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Prologue

The definition of ‘home’ was a curious one.  It varied from culture to culture—and in many cases, from person to person.  The Vulcans defined ‘home’ as a simple structure erected for the sole purpose of habitation.  Humans, on the other hand, tended to believe “home is where the heart is”—be it a simple structure erected for habitation, or another location filled with sentimental value.  But for Overseer Xi'Yor, home was the interrogation chamber—and as he stood in the dimly lit fringes of the room, he knew it had been far too long since his last voyage home.

His pulse quickened at the very prospect of an interrogation, and as he approached the circle of light in the center of the room, the Overseer’s ashen lips slowly curved upward.  A grayish-brown skinned alien was seated in the brazen metallic chair—and he was ripe for conquest.

Xi'Yor slowly approached the periphery of the luminous spotlight and flashed his subject a devious grin.  The alien’s beady black eyes wavered for only a moment before assuming an almost uncanny sense of calm. Words attempted to escape the alien’s beak-like snout, but as he began to speak, the lexis immediately trailed off.  His scaly head bobbled on his long neck for a moment before he raised a clawed fist to brush aside the perspiration beaded on his feathered brow.

“What is your designation?” Xi'Yor inquired, still looming at the threshold of the light.

The alien’s eyes focused on Xi'Yor’s position.  “Tzudan,” he whispered in a throaty voice.  “Tracker Tzudan.”

Considering the alien’s appearance, Xi'Yor had not expected cooperation—but he was not about to complain.  It would simply allow him to proceed to the more interesting phase of the interrogation with due haste. “Where are you from?”

“The Zukara Segment.”  Tzudan’s gaze lingered on Xi'Yor for only a moment longer before wandering a few meters to the Overseer’s left.  As he peered into the shady darkness, he said, “Identify yourself—and your friend.”

It was rare occasion for any overseer to interrogate such a boisterous prisoner—and in the aftermath of Xi'Yor’s splendid sessions with Alan Christopher several months ago, the last thing the Overseer expected to find in his coveted chair was another miscreant.   Fortune appeared to be on his side.

Grinning, Xi'Yor slowly stepped into the sultry ring of light and lowered himself to Tzudan’s eye-level.  “I am the one making demands tonight, Tracker Tzudan.  If you value your pathetic life, I suggest you keep that in mind.”

Tzudan slowly turned his head away from Xi'Yor and sighed wearily, as if the interrogation were a waste of the pitiable Tracker’s mind—or something similar.  But whatever the case, it was of little concern to Xi'Yor.  The Overseer stared at the alien’s pointy ear for only a moment before striking it with his fist.

The blow immediately sent Tzudan’s head on an intercept course with the back of the chair, causing a satisfying CLANK upon impact—the crack of a skull, perhaps?  Xi'Yor could only hope…  Tzudan held his head still for a long moment before turning back to Xi'Yor.  Pasty white blood trickled from a small gash on his temple (only a small gash), and anger welled in his deep obsidian eyes—but he made no further attempt to defy Xi'Yor—and the Overseer nodded approvingly.  The damage would suffice.

“Now,” said Xi'Yor softly, “I am interested in hearing about this… Zukara Segment.  Perhaps you would like to share some of your thoughts?”

Tzudan clenched his jaw.  “I would not,” he hissed.

And with that act of defiance, Xi'Yor suddenly found himself wondering exactly how much force it would take to crack Tzudan’s skull.  He immediately moved to strike the alien again, but as he pulled his arm back into position, he felt a hand firmly grab his wrist.  “That is enough, Xi'Yor.”

 It was Administrator Zalsar—Xi'Yor’s “friend.”  In reality, Xi'Yor had little affinity for Zalsar.  The pedantic fool served as an aide to the deplorable Cerebrate Z’danorax during the war, and in its aftermath, was granted permission to construct and direct the first new Elorg colony in the former Breen territories.  Perhaps most distressing, Zalsar was favored by the Federation.  In Xi'Yor’s opinion, Zalsar was a disgrace to the entire Bloc…

Zalsar held his hand firmly around Xi'Yor’s wrist for only a moment longer before letting go.  The moment he was free, Xi'Yor considered following through with his assault on Tzudan, but better judgment quickly prevailed.  Zalsar might have been a fool, but he was also an ally, and in these times of uncertainty, Overseer Xi'Yor needed all the allies he could get.

Slowly, he turned to Zalsar and feigned a pleasant smile.  “Such violence is premature,” he lied.

Suddenly, the door chimed, and a distant sliver of light immediately sliced through the prevailing sea of darkness. The doors steadily widened amidst a mechanical cacophony, and when they finally grinded to a halt, a shady figure stood in the doorway.  “The Starlight and the Endeavor are in orbit,” came the voice of Talyere Rosat a scant moment later.

Though he was still adjusting to his newfound alliance with Talyere, Xi'Yor grinned at the very mention of the Starlight.  His mind raced with horrific visions of the garbage scow’s destruction—and of its Captain, Alan Christopher—for he knew that when the day of reckoning was at hand, the Elorg Bloc would finally prevail.

“Is Captain Landsberg ready for our meeting?” asked Zalsar a moment later.

Talyere nodded agreeably.  “Indeed.  Gul Rinak is also present.  There is much to discuss.”

Xi'Yor scoffed at the sentiment.  Discussion.  With the Federation.  Pathetic.  “There is only one possible outcome,” he seethed, “the destruction of the Federation and—Na’zar willing—it will fall.”

Zalsar turned to him.  “Yes,” he said forcefully, “but before we can take any action, we must reassert ourselves as a galactic power.  And that requires cooperation with the Federation.”

Of course it did.  Xi'Yor knew that better than anyone else—he was simply eager to fulfill his destiny as supreme leader of the true Elorg Bloc.  “We will continue the interrogation… this afternoon,” he said to Tzudan before making his way toward the exit.

Administrator Zalsar stood in observation of the prisoner for a moment, and then retraced Xi'Yor’s path to the exit.  The doors clamored shut behind Zalsar as the trio entered the corridor. They negotiated a few nondescript gray corridors in silence before Talyere fell into step alongside Zalsar.

“I have never seen an alien like that before,” he admitted to the Administrator.  “Where did you find him?”

“He says he’s from the Zukara Segment,” Xi'Yor proffered.

Zalsar nodded.  “But an Elorg scout ship intercepted his vessel in the Zhargosia Sector.  It is currently being examined at our clandestine base on Barona Prime.”

Talyere paused, and cast a curious gaze upon Zalsar.  “The Zhargosia Sector?” he repeated, the words rolling from his tongue like poison.  “I have heard many rumors about Zhargosia…”

Both Xi'Yor and Zalsar looked on with interest. 

“Over the past several months, several starships have been lost in the Zhargosia Sector: Klingon, Federation, Elorg…  And nobody knows why.  Though I do not wish to make a hasty generalization, the sudden appearance of this alien from the… Zukara Segment has me unsettled to say the least.”

Zalsar nodded knowingly.  “A statement recently issued by Overseer Val’tarr indicated the alien vessel possessed highly advanced technology.  Though we do not believe them superior to the Elorg Bloc, your unsettled temperament is certainly warranted.  One of our long-range probes has detected three additional alien vessels in the past week.”

“All of them near the Zhargosia Sector,” Xi'Yor added.  He led the group around through an intersection and then down a few nondescript corridors before slowing to halt very near a large set of guarded doors.

Zalsar immediately turned to the bulky Protector on the right.  “Has Administrator Fel’duin arrived yet?”

The Protector nodded.  “Yes.  She is inside with our… guests.”

“Very good,” Zalsar replied.

Xi'Yor very much wanted to enter the meeting with Zalsar, but he knew that would be impossible.  If Christopher or Landsberg… or even Gul Rinak spotted him, Xi'Yor knew he would be apprehended with due haste—an action that would effectively bring any hopes of a new Elorg Bloc to an end.  Thus, the Overseer cast an indolent nod in Zalsar’s direction.  “I will expect a complete analysis upon the meeting’s conclusion.”

“And you shall have one,” Zalsar assured him.  And on that note, he turned on his heel and strode into the conference lounge to begin plotting the resurrection of the Elorg Bloc…

Chapter One

Nearly six months ago, the Elorg War reached its conclusion.  In the aftermath of an epic battle at Ciden II, the Cerebrate Z’danorax lay mortally wounded on the bloodied battlefield—and in her dying breaths, she placed the foundations for peace.  A treaty was signed shortly thereafter, allegedly heralding a new era of peace and prosperity.  But as far as Ryan Landsberg was concerned, it was a new era of chaos.

He sat beside Holly Gabriel—his first officer—and Alan Christopher along one side of the sleek triangular table provided by the Elorg.  The enigmatic Elorg Administrators—Zalsar and Fel’duin—were seated to Landsberg’s left, and the eternally smug Gul Rinak was seated with his small entourage on the right.  It was, quite frankly, a congregation from hell.  And if past meetings were any indication, nothing would be accomplished—except a hell of a lot of bickering.  

But for the moment, everyone was silent.  That in itself was a rarity, which immediately raised a dozen red flags in Landsberg’s mind.  He made a mental note to investigate later, but for the time being, he was content to get the meeting underway before any pointless squabbles broke out.

“Administrator,” he said sternly, looking to Zalsar, “your new colony appears to be progressing well…”

Zalsar nodded agreeably.  “In fact, we are ahead of schedule by more than two of your months—and we do not foresee any problems that might hinder our efforts.  The primary command and control compound should be completed by the end of the year.”

“And Elorg citizens are already inhabiting the region along the southern coast,” Fel’duin added.  “By our estimates, the colony should be fully functional by the end of next year.”

That was more than a year earlier than the Federation’s most generous estimate.  Landsberg certainly did not doubt the Elorgs’ ability to erect the colony so quickly, but he could not help but wonder the reason for their rush.  Perhaps they were plotting something?  He smiled pleasantly at the good news, set his lingering suspicions aside, and continued:  “The Federation has granted you permission to colonize both habitable planets in the Celes System, as well.”

