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Prologue

Suraya was the largest of three moons, a barren hunk of craggy, ashen rock that gracelessly spun around the oceanic world of Minos Tureth.  Its ragged surface was pocked and scarred by eons of abuse, all of it attributed to the wayward asteroids meandering through the remote star system…  And as Suraya eclipsed its twin sisters—Devoras and Luccius—yet another fiery meteorite streaked toward the barren landscape below…

The meteor flared red and yellow as it descended through Suraya’s nominal atmosphere, gradually breaking apart as it fell.  Moments later, a flash of white light glinted across the starlit sky, and a rain of cinders sprinkled the surface below…  The meteorite had incinerated, and the moon was spared—but as the fiery shards collected in the base of an immense, circular vale, it was obvious that Suraya’s safety was only relative.

The vale was perhaps the most ancient crater on all of Suraya, a barren ring of rock countless kilometers in diameter.  The culprit, however, was no longer in evidence; the vast majority of the incredible asteroid undoubtedly vaporized upon impact, and any shards that managed to survive the initial onslaught were undoubtedly destroyed in subsequent strikes on the moon.  In fact, the only hint of the killer asteroid came in the form of a small, barren tor in the depths of the murky crater—and it was here, deep in this cleft in the earth, that the Romulan Empire’s darkest deeds were being done…

General Kor’cha sat idly in his command chair, staring intently at the five domed structures situated atop the barren plateau.  According to the data the Romulans provided to the Federation, eager scientists once used the base to study asteroids—and of course, the diverse and wondrous life forms on the planet below… Unfortunately, over the course of a few turbulent decades, the research dwindled until finally, the Romulan Empire collapsed.

What a shame.

Today, the base was allegedly abandoned.  The last of the Romulan scientists purportedly vacated the site during the final—and glorious—battles of the Elorg War.  And though Kor’cha really wanted to believe these reports—that countless Romulan scientists abandoned their precious research to partake in the glorious bloodbath that was the Elorg War—his beating heart told him otherwise.  The Romulans were without honor, and these reports were undoubtedly teeming with lies and deceit.

During the great and glorious days of the Klingon Empire, the very notion of such treachery would have been justification for war with the Romulans.  The warrior blood flowing through the veins of all true Klingons would have boiled with a raging fury, and the bloodlust to conquer the hated Romulans would have commenced immediately.  But the glory days were long gone, and suspicion alone was not enough to justify war.

The Chancellor needed solid evidence of Romulan treachery before he would even consider going to war.  And if that was not enough, the myriad members of the High Council had their own agendas, and if certain Houses found war with the Romulans inconvenient, even the most concrete evidence would be called into question.  These days, the High Council seemed more like a pack of Romulans senators than Klingon warriors—and the very notion made General Kor’cha sick to his stomach.

“We are approaching their defense perimeter,” called Commander Na’grak from the tactical station.  “There is no sign of activity—no indication they have detected us.”

Kor’cha’s beady eyes narrowed.  In his heart, he knew he should linger under cloak for but a moment longer—then move to obliterate the entire moon.  But that would only destroy his precious evidence—and without that, there would be no hope for further conquest; the bloodshed would end at Minos Tureth.  Knowing his bloodlust would not be quenched until the bodies of countless thousands of Romulans were strewn across the bloodied battlefield, Kor’cha decided against the preemptive strike.  “Bring us closer,” he grunted.

The helmsman immediately complied, punching the necessary commands into his console.  Within moments, the ragged moons of Minos Tureth loomed ominously on the viewscreen, the lunar base on Suraya dead ahead.

“I am detecting numerous life signs within the compound,” gleaned Na’grak from his station.  “Reman, Garidian, Romulan…  There are 166 in all.”

“Slaves,” said Kor’cha almost immediately.  The Romulans considered both the Reman and the Garidians undesirable, and there were likely enough Romulan outcasts to fill an entire planet.  True to Romulan tradition, these useless citizens were put to work in the lunar mines, undoubtedly performing brutal slave labor in the most extreme and unpleasant conditions imaginable.  “Bring us closer!”

As the ship veered closer to the ashen rock, small landing pads and passageways between the five domes became visible.  There were a few communication towers atop the center dome, as well as what appeared to be a rudimentary defense grid.  It was unfortunate those tactical systems would not be tested in the heat of battle.

