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Prologue

The hour was late. 

Praetor Tomalak knew not how many hours had elapsed since the daylight surrendered to darkness.  As he lay in his bed, peering into the abyss, it certainly felt like an entire eternity had passed—but that was little more than fantastical posturing.  The more analytical portion of Tomalak’s mind knew that no more than three or four hours had passed—and as long as those analytical thoughts raced through his mind, Tomalak knew that sleep would continue to elude him.

He wearily closed his eyes and focused all his mental energies on darkness before him.  There was nothing to be seen; nothing to be heard; nothing to be analyzed.  There was nothing but shadow and dark, welcoming him into a restful slumber.

Or not.

Relaxed as he was, Tomalak found his eyes—in utter defiance of his very soul—eager to open up.  On this long night, they were not willing accept sleep as a valid activity.  Tomalak realized he could force the issue; there were more than likely a few mild sedatives somewhere around his home… and if not, this bout of insomnia was nothing a decent cup of vala juice couldn’t cure.

Slowly, Tomalak sat up in his bed to ponder his next course of action.  The computer, detecting the movement, brought a few dim lights online—mainly candles—providing the Praetor with just enough illumination to scurry to the kitchen for a cup of juice—or perhaps to realize the true extent of his quagmire.

In the past, when faced with a difficult decision, Tomalak would confer with his mate; he would share all the burdens hanging over his head, and together, they would come to an acceptable decision.  But as the gentle illumination fell upon his pillow, Tomalak duly noted that he was alone.  There was so much on his mind—it felt as if the weight of the Romulan Empire was on his shoulders—but there was nobody there to share in Tomalak’s burden.   Soon, he feared, his strength just might falter…

And suddenly, the computer on Tomalak’s desk chirped a few cold tones.  He immediately realized someone was contacting him—but who would dare bother the Praetor at this late hour?  There was only one way to find out.

Tomalak rose from his bed, slipped into the silky gray robe draped over his desk, and then tapped a short sequence of commands into the computer.  The Romulan Empire’s emblem flitted briefly across the screen before his newly installed communication system projected an image of Commander Jerras at the foot of his bed.

“Praetor,” she said, tugging gently at her uniform, “forgive the intrusion.”

“Oh, it is hardly an inconvenience, Jerras.”  Tomalak smiled faintly.  The sight of Jerras in his bedroom was more than a little awkward—and watching her effortlessly stroll through some of his furniture was even more disorienting.  Whatever happened to the days of simple viewscreens?  Tomalak supposed those days faded right along with the simple existence of the Romulan Empire.  “I assume you have news?”

Jerras nodded sternly, and for the briefest of moments, her gaze locked with Tomalak’s—and in that instant, her placid silver eyes betrayed every shred of discipline in her petite body—something was wrong.  She swallowed hard.  “Federation forces just broke through our defense perimeter near the Trìkkala Pulsar.”

In that instant, a flood of questions stormed through Tomalak’s racing mind.  He very quickly sorted through the more pertinent ones before suddenly hearing himself ask, “How many dead?”

Jerras frowned.  “At least three thousand,” she solemnly replied.  “Thankfully, early reports indicate there are likely thousands of survivors—they have probably been taken captive by the Federation, but at least they are safe.”

If Tomalak had become aware of one thing in recent weeks, it was that safe was a relative term.  “None of us are truly safe,” he whispered.  “What of the Federation fleet?”

“Six hundred nineteen Federation starships are presently en route to Talon IV,” gleaned Jerras from some unseen computer terminal.  “They outnumber us nearly six to one.”

Tomalak shuddered at the news.  Even with the help of the Tholians, there was no way the Romulans could ever hope to overpower a fleet of that size.  Surrender was certainly a viable option; it would save countless lives on both sides of the conflict—but would mean the end of the Romulan Star Empire.  “How much time do we have to prepare?”

“At least two days,” said Jerras.

Tomalak was surprised.  Even at moderate warp speeds, the Trìkkala Pulsar was barely six hours from Talon IV.  “Why the delay?”

“Our intelligence reports indicate the Federation fleet is regrouping.  The fleet sustained moderate damage during the battle.  Our fallen comrades may have bought us some time.”

“The question is,” continued Tomalak, “will it be enough?”

Jerras considered the question for a long moment.  There were undoubtedly a few decent plans churning in her mind, but when her lips parted to deliver her response, her image froze—and then flickered away.  Tomalak immediately glanced back at his computer screen for an explanation, but much to his chagrin, it was blank.  He frowned.  “A standard communication system would have sufficed,” he mused. He tapped at the controls, hoping to reestablish the connection with Jerras—but the darkness prevailed.

Suddenly, glint of azure light caught Tomalak’s eye.  He glanced up from his work and peered out the open window, his eyes grazing the starry night just in time to see a great arc of dazzling blue energy shatter the placid night.  As the energy field roared overhead, everything seemed to tremor…

The desk wiggled, the computer rattled, the elegant curtains wavered in the night.  Outside, Tomalak could hear the constant rustling of trees and leaves.  It felt like a mild earthquake, gradually shaking every rational thought from Tomalak’s mind until nothing was left but the nervous ball of fear gnawing at his stomach.

But then, just as quickly as it started, the shaking stopped—and cold, ominous wind floated into Tomalak’s candlelit bedroom.  The bitter breeze gently wrapped itself around the Praetor’s body, embracing him like a lover—but whispering poison into his ears.  A chill crawled down his spine, and he quickly moved to close the window and shield himself from the breeze, but a sudden gust—the electrical storm’s last wicked gasp— extinguished every last candle in the room, leaving Tomalak in utter darkness.

The hour was late, he realized, and from this long night, there would be no morning’s dawn…

Chapter One

Overseer Fel’duin was a very busy woman.  Over the past three weeks, she visited the citadel on Tal’drassil, attended some nondescript seminar on Kul Mathar, and met with Cardassian officials on Arathar VI to discuss a possible cease-fire.   The Cardassians were allegedly less than receptive to Fel’duin’s munificent offer, and the Overseer made haste to return to the confines of the Elorg Bloc.  According to her less-than-helpful attaché, an Underling by the name of Hajal, Fel’duin would return to the citadel on Kalidar within two days.

That was three days ago.

Now, Overseer Zeratul was left with the distinct impression that Fel’duin was purposely avoiding him.  He had scheduled his meeting with the revered and respected Overseer several months ago, eager to discuss the planned expansion of the Bloc.  Fel’duin had always seemed receptive to the meeting, but now that it was at hand… she was suddenly a very inaccessible woman.

Zeratul expelled a weary sigh.  He had been pacing in the Great Hall of the Dryad Citadel for almost an hour.  In his last communiqué, the incompetent Hajal indicated that he would have something of consequence for Zeratul to inspect, allegedly sent from Fel’duin—but Zeratul was beginning to have doubts about that as well. 

In retrospect, it seemed that many members of the Conclave were rather busy.  Zeratul was well aware that the holy month of Zraa’tul was nearly upon them; perhaps they were otherwise engaged, diligently preparing their tithes for the Cerebrate?

It was a comforting thought, but members of the Conclave were some of the most outstanding denizens of the Bloc; they would have concluded those activities months ago.  Which left Zeratul with one rather unsettling conclusion:  “Something is amiss.”  The words echoed generously throughout the cavernous hall, but much to Zeratul’s surprise, there was a response in the echoes’ wake.

“I have sensed that as well.”  The voice belonged to Overseer Artanis.  He was a tall man of average build and height, and unlike many Overseers, he seemed to exude a sense of warmth when he entered the room—warmth that was very easily offset when one peered into the burning crimson eyes on his ashen face.  “Many of our comrades have seemed distant recently… It is almost as if their minds have become separate entities from their bodies.”

Zeratul chuckled.  “Certainly that is not the case.”

Artanis smiled thinly.  “If it were, then at least we would have an explanation—I hate being kept in the dark.”  He paused, and stepped closer to Zeratul.  “But our brethren from subspace… they seem to revel in their clandestine ploys.”

And with that simple statement, Artanis seemed to highlight every last problem lingering in Zeratul’s troubled mind.  “Curious, isn’t it?  For two hundred thousand years, we were isolated from our brethren by those brazen Iconians… and now that we are united once more, the division continues.  This should be a time of great prosperity for the Elorg Bloc, but… I sense nothing more than our continued descent.”

Artanis readily nodded his agreement.  “Tell me, Zeratul, when was the last time you dined with the divine Cerebrate Ra’thenn?”

His eyes widened.  “Never…”

“I’m not surprised.”  Artanis slowly brought his lips to Zeratul’s ear.  “None of us have dined with the Cerebrate.  In fact, none of the Breen have ever been welcomed into his circle for more than a nanosecond!”

“That situation has not been lost upon me,” admitted Zeratul.

“Meanwhile,” continued Artanis, “Fel’duin and many of the other subspace Elorg meet with Ra’thenn regularly.  They plot.  They scheme.  They dine.”  His crimson eyes burned with fury.  “They do not trust us…”

Zeratul’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “I’m beginning to think we made an error in judgment when we offered our assistance to them last year.  The Breen Confederacy might have been a shadow of the old Elorg Bloc, but it was a force to be reckoned with… And now?  The confederacy is dissolved, and its replacement is a laughable institution at best…”

“In retrospect, we should have left our brethren to the fate decreed by the Iconians all those centuries ago… but we were too eager to wage a noble war in the name of Na’zar,” said Artanis with a sigh.  “And now… now we can barely wage a guerilla war against the Cardassians.” 

Zeratul had no love for the Cardassians.  Had they not been so insolent during the Dominion War, the Breen could have easily re-conquered all of the sacred grounds held by the Elorg during Na’zar’s reign.  But with the Bloc in such a pathetic state, even Zeratul could see they had no hope of defeating the Cardassians—not that his voice mattered.  “We must rethink our strategy,” said Zeratul quietly.