Neither one of the Elorg seemed particularly moved by the Federation’s kind gesture.  Then again, the Celes System was hardly prime territory.  “It will serve our people well,” Zalsar finally grumbled.

Gul Rinak suddenly pounded his fist into the shiny obsidian tabletop.  “Enough of the pointless chatter,” he snapped, summarily turning his eyes upon the Elorg.  “Three days ago, two Elorg fighter craft attacked a Cardassian frigate in the Yakra Sector.  Would you care to explain this?”

“It was a rogue faction,” said Zalsar with a shrug.

Rinak humored Zalsar with a quaint smile.  “This is the fifth ‘rogue attack’ in the past month,” he seethed through clenched teeth.

Administrator Fel’duin turned a placid, almost emotionless gaze upon the Cardassian.  “Certainly you realize the vast extent of our empire, Gul Rinak.  It will take time to subdue every last aggressor.”

Clearly, Rinak was not convinced.  “These petty assaults have been happening for months,” he said, “and from Cardassia’s point of view, they are only growing in frequency…  If you cannot control your own people, Administrator, I suggest make room for someone who can.”

Fel’duin’s eyes widened.  “And what does that mean?”

Rinak drew himself closer to the table.  “It means that if the attacks against Cardassian vessels do not cease within two weeks, I will quadruple the number of Cardassian patrols in Elorg territory.”

Landsberg could see the fury growing in the Elorgs’ eyes, and he knew it was time intervene.  “Rinak!” he said sternly.

The Cardassian laughed.  “And as usual,” he said between chuckles, “the Federation will stand by and do nothing!  Except dictate more policy—but I will tell you this, Captain Landsberg, the only policy the Elorg understand is military action.  You saw how quickly the war ended once we went on the offensive, did you not?  The Elorg understood they were doomed, and surrendered!  We should not operate any different here.”

A part of Ryan Landsberg—albeit a very small one—was inclined to agree with Rinak.  But six months ago, the Federation made it very clear that their primary objective in Elorg territory was to rebuild.  And rebuilding did not include military action.  “We have to give the Elorg time,” he said diplomatically.  “Like the Administrator said, their empire is vast.”

“I have given them time,” said Rinak pompously.  “And in two weeks, Cardassian reinforcements will arrive, unless the raids come to a complete and total halt.”

Landsberg cast his comrades a weary gaze.  While Holly Gabriel provided little more than an empathetic smile, the look on Captain Christopher’s face harbored a bit more expression—something along the lines of “this isn’t getting us anywhere.”

And it wasn’t.

Slowly, Landsberg pulled in a lungful of air and turned back to the two Elorg.  “Is there anything else on today’s agenda?”

Zalsar glanced at a padd on the table.  “Nothing of consequence,” he said evenly.  “We can address them when Admiral Reddrick arrives tomorrow afternoon.”

Though Landsberg was not fond of discussing pointless minutiae in the presence of an Admiral, he suspected they would have to do just that.  Gul Rinak was obviously not in the mood for a civilized conversation on this day.  “Very well,” Landsberg finally decided.  “Dismissed.”

Rinak and his entourage immediate vacated the meeting chamber in a storm of overdramatic fury.  Though Landsberg was relatively certain the Cardassians wouldn’t quadruple their patrols of Elorg space, after spending six months working alongside Rinak, he knew the man well enough to expect some sort of increase—and it would no doubt prove to be a logistical nightmare.

Administrators Fel’duin and Zalsar remained seated just long enough for the doors to close behind Rinak before making their own subdued departure.  After spending six months working alongside the two of them… Landsberg still remained weary of them.  Though they seemed up front and truthful, the Captain couldn’t help but feel they were keeping him in the dark.  Thus, he was relieved to finally have a little backup from the Federation.

As the doors slid shut behind Fel’duin, Captain Christopher rose from his chair and flashed a candid grin at Landsberg.  “It certainly looks like you’ve got your hands full…”

Landsberg nodded.  “The past six months have been nothing less than hell.  “The Elorg are concerned about the sovereignty within their borders.  The Cardassians are concerned about their borders being violated.  The Elorg push… the Cardassians shove… they say one thing, but they do another.  And after seeing all this treachery and backstabbing, I’ve decided one thing: I hate politics.”

“And to top it all off,” said Christopher softly, “Admiral Reddrick is en route.”

“To check on our progress,” Landsberg confirmed—though he used the term ‘progress’ very loosely.  Save the establishment of a few new colonies, they had accomplished next to nothing thus far.  Admiral Reddrick was not likely to be pleased.  “I’d rather be out there exploring new frontiers.  Anything beats this hellhole…”

“I don’t doubt it,” Christopher replied softly.

* * *

Perched silently at the large bay windows overlooking the Elorg’s fledgling colony, Talyere Rosat knew that change was on the horizon.  Billowing white clouds loomed in the distant sky, obscuring the twin suns’ gentle golden rays.  A warm breeze carried a tinge of moisture through the open window—and sent a chill down Talyere’s spine.  Though he had never before witnessed a thunderstorm, his myriad studies made him well aware of the phenomenon.  They could be a very dangerous force of nature—but Talyere had a lingering feeling that their guest in the interrogation chamber had the potential to be an even greater threat, and was this threat that gave Talyere the most concern.

Slowly, he closed the windows and turned to Xi'Yor.  The overseer was seated at a small round table in the center of the room, engrossed in his study of Tracker Tzudan.  “Have you learned anything?”

Xi'Yor looked up from his padd.  “Very little,” he admitted.  “Only that this species is unlike anything the Elorg have ever encountered.”

“What of his vessel?” Talyere inquired, seating himself in the chair opposite Xi'Yor.  “Have our scientists at Barona Prime made any progress?”

“I received their most recent status report only a few intervals ago,” Xi'Yor replied.  “They have been unable to penetrate the hull.  Apparently, it is composed of an alloy of unknown origin—and is impervious to our technology.”

Talyere’s immediate instinct was to go to the astrometrics lab for a more detailed analysis, but that was not possible.  It was imperative Talyere’s presence on the Elorg colony remain clandestine—if he were to return to the Starlight, there was always the possibility he could let loose information that best remained classified.  Then again, chances were good that he would not be welcomed back to the Starlight in the first place.  “Have you been able to determine the location of the Zukara Segment?”

Xi'Yor shook his head.  “No.  But Tracker Tzudan’s statement may have been insincere.  He seemed far too calm for my liking—he did not even moan when I attempted to injure his cranium.”

“A pity,” said Talyere indolently.  Though they were effective, Talyere had never been fond of Xi'Yor’s interrogation techniques.  Then again, he had never been fond of Xi'Yor.

Suddenly, the doors slid apart and—to Talyere’s surprise—admitted Zalsar and Fel’duin.  “That was brief,” Talyere noted.  “Did the meeting go well?”

While Zalsar immediately seated himself between Xi'Yor and Talyere, Fel’duin remained standing a meter or so behind Xi'Yor.  “If one takes the Federation’s agenda into consideration, then the answer is a definite ‘no.’  Gul Rinak was extremely disruptive at today’s session.”

“But,” said Zalsar softly, “when taking our own agenda into consideration, today’s brief meeting should be considered a successful one.  Captain Landsberg made it clear the Federation would not condone any military action taken by the Cardassians in this region.”

Xi'Yor’s vivid orange eyes flared with interest.  “Excellent,” he said, the word dripping with treacherous overtones.  “Then we shall continue our campaign against the Cardassians.  If we can provoke Gul Rinak to launch an assault on Elorg interests, it will jeopardize the alliance between the Federation and Cardassia.”

“And while the Federation is occupied with the Cardassians, they will be less concerned about us,” Zalsar noted.  “There are several Breen shipyards in the Hazor Cluster that are unbeknownst to the Federation.  If we can get them operational, we will be able to rebuild our military forces without the Federation’s knowledge.”

Though Xi'Yor was undoubtedly committed to this course of action, Talyere could sense there was something more.  He turned to Fel’duin and asked, “What is preventing us from bringing the shipyards online?”

Fel’duin sighed.  “The central core was heavily damaged by an ion storm three years ago—the entire facility is powerless.”

Acquiring another power core would be a difficult task.  After the war, the Federation dismantled all Elorg industrial facilities that had the potential to create vast structures such as shipyards.  Requisitioning a new core from the Federation would be next to impossible—and if not impossible, then the new core would, no doubt, be incompatible.  “What about the Cardassians?” Talyere suggested.  “Their technology is relatively compatible with that of the Breen.”

“It would be an excellent way to provoke them into action,” Xi'Yor said.

“But the majority of our raiders are destroyed when they engage the Cardassians,” Fel’duin reminded.

Talyere was about to suggest they consolidate their forces and launch one large offensive—but the words died in his throat as an even better idea came to mind.  “What if we were to detain Gul Rinak’s vessel?  We could claim our sensors found a defect in its power core—and that it must be removed at once to comply with Elorg safety protocol.”

“That is a thin excuse,” Fel’duin noted.

But Xi'Yor immediately dismissed Fel’duin’s concerns.  “We do not need an elaborate ploy, Administrator.  We want a violent response from the Cardassians—and this will no doubt provoke one.”

“But it will also expose us,” Fel’duin retorted.  “The Cardassians will know that we have their power core.  We cannot allow that to happen.  We should instead have one of our ‘rogue factions’ carry out the operation, and then destroy Rinak’s ship.”

“That is a Keldon-class vessel,” Talyere replied.  “Our miniscule raiders will not stand a chance against its defenses.”

“Then our people shall have to plant an explosive device inside the ship,” said Xi'Yor quietly.

Suddenly, Talyere found himself finding their plan distasteful.  “The Elorg are not terrorists,” he insisted.  “We must find another way.”

Xi'Yor shook his head in defiance of Talyere’s sentiment.  “Terrorism is an effective weapon—the Garidians proved that earlier this year with their assault on the Federation Council Chamber.  And until the Elorg once again have the ability to defend themselves properly, we must consider it a viable course of action to accomplish our own agenda.”