“We are entering optimal range.”  Na’grak’s curt announcement came just as the ship was approaching Devoras, the smallest of the moons.  “Still no sign of detection.”

“Good,” said Kor’cha with a devious smile.  “Begin collecting our evidence.  The sooner we convince the High Council of the Romulan threat, the sooner we can obliterate this pathetic rock…”

Chapter One

The High Council was not what it once was.  General Kor’cha had uttered the sentiment countless dozens of times whilst in the presence of Chancellor Martok, and though he initially dismissed the claim as little more than the warmongering of a battle-starved Klingon, the Chancellor was slowly beginning to see Kor’cha’s point.

In years past, long before Martok’s ascent to power, the Council would meet, a decision would be made, and within hours, executed.  Very rarely was there dissent amongst the council members, especially when it came to matters of honor and glory—such as war with the Romulans.  In fact, had this meeting been called some twenty years earlier, Martok suspected a fleet of warships would already be en route to Talon IV.  Alas, the division within the council may have been a blessing in disguise, for Chancellor Martok had serious doubts about the Federation’s case against the Romulans…

The Romulan Empire was too weak to pose a threat to the Federation.  It resources were too limited to support the massive armada of warbirds it once possessed—and even if the empire could amass such a magnificent fleet, its people were too weary and war torn to maintain it.  It had been said before, and there was little doubt it would be said again: Romulus was dead.

Still, battle cries whispered in the winds of a thousand distant worlds and thundered in the hearts of countless Klingon warriors.  Battles would soon be waged, and there were some, Martok knew, who would stand and fight.  But unless the Romulans harbored some great secret weapon, those battles would be meaningless, for there was no honor in fighting an enemy too weak to defend itself…

…But if battle came, and it was both honorable and just, Martok would gladly embrace it.  Thus, there was a glimmer of hope within the Chancellor as he watched General Kor’cha enter the Great Hall of Warriors.

The Great Hall was one of the most revered and historic structures in the entire Klingon Empire.  Simply standing within its hallowed halls was a great honor—but sitting in the magnificent throne in the very heart of the hall was perhaps the greatest honor a Klingon could know, and Martok savored every moment spent in its greatness.

Kor’cha, however, seemed less enchanted with the experience.  In fact, as he treaded the crimson curves of the empire’s insignia, the General made the experience look almost routine.  “Chancellor Martok.”  Kor’cha gracelessly stepped into the circle of light blazing in the center of the insignia.

“General,” called Martok, his lone eye drilling ominously into Kor’cha’s ungrateful skull.  “I assume your presence here is indicative of success in the Minos Tureth System?”

Kor’cha chuckled, briefly acknowledging the assembled council to his aft before turning his dark eyes upon Chancellor Martok.  “It was as successful as any reconnaissance mission could hope to be,” he grunted.  “We observed the abandoned base in orbit of Minos Tureth, as instructed.”

“And your findings?” demanded Martok.

Kor’cha carelessly tapped his clenched fist on the metallic rail circling his spotlight.  He seemed oblivious to the fact that he stood in the very space once occupied by legends such as Chancellor Gorkon and James Kirk.   “The Romulans are without honor,” he stated.

“That is not in dispute,” said Martok, his tolerance of the irreverent Kor’cha waning.  “Your findings….”

Kor’cha began to pace.  “The base was not abandoned, as the Romulans claimed,” he said.  For someone eager to wage war, the General was incredibly coy.  “We found evidence of mining operations—and as you all know, the moons of Minos Tureth are rich in VXR-87, a key element of thalaron radiation.”

“The moons are also rich in dilithium,” reminded Martok.  If this was all the evidence Kor’cha had gathered, his case for war was no better than the one provided by the Federation President.  “Until you can bring me proof that the Romulans are mining VXR-87, there is no reason to make war.”

The decision obviously did not sit well many in the High Council.  Their objections were already brewing, but before any one of them could voice their concerns, Kor’cha continued his spiel.  He tapped a few quick and decisive commands into his communicator, and just waited…

Moments later, the doors clanked open with a mechanical symphony, and two bulky Klingon warriors entered the Great Hall, dragging behind them the limp body of a Garidian.  His tattered clothes were covered with grime and debris, and his thin face bore countless wounds that still oozed pale orange blood.  Without much effort, the two Klingons brought the sickly Garidian to his feet—but so malnourished was the prisoner, he could barely stand.  The Klingons laughed mercilessly at the Garidian’s condition, and threw him to the ground before retreating to the open doors.

