fire; the Elorg quickly returned fire, and in the fiery aftermath, both sides came through with two fewer vessels.

Still, Grayson was not deterred.  “This battle isn’t over just yet,” he said softly.

Danger lurked in all directions.  At the end of one path was the Romulan Star Empire; the other path led to a massive battle between Starfleet and the Elorg.  In Talyere Rosat’s judgment, neither road was acceptable, but to his chagrin, there were few viable alternatives.

For a long while, he thought about seeking out the Klingons.  The nearest Klingon colony was only eight days away, and there was no doubt in Talyere’s mind that they were longing for some glorious combat.  But he was slightly concerned about how the Klingons would react to being approached by an Elorg.  They weren’t the most open-minded species, and it was likely that they would simply blow up the Aztec before rendering aid.

Not wanting to experience that, Talyere decided they would simply roam around the cosmos until they came upon a Federation starship not actively engaged in a dogfight with an Elorg destroyer.  Sadly, it seemed that the majority of the Federation fleet was defending Starbase 241, and the Aztec would have to venture through several sectors before coming upon a non-combatant ship.

Thus, Talyere decided to make himself comfortable.  It was going to be a long journey, and given his companions, he would need to be as relaxed as possible to keep from terminating them.  But his period of rest and relaxation was sadly deficient.  The moment Talyere began to recline back in his chair, Kendall Johnson’s workstation bleeped.

“I’ve got something on sensors,” said Johnson softly.

Talyere rolled his eyes.  “I would have never guessed.”

With an exasperated look on his face, Johnson pointed at the sensor display.  “Take a look for yourself.  It’s just a faint sensor ghost near the Lyrata System.  I can’t really make much sense of it, though.”

Slowly, Talyre moved in for a closer look.  Sure enough, there was a barely detectable blip rapidly approaching the asteroid belt near Lyrata VI.  “Perhaps it is an interspatial anomaly of some sort?”

“If it is, it’s not consistent with any sort of anomaly I’ve ever seen,” admitted Johnson.  Though he was certainly not Talyere’s most favorite person, the Overseer could at least respect Johnson for his occasionally inspired scientific mind.  

“Could it be a ship?”

Johnson swiftly nodded in agreement.  “They could be masking their ion trail,” he postulated.  “They’re just not doing a very good job.”

“Scan for thoron radiation,” Talyere suggested a moment later.

Though he looked more than a little curious when regarding the strange order, Johnson nevertheless complied, quickly entering the necessary commands into the computer.  Moments later, his screen showed a streak of yellow dots leading all the way back to Ka’Tula VII.  “What does it mean?” he asked.

Talyere smiled.  “It means that a heavily damaged Elorg vessel is on the run.  Thorons are a component of an Elorg vessel’s drive plasma.  If the vessel is leaking plasma from its nacelle, that would easily disrupt any attempt to mask it from sensors; and since it is leaking thorons, it must be an Elorg vessel.” 

“What should we do?” asked Johnson.

“I need not remind you that we are currently at war with the Elorg; this vessel is clearly in Federation space.  Raise shields, arm weapons, and set a course for Lyrata VI.”

The sensors suddenly bleeped, catching Erin Keller off guard.  She had been so focused on getting the Lollipop to Lyrata VI in one piece that she had virtually forgotten about them.  But apparently, they had not forgotten her.  Quickly, Keller looked over the new data before her—and her jaw nearly hit the floor.  “Allison, we’ve got a Federation starship on a direct intercept course.  It’s the Aztec!”

Still seated in her uncomfortable command chair, Allison Duford expelled a weary sigh.  “Is this good news or bad?”

Erin gulped.  “Since their weapons are armed, I’m guessing bad.”

“Hail them.”

In an instant, Keller’s deft fingers danced over the controls, but to her chagrin, they were greeted with little more than a dull, fuzzy bleeping sound.  “Shit!” said Erin, shaking her head.  “The comm is out!”

Duford quickly turned back to Perez and half-shouted, “I thought you had that fixed?”

The engineer shrugged apologetically.  “So did I!” he exclaimed.  He already had an engineering kit in his hand and was just waiting for Duford to give him the word to go.