“Agreed,” said Zalsar.  “We shall proceed…”

Lieutenant Bator could not believe his ears.  He had ran Erin Keller’s sentiment through his mind at least a dozen times, but her words had yet to register in the form of a coherent thought.  Thus, he found himself simply staring at the tactical station interface in total disbelief.  “You are kidding,” he said after a long moment of silence.  But as he gazed into Erin Keller’s deep brown eyes, he found nothing but charm.

She smiled.  “I kid you not, little buddy.  Lieutenant Kinsey was checking you out this morning.  You had to be blind not to notice!”

Bator shrugged.  “Phobians are not known for their excellent eyesight,” he stated.  “But the more likely scenario is that Miss Erin Keller is simply overstating herself.”

Her jaw dropped at the very thought of such a thing.  “A delicate flower such as myself?  Never!”

“Yes,” said Bator adamantly.  “The Captain is beginning to rub off on you.  Soon, you will be telling inane jokes and constantly speaking highly of yourself.”

Keller giggled sheepishly. “You’re so silly!” she chirped.  “So when are you going to ask Lisa out?”

Bator rolled his eyes.  “I am not,” he insisted.  “Lieutenant Kinsey has never displayed any interest in our previous encounters and—”

“So you’ve had previous encounters?”

Though a response lingered on the tip of his tongue, Bator did not have a chance to speak it—instead, the shrill bleeps of a sensor alert filled the air.  “A vessel has just entered the system,” he gleaned from sensors.

“Origin?” asked Commander Harrison a moment later.

  “Unknown,” said Bator.  “But they are on a direct intercept course.”

Erin Keller suddenly sighed.  “So much for a nice, quiet day…”

Chapter Two

Matthew Harrison stood quietly behind the Starlight’s helm, his eyes focused upon the small alien craft situated on the viewscreen.  It looked harmless enough, but experience told the Commander that looks could deceive; he wasn’t about to let his guard down, even for a seemingly innocent starship.

“The alien vessel’s shields and weapons appear to be offline,” Bator reported as the craft drew nearer.  “In fact, they do not appear to be hostile in any way.”

Harrison paused.  “But they do have weapons?”

“Yes,” confirmed Bator.  “But they pose no threat to our own defenses.”

That was a relief.  Should things turn unpleasant, the last thing Harrison wanted was to preside over the Starlight’s destruction.  But all things considered, Harrison was beginning to feel confident things would not turn unpleasant.  “Hail them, Mr. Bator.”

A harmonic symphony of computer chirps erupted from the tactical station as the Bator complied with his orders—but it was a short-lived aria.  “They are not responding,” he announced a moment later.

Harrison frowned.  “Hail them again, on all frequencies,” he said, still hopeful that first contact could be conducted in a civilized manner.

Again, there was silence—but it did not last.  Less than five seconds later, Harrison heard a dull tone bleeping in the background.  He quickly turned to Bator to receive the news.

“They are responding,” said the Phobian.

“Most excellent,” said Harrison.  “On screen.”

The alien craft on the viewscreen immediately flitted away, replaced with the ghastly visage of a rather unpleasant-looking alien.  Harrison was immediately reminded of Gastornis—a massive prehistoric bird that walked the Earth some fifty million years ago—only the alien was much more streamlined than his ancient counterpart.

“I am Tracker Melas,” said the alien in a deep, sonorous voice.

Harrison nodded politely.  “I am Commander Matthew Harrison of the Federation Starship Starlight.  May I ask what brings you to El Toris II?”

“My superiors have commanded me to eradicate the colony on El Toris II.”  Melas’ voice was stern, but not threatening.  “I suggest you remove all Starfleet personnel from the vicinity and withdraw to a safe distance.”

In that instant, Harrison’s continuing assessment of the current situation registered a considerable threat.  His lips immediately parted to demand an explanation, but before he could even utter a single word, Tracker Melas closed the communication link, leaving Harrison to ponder the explanation himself—but he was not in a pondering mood.

“Commander Keller,” he called, “can this… Melas fellow carry out his threat?”

She immediately shook her head.  “Birdman’s bark is worse than his bite.  Though he has some pretty advanced weaponry, I very much doubt he could level the entire colony.  Besides, with the Cardassians and two Federation starships in orbit, we could disable his little ship in no time flat.”

“…Unless his ship has a secret weapon we don’t know about,” added Neelar Drayge.

Keller nodded her head indecisively.  “I suppose that is possible,” she admitted.  “But on a ship that small?”

“Many small vessels have highly advanced tactical capabilities,” said Bator.  “Species 8472, for example.”

And without a doubt, ‘highly advanced tactical capabilities’ were out of Harrison’s league.  “Contact the Captain,” he promptly ordered.  “Have him return to the ship with due haste…”

One year ago, Overseer Xi'Yor considered himself a powerful man.  He was in command of a powerful vessel, and used it to unleash chaos upon anyone one who dared oppose his rule.  People feared him—the very mention of his name struck terror in the hearts of millions—and Xi'Yor enjoyed ever moment of it.

But now, Xi'Yor’s ship was destroyed, along with the rest of the Elorg fleet.  His power was nominal, and if anyone opposed his rule, his ability to unleash chaos was limited.  But he still had one weapon—fear.  The Federation had been unable to capture him at Ciden II, and they knew he was out there… somewhere.  And until the Federation could find him, Xi'Yor knew his name would be one associated with fear.  He would not disappoint them.

“I have contacted Overseer Na’dur,” Xi'Yor suddenly said, his vivid orange eyes fixed upon Zalsar.

The administrator stood at the computer terminal in the far corner of the room.  He nodded agreeably at Xi'Yor’s words—but seemed far too engrossed in his study to reply.

Still, Xi'Yor continued: “The Overseer responded favorably to my inquiry regarding an assault on Gul Rinak’s vessel.  He believes he can fabricate a strike team within three intervals—perhaps four.”

Again, Zalsar nodded, but made no attempt to fabricate a response.  Xi'Yor could feel his patience dwindling, but he refrained from taking any actions that might be considered brash, such as terminating the insolent fool—though there was little doubt that Zalsar deserved such punishment.  And then Xi'Yor paused.  All in good time, he darkly mused.

But before Xi'Yor’s dark thoughts could stray too far, Zalsar wisely abandoned his computer terminal.  “Overseer,” he said evenly, “we may have a situation.”

Xi'Yor raised a curious brow.  “Has Gul Rinak departed ahead of schedule?”

“No,” said Zalsar, shaking his head.  “According to our sensors, another alien vessel—similar to the one we captured at Zhargosia—is in orbit.  They are actively scanning the surface with a coherent tetryon beam.”

“They want to reclaim Tracker Tzudan,” Xi'Yor promptly realized.  He could not even begin to fathom how the aliens managed to locate their comrade—extreme security measures were taken while transporting Tzudan from Zhargosia—but it was certainly a commendable effort on the aliens’ behalf.

“How much time has elapsed since we captured Tracker Tzudan?” Xi'Yor suddenly inquired.

Zalsar glanced back to his computer station.  “Nine cycles,” he read from the display.  “Either our security protocols are lax, or these aliens are… very crafty.”

“It is of little consequence,” said Xi'Yor with a shrug.  “Their swift response only confirms that which we have already suspected—Tracker Tzudan and his people have information and technology that could easily restore the Elorg Bloc to power.  And we shall not yield to them until that data is in our possession.  Reinforce the dampening field around the interrogation chamber and then join Talyere.  He will be meeting with Overseer Na’dur tomorrow morning; I want you prepared.”

“Yes, Overseer.”  Zalsar quickly retreated to his computer station to make the necessary modifications to the dampening field.  Once completed, he cleared all the superfluous data from the screen and vacated the room, leaving Xi'Yor alone with his malevolent thoughts of conquest…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74677.8: After reviewing the situation on El Toris II, I have invited Tracker Melas aboard the Starlight to further discuss his threats against the Elorg.  Though I am not certain we will be able to dissuade the impending attack, we will—at the very least—gain an understanding as to Melas’ motives.  Perhaps then we can begin to seek a less destructive solution…
* * *

When he overheard Erin Keller refer to Melas as “The Birdman” while en route to the transporter room, Captain Christopher thought she had been speaking in jest—or that perhaps Melas had a large nose, or odd little wings.  But as he watched the alien materialize on the transporter platform, Christopher quickly realized that there had been more truth to Keller’s statement than he had ever imagined.  

He was humanoid—a very tall humanoid—clad in a nondescript gray outfit.  But instead of hands, he had claws.  His neck was rather long, and his face bore a pronounced beak, sitting just below two piercing obsidian eyes.  A few mangy gray feathers rested atop his head, practically blending in with his grayish skin.

Christopher forced a pleasant smile to his face as he approached Melas.  “I am Alan Christopher,” he said.  The sheer amount of pleasantry in his voice was a surprise even to him.  “Welcome aboard the Starlight.”

Melas stood silently on the transporter platform for a long moment before turning his eyes upon Christopher.  “It is a pleasure to be here,” he said, his tone ominously neutral.  Slowly, he stepped down from the transporter platform and wandered to Christopher’s side, effectively dwarfing the Captain.  “Your vessel is impressive.”

“Perhaps we could take a little tour later on,” suggested Christopher as he headed for the exit.  While en route, he afforded Harrison and Keller a glance of relief and then stepped into the corridor.  If Melas was impressed, then the technology on his ship wasn’t vastly superior to that of the Starlight. 

“That will not be necessary,” Melas replied, ducking slightly as he followed Christopher through the doors.  “My business here will be concluded by then.”

“And what exactly is your… business, again?” inquired Christopher softly, making certain he did not sound pushy.

Melas huffed.  “My superiors have deemed the colony on El Toris II unfit for existence,” he said sternly.  “I am to arrange for its immediate destruction.”

“I see,” said Christopher.  “And if I may ask, why is this colony so offensive to your superiors?”

 “It is filled with vagabonds and miscreants,” Melas promptly replied.  “The denizens of El Toris II are the scourges of the universe.  We will be doing you a considerable favor by eradicating them.”