Artanis nodded agreeably, but said nothing.  Zeratul frowned at the silence, but before he could say anything, Artanis placidly motioned with his eyes to the doorway near the Cerebrate’s throne.  Zeratul gracefully turned on his heel to see Underling Hajal drawing nearer, a padd clutched in his hands.

“Forgive the delay, Overseer,” said Hajal as he approached his superiors.  “I hope you were not waiting long.”

Zeratul feigned a pleasant smile.  “No,” he lied.  “Not long at all.”

“Good.”  Hajal considered the padd in his hands for a short moment before presenting it to Zeratul for inspection.  “Overseer Fel’duin apologizes for her absence.  She has been extremely busy in meetings with the Cerebrate for quite some time, now.”

Zeratul grabbed the proffered padd and glanced at the data.  Fel’duin offered a few vague suggestions for possible advances into the Beta Quadrant, but it was clearly a hastily written document with little merit.  “I hope her meetings are going well,” said Zeratul pleasantly.  “Though I am curious, Underling, what could consume so much of her time?  What could possibly be more important than the expansion of the Bloc?”

Hajal did not take the bait.  “I know not, Overseer.  Fel’duin has not kept me informed of her actions.”

Zeratul’s pleasant smile only widened.  “Of course,” he said, his voice utterly condescending, “I wouldn’t expect the Overseer to divulge her business to a lowly Underling such as yourself.”

Artanis placidly nodded his agreement.  “Zeratul forgets his place on occasion.  We will consult someone of a bit more stature—you are dismissed, Underling.”

Hajal did not move.  He was either dumbstruck by the insults, or readily contemplating his place in the Elorg Bloc.  Either way, he was about to have an epiphany.  He sighed, and drew himself closer to the two Overseers.  “It is true—I have no knowledge of Fel’duin’s plans.”

Artanis arched an impatient brow.  “Then we have no further use for you, Underling.  And if your insolence continues, I will gladly order your termination…”

“That will not be necessary,” said Hajal, raising a dismissive hand.  “I may be able to grant you an audience with someone a bit closer to the Cerebrate.  Someone who does possess the information you require.”

In his heart, Zeratul knew the Underling had cracked too easily.  Fel’duin must have long ago anticipated this turn of events, and ordered Hajal to offer his clandestine assistance.  But for some reason, Zeratul nevertheless felt compelled to accept the generous offer—it might be risky, but the chance may not be proffered again.  “We will meet with this person,” he stated.

“But at the first sign of treachery,” Artanis quickly added, “we will terminate your contact.  And then, we shall terminate you…”

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75847.1:  The Starlight has been tracking an unusual phenomenon near the Garidian/Romulan border for the past two days.  Our initial reports indicate this “Cerulean Shockwave” was the result of an intense quantum explosion, but all attempts to further study the phenomenon have been hindered by interspatial anomalies left in the shockwave’s wake.

Since it is presently impossible to study the phenomenon directly, the Starlight is currently moving to intercept a smaller, weaker anomaly passing near the Pretorian Cluster.

Alan Christopher was not much of a chemist—nor was he much of a chef, for that matter—but when it came to mixing ingredients together, he knew there were two seemingly innocuous entities that had an uncanny tendency to unleash death and destruction upon the Federation: Romulans and spatial anomalies.

First came the Elorg Rift—and though the Romulans had very little to do with the tear in space, it was located very near their border, and once the anomaly opened, hell came storming into the Kilka Sector.  Shortly thereafter, the Romulans themselves created a lethal quantum inversion field; the massive entity razed the Federation colonies in the Aurillac System, and instilled Christopher’s incredible disdain for otherwise lovable interspatial anomalies.  As such, Christopher was less than thrilled to be tracking this Cerulean Shockwave—as Matthew had dubbed it—through Romulan space.

“The entity appears to have fractured off from a much larger whole,” gleaned Jayla Trinn from the engineering console.

Christopher, observing the data from just behind the young Trill, nodded faintly.  He wasn’t sure if it fractured off, but the Cerulean Shockwave was definitely a small part of a larger whole.  “The rest of the anomaly might have dissipated,” he suggested.  “If it fractured away from the anomaly, the rest of it would have to be around here somewhere.”

“And I’m not detecting it on long-range sensors,” said Trinn agreeably.  “So parts of the anomaly dissipated.”

“What about the smaller, weaker entity passing near the Pretorian Cluster?” asked Harrison.  The Commander was still seated in his customary seat, but he had been following the conversation all along.

Jayla Trinn tapped a few quick commands in her console, and the computer very quickly shifted its attention to the Pretorian Cluster.  “Gravimetric distortions throughout the region seem to have pulled that particular anomaly from the bulk of the shockwave,” she said.

“These distortions don’t pose a threat to us, do they?”

“No,” Trinn replied almost immediately.  “By my estimate, these distortions were caused when we collapsed that transwarp conduit a few weeks ago.  They’ve already weakened considerably—and should be completely dissipated within a few months.”

Had Christopher known his actions would create such instability in the subspace continuum, he might have reconsidered collapsing that conduit—but at the time, it seemed like a good idea, and they did get their Tholians.  And now, that same incident was allowing them to study this anomaly… So perhaps it was worth it, in a very strange manner of speaking.

Satisfied with Jayla’s analysis, Christopher wandered back to his chair.  “Neelar,” he called.  “How much longer until we reach the Pretorian Cluster?”

The Bolian glanced at the wealth of data flitting across the helm.  “Less than an hour,” he said.  “But we should be able to start collecting some useful sensor data within a few minutes.”

Christopher liked the sound of that.  He turned his gaze back to Stephanie Kerrigan, who occupied the ops console while Erin was toiling around on Zirat.  “The nanosecond we’re in sensor range, start collecting that wonderful and exciting data.”

Though her enthusiasm for sensor sweeps was not quite equal to Erin’s, Christopher had no doubt that the quality Stephanie Kerrigan’s work would make up for any deficiencies she might have.  “Sensors are actively scanning the vicinity; we should begin receiving data at any moment.”

“Oh goodie,” said Christopher.  His enthusiasm was sarcastic, but his interest was definitely genuine.

Just then, Lieutenant Bator’s station bleeped.  “We are being hailed,” said the Phobian a scant second later.  “It is… Admiral O’Connor.”

Christopher bit his lip as waves of dread passed through his body.  “Are you sure?  Is it possible the legendary Cerulean Shockwave is giving you false data?”

Bator checked his console again, simply to humor the Captain.  “The data is correct; Admiral O’Connor wishes to speak with you.”

“How can you be certain… with all that interference?” asked Christopher, making a static hissing sound in his throat for added emphasis.  It had been months since his last conversation with O’Connor, and he was more than content to extend that streak a while longer.

Bator smiled faintly, but much to Christopher’s chagrin, ignored the static cacophony.  “Somehow, the Admiral’s message just barely squeaked through.  Shall I patch it through to your ready room?”

Christopher rolled his eyes.  “If you must…”

He wearily rose from his command chair and headed into his ready room, where Admiral O’Connor’s message blinked happily on his computer terminal.  Christopher seated himself behind his desk and accepted the message.  Moments later, O’Connor’s sinister little face popped onto the viewscreen.

As usual, Christopher was greeted by O’Connor’s customary scowl.  Her beady little eyes drilled into the viewscreen, and her brows were knit with anger.  “Captain Christopher!” she said, her strident voice filling the ready room.  “What do you think you’re doing?”

He forced a diplomatic smile to his face.  “I’m just having a pleasant conversation with my favorite Admiral!”

Though it was obviously a bald-faced lie, the flattery nevertheless seemed to soften O’Connor’s scowl.  “I know, babe.  But we missed you at the party yesterday.  Where were you?”

“What party?”

“Near the Trìkkala Pulsar,” reminded O’Connor, the edge very quickly returning to her voice.  “In case you have forgotten, we’re at war with the Romulans.”

Technically, the Starlight had been ordered to join the fleet after it concluded the search for weapons of mass destruction on Minos Tureth.  “Unfortunately, we were delayed by the anomaly sweeping across the Romulan/Garidian border,” Christopher explained.  “We have been experiencing power disruptions and things of the sort…”

“You could have contacted us,” said O’Connor.  She was trying valiantly to maintain her pleasant veneer, but definitely failing in her attempt.  “I said that you were having problems with your communication system, but command has been on my tail about your whereabouts for days!”  She sighed.  “I swear, I stick up for you guys too much!”

“And we would be lost without your benevolence,” said Christopher.  It pained him to utter such lies, but in his experience, that was the easiest way to deal with O’Connor.  The truth only seemed to highlight her many shortcomings—and subsequently upset her beyond belief.  “We are presently tracking a part of the entity through the Pretorian Cluster.”

O’Connor shook her head.  “We need you to rendezvous with the rest of the fleet at Talon IV immediately!”

So we can slaughter the remainder of the Romulan fleet?  Christopher tried to put his protest as delicately as possible—but when words failed him, he decided another flat-out lie was in order.  “We think this anomaly could be related to the quantum inversion field that struck the Aurillac Sector back in 2395.  Further investigation is probably a good idea.”

O’Connor seemed to consider the proposal for an unusually long moment.  It was within the realm of possibility that she had no idea what happened in the Aurillac Sector—after all, this was the woman who frequently confused the Breen and the Borg—but whatever the case, the situation apparently sounded dire enough to warrant further investigation.  O’Connor nodded her agreement.  “I want a status report on that anomaly by 0800 tomorrow morning!”