She kept his wait to a minimum, and after a quick glance at the screen beside the command chair, sanctioned his mission to repair the comm system.  “The Aztec will be in weapons range in twenty minutes; I want that comm system back in fifteen,” she said as Perez made his exit.  Upon seeing her engineer’s agreeable nod, Duford smiled, and then turned her attention back to the helm.  “Miral, get us into that asteroid belt and evade like hell!”

Feeling his nerves begin to fray in the face of impending battle, Kendall Johnson furiously worked at his station to keep his mind occupied.  He knew that if he had a nervous breakdown in front of Talyere and Bali the “Vegetable Man” in the heat of battle, things would get extremely unpleasant.  And so he started running sensor scans to keep his mind occupied; searching for a weakness in the enemy’s vessel was certainly a worthy task—especially when it turned up immediate results.  “I’m detecting mostly humans on that Elorg ship!”

Talyere’s face instantly fell into a frown.  “Particle synthesis,” he surmised, speaking of the Elorg equivalent of holographic technology.  “My people have used this tactic countless of times to lull their nemeses into a false sense of security—and given their tactical disadvantage, they need every edge they can get.”

Kendall nodded his agreement.  It seemed logical enough, but a tiny voice deep in the back of his mind was screaming that logic was not enough to go on in this instance.  But then again, the voices in Kendall’s head rarely gave him good advice; he suddenly recalled his attempt at suicide last year, and summarily decided that logic would have to suffice.  And with that thought in mind, the shields were up, the weapons were armed, and Kendall Johnson was ready for battle.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Hell’s maw loomed just up ahead, a massive pinwheel of reddish-violet vigor, bursting at the seams with malevolent tendrils of pallid energy—and the devil’s advocate would chase the Starlight and its two companions right up to the gates.

Six massive Elorg destroyers charged through the stormy Alteran Expanse, hunting down the three Federation starships like the plague.  Bursts of electric blue energy hurtled through the nebulous domain like wildfire, exploding upon their nemeses with a majestic torrent of flames.  But all three ships emerged from the fiery cloud intact… for now.

“Aft shields are down to twenty-two percent!” shouted Lieutenant Bator over the rumbling deck.

Ryan Landsberg jammed his fists into the arms of his chair.  “Damn!” he exclaimed.  Shields were unstable to begin with given the nebulous conditions outside, and the Elorg attack was making things even worse.  “Divert all power to shields and weapons!”

“Sir!” came Drayge a moment later.  “A seventh destroyer is approaching off our starboard dorsal, closing fast!”

Given his previous encounters with the Elorg, Landsberg was weary about engaging one destroyer head on.  And under normal circumstances, seven was out of the question.  But these were not normal circumstances.  “Bator,” he said loudly, “This ship has fifteen torpedo launchers… use them!  Arm these wonder-torpedoes Grayson supplied and show these Elorg bastards we mean business!”

“Torpedoes armed,” came Bator a scant moment later.

Sitting at the edge of his seat, Landsberg slowly crept backward and said, “Fire!”

His command was followed by a tense moment of silence, during which, two Elorg Destroyers crept into sight on the viewscreen.  After a moment of maneuvering, streaks of azure light began sailing from their tactical array, jostling the Starlight upon impact.  The shields flickered and the lights dimmed, but the assault was hardly traumatic.  Seconds later, a string of vibrant yellow torpedoes streaked across the view screen.

And then another.

And another, each volley crashing into the Elorg vessels until nothing but a gigantic cloud of swirling fire hung in the space once occupied by the Elorg.  The ships had been obliterated.

An excited smile slowly spread across Landsberg’s face.  Suddenly, this mission didn’t seem so hopeless.  “Report!” he demanded.

“Both Elorg vessels were destroyed,” said Bator, obviously pleased with the results.  “The remaining five vessels are currently keeping their distance.”

“Now that we have the means to quash them,” said Harrison, “they don’t know what to do with us.”

“You’ll get no arguments from me,” replied Landsberg.  He knew it was only a matter of time before the Elorg decided to strike again—a few minutes at best—but Landsberg intended to use every minute to his advantage.  “Commander Tompkins,” he called out, “let’s go over that plan one last time.”