If only Tracker Melas had arrived six months earlier.  Then he really would have been doing the Federation a considerable favor.  But now he was generating little more than trouble.  “So, would you mind telling me what exactly gives you the right to just ease on in here and obliterate these people?  I mean, I already knew they were a bunch of vagabonds, but you don’t see me leveling every Elorg colony I come across.”

Melas paused, and turned his beady eyes upon Christopher.  “No,” he said sternly, “you simply allow others to do the destruction for you—and when the travesty is uncovered, you do little to expose it…”

It took a moment for Christopher to realize that Melas spoke of the incident in the Beremar System.  The highly classified incident that only a handful of individuals knew of—and the last time Christopher checked, Birdman was not one of them.  “How did you know about that?” he loudly whispered.

Melas shrugged indolently.  “My people know many things, Captain.  In this vast universe of secrets and lies, there is very little that escapes us.”  His ominous gaze drilled into Christopher’s skull for a long moment, sending a chill down the Captain’s spine.  “How was your hot chocolate this morning?  Not as sultry as usual, was it?  Perhaps you should have Commander Tompkins inspect the anodyne relays?  He won’t be busy this afternoon.  Lieutenant Trinn has scheduled a game of velocity on the holodeck with Lieutenant Miller, and will be unable to join Tompkins for their usual afternoon encounter.”

Christopher’s pulse quickened, and his mouth was suddenly parched.  That kind of information wasn’t exactly classified, but for an alien—who had been in the region for less than a day—to weave such an elaborate tapestry was certainly reason for concern.  But before Christopher had a chance to voice these concerns, Melas raised a clawed hand.

“Perhaps you would be interested to know that the Elorg are currently plotting against your peace efforts,” he enigmatically continued.  “In fact, they are presently holding one of our Trackers hostage, hoping to extract vital information from him.  Information they will, no doubt, use against your beloved Federation.”

Christopher’s stomach began to knot.  What had started as a seemingly innocent situation was slowly escalating into a full-blown crisis.  “I’m certain if we confront the Elorg with this knowledge, we can arrange to have your Tracker returned.”

“That is not a viable option,” said Melas, shaking his head.  “Even if our Tracker is returned unharmed, it does little to redeem the Elorg in the eyes of my superiors.”

“I would like to speak with your superiors,” said Christopher. Everything about the enigmatic Melas seemed to indicate that he was merely a pawn in some intergalactic chess game—and Christopher felt if any progress were to be made, he needed to trade the measly pawn for the Queen…

“My superiors are otherwise engaged,” Melas succinctly replied.  “They cannot be bothered with the wants of a lower species such as your own.”

Christopher forced a polite smile to his face. “Of course,” he said softly.  “But I am certain there has to be some way for us to find a peaceful resolution to our little quandary.  And if I cannot speak with one of your superiors, then perhaps you would care to provide some options?”

“I would not,” said Melas without a moment’s thought.  “The colony will be destroyed.  There are no alternatives.”

A wry grin fell upon Christopher’s face.  After spending more than a decade in space, he was well aware that there was almost always another alternative.  In fact, several popped into his mind after just a brief moment of contemplation, all of them valid courses of action.  But Christopher wasn’t about to play games. “On the contrary, I have several viable options which you may find interesting…”

Melas looked on with interest.  “Oh?”

Christopher nodded.  “There are two heavily armed Federation starships in orbit—and a third is presently en route.  Now, we have analyzed your technology and—though it is advanced—we can obliterate your starship in the blink of an eye.  If you even attempt to attack the surface, the consequences will be dire—for you.”

“Unlikely,” said Melas bluntly.  “But… if you were to give me a valid reason, I might be inclined to spare the denizens of El Toris II.”

The knot in Christopher’s stomach immediately began to loosen.  He knew making such a grandiose threat would be a gamble, but to his relief, it had paid off.  “What sort of reason?” he inquired.

Melas scratched his beak as he considered the question.  “You must prove to me that the Elorg on El Toris II deserve to live.  If you can find me fifty righteous Elorg citizens, then I will spare the colony.”  He craned his long neck downward, bringing his beady obsidian eyes to Christopher’s level.  “But if you fail, not even the combined firepower of your three little starships will impede the pestilence destined to fall upon El Toris II.”

And on that somber note, Tracker Melas vanished in wisp of crimson light, leaving Captain Christopher alone in the silent corridor to ponder the situation—or so he thought.

After little more than ten seconds, Christopher could hear footsteps treading the deck behind him.  He slowly came about to see Matthew and Erin approaching, both of them looking rather concerned.

“We overheard your entire conversation,” Keller admitted almost immediately.

“And?”

Matthew Harrison stepped forward, his face looking grim.  “Several hundred years ago, many humans endorsed a religious text called the Bible…”

Christopher nodded.  He was vaguely aware of such a book, though he did not see how it was relevant to their current situation.  Nevertheless, he gave Matthew the benefit of the doubt.  “Continue…”

“Well,” said Harrison softly, “over the years, I have perused its myriad pages—it can be quite fascinating at times.  But I do believe one particular entry may be of interest…

“It is the tale of two ancient cities, Sodom and Gomorrah.  The cities were filled with evil, inhabited by thieves and murderers.  The residents practiced their evil deeds in the open, and unashamedly.  

“God frowned upon these dreadfully evil deeds, and decided to make an example of the two cities by reducing them to ashes.  At hearing of this, Abraham pleaded with God to spare the lives of those living in Sodom and Gomorrah—and God agreed, but only if Abraham could find ten righteous men.

“Thus, two angels were sent to Sodom that evening, where they encountered a man named Lot.  He invited the angels into his home and prepared them a meal.  But before Lot and his guests could retire for the evening, the citizens of Sodom began to converge upon Lot’s home, demanding the angels be sent outside…”

Though he remained skeptical as to the authenticity of the tale, Christopher could nonetheless see some parallels between the crisis in Sodom and the present crisis at El Toris II.  In fact, given Melas’ intimate knowledge of the Starlight and its functions, Christopher would not have been surprised to learn Melas had taken the ancient tale into account before reaching El Toris II—but ultimately, he did not care.  His primary concern was saving the colony from its destruction.  But before he set out to do that, Christopher still had one small question lingering in the back of his mind:  “How did the story end??

Harrison frowned.  “…In fire…”

Chapter Three

It was late, and most of the compound was swept away in a sea of serenity, far removed from the tumult of a chaotic galaxy.  And for a time, Overseer Xi'Yor had been a part of the collective calm, wistfully thinking up grandiose plans for conquest as he lay in the comfort of his bed.  Many intervals passed, but still, sleep did not befall the Overseer.

While many pedantic Underlings were allegedly calmed by the constant pitter-patter of rain striking the roof, Xi'Yor was merely disgruntled.  After spending dozens of years in space, rain was not something he was accustomed to hearing, and it served more as a distraction than anything else.

Thus, the Overseer rose—still clad in his uniform— from his bed, grabbed the data padd from his desk, and set out to visit the one place that brought him calm under any circumstance.

Five intervals later, he stood inside the darkened interrogation chamber, smiling insidiously at Tracker Tzudan.  The birdlike alien was still strapped to an uncomfortable metallic chair, writhing with slight discomfort.

Only slight discomfort, mused Xi'Yor… That would have to change.  He took a moment to plan his conquest, and then approached the prisoner with a newfound resolve to find answers—with Tzudan’s brethren in orbit, things could turn unpleasant in the blink of an eye, and Xi'Yor did not want the prisoner to expire… yet.

“Good afternoon,” he greeted, approaching the circle of sultry light that contained Tzudan.  “Was your lunch enjoyable?”

Tzudan shook his head, which—to Xi'Yor’s surprise—was completely healed.  “I was not fed,” he replied bluntly.  “Furthermore, only 16.8 intervals have passed since our last encounter.  It is the middle of the night.”

The retort nearly shocked Xi'Yor into silence.  Never in all his years as an interrogator had he encountered a subject so resilient.  He quickly flashed Tzudan a coy smile, hoping it would be sufficient to cover his sudden bout of distress.  “Is it?” he coyly added.

Tzudan nodded.  “It is,” he confirmed.  “And you have not been sleeping well.  Perhaps there is something on your mind you would like to discuss?”

“I am not the one being interrogated,” Xi'Yor promptly replied.  The words served as a reminder not only to Tzudan, but himself.  It was nearly humiliating; had another interrogator been in Xi'Yor’s place, he would have taken pity on the Overseer, perhaps even terminate the insolent fool… but Xi'Yor wasn’t about to terminate himself.

He abruptly cast aside the residual embers of the surprise he faced only moments early, and then turned his fiery orange eyes upon Tzudan.  “You have had 16.8 intervals to contemplate your situation,” he said placidly.  “Have you given any thought to the Zukara Segment?”

Tzudan clenched his beak.  “No.”

“I have,” Xi'Yor replied, slowly skirting the ring of scorching light.  It made him perspire just being near it.  The Overseer could not even begin to fathom how unpleasant it was to exist inside.  “In fact, I know all about the Zukara Segment,” he deftly lied.  “Your comrades came looking for you…  We captured their vessel, executed the crew, and scoured their database for the knowledge I require.  In time, might even be able to penetrate your vessel with the new data—but of course, by that time, you will be dead.”

“How unfortunate,” said Tzudan.

Xi'Yor nodded.  “For you.”  He carefully stepped inside the ring of light and crouched down beside Tzudan.  “If you relinquish the data I require, I may be lenient when the time comes to decide your future.  But as it stands right now, things are looking rather grim.”

Tzudan shook his head defiantly.  “I do not fear you.  I do not fear your threats.  And when the time comes, I will welcome death.  My secrets are not for you to know…”

Frustration was definitely beginning to creep into Xi'Yor’s mentality—but he was far from discouraged.  Intrigue still managed to consume the majority of his thoughts, and as long as those curious thoughts prevailed, Xi'Yor would continue in the interrogation chamber.  “I have had difficult subjects before,” he said matter-of-factly, his mind momentarily flitting between images of Talyere and Alan Christopher.  “I will prevail.”