Christopher flashed his most charming smile.  “Yes, ma’am!”  And the conversation was over.  O’Connor blinked away without fanfare, and Christopher returned to the bridge.

“Well?” asked Harrison the moment the doors slid shut behind the Captain.

“I’ve managed to buy us some time to investigate the anomaly,” said Christopher as he returned to the warmth of his seat.

Harrison arched a curious eyebrow.  “So I assume you neglected to mention Minos Tureth?”

“She didn’t ask.”

While they hadn’t exactly concluded the search for weapons on the remote lunar base, the Starlight’s crew had combed over enough of the surface to realize that Minos Tureth was not the weapon factory that President Makar claimed it to be—which meant his justification for this war was based upon a false accusation… which meant the Starlight needed to keep a low profile until that information could be given to the proper authorities…

“Evading combat… withholding information… lying to a senior officer… We could be court-marshaled for this,” Harrison said, his voice barely a whisper.

“Well,” said Christopher, matching Harrison’s tone, “if the ship gets destroyed, that data won’t do us much good.  But if you trust Dearest O’Connor to take the data to the Federation Council on our behalf…”

He nodded his tentative agreement—but it was obvious Harrison was uncomfortable about this newfound treachery.

As was Christopher.  “I know… we are soldiers, and this is war.  It is not our duty to think—it’s our duty to follow orders.  But, through no fault of our own, we acquired evidence to prove those orders are immoral.  And I’m not about to slaughter more innocent Romulans because Ghodan Makar wants his warp drive online!”

Chapter Two

By Erin Keller’s estimate, about two days had passed since the mysterious power surge.  The lights had since returned and the hungry raptors lingering outside the ancient structure had long ago retreated into the sunken forest—no doubt searching for a more accessible meal.

The structure’s interior was oddly familiar.  It was a stark, metallic lab, harshly illuminated by dozens of lights in the ceiling.  Computer stations lined the walls, and there was a large, circular workstation in the center of the room.  Unfortunately, every last workstation was inactive, and despite forty-eight hours of constant tinkering, nobody had made any headway in bringing them online.

Erin hadn’t reached her breaking point just yet; she knew she could probably tinker with the computer for a few more days before declaring it a lost cause.  Kendall, however, was growing more irritable with each hour that passed, and Justin… the boy’s tolerance of the situation evaporated after a few hours.  Only Megan and Lucas seemed to have infinite energy—Lucas, because he loved to tinker with computers, and Megan because she was borderline obsessed with the goings on here…

As hunger pangs churned in her stomach, Erin decided it was time for a break.  She ran her hyperspanner over her inactive computer station one last time—just in case the fiftieth try was the charm—and when nothing happened, she retreated to the quiet apse in the aft portion of the lab where Kendall sat, doodling on the dusty floor with his finger.

Erin pulled a field ration from her backpack and seated herself on the floor next to Kendall.  “How are you feeling?” she asked, carefully peeling away the shiny wrapper to reveal a brownish, cardboard flavored cookie.

“I’ve been better,” said Kendall with a sigh.  “But… I really wish we could finish up here and leave.”

“I know the feeling,” said Erin softly.  She bit into her cookie and sampled it on her tongue, hoping she might find some flavor somewhere on her tongue.  No such luck.  “The sooner we leave, the sooner Lucas can start working on his new field rations.”

Kendall didn’t laugh.  Instead, he rested his chin on his knee and concentrated on his dust doodle.  

Erin, however, wasn’t ready to end the conversation.  “What do you think about this place?” she asked.  “And I don’t mean your gut feeling.  I want… a professional scientific analysis.”

He paused for a thoughtful moment, his hand simply dangling over a sloppy circle in the dust.  “It’s old,” he stated.  “Given the amount of decay… I would say the structure was abandoned hundreds of thousands of years ago.”

That was pretty much in line with Erin’s analysis.  “It looks similar to the Elorg base Alan and I found on Ka’Tula Prime a few years ago,” she said, recalling the vast lab in the Farhelian Mountains.  “The mountainside location is similar, the energy dampening field is the same… all we need is a polaron torpedo launcher, and we have ourselves another Elorg lab.”

“If memory serves,” said Kendall, peering deep into his mental database, “Zirat is within the boundaries of the ancient Elorg Bloc.  The timeframe certainly fits…”

“Then this must have been another one of their secret bases,” Erin concluded.  It was based on little more than assumptions, but she had a good feeling about it… in a manner of speaking.  “The question is, what are they hiding here?”

Kendall started to shrug, but about halfway into the maneuver, a proverbial light bulb flashed over his head.  “It might have something to do with Iconia,” he whispered.

Iconia had been a prominent feature in the morning sky a few days ago.  At the time, Erin hadn’t given the ancient world a second thought, but now that the Elorg factored into the equation, Iconia’s presence was likely more than a coincidence.  “This could have been an observatory…”

“Or a weapon,” suggested Kendall.

Erin shook her head.  “The base on Ka’Tula Prime was a weapon—and it was quite obvious.  That polaron torpedo launcher was the dominant feature in the lab.”  She peered over to the circular workstation that dominated this lab.  “I very much doubt that is a weapon.”

“So… it’s an observatory,” Kendall conceded.  “What were they observing?”

“Iconia.”

“Fair enough.”  He sighed, and gently leaned his back against the cool metallic wall.  “This… this could be a considerable archaeological find—assuming we live to tell about it.”

“Of course we will,” said Erin evenly.  “We’ve been in worse situations…  I do believe our capture by the Yelss was a lot worse than this!”

Kendall remained skeptical.  “The Yelss… um, at least they couldn’t swallow us whole.”

“Worried about your reptile friends out there?” Erin gestured toward the distant doorway.  

He shook his head indecisively.  “On this planet… everything worries me.”

Though he wasn’t quite ready to dismiss the Cerulean Shockwave as a naturally occurring phenomenon, Matthew Harrison was definitely leaning toward that conclusion.  While initial sensor scans didn’t indicate much of anything (literally), the closer the Starlight came to its target destination, the more innocuous the phenomenon looked.  

“It is clearly lacking the structure of the quantum inversion field that crossed through the Aurillac System,” gleaned Harrison from the latest analysis.

He handed the padd to Christopher for inspection, and relief immediately crossed the Captain’s face.  “At long last, a piece of good news.”  He casually perused the lengthy analysis, but ultimately, nothing seemed to catch his attention.  “Do we know its point of origin?”

“Not yet,” said Harrison.  “As a whole, the myriad anomalies that compromise the entity are generally moving apart—indicating there was a central point of origin; however, parts of the anomaly have dissipated, and some of the smaller anomalies’ movement has been erratic.  The computer is still processing the available data, but Lieutenant Kerrigan assures me that we should know the origin by tomorrow morning.”

“Keep me posted.”

“I shall do so.”

“That’s why I keep you around,” said Christopher with a smile.

Since they had focused on the anomaly for most of the day, Harrison finally decided it was time to speak of something else.  “Bator and I are heading to the holodeck later this evening—tonight is the night we sneak Lady Alexandros into Shiva’s domain for protection from the Undead invasion her country.”

Christopher gently pounded his fist into the arm of the command chair.  “You know I’d love to be there for that!” said excitedly—but his mood very quickly soured.  “But you recall, dearest Erin is not here—I have to stay home with Angela.”

So very true.   Matthew had nearly forgotten about little Angela.  “I will send your regards to the Undead.”

Christopher nodded his approval.  “By all means,” he said, but his attention was slowly diverted to the symphony of computer chirps emanating from the operations console.

With both Erin and Megan gone, and Stephanie Kerrigan in the science lab reviewing the new sensor data, the Starlight’s resident cadet finally had his chance to man a bridge station.  Patrick McCormick seemed fairly confident about his skills when the computer was running smoothly, but now that a problem had arisen, his confidence went right out the nearest airlock.

Christopher rose from his seat to face McCormick.  “Problem, Cadet?”

He stared at the controls as if they were written in Greek.  “I don’t know, Captain.”  He carefully tapped a few commands into the workstation, gradually coaxing more information from the computer.  “The anomaly fragment we’ve been tracking has entered a state of flux.”  He shook his head in frustration.  “I can’t make any sense of the readings.”

Taking his place at Christopher’s side, Harrison allowed a slight frown to cross his face.  When a situation arose, he liked to have answers, not enigmas.  He would have felt much better if Commander Keller were present, but alas, he would have to rely upon the Cadet.  “What, exactly, is the anomaly doing?  Has it altered course?”

“Not exactly.”  McCormick glanced at the wealth of data flitting across his screen.  “The anomaly is passing near a class-H world; it might be interacting with the planet’s gravity well.”

That was a step in the right direction; Harrison was about to inquire further into the situation, when Lieutenant Bator cut into the conversation.  “There is an interspatial flexure opening within the anomaly,” said the Phobian, his voice booming across the bridge.  “A vessel is emerging.”

Christopher paused.  “Yellow alert,” he said, swiftly making his way to the mission ops console to glance at the data for himself.  “I’ve got a pretty bad fix on that ship…”

“It is in a state of flux,” said Bator, confirming McCormick’s earlier statement.  “It is apparently phasing in and out of the space-time continuum.”

“Can you identify it?” asked Harrison.

“It is of unknown configuration,” Bator said after only a moment of study.  “However, the vessel is heavily damaged.  It is being pulled into the planet’s atmosphere.”

“Neelar,” called Christopher only seconds after hearing Bator’s analysis, “how long until we reach the planet?”

The Bolian glanced at the helm—but provided no answers.  Instead, he sat and watched as his console flickered into darkness.  He tapped a few hesitant fingers over the newly inert interface, but as one might have expected, nothing happened.  “Well, we can’t be that far away…”

The ship trembled ever so slightly, prompting Harrison to return to his seat before a more violent tremor could strike.  “We must have encountered an anomaly,” he suggested, diligently working the console beside his chair.  “Long-range sensors are offline.”