Situated at the operations station in the aft section of the bridge, Tompkins quickly tapped at the controls before obliging the Captain’s order.  No doubt, he, too, was using this time to make some last-minute adjustments.  “When we’re within range of the rift, all three vessels need to direct a compressed graviton beam into the aperture.  According to my most recent calculations, we’ll need to keep all three beams active for about fifteen seconds.”

Making certain he understood what was going on, Commander Harrison soon prompted, “This process will help to compromise the structural integrity of the rift, correct?”

“Yeah,” said Tompkins with a nod.  “Once that’s done, the rest is up to us.”

A wide grin suddenly fell upon Bator’s normally stoic face.  “I will have to fire a volley of transphasic torpedoes into the rift, and detonate them once inside.  It will be a piece of cake, no doubt.”

“It had better be,” said Landsberg.  “We don’t have any room for error in this.  If we fail… we are dead.”  Though he certainly sounded foreboding, Landsberg was confident that they would succeed.  Now was simply not the time for the crew to get overconfident.

The helm suddenly bleeped, and Landsberg’s attention swiftly fell upon Lieutenant Drayge.  The young Bolian tapped at the controls for a moment, then announced, “We’re ten minutes away.”

Landsberg sighed nervously.  And a long ten minutes it would be…

This is not good.

Four little words—and they repeated themselves over and over again inside Alan Christopher’s head, constantly reminding him of the outcome of his plan to seek out Xi’Yor.  It was not a total failure; he did, after all, find himself in the presence of the wretched Overseer—but to his chagrin, the circumstances were not as conducive to killing Xi’Yor as Christopher had hoped.

In fact, with each passing hour, it seemed more and more likely to Christopher that if anyone fell over dead, it would be him.  Xi’Yor’s was having a field day with Christopher, and given the Overseer’s mercurial attitude, it would only be a matter of time before some of the more “exotic” forms of interrogation began.

But for the time begin, it was nothing but mindless banter that seemed to go nowhere—conditioning.  Xi’Yor was hoping to break Christopher so that when the real questions came around, the Captain would be too delusional to hold back.

“Commander Keller was a very attractive young lady,” Xi’Yor suddenly prompted, his footsteps drawing closer to Christopher.  The Overseer grimaced for a moment, and then added, “for a human.”

Christopher could feel the anger swelling in his veins.  Hoping to ebb those feelings, he closed his eyes and sucked in a deep lungful of air—and for a moment, the anger began to subside.

For a moment.

Xi’Yor suddenly stepped into the circle of white light surrounding Christopher’s chair wearing a demonic look upon his face.  “However, she did not satisfy me in bed.  She merely screamed like a whore as I forced myself upon her.  I had little choice but to slit her throat.  The blood certainly made a mess, but…” He paused for a moment to take in the horrified look on Christopher’s face.  “Is there something wrong?”

Christopher’s blood began to boil, and this time, he didn’t even think about suppressing his anger.  “You.  Lie,” he hissed through clenched teeth.

Xi’Yor stood for a moment, his back turned to Christopher.  “My dear Captain, I would never tell a lie,” he whispered.  Suddenly, he turned on his heel and with all his might, struck Christopher in the face.

His head slammed into the hard, metallic chair, eliciting an unpleasant clinking noise that seemed to rattle his brain and blur his vision.  His entire face tingled, and he could feel a few bloody teeth floating around in his mouth.  But Christopher refused to give in.  “My grandma hits harder than that,” he sputtered, losing two teeth to the ground in the process.

Xi’Yor drilled a malevolent gaze into Christopher’s skull, and slowly raised a clenched fist into the Captain’s line of sight.  But he did not strike.  Instead, he turned his attention to the shadowy figure that had suddenly appeared at the threshold of the doorway.  “What do you want, Fel’duin?”

“I bring news from the front lines, Overseer.”

“And?”

The female Elorg slowly stepped into the darkness of the chamber and sighed.  “The Federation has managed to upgrade their arsenal.  The battle at Starbase 241 is beginning to favor their forces.”