Slowly, he pulled a sleek obsidian padd from his pocket and tapped a few commands into the interface.  Moments later, the metallic restraints around Tzudan’s arms, legs, and chest began to tighten, and the intensity of the overhead spotlight began to triple its output, making things most unpleasant for the insolent Tracker.  

“I will give you a little more time to consider your position,” said Xi'Yor kindly.  “But when I return I may not be so magnanimous.  I would use this time wisely if I were you.”

If Tzudan was unsettled by any of Xi'Yor’s threats, he did not show it.  Instead, he sat in utter silence, enduring his punishment.  But there were signs of weakness… Xi'Yor noted some tension in the alien’s beady black eyes, his clawed hands were beginning to turn white, and he was having trouble keeping his head aloft.

Xi'Yor smiled deviously as he slinked back into the dark periphery of the room.  “Enjoy the rest of you day,” he said coyly, and then retreated to the corridor.

The first rays of golden sunshine slowly crept over the horizon, casting long shadows in the streets of El Toris II.  A faint breeze carried the sweet scent of crisp morning’s air, and as it made its way into Megan Reinbold’s nostrils, she couldn’t help but smile.  No doubt, the serenity of the new day boded well for their mission.

Though development was supposedly still in progress, both sides of the wide, open street were filled with tall—two or three story—white structures, lavishly decorated with arches and elaborate marble sculptures.   Megan couldn’t say she found any of the artwork pleasing to her eyes, but to the Elorg, the odd geometric carvings were likely considered fine art.

She alluded to one sculpture in particular, a waist-high conglomeration of four large spheres, stacked upon one another almost at random.  Reinbold was surprised the thing could stand.  Frowning, she turned to her companions—Bator and Drayge—and said, “Remind me to never shop for art at an Elorg gallery.”

Bator raised a curious eyebrow at the sight.  “Noted,” he said evenly.

Neelar Drayge, however, appeared far les perplexed.  “I kind of like it, actually.  It reminds me of Kaija Sik, a Fifth Dynasty Bolian sculptor.”

“And now,” said Bator—his tone dead serious, “we know why the Bolians are known for the architecture of their waste extraction systems.”

Both Reinbold and Drayge got a good laugh out of the sentiment, but the moment their laughter began to subside, Reinbold was back to business.  “According to the Captain, we need to find fifty noble Elorg.  Now, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m thinking that is going to be one hell of a job.  I mean… noble Elorg?  Is there even such a thing?”

“I am confident that there are,” said Bator.  “However, locating them on this colony is likely to prove a difficult task.  I highly doubt they will simply come forward.”

“So should we hide in the bushes and watch for the Overseer that helps an old lady across the street?” Reinbold inquired.  “Or maybe we should watch for the guy that waits at the curb and lets the old lady get pegged by a passing transport.  Then at least we’ll know who not to talk to.”

Bator nodded.  “And we have a much greater chance of seeing that latter scenario,” he added.

“There must be a more efficient way,” Drayge chimed in.  “Perhaps we can gain access to their main computer and search for those who have done good for the community.”

Reinbold scoffed.  “And how do you plan on doing that, Mister?  The Elorg aren’t going to just let you walk in and pull up a chair at their computer terminal.  They hate us, remember?”

The young Bolian glanced down at his uniform.  “And of course, I am the only one wearing red,” he mused.

Bator frowned.  “How is that relevant?”

“Simple math,” replied Drayge.  “According to a study conducted by Starfleet Medical several years ago, personnel wearing red uniforms have a much greater chance of being injured while on an away team.  It has nothing to do with the fabric, of course.  It simply means that the most accidents have—”

“I think we get the picture,” Reinbold interrupted, just as they came upon a small group of Elorg citizens.  None of them looked particularly unpleasant… but then again, they hardly struck Reinbold as good Samaritans.  She allowed them to pass without incident, and resumed her relatively aimless course through the colony’s myriad streets.

“I simply wanted to make my case clear,” Drayge quietly commented once the Elorg passed.  “I did not mean any disrespect—or offense.  Or anything of that nature.”

Reinbold nodded.  “Right,” she said, hoping it would be enough to quell the Bolian’s chatter.  She could see a trio of Elorg clustered under the shade of a large willow, and did not want Drayge to discredit the Federation with this drivel.

Bator saw the group, too—and he immediately froze.

“What is it?” asked Reinbold quietly.

The Phobian pointed at the Elorg closest to the willow.  “I have spotted our first noble Elorg,” he whispered.

Reinbold practically had to squint to see the fellow, and it was only then did she realize that the man she glimpsed was Talyere Rosat.  She had been on the Starlight for only a few weeks before his departure, and had encountered the Overseer only a couple of times.  But there was no doubt in her mind—it was him.

“Talyere!” she shouted across the street.  “Talyere!”

The Overseer immediately peered upward to see who had summoned him—then looked away when his eyes grazed Reinbold’s, and without so much as a second’s thought, he and his comrades hastily retreated into one of the nearby buildings.

“Boy is he in a hurry,” Reinbold grimaced.

“And for a good reason,” Bator interjected.  “Though I am not certain, I believe one of Talyere’s companions may have been Overseer Na’dur.”

The name sounded vaguely familiar to Reinbold, though she could not quite place it.  “Was he one of Overseer Xi'Yor’s minions?”

“No,” said Bator.  “During the war, Na’dur was simply a soldier—but in the past six months, he has become rather vocal.  He does not like the Federation, and he likes the Cardassians even less.  His very presence on El Toris II indicates the Elorg are planning something of consequence.”

And Megan Reinbold was fairly certain that ‘something of consequence’ would not herald a new era of peace and prosperity for the new Elorg Bloc.  “They might have found out something about their prisoner… and are planning on using that knowledge against us.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” said Bator softly.  “But one thing is certain—we won’t be finding any noble Elorg down here…”

“The Federation is aware of Talyere’s presence.”

Those seven words were the last things Overseer Xi'Yor had wanted to hear at the onset of the Elorg’s return to grace.  But as Zalsar entered the conference chamber, those seven words were all the Administrator had to offer.

Was Xi'Yor furious?  Yes.

Would it complicate things?  Yes.

But in the long run, it would do little to prevent Xi'Yor from restoring the Elorg Bloc to power—and driven by his newfound fury, Xi'Yor knew—now more than ever—that they would succeed.

However, Administrator Fel’duin did not seem to share Xi'Yor’s confidence.  She sat adjacent to Xi'Yor at the triangular table wearing a considerable frown.  “You should have been more careful,” she scolded.  “Talyere or Na’dur could have been apprehended by Federation forces.  Such a security breach has the potential to severely compromise the integrity of our organization.”

And suddenly, Xi'Yor’s confidence began to waver.  His confidence in their cause was as strong as ever—but his confidence in Talyere was beginning to wane.  Xi'Yor had never been fond of Talyere in the first place, and his better instincts told him not to trust Talyere Rosat.  Xi'Yor had hoped his better instincts were wrong, but this near miss gave rise to some serious concerns.  If the Federation had apprehended Talyere, Na’dur would have gone with him, along with any chance for success in the coming trials.  Talyere had long been considered a valued advisor to the Federation—and Overseer Na’dur would be a considerable gift to them. “We must consider the possibility that Talyere is still working for the Federation,” Xi'Yor whispered.  “If that is so, we must have him terminated before any damage is done.”

“We should test his allegiance,” Fel’duin suggested.  “Perhaps have him accompany Na’dur on today’s mission to Gul Rinak’s vessel…”

At first, Xi'Yor was skeptical about such a course of action.  Talyere would have access to Na’dur and the ability to warn the Cardassians of their impending obliteration.  It was a considerable risk—but the longer he considered it, the more Xi'Yor warmed to the idea.  “I will speak with Na’dur.  At the first sign of treachery, I will have him terminate Talyere.”

Zalsar nodded agreeably.  He paused for a moment, and then added, “I believe it prudent we vacate El Toris II.  Since Talyere has been sighted, the Federation will no doubt launch an inquiry to determine his location.  It would be best if none of us were here…”

“Even you?” asked Fel’duin.  “You are the recognized leader of this installation, Zalsar.  If you were to suddenly disappear, it would appear suspicious to the Federation.”

“I am scheduled to visit our colony on Ganis IV next week,” Zalsar explained.  “I will be leaving the colony, regardless of our situation.  It would not take much to convince the Federation I must leave a few days earlier.”

“The Administrator has many friends on Ganis VI,” Xi'Yor added, fabricating the lie as we went along.  “He would like to correspond with them prior to meeting with the Overseer Tural.”

Fel’duin shifted uncomfortably in her chair.  “It may succeed,” she conceded.  “But the Federation is not as dim as we sometimes think…”

Xi'Yor grinned.  “We shall see,” he replied.

“I will arrange for a transport immediately,” Zalsar continued.

“A scout ship will suffice,” Xi'Yor said.  “We do not wish to draw unwarranted attention.”

“It will be done,” said Zalsar—and on that note, he turned on his heel and departed.

Chapter Four

“Talyere?”  The surprise in Alan Christopher’s voice was evident to everyone gathered around the sleek obsidian table in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  There were hundreds of thousands of planets in the galaxy, and for Talyere to turn up on El Toris II now—amidst the relatively important discussions with Admiral Reddrick—could only mean one thing: trouble.

Despite the fact he and Talyere were no longer the best of friends, Christopher still trusted the Overseer would not make any brash, unintelligent decisions.  In fact, he very much doubted Talyere would do anything as long as Admiral Reddrick was present.  He was more likely on a mission to gather intelligence for some future campaign—and that future campaign was Christopher’s primary concern.

The Captain turned his gaze to Bator.  “Are you absolutely, positively certain beyond the shadow of a doubt that you saw Talyere?  I mean, everyone allegedly has a doppelganger out there somewhere…”

The Phobian shook his head.  “This was Talyere,” he affirmed.  “I am certain of it.”

Megan Reinbold nodded agreeably.  “He even looked up when I called his name,” she added.  “And the moment he saw us, he and his companions made a run for it.”