“We have lost power to decks three and eighteen,” added Bator.

The ship rumbled again; it was little more than a faint wiggle, but it was apparently enough to disturb the warp field.  The transwarp conduit on the viewscreen hastily smeared into a flash of white light, and an instant later, Harrison found himself staring at a twinkling starfield; amidst the stars, he could glimpse a small yellowish sphere that was undoubtedly the aforementioned class-H world.

“Engines are down,” reported Neelar as parts of his station finally flickered back to life.  “I can’t seem to reinitialize them.”

The Captain immediately tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Trinn.”

The moment her communicator bleeped, Jayla Trinn knew exactly what the Captain wanted.  But as she stared at the dormant warp core just meters away, she was utterly without answers.  “We’re in trouble,” she said without any preamble.  “The warp core is completely shut down.”

“How long until it’s back online?” asked Christopher.

The Trill’s eyes grazed the nearest functional workstation; the prognosis wasn’t immediately obvious, but she had a few ideas that might get them moving again.  “We’re going to have to completely shut down the warp engines,” she said, “and then reinitialize them.  Assuming we don’t strike another anomaly, that shouldn’t take more than two or three hours.”

“The sooner the better,” Christopher replied.  “I want to be in orbit of that class-H planet before dinner.  I promised Angela I would color with her tonight—and that is one date I intend to keep.”

Jayla allowed herself a faint smile.  “I’ll do my best.”

“That’s all I ask.  Christopher out.”

Much to Praetor Tomalak’s surprise, morning had indeed befallen Talon IV—but clouds hung low in the sky, and the cool breeze always seemed to carry the faintest hints of rain.  It was fitting, Tomalak thought, considering his foul mood.  The Federation fleet drew nearer with each moment that passed; as such, he was not surprised by Commander Jerras’ call for a meeting of the Senate—but now that he stood in the newly completed facility, Tomalak was more than a bit surprised by the subject.

A holo-projection of a vast, windswept desert world hung in the air before Tomalak, gracefully spinning upon its axis as he examined its features.  It was certainly the last thing the Praetor had expected to see, but now that the subject was broached, he was more than curious.  “That is Dimovius,” he realized after a moment’s study.

Jerras, who stood on the periphery of the projection, nodded her agreement.  “It is an uninhabited planet in the Pretorian Cluster,” she continued.  “And though the Garidians did attempt to annex it earlier this year, it has no strategic value or resources to speak of.”

Tomalak arched a curious brow.  “Then why are we speaking of it, Commander?  Certainly there are more pressing concerns…”

The simulation of Dimovius suddenly froze; it zoomed out a little bit, and a vivid arc of blue energy gradually became visible near the northern pole.  “This is a part of the anomaly that passed through the Talon System last night; it is caught up in Dimovius’ gravity well—and seems to have expelled a starship from some interspatial flexure.”

Tomalak peered into the anomaly.  “What kind of starship?”

“Unknown,” replied Jerras.  “However, it is of considerable size, and appears to be heavily armed.  It warrants investigation.”

Had there not been a fleet of enemy starships approaching Talon IV, Tomalak would be inclined to agree.  But considering the circumstances…  “We’ll begin our investigation once the current crisis has passed.”

Jerras paused.  “That is the problem—a Federation starship is already en route to Dimovius.  We cannot allow them to claim this vessel.”

Once, a long time ago, Tomalak had been an explorer.  Exploration had brought him happiness; it had brought him intrigue; it had brought him his beloved wife.  But now that politics had overshadowed his simple life of exploration, Tomalak found none of the things he enjoyed were in his life.  The empire stood at the cusp of its demise, with no chance for redemption—and though his better judgment demanded he remain on Talon IV to oversee the battle, the explorer in him demanded he be himself one last time.  “We will go to Dimovius,” he finally said, “and bring victory to the Romulan Empire one last time…”

Chapter Three

Kalidar was not a world rich in history.  Hundreds of years ago, it had been a protectorate of the Xindi, an obscure race whose territory once extended to include the forested world.  After a brief, but bloody conflict, the Xindi were utterly decimated, and control of Kalidar passed to the Breen.  The Breen, for the most part, left the planet in the capable hands of nature; they would investigate its ecosystem every now and then, but made no attempts to tame the planet.

Then came the Elorg, swift on the heels of defeat in the war.  Not satisfied with the conditions on Breen, the Conclave of Overseers decided to erect a new homeworld for the Bloc—and Kalidar was their first choice.  Within months, the ivory towers of Dryad’s Citadel were erected, and suddenly, Kalidar was a world seemingly rich in history.

As he sat in one of the small cafés in the shadow of the immense citadel, Overseer Zeratul could certainly feel the history imbedded into every stone; it seemed that each and every one of the pale ivory bricks had a story behind it—that it was some essential part of the Elorg Bloc…  The sentiment inspired a bit of awe and reverie within Zeratul’s being, but not nearly enough to compensate for the fact that none of the structures here were more than a year old.

The café was a bustling, open-air courtyard nestled in one of the busiest parts of the city.  Countless Elorg wandered the streets, many of them lowly civilians, simply perusing the local shops and businesses for something of interest.  Compared to the great deeds accomplished during Na’zar’s reign, these activities seemed banal—but then again, that was what the Bloc had come to.

Zeratul was seated with Artanis at a small table near the flowery balustrade that separated the café from the street.  A faint chorus of incoherent conversations filled the air, while the sweet scent of fresh-baked krajan cobblers enticed the locals into the café.  Zeratul glanced at his own slice of the sumptuous desert, but he was hesitant to take a bite.  “I should be watching my weight,” he sighed, trying to convince himself that the cobbler was a manifestation of pure evil. 

Artanis, however, had no such reservations.  Already, he had imbibed two slices of the cobbler, and would undoubtedly be willing to help himself to a third.  “How long has it been since anyone has enjoyed a real krajan cobbler, Zeratul?”

“Two hundred thousand years,” said Zeratul without hesitation.  When they fled from the Iconians during the Great War, the Breen didn’t bring any krajan seeds with them; the remaining Elorg did indeed have the seeds, but trapped in subspace, they had no way to properly grow them (hydroponics always seemed to yield disappointing berries).  But now, they could grow all the krajan berries the wanted.

Artanis smiled faintly.  “Then indulge yourself, Zeratul.  We have had few things to celebrate as of late.”

Again, Zeratul’s eyes fell to the flaky cobbler.  He sprinkled some rha’zya pulp over the dessert, but before he could even think about heeding Artanis’ advice, a shadow fell over their table.  Zeratul glanced up to see Underling Hajal standing nearby.

The Underling discreetly grabbed a chair from one of the nearby tables, and then seated himself between Zeratul and Artanis.  “En taro adun, Overseers.”  He indolently dipped his pinky finger into Zeratul’s cobbler to sample the tasty desert—and a faint smile immediately fell upon his face.  “Exquisite!  Worthy of Na’zar himself.”

Disgusted, Zeratul shoved his plate to Hajal.  “Take it,” he said.  “I am on a strict diet; it does not afford me such indulgences.”

“A shame,” said Hajal, already helping himself to another, larger bite of the cobbler.

Artanis looked vaguely disappointed by Hajal’s acquisition, but made no effort to stop the Underling’s feast.  “I assume your presence here is not mere coincidence, Underling?”  Any warmth his voice once possessed was gone.

Hajal shook his head.  “It is not,” he said between bites.  “I was able to contact my associate; he has agreed to meet with you, but his responsibilities require him to stay in the Hazor Cluster.”

“At the shipyards?” asked Zeratul.

“Indeed.”  Hajal drew himself closer to the table.  “The Cerebrate has quintupled warship production in recent months,” he conspiratorially whispered.  “My associate cannot deviate significantly from his duties there, lest it draw unwarranted attention to him.  If you wish to speak with him, you will have to venture to the Hazor Cluster.”

Zeratul did not like the sound of that.  Everything was falling into place a little too easily, and he was certain, now more than ever, that this was a trap.  He glanced to Artanis, who seemed to share those concerns.

“We will not meet with your associate,” said Artanis a moment later.  “The Breen have not been welcomed in the Hazor Cluster since the shipyards became operational…”

Hajal shrugged.  “You will have to trust me.”

“You have done nothing to earn our trust,” Zeratul harshly replied.  “In fact, your sudden affinity for our cause makes me even more distrustful of you.”

“If you suspect Overseer Fel’duin has orchestrated some sort of elaborate deception, you would be correct,” said Hajal quietly.  He smiled as he finished his cobbler.  “She intends to have the both of you terminated.”

Zeratul sighed.  Though he despised all the deception that seemed to possess the Elorg, he was no longer surprised by any of it.  This was not the first time someone had ordered Zeratul’s assassination, and he suspected it would not be the last.  “So, have you come all this way to terminate us?”

“No, of course not,” said Hajal.  “As I said, my associate has agreed to meet with you.  That is why I came.  Consider the news of your pending demise… an added bonus.”

“How magnanimous of you,” replied Artanis.  “Now, I have an added bonus… for you.”

“Oh?”  The underling was clearly oblivious to his surroundings—clearly oblivious to his pending doom.  Perhaps that was the reason he was a lowly underling.”

Artanis nodded.  “Your desert was poisoned.”

Terror suddenly befell Hajal’s face.  “You intended to terminate Zeratul?”

“You think me a fool?” asked Artanis.

“No.”

“I have been tracking your movements since our last encounter, Underling.  One of my associates within the Cortisan Enclave has been following you—and he informed me that you visit this establishment almost every day for lunch…  You shouldn’t be so set in your ways, Underling.  It will be your undoing.”