Xi’Yor said nothing.  Instead, he turned back to Christopher, making sure his fisted hand was visible to the Captain.  “I suggest you tell me everything you know about Starbase 241.  Or else…”

Francisco Perez’ fifteen minutes were up three minutes ago, and as far as Erin Keller could tell, communications were not restored.  She was tempted to go and render aid to the engineer, but with two minutes until the Aztec entered weapons range, she had the distinct feeling that it was not a good time to go gallivanting about the ship.

Of course, for the time being, they weren’t in any immediate danger.  Nestled deep inside of the Lyrata System’s asteroid belt, it would take far longer than two minutes for the Aztec to find their target.  Nevertheless, there was something rather unsettling about being hunted down as such.

“Perez,” came Allison Duford’s voice a moment later,  “where’s that comm system?”

“It’s worse than I thought,” he replied via his communicator; the devices worked independently of the main communication system.

“How much worse is it?” Duford inquired.

“I’ll need a few more minutes.”

“You don’t have a few more minutes!” Duford reminded.  “The Aztec will in weapons range in less than a minute!”

“I’ll get it done as quickly as possible,” Perez assured her.

“You’re damned right you will!  Duford out.”  With that said, the Captain turned her attention to the massive asteroid looming on the viewscreen.  “Will that shield us for long?”

Erin shook her head.  “Not very.  Since the Aztec knows to look for us in here, it’s only going to be a matter of time before they actually find us.”

“And they’re not wasting any time,” Torres added a moment later.

Keller was about to ask for further explanation, but she didn’t get the chance.  A distant asteroid in the corner of the viewscreen suddenly exploded, followed in short succession by two additional explosions.  As the hazy clouds of rock and fire dispersed, Keller could make out the sleek curves of the Aztec maneuvering in the debris—and heading almost directly toward the Lollipop.

“Torres,” shouted Captain Duford, “reverse course, one-third impulse!  Get us as far away from the Aztec as possible!” 

The Lollipop quickly came about—perhaps too quickly, for Keller could feel her lunch lurching about her stomach.  She ignored the unpleasant feelings, and instead focused her attention on sensors.  “I don’t think they’ve spotted us yet.  They’re still heading for our previous position.”

Duford heaved a sigh of relief.  “Good,” she said.  “If we can reach the edge of the asteroid belt without them knowing, we should be able to jump to warp and leave them behind.”

“Agreed,” said Keller, just as the Aztec reduced another cluster of rocky asteroids to dust.   “We’d better get there quickly, though.”

They managed to slip around several small, rocky asteroids before the Aztec even began to change its course, and for a moment, Keller thought that they just might make it to the edge of the belt in one piece.  But then, reality sunk in, and the Aztec swiftly came about, weapons blazing in the general direction of the Lollipop.

The first two torpedoes were near misses, barely skimming the shields before crashing into the surface of some distant asteroid.  Using the haze of the explosion to their advantage, Torres swiftly plowed through the wake and made a run for the massive asteroid just up ahead.

The Aztec was not fooled, and fervently followed its target into the shadowy recesses of one of the asteroid’s massive caverns.  Hoping to slow down their pursuers, Keller quickly targeted their aft phasers on the cavern’s ceiling and fired, prompting countless chunks of rock to break free.  It wouldn’t be enough to destroy the Aztec, but Erin was hoping it would be enough to slow it down.

As Torres guided the Lollipop through the remains of the rocky tunnel, Keller afforded herself a moment to check the sensors.  “It worked!” she exclaimed.  “It looks like we’ve lost them.”

“Then get us the hell out of here!” said Duford, just as they emerged from a gaping apse in the opposite side of the asteroid.

Hundreds of thousands of smaller asteroids loomed before them, but without any hesitation on her behalf, Torres increased their speed to maximum impulse and charged through the thinning asteroid field until nothing but a vast, scintillating starfield filled the viewscreen.  “That’s definitely a sight for sore eyes,” Keller quipped as they continued to leave the asteroid belt behind.