Christopher sighed, and started tapping his fingers on the tabletop.  “Lovely,” he muttered.  “So what do we know about his companions?  I take it he was not giving Elorg tourists an overview of the place…”

“Far from it,” said Erin Keller with a giggle.  “I did a little research on Overseer Na’dur…  It turns out that he is one of the strongest opponents of the Federation/Cardassian presence in Elorg space.  He’s believed to have hundreds of thousands of followers, and in the aftermath of the Beremar Massacre a few months ago, his support has grown considerably.”

That incident was so heavily classified by the Federation that they virtually denied its existence.  The chances of Na’dur learning of it through normal diplomatic channels was virtually nil, which meant that his newfound support was either a coincidence or the result of Talyere’s loose lips.  For his part, Christopher was inclined to favor the latter of the two choices.

“What do we know of Na’dur’s organization?” Harrison inquired a moment later.

Keller briefly accessed the padd in front of her.  “For security reasons, Starfleet isn’t being very forthcoming with information on the group.  But based upon the data that is available, Na’dur is definitely trouble.  He’s responsible for at least ten incursions into Federation and Cardassian space and is believed to be planning some sort of more aggressive campaign.”

“And with Talyere as an ally,” Christopher grumbled.  The very notion made him sick to his stomach.  For the better part of three years, Talyere had access to sensitive Federation documents—documents that Christopher had granted him access to.  If Talyere were to suddenly use that data against the Federation…

“We should notify Starfleet Security with due haste,” Harrison suggested a moment later.

Christopher could not have agreed more.  “And I will inform Admiral Reddrick when I beam to the surface… which I should probably be doing right about now.

“Maintain yellow alert while I’m gone—and detain any vessel that tries to leave the system.  Let them complain all they want, but we can’t afford to let Na’dur or Talyere leave El Toris.  Dismissed.”

Captain Christopher did not like to be tardy.  In fact, he always took pride in his punctuality; it was one of the few mature facets of his being.  Thus, he almost always found himself feeling like a bit of a failure when he started to run behind.  At the very least, he would have to come up with a witty (but ultimately immature) excuse for his tardiness.

But as a swirling azure light deposited Christopher just outside the conference room in the Elorg Compound, he was the embodiment of confidence.  Yes, he was tardy, but he had information that could very well turn the course of history—an excuse that was certainly worthy of the delay.

Christopher stood outside the conference room for a brief moment, taking time only to compose his thoughts before making his grandiose entrance.  Once he was satisfied with his state of mind, he approached the tall white doors.  They promptly slid apart to admit the Captain, and then slid shut once he was safely inside.

Gathered at the triangular table in the center of the cavernous room were the same weary faces that were present at the last meeting—with one major difference: Admiral Damien Reddrick.

He was a bulky man, dark in complexion, and wise beyond his years—though admittedly, Christopher was not exactly certain of Reddrick’s age.  His silvering hairline had receded considerably, but his stern face bore no wrinkles.  Ultimately, it didn’t really matter, though.

The Admiral immediately peered at Christopher through a pair of intimidating brown eyes.  “Captain,” he said in a deep voice, “good of you to join us.  You were, of course, aware that the meeting started at 1300 hours, were you not?”

Though the Admiral’s tone was stern, it was far from upset.  Unlike another admiral Christopher was acquainted with, Reddrick was clearly willing to hear the Captain out.  Christopher nodded politely for the courtesy, and approached the vacant seat next to Ryan Landsberg.  “Yes, sir,” he said.  “But I assure you, my reasons were just.”

Reddrick nodded.  “We’ll discuss it later,” he replied before turning his attention to Gul Rinak.  

Given the contemplative look on his face, the Cardassian obviously had a lot on his mind.  And if was like every other Cardassian he would take a great deal of time to do that speaking; Christopher knew that his own agenda would be severely delayed by such discourse—and given the circumstances, that was not an option.

“Actually,” Christopher politely interjected, “I have a rather urgent matter to discuss…”

Anger immediately flashed across Rinak’s face.  “As the Admiral stated, it can wait,” he said, managing a reasonably neutral tone.  “In case you were unaware, there has been another rogue Elorg attack on Cardassian interests—this time near our base in the Delof System.  Six loyal Cardassian citizens killed, countless others injured…”

Christopher nodded sympathetically and said, “Then you should be interested to know that Overseer Na’dur is present on El Toris II.  And so is Talyere Rosat…”

Gul Rinak studied Christopher’s face for a long moment.  “Are you certain?”

Christopher nodded.  “My officers spotted both of them in the city this morning—and we believe they may be planning something a bit larger than a raid on the Delof System…”

“Such as?”

“We don’t know.”

Admiral Reddrick summarily turned his attention to the curiously silent Elorg delegation.  “What do you know about this?” he inquired, his eyes flitting between Zalsar and Fel’duin.

“I know nothing,” said Zalsar with a shrug.  If he did know something, the lie was so deftly weaved into the Administrator’s web of intrigue that it would be impossible to detect.  But to appease the Admiral, he gratuitously added, “I suppose it is possible.  The colony is large, and we received thousands of visitors daily.”

Though Reddrick seemed to accept Zalsar’s words as the truth, Christopher knew the Elorg far better than the Admiral.  He wasn’t buying it, and neither was Landsberg—and it Ryan who spoke first:  “Do you mind if we have a look around your compound?”

Zalsar immediately turned to Fel’duin for her console.  She provided him with little more than a placid gaze, but it was enough to inspire Zalsar to action.  “You may inspect the compound,” he said diplomatically.

And in that instant, Christopher knew their search would prove fruitless.  If the Elorg were hiding something, it was likely concealed in an area so obscure that it would take a team of security officers several days to find it.  

Gul Rinak, however, was far more optimistic.  “Perhaps then we will find the alien the Elorg are holding hostage,” he said loudly.

Fel’duin promptly raised a dismissive hand.   “Clearly, there has been a misunderstanding,” she stated flatly.  “We have no prisoners at this installation, and fully deny any involvement with the accusing aliens.  According to our analysis, they are simply an insignificant species attempting to malign the Elorg Bloc in order to gain recognition.  They will fail.”

“Tracker Melas would be inclined to disagree,” said Christopher.  Though he highly doubted the Elorg analysis, he was confident that Melas would indeed fail.

Zalsar provided Christopher with a smug grin.  “Tracker Melas is in error,” he mused.

Officially, Talyere Rosat’s mission was to ensure the interests of the Elorg Bloc were sufficiently carried out.  As Talyere himself noted, working with terrorists was not the Elorg way, and if Overseer Na’dur’s actions on the Cardassian vessel were unacceptable in any way, Talyere was to terminate him.   And officially, that was all Talyere had to do.

Unofficially, however, it was a completely different story.  Though nobody—not even Xi'Yor said as much—Talyere knew his allegiance was being tested.  They feared his time spent with the Federation made him sympathetic to their cause—and for a while, it had.  But in the aftermath of murder, Talyere could no longer tolerate the eternally cloy Federation.  But if he wavered for even a moment during the mission, Talyere had the distinct feeling that Overseer Na’dur would terminate him.

Cardassians liked the heat, and as a gentle maelstrom of purple light deposited Talyere and his team aboard Gul Rinak’s vessel, the heat was the very first thing he became aware of.  It was very warm—but nothing an Elorg could not handle.  More overwhelming, perhaps, was the humidity.  After spending less than thirty seconds in the dimly lit corridor, Talyere was already beginning to sweat—as were his three companions.

Of the three, Talyere was only familiar with Na’dur.  He had not been introduced to the others for security reasons.  It was a common practice in any terrorist organization; in the event of capture, Talyere would be unable to provide information about them, and while his group might be terminated, the rest of the organization would survive.

Overseer Na’dur suddenly pulled an inch-thick disk from his belt.  It was pearly white, about the size of the Overseer’s hand, and utterly lethal.  “Our first goal is to plant four of these devices throughout the ship.  Once all four have been activated, they will begin a three-minute countdown. Keep in mind, the explosives have enough power to cripple—if not destroy—this vessel, so it is imperative you proceed directly to the power core once your device has been activated.”

Na’dur’s aide handed Talyere an explosive.  He carefully grabbed it, and adhered it to his belt.

“We can expect heavy resistance once the Cardassians realize we are present,” said the aide.  “Set your disruptor to maximum.”

“And shoot to kill,” Na’dur added.  “The Cardassians will not hesitate to terminate you.”

Mindless killing.  Covert tactical operations.  Such things should have made all Elorg recoil in disgust.  Not only did they lack the nobility their race allegedly possessed, such acts of aggression were blatantly immoral.  Then again, so was Xi'Yor.  Talyere only hoped these were not harbingers of the new Elorg Bloc so frequently mentioned…

Slowly, Talyere made the necessary adjustments to his disruptor and then fell into step beside Overseer Na’dur.  They got no further than a few steps before a loud alert klaxon blasted through the humid air.  

“Intruder alert!” came a stern voice over the ship’s intercom.  “Intruder alert!”

“…and regarding the continued assaults on Cardassian interests.  The Cardassians are allies of the Federation, and an attack on them is an attack on us.  I suggest you make more of an effort to quell these attacks.”

At hearing Damien Reddrick’s harsh words, Administrator Fel’duin’s cool orange eyes immediately fell upon the Admiral.  “We have been over this many times with Captain Landsberg,” she stated, “and we are doing our best to control the vagrants.”

“Yes,” said Gul Rinak mockingly.  “And it’s a difficult task considering the vast size of your empire.  How unfortunate.”

Fel’duin scowled.  “Watch your tone, Cardassian.”

“I will watch my tone when I see some progress,” Rinak crisply replied.  “Admittedly, there has been none.”

“On any front,” Landsberg added.  “You’re saying all the right words, Administrator, but you’re not taking the right actions.”

“These things take time,” she said crisply.

“And our resources are extremely limited,” added Zalsar.  “We are extremely hindered by both Federation and Cardassian policies.”

Rinak laughed.  “Without those policies, your people would still be making war in the Beta Quadrant.  And I assure you, I have not forgotten my resolve to increase Cardassian border patrols.  If the attacks continue, I would be more than happy to implement that policy…”

“That won’t do anything except provoke another attack,” said Reddrick sternly.  “Stand down until I discuss matters with Legate Natarr.  I am still hopeful we can have a peaceful resolution to this situation.”