Hajal shook his head.  “I don’t understand.”

Zeratul gracefully plucked the small bottle of rha’zya pulp from the center of the table, and dangled it in front of Hajal’s morbid face.  “Having lived in this region of space for two hundred thousand years, the Breen gradually developed an immunity to the toxins in the rha’zya pulp—you, my friend, have no such immunity.”

Hajal shook his head.  “I’ve never touched the stuff!”

“Oh, but you have,” said Zeratul pleasantly.  “I was thoughtful enough to sprinkle some on your dessert.  Piquant, was it not?”

“Fear not, Underling, the toxins won’t kill you yet,” continued Artanis, as if speaking of the weather.  “But should you encounter rha’zya pulp again, you shall undoubtedly find the cumulative effects most unpleasant.”

His beady little eyes brimming with fear, Hajal slowly backed away from the table.  “What do you want?”

“We already have what we want,” said Zeratul.

Artanis smiled.  “We have you—and you will arrange to bring your associate to Alterac.”

Hajal shook his head.  “The Cerebrate will know immediately of his absence!”

“No,” said Artanis, shaking his head.  “My associate in the Cortisan Enclave will take his place.  We will meet you on Alterac in two days.”

Lucas Tompkins had never seen a more stubborn computer.  In his experience, computers were content to simply accept his repairs or explode in protest—but this one… this one was a whole other story.  After endless hours of tweaking the damn thing, the computer would perform some sort of self-diagnostic, and then revert to its previous, ill-functioning settings.  And after five self-diagnostics, Lucas had had enough.

Weary, he turned to Megan Reinbold and said, “We have got to be going about this the wrong way.  This is either some sort of security measure, or a major flaw, but either way, we’re not getting around it using conventional means.”

Megan poked her head out from behind the workstation and nodded her agreement.  “We could try to disable the self-diagnostic again.”

They had tried that after the second diagnostic, only to find that entire portion of the computer shielded behind some sort of forcefield.  If Kendall and Erin were right, and this was some sort of observatory, it was the most heavily fortified observatory Lucas had ever seen.  “We could always take a phaser that damn forcefield.  A concentrated burst of level sixteen energy is enough to vaporize most everything else, so that bad boy probably doesn’t stand a chance.”

 Megan shook her head.  “I was thinking we could try to disable it with a little less violence.  This is a considerable archaeological find, after all.  We should try to preserve as much of it as possible.”

“I said I’d use a concentrated burst,” Lucas reiterated.  “We wouldn’t lose more than a tenth of the lab!”

“Oh, that’s reassuring,” said Megan, rolling her eyes.

“Hey,” said Lucas defensively, “do you want to get this computer working or not?”

“Of course I do!”

He pulled the phaser from its holster and immediately charged it to level sixteen.  “Then step aside.”

Megan started to protest in the name of archaeology, but the words died in her throat.  She wanted to see the mysteries locked inside this computer as much as anyone else—perhaps more so—and a little forcefield wasn’t going to stand in her way.  She quickly collected her gear from inside the computer workstation, and retreated to a safe distance.

Lucas carefully adjusted his phaser settings, making absolutely certain damage to the structure would be kept to a minimum—and once he was satisfied, he took aim on the damn forcefield and fired.

A burst of vivid orange light streaked into the computer—smoke and fire streaked back out, but it was immediately obvious the forcefield that had caused the group so much chaos, was now long gone.  Lucas stopped firing, reset his phaser, and placed it back in its holster.  “Mission accomplished.”

Megan peered back into the computer—or what was left of it.  The phaser had reduced most of the security systems to ash, along with a small section of the adjacent wall.  It wasn’t a large enough gap for the raptors to crawl through, but it was certainly large enough to accommodate something smaller.  Hopefully, nobody was eager to get inside…

On the opposite side of the lab, Lucas could hear the computer’s response to the assault; there were countless sensor alerts going off, along with dozens of other bleeps and bloops.  Erin, Kendall, and Justin were already sorting through some of the data, but it was obvious they were in over their heads.  Lucas quickly joined in.

“Looks like you got the computer online,” mused Erin as she worked to silence a major infraction of Elorg territory—and major it was… since the computer’s last sensors sweep, an entire section of Velora Aggregate had been erected in that space.

“Heh… It’s amazing what a little phaser fire can do,” said Tompkins.

Erin smiled.  “If I were you, I’d refrain from repairing the Starlight in that manner!”

Lucas matched her grin.  “Hey… whatever works!”

Meanwhile, Megan’s attention drifted from the smoldering remains of the computer, to the large circular workstation in the center of the lab.  Its control interface had returned, and the platform at the heart of the workstation was aglow with a mysterious ball of azure light.  Tendrils of the glowing blue energy were already drifting toward the ceiling, where Megan assumed they would scale the tower and… …do something…  

Her tricorder was still establishing the translation matrix, but the readable data on the workstation appeared to be mostly astrometric information that was two hundred thousand years out of date.  It was hardly worthy of her attention, let alone weeks of mysterious visions.  “This place was definitely an observatory,” Megan concluded after a few additional moments of study.

“Agreed,” said Erin from across the room.

“But I’m convinced it had some sort of secondary function.”  Megan glanced at the swirls of glowing blue light overhead.  “And the sooner we unearth that function, the better…”

Dimovius hung on the Starlight’s viewscreen, a large desert world that seemed so close that one could reach out and touch it.  And relatively speaking, the planet was nearby; under optimal conditions, the Starlight could have been there in just a few minutes.  But these conditions were less than optimal, and until the engines were back online, Dimovius was easily months away…

“If there is one thing I hate,” lamented Christopher, “it’s waiting…”

“I thought you hated mysteries?” asked Matthew Harrison a scant moment later.

Christopher shot Harrison a mock-ominous glare.  “If there are two things I hate, they are waiting and mysteries.  And if there was a third, it would undoubtedly be subordinates who take it upon themselves to correct the ship’s commanding officer.”

“I thought that you were never wrong…”

“That has been my golden rule for years.”

“And a fine rule it is.”  Harrison smiled coyly.  “Even if it is in error.”

Christopher’s glare narrowed, but before he could utter his brilliant comeback, a sensor alert drew his attention to the helm.  “What is it, Neelar?”

“A Romulan Warbird just entered the Pretorian Cluster,” said the Bolian.  “It’s the Valdore.”

“Tomalak,” realized Christopher immediately.

“I am doubtful he has ventured all this way to rescue us,” stated Harrison.

Drayge nodded his agreement.  “Based on their current course and heading, they’ll be in orbit of Dimovius in seven minutes.”

Christopher clenched his fists.  “They’re after the ship!”  He slapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Trinn—I need those engines now!”

Though the Captain hadn’t given her an official deadline, Jayla Trinn knew that the faster she could reinitialize the warp core, the happier the Captain would be.  And though her work thus far had been both hasty and diligent, she hadn’t been expecting this urgent call to come so soon.  “We’re running ahead of schedule,” she said, running some last minute calculations on the master control station.  “The warp core should be coming online shortly, but—”

“How soon?” demanded Christopher.

Jayla glanced back at her console.  “I can give you warp one in ten minutes.”

“We need to be in orbit of Dimovius in seven,” said Christopher.

Jayla shook her head.  Despite all of her knowledge and expertise, there was nothing she could do to speed up the warp core initialization process.  “Then you’d better come up with a plan-B, Captain.  If I force the initialization, we could wind up with a warp core breach on our hands.  And I don’t need to remind you how long it would take to reach Dimovius without a ship.”

“Understood.  Christopher out.”

The moment he signed off, Christopher’s eyes locked with Harrison’s.  “We need a plan-B…”

Thankfully, Harrison had been giving plan-B some consideration, just in case something like this happened.  “Since we are apparently not going to reach the target in time, I suggest we concentrate on ensuring the Romulans cannot get there, either.”

Christopher was immediately receptive.  “What do you suggest?”

Harrison immediately called up the sensors on his workstation, and pointed to the myriad fragments of the Cerulean Shockwave still lingering in the Pretorian Cluster.  “The Valdore is going out of its way to avoid the anomalies.  If we can somehow find a way to force an interaction…”

“…then the Romulans would be in the same boat we are,” concluded Christopher.  He turned to the bridge crew.  “Suggestions?”

“We could detonate a transphasic torpedo inside one of the anomalies,” said Bator.  “That would undoubtedly scatter the particles across the Pretorian Cluster.”

“That would be too obvious,” said Christopher.  Like it or not, he respected Tomalak; he couldn’t bring himself to such a cheap shot.  “What if we… made it look like a probe malfunction?”

“We could refit a class-nine probe with a quantum torpedo warhead,” said Cadet McCormick.  “The lower yield wouldn’t look nearly as suspicious on Romulan sensors…”

Christopher liked that idea.  It was still cheap, but… not obviously so.  “Do it!”

Chapter Four

Clarity had not come easily today.  In fact, as he sat before the prayer candles in his quarters, Talyere Rosat realized that clarity had not visited him at all.  For one reason or another, his mind was a sea of random thoughts—a sea that could not be calmed by the storms brewing in his mind.  And seeing that the vast majority of the day had already been wasted in futile meditation, Talyere finally decided that clarity would not be visiting him on this day.

He extinguished his candle and rose to his feet, phlegmatically wandering to the windows to observe the Cerulean Shockwave.  The simple arc of blue light was hardly impressive, but it was but a small portion of the phenomenon.  “These anomalies must be affecting more than ship systems,” mused Talyere.  It was the only possible explanation for his utter lack of clarity.