“Sorry to end your ruminations, Erin, but we need to get the hell out of here,” interjected Duford.  “Any heading, Cadet.  Just make sure it’s away from here…”

Torres fingers swiftly danced over the controls, and moments later, the viewscreen erupted into a flash of bright light—but the Lollipop wasn’t going anywhere.  The Aztec loomed just up ahead, and moments later, another burst of light filled the screen.  Keller was barely able to discern the outline of a second Aztec before a third burst of light interrupted her, depositing yet another Aztec.

And then a fourth.

And a fifth.

And a sixth.

“They’re repeatedly jumping in and out of warp!” Torres exclaimed.  “And the all have weapons charged!”

“Can we run?” asked Duford.

Torres shook her head.  “They have us virtually surrounded… and are closing fast.”

“And we have no way of knowing which one is the real one!” muttered Duford.  “I am open to suggestions…”

“And I have one,” said Erin suddenly.  As if it were some sort of divine intervention, inspiration had struck at just the moment it was needed.  “I know that ship like the back of my hand.  I can use its prefix codes to disable it!”

Without even waiting for Duford to sanction her idea, Keller began to tap at the workstation before her.  Navigating the Elorg interface was still a bit of a challenge, but Erin was comfortable enough with it to pull off this little feat.  She hoped.  And as she keyed in the magical codes with the power to bring the Aztec to a stop, Keller faltered on several occasions, wondering if she had input the correct characters.  Well, there was only one way to find out.

She gave the computer the order to execute—and all of the Aztecs continued to swarm like bees at the hive.  Slowly, Keller turned to Duford, desperately hoping inspiration would strike again, but there was no such luck.  Her mind was a blank slate.  But suddenly, one of the myriad Aztecs began to drift aimlessly through space, just as many of the others faded into oblivion.

“You did it!” Duford cried excitedly.

Keller’s eyes widened at the revelation.  “Of course I did!” she chirped, hoping her surprise wasn’t too obvious.

“And I have some good news,” came Francisco Perez’ voice as he entered the bridge via the aft turbolift.  “The comm system is back online.”

“And only a few moments too late,” quipped Duford from her command chair.  She fell silent for several moments, giving the crew a moment to catch their breath before turning her dark brown eyes back to Erin Keller.  “Open a channel.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Keller crisply replied, and several moments later, Talyere and Kendall Johnson flitted onto the viewscreen.  Behind them, a strange-looking alien wrapped in a gray cloak, his only visible features being a pair of bright yellow eyes set upon a pitch-black void.  Though she very much wanted to ask about him, Keller acted as nonchalant as possible while Duford explained their situation.

But Talyere hardly looked impressed.  “How do I know you are not members of the Cortisan Enclave, masquerading about as Starfleet officers?”

Deciding now was a good time to chime in, Erin quickly gave Talyere a chance to seek the truth.  “Ask me anything,” she invited.  “And make it tough…”

Talyere nodded.  “What is your favorite beverage?”

That was easy.  Too easy.  “Hot chocolate,” she replied.  “Ask me a real question now.”

Slowly, the Elorg’s mouth opened, but it was obvious that he was at a loss of words; almost anything he could ask could be rationalized as general knowledge.  But Erin could see a glint of inspiration in Kendall’s eye.  He hesitated for a moment, but after a moment’s thought, he cleared his throat and spoke.  “When and how did your favorite vase break?”

Erin remembered her favorite vase all too well.  It had been a gift from her parents during their trip to Bajor countless years ago.  She had liked to keep Ti’vhalan Orchids in it to reminder her of the trip—and she had been incredibly saddened by its demise.  “It happened well over a year ago,” Erin recalled, though the exact date eluded her.  “Cleo knocked it over.  I was quite upset with the little fur ball.”

A wide smile spread across Kendall’s face as he turned to Talyere.  “It’s really her.  It has to be.”

Given the blank look on his face, Talyere was hardly convinced—but he did nothing to further Keller’s interrogation.  “I suppose a simple medical examination could prove their identities just as well,” he decided.

“I’m all for it,” said Erin.  “I can’t wait to get off this space barge!”