“If we are able to apprehend Overseer Na’dur, the chances of a peaceful resolution are greatly increased,” Christopher reminded, hoping to cool Rinak’s temper before it exploded.  “And Federation security teams are already scouring the planet in search of him.”

The Captain’s success was nominal.  Rinak did not start shouting, but he was far from calmed.  “My men will hold their positions for now—but we will not stand by forever.”

“And I wouldn’t expect you to,” replied Christopher.  The comment garnered an icy glare from Reddrick; the Admiral’s desire for peace was admirable, but in the face of continued attacks, it was not what the Cardassians wanted to hear.

Suddenly, Reddrick’s communicator bleeped.  “What is it?” he promptly demanded.

“Forgive the intrusion, Gul, but we have a situation—several intruders have infested the ship.  Though they are attempting to mask their life signs, we believe they are Elorg!”

And in that moment, all the progress they had made when right out the window.  Rinak’s eyes widened, his nostrils flared, and the veins in his forehead bulged.  “Elorg,” he hissed, the word falling from his tongue like poison.  His fiery gaze immediately fell upon Zalsar and Fel’duin.  “Have them all executed immediately upon capture.”

Zalsar slammed his fists on the table and bolted from his chair in a fit of anger.  “This is an outrage,” he shouted.  “You cannot do that!  Those are—”

“Terrorists!” Rinak interjected.  “They will be treated as such.”

Incensed, Zalsar turned on his heel and stormed out of the room, leaving Administrator Fel’duin alone to deal with the remaining issues.  She immediately turned an icy gaze to the Cardassian.  “Though we do not condone such activities, you have no right to terminate our citizens.”

“I have every right,” Rinak hissed.  “They have committed an act of aggression against the Cardassian Union!”

Ryan Landsberg suddenly cleared his throat.  “Shut up,” he said loudly—and very undiplomatically.  But as the heated discussion between Rinak and Fel’duin continued, it was obvious that there would be no progress today…  If ever.

Talyere’s heart raced as he stormed through the dark, narrow corridors of the Cardassian ship.  Not only was the heat starting to bother to him, the Overseer was suddenly struck with the realization that he had sorely neglected his physical health in recent months.  He was tired, his legs felt like rubber, and every last muscle in his body seemed to ache—but Talyere knew he could not succumb to his physical shortcomings.  He had a mission to accomplish, and he was going to do it.

Of the four explosives in need of placement, Talyere’s was the only one that was not in place.  His target was a power distribution center near the center of the deck; if he could make it that far, he knew the mission would be a success, for the power core they sought was less than thirty meters from the distribution center.  But the Cardassians were not making his task easy.

Forcefields blocked almost every junction.  Though Talyere’s disruptor had enough force to take the forcefields down, each shot he fired cost him both time and energy.  Furthermore, Cardassian security squadrons had begun hunting for the intruders.  Before long, the entire deck would be infested with the spoonheads, a prospect that Talyere found most uninviting.

But as luck would have it, he suddenly found himself standing in front of a hatch designated a power distribution center.  Talyere was not certain if it was the center he sought, but it would certainly suffice.  He quickly clamped the circular white explosive on the front of the metallic hatch and twisted the base.  A small display summarily flitted to life on the surface.  The computer ran a few simple diagnostics, performed the necessary interlink sequences with the other explosives, and then began its three-minute countdown.

And by the time the clock hit two minutes, fifty-five seconds, golden disruptor beams streaked through corridor—followed closely by two Cardassians.

Talyere immediately drew his disrupter and pressed himself flat against the wall, firing wildly at the encroaching Cardassians.  Though his aim was incredibly poor, one lucky shot managed lance into the chest of the Cardassian point man.  He immediately stumbled backward into his companion and then collapsed, dead before he hit the deck.

The remaining Cardassian did not stop to consider his comrade for even a moment.  He forged ahead at full speed, his disruptor constantly spitting streaks of golden at Talyere.  The Overseer felt one shot graze his shoulder, but any damage incurred was nominal.  Talyere quickly recovered his focus and dropped to the deck, just as another beam of yellow light arced through the narrow corridor.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Talyere returned fire.  A burst of violet light crashed into the wall on the opposite side of the corridor, vaporizing a good chunk of the wall.  Flames began to dance in the smoldering hole, and a noxious smoke filled the humid air.  Talyere was not certain of his enemy’s status—but if the sudden lack of return fire was any indication, the Cardassian had been terminated in the assault.  Talyere, however, was not inclined to go and look.  Instead, he took the respite from battle as an opportunity to escape.  In this instance, time was of the essence…

To the untrained eye, the observation sphere was little more than a headache—an onslaught of disjointed imagery racing around the interior of the transparent sphere in a chaotic maelstrom of people, places, and multitude of other superfluous pieces of information.  But to Tracker Melas, it was a window on the universe.  He could see everything—and on this day, he saw the destruction of El Toris II was at hand…

The Federation could not find any noble Elorg; their meeting with Zalsar and Fel’duin had taken an incredibly sour note, and now terrorists from within the colony had launched an attack on Gul Rinak’s vessel.  All of this, in top of Tracker Tzudan’s abduction… it did not bode well at all, and as far as Melas was concerned, the colony’s fate was sealed.

Fire was on the horizon…

Chapter Five

A beam of ragged yellow energy suddenly streaked over Talyere Rosat’s shoulder as he stormed through the humid corridors in a seemingly vain attempt to find the power core.  Though he had not been expecting the journey to be a cakewalk, the short distance he needed to travel gave Talyere the impression that the journey would at least be a brief one.  To his apparent consternation, it had proven neither brief nor easy.

“Should we find an alternate route?” Talyere inquired to Overseer Na’dur as they rounded yet another corner, revealing yet another long, narrow corridor.

“No,” called out the Overseer.  “We are too close to the power core to retreat!  We must forge ahead!”

Another shot soared past Talyere.  It struck the floor and just barely missed one of Na’dur’s unnamed aides.

Then, only moments later, another blast, this time striking the wall just ahead of Na’dur’s second aide.  The Protector immediately dropped to the floor and came about.  “We’re not going to be able to outrun them, Overseer!” he said, his voice incredibly neutral.

Na’dur stopped dead in his tracks and came about, his disruptor pointed at the approaching Cardassians.  “Then we must terminate the opposition,” he said softly.

Talyere immediately pressed himself flat up against the wall and readied his own weapon, waiting for the Cardassians to reappear.

Their energy blasts were growing more numerous with each passing moment—striking the floor, the ceiling, the walls…  The lights flickered and the gentle whining noise of power failures filled the air just as Talyere heard footsteps clanking on the deck.

The darkness would be his friend.  Slowly, Talyere crouched down and squinted into the darkness.  At first, he saw nothing, but after a moment, the faintest outline of a humanoid figure appeared to be moving amidst the darkness.  Slowly, Talyere took aim upon the shadowy movements and fired.

A surge of ragged violet energy hurtled from his disruptor, effectively blowing their cover of darkness, but it didn’t matter.  Before the Cardassians even had a chance to respond, Talyere’s blast caught the alien squarely in the chest.  He jerked, slammed into the wall, and then crumpled to the floor in a pool of crimson blood.

But the Cardassians’ rebuttal was immediate.  Numerous surges of golden light blew through the corridor like wind.  Acting purely on instinct, Talyere dropped to the floor to avoid catching one of dreadfully lethal beams—but the moment he did so, he regretted it.  As the disruptor blasts continued to soar overhead, Talyere summarily realized he was pinned down; any attempt to rise would result in his untimely demise.

Carefully, Talyere started to scoot himself back toward the Protector and Na’dur, who had managed to get off a few good shots before the Cardassians’ onslaught.  Now, it seemed, the only shots being fired off were by the Cardassians, and their tenacity was growing with each passing moment.

Deciding he wasn’t going to make it too much further before the Cardassians hit him, Talyere carefully pressed himself up against the wall, making himself as flat as possible.  Slowly, he raised his sleek disruptor, and without so much an attempt to find a target, he opened fire with a constant, blazing disruptor beam.

Almost immediately, he heard the sound of bodies crashing to the ground, and a moment later, his disruptor beam was joined by three others.  Knowing this was his chance to escape, Talyere released his disruptor’s trigger and scrambled to his feet, quickly closing the gap between himself and the others.

When he came about, Talyere immediately glimpsed five more Cardassians approaching.  Na’dur managed to take out two of them before they opened fire.  The first beam soared over Na’dur’s shoulder and dissipated, while the other two sailed into the floor, missing their intended targets by a very wide margin.

In unison with Na’dur, Talyere opened fire on two of the remaining three guards, leaving just one.  For a moment, it seemed as if he was going to turn and run, but apparently, the guard did not value his life.  He opened fire, and much like his friends’ shots, missed.  The golden beam lanced the computer terminal behind the Protector, prompting the panel to explode.

Talyere dropped back to the floor to avoid being hit by the shrapnel.  He felt a few pieces of debris tap his body, but it was hardly traumatic.  After a moment, he decided the danger had passed, and Talyere rose to his feet—only discover their party was now one man smaller.  The Protector was dead.

But so were the Cardassians.

Without uttering a single word, the remaining three forged ahead.  The power core was only a few meters away and they needed to get there soon. Talyere was certain they would not survive another confrontation—if the Cardassians did not kill them, the destruction of the ship certainly would.

For a brief moment, Overseer Xi'Yor could feel the glimmer of power coursing through his veins.  He sat on the bridge of the Shi’lyra, his very own vessel—and though it was merely a scout ship, it was his.  But to his chagrin, that magical moment of supremacy was immediately clouted by the abominable Administrator Zalsar.

“According to sensors, one of our men on the Cardassian vessel has been terminated,” he reported.

Xi'Yor looked to Zalsar with some interest.  “Was it Talyere?” he inquired.  A part of him sincerely hoped it had been.