Talyere gazed at the anomaly for a few moments longer; his attention then drifted to the yellowish planet in the distance.  To the best of Talyere’s limited knowledge, the planet was called Dimovius; it was little more than a barren desert—but apparently something had happened there to warrant further investigation.  Otherwise they wouldn’t be creeping toward it…

Curious, Talyere accessed his computer terminal and glanced through the most recent log entries.  A ship had apparently crashed on the planet—a ship of unknown configuration.  But as he glanced at the few sensor readings of the alien ship, Talyere couldn’t help but recognize some of its curves… the tactical array seemed to have a hint of familiarity… and there was something about the warp nacelles…

But he shook his head.  “It is merely a coincidence,” he mused, and left it at that.

“The probe is ready.”  And Bator was surprised.  Even in his most generous calculations, he hadn’t anticipated completion for another two minutes.  Making such extensive modifications in just over three minutes was certainly commendable; Bator would make it a point to commend Commander Tompkins at some later date—but for now, his primary concern was indeed the probe.  “I can launch on your command, Captain.”

Christopher, undoubtedly confident that he had single-handed won this little conflict, sat back in the command chair.  “Then by all means, Mr. Bator… Fire!”

The Phobian complied, and with a few quick commands into the control interface, the probe went sailing across the viewscreen.  After a few moments, it vanished into the swirling blue cloud on the viewscreen and made some rudimentary scans—just for show.  Bator received the data a few moments later (it was nothing worth reporting), and then the transmission ended.

The probe suddenly exploded in a blaze of red and blue light, sending countless shockwaves—and a few pieces of smoldering debris—into the glittering cosmos.

The shockwave reached the Starlight moments later, gently rustling the ship.  The lights flickered for a brief moment, but once it passed, normalcy was restored.  The ship survived the event without incident.  But as the shockwave interacted with the Romulan vessel, Bator began to have second thoughts about his hasty analysis.  Perhaps the sensors were damaged?

“The Romulans’ course and heading have not changed,” said Neelar Drayge a moment later, his words confirming Bator’s suspicions—something was not quite right.

“They were not affected by the shockwave,” grumbled the Phobian.

“The Valdore should reach the planet in just under two minutes,” added Drayge.

Captain Christopher was immediately on his feet, desperate to pull plan-C out of thin air—but suggestions from the bridge crew were few and far between.  Had he been concentrating on creating such a plan, Bator might have been able to help, but his mind was still lingering on the Romulans.  Their vessel was utterly unaffected by the shockwave… The Starlight was partially crippled… And a fleet of Romulan and Federation starships was about to clash in the Talon System… with more of these shockwaves on the way.  This was a problem.

“Captain,” said Bator, interrupting Christopher’s incessant ramblings.  “We may have a situation developing.”

Christopher paused mid-sentence.  “What sort of situation?” he demanded, his bright teal eyes burrowing into Bator’s skull.

Bator glanced back at his computer display, just to make sure his data was correct.  “Right about the time the Federation fleet enters the Talon System, a secondary shockwave should be passing near Talon IV.  It will undoubtedly cripple the Federation fleet…”

Christopher was quick to catch on.  “But the Romulans might not be affected—so it doesn’t matter how terribly overwhelmed the Romulans are… they now stand a chance of defeating the Federation.”  He pondered the situation for only a moment.  “Get me Admiral Grayson.”

Within moments, the starfield flitted away—but Admiral Grayson was nowhere to be seen.  Instead, President Ghodan Makar appeared.  Christopher recognized Makar’s surroundings—it was indeed Grayson’s office—but the Admiral was apparently not present.  Christopher forced a diplomatic smile to his face.  “Mister President,” he called.  “What a pleasant surprise… I was expecting Admiral Grayson.”

The Trill matched Christopher’s cordial tone.  “The Admiral is… away.  He had some urgent business to tend to; I’m afraid he won’t be returning any time soon.”

“Where can I contact him?”

Makar shook his head.  “You can’t.  I’m afraid his journey is… classified.  Even mentioning it to you might be considered a security risk—but I trust you, Captain Christopher.  I trust you’ll make the right decisions.”

“Of course I will.”  Though Christopher’s smile never ceased, in his heart, he knew something was very wrong.  Makar’s words left him with the distinct impression that Grayson wasn’t going to be coming back from this ‘urgent business’ any time soon—if ever.  “Forgive the intrusion, Mister President.  I will simply relay this menial status report to Admiral O’Connor instead…”

Makar nodded.  “Very well.  Good luck on the front, Captain… not that you’ll need it.  The Romulan Star Empire is as good as ours…”

“Oh yes,” said Christopher pleasantly.  “Victory is at hand.”

And Makar blinked away.

“Now what?” asked Harrison, his voice barely a whisper.  “I am doubtful Admiral O’Connor will take news of the Romulans’ advantage favorably.”

“She’ll take it right back to Makar,” said Christopher.  “He will simply delay the invasion until the shockwave has passed, and the Romulan fleet will be decimated… just a few days later than originally planned.  If we want to save lives, we’re going to need a different tactic—open a channel to the Valdore.”

It had taken some doing, but Kendall Johnson finally found himself feeling comfortable with the Elorg computer.  The systems were ancient, even by Elorg standards, and the astrometric data contained therein were even more ancient—to the point that they were virtually useless.  Nebula formations noted in some of the logs no longer existed, stars that were under intense scrutiny had long ago gone nova, and entire populations had blossomed on worlds designated ‘barren rock.’

“For all intents and purposes… this… well, this place is an observatory,” muttered Kendall.  He would have liked a bit more certainty, but the thunder constantly rolling through his mind kept him somewhat distracted from his work; it was amazing he had endured this long.

Most of the others were feasting on the field rations, but Kendall had had his fill earlier in the day—and Justin Reinbold was sick them.  Thus, for the first time in Kendall’s somewhat hazy memory, the two worked side-by-side without so much as a complaint.  

Justin stood at Kendall’s side, silently observing the ancient data flitting across the screen.  “How much space do you think the Elorg have in their computer core?” he asked.

Kendall shrugged.  He hadn’t yet stumbled upon the exact specifications, but given the relatively advanced technology, it had to be a fair amount.  “Two or three gigaquads, at least,” he guessed.  “Why?”

“I’ve done some thinking,” he said.  “And I don’t think these maps would take up more than half a gigaquad.”

Admittedly, Kendall hadn’t done that much thinking.  His head was pounding too much—but when the pain passed, he would definitely ponder it a bit more.  Still, it made sense.  “Maybe… maybe the Elorg were just planning ahead?  They must have planned on making more observations—but… um, they had to abandon the base… because of the war with the Iconians.”

“I can believe that,” said Justin.  He glanced up at the wisps of blue light swirling from the center of the workstation.  “But what the hell does that have to do with astrometrics?”

Kendall shrugged.  “I don’t know…” That was something he had considered, and headache or not, answers were hardly forthcoming.

“I’ve put in some time with the computer,” chimed in Megan as she approached the workstation.  She polished off the last bite of her field ration and then fell into place at Justin’s side.  “I think I’ve figured out some of the basics.”

Kendall nodded.  “I’ve got the basics down.” He glanced up at the swirling lights in question.  “We… we’re just baffled by that.”

“So am I.”  Megan tapped a few commands into her workstation, but much as Kendall expected, nothing happened.  Undeterred, she continued her work.  “But I ran a few advanced diagnostics before dinner… it looks like this entity is emitting some extremely low frequency sigma waves—nothing that would show up on a standard scan, but… they’re definitely there.”

“Sigma waves?” asked Justin, his face blank.

“It’s a rare phenomenon formed at the apex of interdimensional apertures in the space-time continuum,” said Kendall.

And while the explanation made perfect sense to him, Justin looked even more confused that he did just moments ago.  “Huh?”

Megan smiled.  “Nobody really understands sigma waves,” she said.  “But they have something to do with alternate dimensions.”

“So… this could be some sort of gateway,” said Kendall—but the magnitude of his words didn’t hit him until after they were spoken.

“A gateway?” repeated Justin, also catching onto Kendall’s newfound hypothesis.  “Like… an Iconian Gateway?”

“Not exactly,” said Megan.  “I’ve never seen an Iconian gateway that looked like this.  But maybe the Elorg were experimenting?  This might have been the first step toward creating an Elorg gateway…”

It was an interesting hypothesis, but Kendall didn’t like it.  If there was some sort of link to the Iconians, he felt it would come more in the form of a weapon than anything else.  “Megan… can you… can you access the sensor logs?”

Megan glanced down at the computer and sifted through countless directories until she came upon something that looked suspiciously like a sensor log.  “This might be it,” she said.  “What am I looking for?”

“Recent activity.”

An extensive list hastily scrolled across the screen; most of it was still in Elorg text, but the most recent entries were translated into Federation Standard.  Slowly, the computer translated the rest of the matrix, but Megan was primarily concerned with the more recent stuff.  “The most recent entry is the security infraction Lucas caused when he vaporized the computer.”

Kendall nodded. “Can you go back… about two days ago?  I want to try and identify that original power surge…”

Megan nodded her agreement, and very quickly came upon the data in question.  Her eyes immediately widened with awe.  “It was a massive surge of sigma waves,” she gleaned from the readout.

“What does that mean?” asked Justin.  “Are we in some sort of alternate dimension now?”

“I doubt it,” said Megan almost immediately.  “But unfortunately, I don’t really know what could indicate…”

Kendall transferred the data to his side of the workstation, and eagerly poured over the wealth of information.  “The sigma waves merged with several unknown particles in the tower to create a massive shockwave…  The shockwave expanded into space… and…”

“Did what?” asked Megan.

Kendall shrugged.  “Disabled all of the Iconian gateways?  I don’t know…  But based upon these sensor readings, the cycle is going to repeat again—and soon.”