Talyere blinked, and a strange look fell upon his face.  Keller wasn’t exactly sure she liked it.  “Actually,” said the Elorg, “ I believe it would better serve our interests if we were to visit you.  We are attempting to enter Romulan space, and since the Elorg currently control that region, entering in an Elorg craft would be far less conspicuous.”

“What’s in Romulan space?” asked Duford.

Both Talyere and Kendall looked back at their alien guest, coming back with curious looks.  “I know not,” admitted Talyere.  “But we are about to find out.”

Ryan Landsberg sat nervously at the edge of his command chair, his bright blue eyes fixed upon the ominous sight on the viewscreen before him: the Elorg Rift.  For the past two years, the eternally swirling gateway had served as the Federation’s ultimate source of mire, giving passage to countless Elorg armadas.

And now, it was about to end.

Landsberg was unsure if he should be excited for his chance to make such history, or scared senseless at the impending danger—and so he was neither, instead finding himself feeling his usual pre-battle jitters.  In five minutes, when their mission was over, he would have a better idea of how to feel.

“The Alexander and the Johannesburg are in position,” Neelar Drayge announced from the helm.  Unlike Landsberg, the young Bolian’s emotions were quite obvious:  nervous beyond belief.  But to his credit, he still maintained a professional demeanor.

Landsberg, beginning to feel a bit more heroic, turned his gaze to the operations station.  “Commander Tompkins, what about the graviton beams?”

“The deflector has been reconfigured for long-range dispersal,” he reported.  “We’re ready to rumble.”

“Then get to it,” beckoned Landsberg.

“The other starships are waiting for your order,” Harrison softly interjected.

Landsberg nodded, and allowed a brief moment to pass before finding the right word with which he could oversee the demise of the hated rift.  And only one came to mind: “Fire!”

Fifteen seconds remained.

In an instant, three verdant streaks flickered to life on the viewscreen, streaming into the angry gateway like an infection.  

Fourteen.

Thirteen.

Twelve.

Tendrils of angry white energy slowly meandered into the maelstrom, slowly draining the entity of its perfect form.  The rotation grew uneven, and purplish clouds began to fill the void.

Eleven.

Ten.

Nine.

Great plumes of gas spewed forth from the rift, gently buffeting the Starlight’s shields.  Landsberg maintained his firm grasp on the command chair, and held his breath…

Eight.

Seven.

Six.

“Transphasic torpedoes armed,” said Bator.  “Coordinates are locked.”

Five.

Four.

Landsberg’s lips began to part, ready to give the fateful to fire.

Three.

But the words died in the Captain’s throat.

Two massive Elorg Destroyers suddenly appeared at the misty threshold of the rift, deferring the delicate graviton beams as their vibrant azure torpedoes fell upon the Johannesburg’s shields.  They flickered helplessly for a moment before a second volley blew straight through and into the starship’s hull.  It exploded wildly an instant later, right along with Ryan Landsberg’s hopes for a successful mission.

“There are over five thousand vessels en route from subspace,” Bator reported.

“Can we still collapse the rift?” asked Landsberg.

“Do we want to?” Harrison interjected before Tompkins had a chance to respond.  “If we do, we will be killing hundreds of thousands of Elorg.”

“And if we don’t,” Landsberg tersely replied, “there will be hundreds of thousands of Elorg killing us.”

“We can still fire the torpedoes,” Tompkins finally said, “but since we weren’t able to expose the rift to the graviton beams for fifteen seconds, it won’t stay sealed for long—and I can guarantee that the Elorg won’t let us this far into their territory again.”

A third destroyer began to emerge from the rift, and Landsberg could feel the situation grow that much worse.  They had to seal that rift at any cost, and the only explosion more powerful that the detonation of a transphasic torpedo was that of a warp core.  He gulped, and turned to Harrison.  “We’re going to destroy the ship,” he said evenly.

His face flushed of all color, Harrison simply nodded his agreement and collected his final thoughts. 

“Computer,” said Landsberg, “set auto destruct sequence, authorization Landsberg-1-6-Theta.”

The computer chirped.  “Authorization accepted.  Secondary authorization required.”