“Negative,” said Zalsar, shaking his head.  “It was one of Overseer Na’dur’s aides.  The remaining members of the team are presently placing transport enhancers around the power core.  We shall be able to beam it aboard shortly.”

“Excellent,” said Xi'Yor.

And the magical feeling of supremacy returned.  

* * *

“…and we do not believe we will be able to disarm the explosives in time.  Since we are unfamiliar with these types of devices, we are unable to predict the extent of the damage.  Consequently, I have ordered decks ten through twenty evacuated.”

Alan Christopher could hardly believe his ears.  After a mere six months of peace, a ragtag band of terrorists suddenly had the potential to undo everything they had worked so hard to achieve.  He was uncertain if war was on the horizon once more, but one thing was certain—continued peace was not.  Christopher was convinced the Cardassians would respond in a forceful manner, and the results were not likely to be pretty.

“…and our sensors indicate a small Elorg scout ship running shadow maneuvers off our starboard bow.  We believe they are using that as a base of operations.  We are unable to intercept due to damage sustained by…”

Reddrick slowly turned his lips to Christopher’s ear.  “Captain,” he said softly, “return to the Starlight and intercept that scout ship.  Use force if necessary, but do not destroy it.”

Despite the Admiral’s attempt at secrecy, Gul Rinak heard the orders nonetheless.  “I expect the terrorists will be extradited to Cardassia for trial?”

Reddrick’s gaze immediately shifted to Rinak.  “Return to the Cole with me, and we will discuss it.  I don’t believe we will be able to accomplish anything more here.”

“Agreed,” said Ryan Landsberg.  He was already rising from his seat when a sudden burst of static interrupted the communication link with Gul Rinak’s ship.

“…erring severe damage to deck… through eighte… and… in… … … …core…”

And then there was silence.

Hanging in orbit of El Toris II, Gul Rinak’s vessel was dead in space.  As the lights faded out of existence, tiny explosions began to ripple across the golden hull.  Several escape pods jetted away from the dying starship, but as a plume of fire violently mushroomed from the aft section of the vessel, their quest for existence was suddenly in doubt.  

As the flames continued to billow from the aft section, fire began to spout in other places, and before long, the entire ship was in flames.  And then, in the blink of an eye, the entire vessel burst into an angry sea of flames.  The escape pods were immediately consumed, right along with the peace that had endured for the past six months.

A crimson haze lingered in the aftermath of the blast, barely concealing the escape of a tiny Elorg scout ship…

 “The Cardassian vessel has been destroyed.”

As the turbolift doors slid shut behind him, Alan Christopher cringed at Bator’s words.  Of all the things he did not want to hear, that was the one he wanted to hear the least.  But he would not have time to fret over the ramifications of the vessel’s destruction.

Neelar Drayge’s workstation suddenly registered another sensor alert.  “I’m detecting an unmarked Elorg scout ship breaking orbit,” he promptly reported.  “Heading 0-9-3, mark 6.”

Matthew Harrison was immediately on his feet.  Moments later, Christopher stood at his executive officer’s side.  “Bring us about, Neelar, maximum impulse.”

“And ready the tractor beam,” added Harrison.  “I am doubtful the Elorg will surrender themselves to us willingly.”

“As am I,” said Christopher, nodding his agreement.  He was tempted to sit, but he knew it would be a futile maneuver.  At times like this, Christopher’s nerves tended to keep him on his feet; thus, he stood beside Harrison in silent observation of Neelar Drayge’s actions—and he was immediately concerned. “Why aren’t we moving, dearest Neelar?”

The Bolian, frantically tapping at the helm, shook his head in confusion.  “I don’t know,” he finally admitted.  “The helm is not responding.”

“And tactical functions are severely limited,” added Bator a moment later.  “Tractor beams are presently offline.”

One deadly word immediately entered Christopher’s mind: sabotage.  And he knew exactly who to blame—but before his anger could manifest into something more coherent than a primal rage, Erin Keller interrupted.

“Alan,” she said softly, “I’m detecting a massive interspatial distortion opening—bearing 1-8-0, mark 2-6. It’s generating massive electromagnetic pulses that could be interfering with our systems.  I don’t—”

Another sensor alert, this time from tactical.  Christopher’s eyes immediately fell upon Bator.  “Three alien vessels are emerging from the distortion,” he reported.  “They are of unknown origin.”

“Is their design anything like that of Tracker Melas’ ship?” Harrison inquired.

Bator shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “They are several times larger, and heavily armed.”

“On screen,” Harrison summarily ordered.

Christopher’s pounding heart suddenly leapt into his throat.  He didn’t consider himself the bravest man in the known universe, but it did take a lot to rattle him—and as he gazed at the horrific sight on the viewscreen, Alan Christopher was rattled.

Three menacing alien vessels hung before a twinkling starfield.  All three vessels were shaped something like stout carrots with warp nacelles—only these carrots were gunmetal gray, and each vessel boasted an impressive plasma weapon—nearly a third of the ship—on its forward section.  Presently, all three weapons were active, crackling ominous tendrils of cerulean light.

“Hail them,” said Christopher softly.

“No response,” said Bator almost immediately.  “However, they are moving toward us…”

“Red alert!”

Three ragged beams of blazing azure light arced across the void of space, storming past the helpless Starlight and lancing El Toris II—killing anything and everything on the surface.  In the blink of an eye, the entire planet transformed into a hellish inferno, belching streams of fire and ash thousands of kilometers—into the highest reaches of the once pristine atmosphere.

But the destruction did not end there.   The massive alien vessels easily dwarfed the Starlight as they passed by—virtually oblivious to its existence.  And again, the alien vessels fired at El Toris II, calling forth more death and destruction.  The planet’s crust began to crack, and molten lava quickly flooded the fiery plains.  Large chunks of rock began to break away from the planet, and then, the entire sphere exploded.

* * *

“Shields have failed,” Bator immediately reported, his voice as placid as ever.

Christopher did not know how Bator managed the words, let alone the calm.  Christopher’s own stomach was tied in so many knots, he was uncertain if he would ever eat again.  All he could do was stare at the hazy crimson cloud on the viewscreen in awe of what had just happened—but he had to focus. Christopher blinked, tried to shake off as much of the dread as possible, and then turned to his tactical officer.  “Any other damage?”

“None.”

“The alien vessels are retreating,” Erin Keller said a moment later.

“And helm controls are restored,” added Drayge.

Christopher’s eyes crept back to the viewscreen.  A part of him was hoping to see El Toris II restored—that he had been hallucinating, and that none of this had actually happened.  But to his chagrin, the ominous crimson haze still hung on the viewscreen.

“Captain,” Bator said a moment later, “we are being hailed by Tracker Melas.”

They were?  Christopher had not even heard the sensor alert… He blinked, and tried to compose his random thoughts, but it was becoming exceedingly difficult to concentrate.  “On screen,” he finally said.

The remains of El Toris II immediately blinked away, replaced by Tracker Melas’ birdlike visage.  For the first time, Christopher felt inclined to cringe in disgust—but his diplomatic side prevailed, and he was able to maintain a neutral façade as the Tracker spoke.  “I regret what had to be done here, Captain.  It is a dark day for all our peoples, but my superiors deemed El Toris II a threat—and who are we to question their edicts?”

Christopher said nothing.  That was perhaps the wisest thing for him to do, given his frame of mind.  But however neutral the look upon his face, Christopher knew his eyes betrayed him—the icy glare he drilled into Melas’ skull spoke a thousand words, and the Tracker seemed to understand the unspoken meaning.

“Until we meet again, Captain Christopher.”  He paused for an ominous moment, and then quietly added, “And I assure you Captain, we will meet again…”

And Alan Christopher dreaded that day…

“We have cleared the El Toris System,” reported Administrator Zalsar.  “The Federation starships are not in pursuit.”

“The destruction of El Toris II sufficiently covered our escape,” said Fel’duin.  “The Federation will likely assume we were terminated in the explosion.”

And they nearly were.  Had Na’dur and his cronies wasted any more time on the Cardassian vessel, there would have been an insufficient amount of time for them to escape.  But Xi'Yor was not about to complain.

“This is a terrible day,” Talyere bemoaned after a brief moment of silence.

And at hearing Talyere’s overemotional sentiment, Xi'Yor laughed.  He could not help himself.  “Is it?” he inquired between chuckles.

“It is,” Talyere affirmed.

“The Federation has made you soft, Talyere.”  Xi'Yor slowly rose from the warmth of his command chair, and then turned to face Talyere.  “We have acquired the core necessary to power the shipyard in the Hazor Cluster. New Elorg Destroyers will be under construction with a few weeks…  Tensions between the Federation and Cardassia are on the rise—the Cardassians are about to invade our territory, an action the Federation is starkly opposed to—and while they quibble mindlessly, we expand.”

Talyere peered at Xi'Yor through unsympathetic eyes.  He clearly did not understand the true scope of their actions today.  “And what of thousands of dead Elorg?  The destruction of El Toris II?”

Xi'Yor could hardly believe his ears.  “Is that what you are concerned about?” he scoffed.  “A few thousand dead bodies is a nominal price to pay!  The information we received was worth twice as many dead!”

Talyere’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “What information?” he demanded.  “Your prisoner… Tracker Tzudan was terminated before you could extract any information!”

Xi'Yor dismissed Talyere’s words with a simple wave of his hand.  “I did not need Tracker Tzudan’s words.  The actions of his comrades provided all the data I needed.  We know these aliens are vastly powerful, and that they will go to extreme measures to protect their secrets…  They will make worthy allies.”

“Allies?” Talyere’s tone was skeptical.  “They destroyed one of our planets.  What makes you think they want an alliance with us?  Conversely, why should we want to ally ourselves with them?”

Xi'Yor had been hoping Talyere would ask that question.  “Because if we can get these aliens to turn their weapons against the Federation, the benefits to us could be immeasurable.”

Xi'Yor knew he had said all the right things.  Talyere was still upset with the Federation over the massacre in the Beremar System, and it was an effortless task to sway his opinion—and much as expected, Talyere’s lips began to curve upward.

And the plotting began…
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