“Only this time, we’ll be ready for it.”  Megan immediately set out to capture the entire incident on sensors.  Not only would they personally see what happened, they’d have instant access to an in-depth computer analysis.  “We’ll get this mystery ironed out, one way or another…”

Chapter Five

Dozens of Romulan vessels hung majestically before the glowing blue and green sphere that was Talon IV.  Nestled between the myriad vessels, hundreds of orbital defense platforms slowly came to life, their power cells aglow in a pale verdant light.  Had this been any other day, the sight would have instilled fear in all who opposed the Romulans—but on this, the last day of the Romulan Star Empire, it was little more than a noble act of desperation.

In the distance loomed the massive fleet of Federation starships that was the Romulans’ death knell.  Flanked by a few Klingon vessels, and thousands of tiny fighters, it would take less than an hour for the last Romulans’ last stronghold to succumb to their destiny of flame and sorrow.

A ripple of light suddenly glinted near the front lines, and another contingent of Klingon vessels joined the fleet.  They swiftly fell into formation near the six Galaxy-class starships at point, and in tandem, unleashed hell…  Streaks of green and orange light crossed the cosmos, plowing into the Romulan lines with explosive gusto.  A Valdore-class warbird was the first to fall, its entire hull engulfed in a sea of glittering crimson flame…

As the fleets drew nearer, the orbital defense platforms came to life.  Thousands of disruptor blasts darted into the battle; fighters exploded left and right, an Akira-class starship suffered a few glancing blows before a D’deridex-class ship delivered a destructive blow to the bridge.  The smoldering ship spun out of control and smashed into a squadron of Klingon ships…

Admiral O’Connor’s heart was racing.  Her sweaty hands were clamped nervously around the Calgary’s command chair, a death grip that seemed to grow tighter with each pass they made against the vile Romulans.  It had been more than a year since her last tactical assignment, and she feared her once formidable combat skills might have deteriorated.  Thankfully, the Romulans weren’t very good with their targeting sensors.  Of their numerous volleys, only a few managed to strike the Calgary’s shields.

“Target their weapons array!” O’Connor ordered as she watched a massive Valdore-class vessel dramatically waltz across the view screen.  

“Target locked,” called out her tactical officer, a fairly competent man named Commander Parsons.

O’Connor waited a brief moment for the Romulan vessel to get back into her line of sight—she wanted to see this battle played out to its finish, because the liberation of the Romulan people meant so very much to her.  But O’Connor’s need for theatrics was her greatest error.  The Romulans fired first, and O’Connor watched in horror as the massive green burst of energy hurtled at them.  “Evasive maneuvers!” she cried, but her actions were too little, too late.

The ship rocked violently as it absorbed the impact of the Garidian weapon.  O’Connor clung onto her chair for dear life, but the energy created by the impact was so great, she eventually lost her grip and went careening to the floor.  Within seconds, an odd black haze encroached upon her vision, and she was finding it very difficult to return to her chair.

“Our shields are down to seventy percent,” announced Commander Parsons a moment later.  “Twelve Romulan starships destroyed thus far, twenty-seven heavily damaged…”

O’Connor nodded her acknowledgement.  The battle was going better than she had anticipated—it was definitely time for phase two.  “Have attack wings six and seven secure the dilithium mines!  Have everyone else—”

The lights flickered.

O’Connor paused.  She surveyed her surroundings, and when the lights came back on, assumed it was a momentary power fluctuation.  “Have everyone else concentrate on the Romulan fleet!”

Commander Parsons clearly made valiant efforts to comply with the simple order, but O’Connor duly noted the ship was not moving.  “What’s wrong, babe?” she asked.

The ship jolted, the lights flickered yet again, and a befuddled look suddenly fell upon Parsons.  “An energy field is passing through the system,” he said.  “We’re losing power to shields and engines!”

Three Romulan warbirds suddenly streaked across the viewscreen; following close behind was a Sovereign-class starship, but just before it could move in for the kill, every last light on the vessel went black—and the orbital defense platforms very quickly caught up with the ship’s momentary lapse in power; it was obliterated in a massive explosion.  The three Romulan vessels quickly came about, all of them darting off in different directions…

“Get those shields back online!” snapped O’Connor.  “We need to…”

The deck jolted yet again.  Sparks rained down from the ceiling, and a thick haze started to fill the air.  O’Connor nearly choked on the noxious fumes, but somehow found the strength to endure.  

“Every Federation starship has been disabled,” Parsons cried from tactical.

O’Connor could feel her blood beginning to boil.  “What!?  Get me Captain Christopher! He never submitted his status report on this anomaly!  I’m going to have to place a reprimand on…”

O’Connor heard something creak overhead.  Out of curiosity, she glanced up to see what had the nerve to interrupt her train of thought… and her brain had just enough time to process the massive bulkhead crashing down from the ceiling…

Pain flashed through O’Connor’s hulking body for only a moment; she could feel blood saturate her uniform… she could see her life flash before her eyes… she could hear the bones in her body shatter… But an instant later, everything went dark… and then her severed head rolled across the deck…

Commander Parsons allowed himself a faint smile.  It was utterly heartless, but given the extreme amounts of torment O’Connor had generated over the years… a smile was probably not unwarranted—but before the shock and pain of O’Connor’s death had a chance to hit home, Parsons saw two more starships enter the battle: one Romulan, and one Federation; both were hailing.  An instant later, Captain Alan Christopher flitted onto one-half of the Calgary’s viewscreen; Praetor Tomalak filled the other.

“This is Captain Alan Christopher of the Starlight to all Federation starships: as you might have noticed, some sort of anomaly just passed through the Talon System.  It has temporarily disabled most ship functions, including shields and engines—and unless you want to be obliterated by the Romulans, I suggest you stand down!”

“And if that is not reason enough to stand down,” continued Tomalak, “consider this: Captain Christopher has evidence from Minos Tureth… evidence that proves the Federation President used little more than pretext to start this campaign against the Romulans.  Evidence that proves he was interested not in weapons of mass destruction, but in dilithium.  Your war has no justification…”

“The anomaly will have passed within the half-hour,” said Christopher.  “At that time, your systems will begin to come back online.  I would strongly suggest you use them to return to the Federation at once.  I’m quite certain the Federation Council will have something to say about the war by that time.  In fact, I’d be willing to say the war will be over…”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75853.2:  The Federation’s campaign against the Romulans has ended.  After reviewing the tactical information we retrieved from Minos Tureth, the Federation Council officially declared the war’s end at 0800, Earth Standard Time.  Federation forces have begun to withdraw from Romulan space, but the damage has been done…

At 0900, Earth Standard Time, Praetor Tomalak announced the official dissolution of the Romulan Senate, citing the utter lack of an empire to govern.  The remaining Romulan colonies will be left to fend for themselves—and while many have already been absorbed into the Garidian Republic, several colonies, including the one on Talon IV, have turned to Vulcan with renewed hopes for Unification.  Ironically, it would seem the most controversial war in the Federation’s history might have created the political landscape most favorable for peace…

After finishing his log entry, Alan Christopher was ready for bed.  But unfortunately, it was barely time for lunch, let alone bed, and he still had to pick up Angela from school before he could even think about hitting the sack.  Thus, he decided to forge ahead with the afternoon in a complete and total daze.  His only possible salvation, he knew, was a lot of sugar at lunch—and so the mess hall was his first destination.

Utterly zoned, he wandered into the bustling mess hall and grabbed an extra, extra sweet mug of hot chocolate from the replicator.  The moment he brought the searing mug to his lips, Christopher could sense the overwhelming aroma, but that did nothing to keep him from taking a sip.

And sweet it was.  His head nearly imploded—but that was what he sought, so Christopher didn’t complain.  He simply seated himself at his customary table and… sat, dead to the world.

It wasn’t until the fourth or fifth time Talyere called his name did Christopher realized someone was sitting with him.  Despite the potent hot chocolate (which was now lukewarm), he must have dozed off!  He snapped himself back into shape, and glanced at Talyere’s concerned face.  “What is it, Talyere?”

The Elorg drew himself closer to the table.  “The vessel in the Pretorian Cluster…” he said.  “What happened to it?”

Christopher shook his head.  It took him a few moments to search his hazy memory for the data in question, but once the data started to flow, it was like a faucet.  “It’s still there,” he recalled.  “We had to leave it in order to end the war.”

The look of concern on Talyere’s face only grew.  “We must go back and retrieve it!”

“Why?”  Christopher sipped at his hot chocolate, but this time, it tasted so utterly vile, he had to spit it back into the mug.

Talyere sighed.  “When I first saw the ship on sensors, I thought it looked familiar—but I simply dismissed the sentiment as coincidence.  But when I meditated this morning, the vessel came to me in a vision…”

“And?”

“I recognized it.”

“And?”

“That ship is an Iconian scout,” said Talyere under his breath.  “I know not how it came to us, or why… but…”

“Doesn’t anybody stay dead anymore?”  Christopher clenched his fist, and set his mug upon the tabletop.  “The Pretorian Cluster was claimed by the Garidians shortly after the dissolution of the Romulan Star Empire—I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do to claim it…”

“We cannot let it fall to the Garidians,” Talyere adamantly replied.  “That would be tempting fate.”

Christopher was not fond of the notion, either.  The Garidians simply did not mix with advanced Iconian technology.  “Unfortunately, until we establish some sort of dialogue with the Garidians, we we’re going to have to tempt fate…  And I don’t know about you, but I think fate has been pretty generous as of late; we’ll manage…”

Once, several years ago, Alterac had been a fairly important place in the Breen Confederacy—a major military installation that served as a primary base of operations for the Breen fleet.  But with Kalidar situated so near Alterac, the Elorg took it upon themselves to reassign all of the troops and weaponry to the new homeworld; as a result, Alterac was little more than a shell of its former self.