Harrison wavered for a brief moment, then shook off his apprehension and got down to business.  “Computer, set auto-destruct sequence, authorization Harrison-9-5-Gamma.”

“Authorization accepted,” replied the computer in its dreadfully smooth tone. 

“Set countdown to three minutes, and begin on my mark,” said Landsberg.  He paused for a weary moment, and then gave the fateful order: “Mark.”

The computer chirped happily.  “Auto destruct sequence initiated; auto-destruct in two minutes, fifty-five seconds.”

The outcome would most likely be heroic… but as he sat in his command chair, Landsberg felt like anything but.  “Lieutenant Drayge, set course for the rift.  Maximum impulse.”

He hesitated for a moment, but ultimately carried out his order.  “Course set.”

A blur of green light suddenly streaked across the viewscreen and exploded upon the hull of the nearest Elorg Destroyer.  Slowly, the bulky vessel moved to intercept the source of the attack, only to find death at its doorstep.  The space surrounding the Elorg vessel began to ripple, and the sleek, ominous curves of a Romulan Warbird shimmered into existence.

And it had friends…

Hoards of Romulan Warbirds suddenly rippled to life in the ominous violet nebula, giving the Elorg more targets than they knew what to do with—but that surprising image suddenly flitted away, replaced by the stern face of a Romulan.  “Captain,” he said evenly, “you may continue your work.”  And as suddenly has he had appeared, the Romulan vanished, replaced once more by the raging battle in the nebula. 

“The Alexander has managed to finish the graviton cycle,” Tompkins announced.  “All we have to do is cancel that damn auto-destruct, and fire some torpedoes into the rift!”

Hero it was.  Landsberg smiled uncontrollably and bolted from his seat.  “Computer, cancel auto destruct, authorization Landsberg-1-6-Theta!  Mr. Bator, fire!”

Plumes of hazy verdant plasma mushroomed out of the dying rift as the Starlight rained hell upon its very being.  Manic tendrils of white energy began to manifest themselves around the hazy edges of the rift, slowly pulling it back into its subspace domain.  As its massive feeder bands pinwheeled themselves out of existence, gaping hole in subspace—the eye of the storm—faded into oblivion until there was nothing left.

The Elorg Rift was no more.

As pair of large metallic doors clanked shut behind him, Overseer Xi’Yor’s eyes wandered the corridor outside the interrogation chamber for the shapely figure of Administrator Fel’duin.  Much as he expected, she stood nearby, gazing at one of the computer displays mounted on the wall.  Upon hearing Xi’Yor’s approach, she turned from the wall to face the Overseer.  “Have you the data you required?”

He smiled deviously, and lifted a sleek gray padd into the light.  “All of it,” he proclaimed, gesturing grandly.  “Captain Christopher proved most helpful in my endeavors.  Once he decided to cooperate, of course.”

A curious gaze suddenly fell upon Fel’duin’s face.  “When last we spoke, the prisoner was most unruly, Overseer.  What could you have possibly done to curry his favor?”

The question was certainly valid—in fact, it was one Xi’Yor looked forward to answering.  But for the time being, there were more pressing matters at hand.  “Come, Fel’duin,” he beckoned.  “We have much work to do.”

An hour later, great plumes of fire burst through the hull of Starbase 241, wrapping themselves around the starbase like a blanket until ultimately it’s smoldering hulk hung dead in space.  In a fury of confusion, escape pods jettisoned into space, shuttles streaked away from the station, and the remaining few Federation starships hung close to beam out survivors.

But suddenly, a rogue Elorg destroyer reentered the battlefield from the debris-filled perimeter.  It was heavily damaged, venting plumes of violet plasma from its warp nacelles and sporting dozens of gaping hull breeches.  In an instant, countless Federation starships converged upon the lone destroyer, and while its companions continued to retreat, this Elorg craft forged ahead, oblivious to the attacking Federation starships.  

Its hull slowly crumpled, large sections simply falling away from the heavily damaged infrastructure.  Still, the vessel endured, and over time, its course became obvious—Starbase 241.  But there was no time to react, and in the blink of an eye, the destroyer streaked into warp… 

* * *
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