Normally, this would have upset Zeratul.  He hated to see the Elorg undo all the hard work the Breen had put into the confederacy.  It was his opinion that, if the Elorg wanted to defend Kalidar, they should build those defenses from scratch… But then again, Zeratul knew his opinion mattered not in the Conclave—so the weapons were removed.  But today, that suited the Overseer just fine.  Since the Cerebrate didn’t seem to care much for Alterac or its strategic value, his attention was focused elsewhere—and that meant Zeratul and his allies had complete control over Alterac.

“Hajal is late,” said Artanis.  The Overseer stood near the threshold of a poorly lit interrogation chamber, his crimson eyes constantly peering into the corridor for the pathetic little underling.

Zeratul paced near the imposing metallic chair in the center of the room.  “Perhaps he had a change of heart?”

Artanis shook his head.  “That would be unfortunate.  For him.”

Zeratul did not doubt the sentiment for a moment.  Even though he was considered a lowly Breen, Artanis seemed to have an infinite number of resources available to him; if anything, his designation as an Elorg pariah was more of a help, than a hindrance, to his cause.  At a whim, he could order the execution of Hajal, and within hours, the underling would be dead.  “This delay is unacceptable; if Hajal is not here within the hour, we should terminate him—and his associate.  We will simply use your contact in the Cortisan Enclave to gather the intelligence we require.”

“That will be difficult,” said Artanis.  “The Cerebrate requires frequent DNA scans from his closest aides.  At some point in the near future, my contact will be discovered, and summarily executed—and we will be found out.”

“And we wouldn’t want that…”  At long last, Hajal’s voice echoed in the interrogation chamber.  Standing just behind him, a tall, gray-skinned Elorg that Zeratul immediately recognized as Tassadar—the Cerebrate’s closest aid.  “You have chosen an excellent place of this meeting, Artanis…”

“This is one of the most secure locations on Alterac,” said the Overseer. 

“Of course,” said Hajal.  He gracefully stepped into the chamber, Tassadar following close behind.

Once both Underlings were inside the chamber, Artanis tapped a few commands into the small computer station in the corner, and the doors clanked shut amidst a mechanical cacophony.  Zeratul immediately withdrew a scanner from his pocket, and submitted both of the underlings to intense scrutiny.

“Expecting treachery?” asked Hajal.

Zeratul brought the scanner to the Underling’s chin.  “When dealing with you… Always.”

Hajal smiled.  “Then I’m afraid you’re going to be most disappointed, Overseer.  I am exactly who I appear to be… as is my associate, Underling Tassadar.”

Zeratul’s cold glare softened a bit when he turned to Tassadar.  This young Underling seemed a bit more trustworthy than the sinister Hajal—an uncommon trait for a subspace Elorg.  It might have been some sort of deception, but locked inside the interrogation chamber, Zeratul could afford to be a bit more trusting.  “Until a few weeks ago, I had no idea the Cerebrate had such a young confidant,” said the Overseer, ushering Tassadar into the metallic chair in the center of the room.  Since Tassadar was not being interrogated—yet—Zeratul opted to deactivate both the lights and restraints.

Tassadar nodded politely.  “I was honored to be chosen by our divine Cerebrate Ra’thenn,” he stated.

Artanis sneered at the sentiment.  “Then why are you here?  Was serving the Cerebrate not as fulfilling as you had anticipated?”

“It is gratifying work,” said Tassadar.  “The Cerebrate is a great man, and a worthy leader… but I am not fond of the company he keeps.”

“Do tell,” urged Zeratul.  It was some sort of alleged debacle with the High Overseer that brought Tassadar to Zeratul’s attention several weeks ago; Ra’thenn quickly dismissed the incident as a minor disagreement, but Zeratul wasn’t so sure.

Tassadar shifted uncomfortably in his seat.  “Xi'Yor has clandestinely assumed a place at the Cerebrate’s side.  He has been acting as High Overseer for many months, now…”

The very mention of the wretched Overseer Xi'Yor brought rage to Zeratul’s heart.  Had that insolent fool not been in charge of the military during the war, things might have turned out differently.  “I should have known we could not rid ourselves of him so easily…”

Tassadar nodded.  “He has been leery of me in recent weeks—he suspects I know his identity.  As such, he has kept me at arm’s length… but I am reasonably certain that Xi'Yor, along with Ra’thenn, Fel’duin, and many of the other members of the Conclave, are plotting some sort of attack.”

“On us?” asked Artanis.

“No.”  Tassadar shook his head.  “Ra’thenn does not factor the Breen into any of his plans; he believes you a lesser species.”

Artanis cringed, his eyes brimming with anger.  “The same blood flows through our veins…”

“I know.”  Tassadar raised a dismissive hand.  He wasn’t about to argue the finer points of Ra’thenn’s diplomacy.

“What about the attack?” urged Zeratul.

“They… They intend to attack Earth,” said the Underling, his voice a barely a whisper.

“Earth!?”  Zeratul could barely believe the preposterous sentiment.  “The Elorg have no reason to attack Earth!  That is not within our sphere of interest!”

“Xi'Yor has every reason to attack,” said Tassadar.  “He is upset about his defeat in the war—and wants revenge.  He will not be satisfied until every millimeter of the Federation has been razed…”

“That is selfish of him,” said Artanis.  “How long until he attacks?”

Tassadar shrugged.  “I do not know,” he admitted.  “But all indications would seem to point to a very bloody, very swift assault… very soon.”

Zeratul’s pulse was suddenly pounding.  He had no love for the Federation, but he could not stand by and allow Xi'Yor to decimate it—not when the Elorg Bloc was just starting to get back on its feet, and not when the whole of the ancient empire went unclaimed!  “What are we going to do?”

“Kill him,” suggested Hajal.  “Kill both Ra’thenn and Xi'Yor…  That will rid us of all our problems.”

Artanis was already plotting something, but it was not death.  Zeratul could see the ominous glint in his eye.  “Ra’thenn is very popular amongst the people.  If we kill him now, we will make a martyr out of him.”

“So we do nothing?” asked Zeratul.

Artanis shook his head.  “No… we keep our council.  We prepare.  As long as the people support him, we are voices without steel; we are air.  But with every day that passes, Ra’thenn makes enemies… and one day, he will have more enemies than friends—and on that day we will act.  Then, we will strike.  But until then, we are docile.  We are obedient.  …And we are treacherous…”

* * *

The sun was coming up.

As he stood in the lush garden outside his home, Tomalak smiled at the sight.  The Romulan Empire might have been gone, but… somehow he felt better today.  Maybe it was the knowledge that Unification with Vulcan might be at hand… Maybe it was little more than the pleasant morning sun.  Or maybe, just maybe, it was the fact that he no longer carried the weight of a dying empire on his shoulders.  Still, there was one odd thought lingering in his mind…  “How will I be remembered?  When historians look back upon this day, how will they describe me?  Tomalak the Weak?”

He clipped some dead heads from his rosebush.  “Tomalak the Wise?”  That sounded decent, but somehow, he doubted it would occur to historians.

“How about… Tomalak the Brave?”

This new voice surprised Tomalak.  But he definitely liked the speaker’s train of thought.  Slowly, he turned away from his rosebush to see a petite Romulan female standing at the threshold of his garden.  And there stood Thalas, his wife.  A wide smile spread across Tomalak’s face; he dropped his cutting shears and stormed the gate, his arms immediately wrapping around his beloved wife.  “I have missed you!”

“And I, you!” said Thalas warmly.  “It would seem much has happened since our last conversation.”

“The galaxy has changed,” whispered Tomalak—but despite everything that happened, the rising sun was still the best omen he had seen for quite some time.  “Come,” he said, ushering Thalas inside.  “We have much to talk about.”

* * *

Erin Keller was ready to go home.  She had long ago lost track of the days, but if the two remaining field rations in her backpack were any indication, they had been studying Zirat for quite some time.  But thankfully, the computer was cooperating, the power buildup to the forthcoming event was going as smoothly as one could have hoped, and with any luck, they would be headed home in just a few short hours.

“We’re approaching critical,” gleaned Lucas from his side of the computer station.  “Power surge in ten seconds!”

Since everyone else was so concentrated on the sensors, Erin decided to sit this one out, and just watch the incredible beauty of the swirling power surge.  After all, delicate flower such as herself deserved a break every once and awhile…  Besides, the computer would pick up for her slack.

“Five seconds!”

The incredible wisps of blue slight slowly climbed into the tower… but Erin duly noted that some of the little embers seemed to have a mind of their own, and veered off toward the aft section of the lab.  The system was old, she knew, and this was probably a minor defect… but more and more of the little blue wisps started to trail that way, until the entire arc of energy was pouring over Erin’s head, swirling on the floor about five meters away.

“Something’s wrong!” said Megan.

Lucas nodded his agreement.  “No shit!”

“Maybe we should abort,” said Kendall.

“Great idea!” said Lucas.  “Too bad we don’t know how!”

There was a sudden flash of white light, and the maelstrom of azure energy seemed to part, opening a pure white doorway to some mysterious netherworld…  Erin immediately grabbed her phaser, and pointed it directly at the entity—it was a futile maneuver, since her phaser was still inactive, but whatever loomed on the other side of that door didn’t know that…

Slowly, a shadowy figure appeared within the light.  It peered into the Elorg lab for a brief moment before testing the waters—a hand poked through… fingers wiggled, and once certain they were fully function, an arm emerged… and then the rest of the body.

And Erin couldn’t believe her eyes.  “Rachael?”

The petite blond-haired woman bobbed her head to affirm her identity.  “Yes.  I’m Rachael Meyer… who are you?”

* * *
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