The Garidian stumbled forward a meter or so before the last of his energy reserves failed.  He tripped over a small step and crashed into the cold, hard floor less than a meter from Kor’cha’s booted foot.  The Klingon looked on without mercy.  “Tell them,” he shouted, nudging the Garidian with his boot.

The Garidian did not move.

“Tell them!” repeated Kor’cha, his forceful voice echoing throughout the hallowed hall.

Again, the Garidian remained motionless.  For a moment, Chancellor Martok thought him dead, but the faint wriggle of his fingers indicated otherwise.  Still, the prisoner would undoubtedly meet his maker soon enough.  Tired of waiting for the Garidian to gather his energy, Kor’cha grabbed his prisoner’s filthy tunic and dragged him back to his feet.

“Tell them!”

This time, the Garidian seemed cognizant of the order.  “The Romulans,” he rasped, his voice barely a whisper.  “They intend to attack… the Federation…”

With the confession exhumed, Kor’cha carelessly dropped the Garidian to the floor.  “You wanted evidence?” he asked, arms extended in a menacing manner.  “This is all the evidence a Klingon warrior needs!”  Kor’cha placed a victorious boot upon the Garidian’s chest and waited for the battle cry to resonate throughout the council.

He did not wait long.

Within moments, countless members of the High Council were calling for the Empire to join their Federation comrades in glorious battle.  There were few who opposed the battle cry, but these scheming few were horribly outnumbered.  The divisions that forced the High Council to call for this evidence was gone, and all that remained was glory and honor—and death—in battle.

But Martok was still unconvinced.  That Garidian—who was now quite dead—would have said anything under Kor’cha’s duress.  And in the absence of the prisoner’s stirring confession, the evidence provided was nominal.  But knowing his opposition of this glorious battle would prove very unpopular at this moment, Martok decided to defer the announcement until later.  “I will consider the evidence,” he stated evenly, “and share my decision in the morning!”

A warm, gentle breeze gracefully danced over Megan Reinbold’s body.  She stood at the edge of a truly magnificent coral glade on a planet called Zirat.  White, sandy beaches, dotted with broad-leafed palm trees, stretched for endless miles, broken frequently by shallow pools of crystal clear water.  Scattered throughout the lush tropical glade were immense collections of pink and ivory coral.   Some of the larger corals soared three or four meters into the pale violet skies, while others arched over the tropical terrain draped with vines and massive orange flowers.

In the distance, a great violet ocean stretched to the horizon.  Flocks of gulls and other little birds glided upon the warm thermal vents as they waited for the tropical fish and other sea creatures to venture to the surface—but their vigil was apparently futile.  Just as some of the gulls started to dart toward the placid ocean, a massive splash of water heralded the arrival of an immense sea serpent.  Whether it was a whale or something more sinister, Megan could not tell, but whatever it was, it devoured several of the gulls in one bite before sinking into the ocean depths.

Eager to explore this tropical paradise, Megan took a few steps closer to the ridge of auburn rocks opposite the shore.  It wasn’t exactly a mountain range (it was no more than ten meters high at its peak) but it was a formidable and exciting feature nonetheless.  Three tall palm trees and a few bright turquoise flowers—with blooms twice the size of Megan’s hand—seemed to occlude a small stream that trickled beneath the ridge.  Where there caverns here?

Megan knew not.

In fact, as she approached the gently swaying palms, Megan realized she knew very little about Zirat, aside from its name, of course.  She had no idea how she came to exist on Zirat or how she even knew the planet’s name.  Obviously, she’d never visited before—she definitely would have remembered such a lush paradise.  It was a complete and total mystery… but there was something about that cavern—if it was a cavern—that seemed to hint at answers.

As Megan began to sift through the large velvety blooms of the turquoise flowers, it very quickly became evident that there was indeed some sort of cavern below.  She scooped a few handfuls of the warm, ashen sand from the beach and—

Someone grabbed her shoulder.  Megan immediately dropped the sand and move to see who had disturbed her, but the moment she flinched a single muscle, the hand on her shoulder tensed, and threw her into the verdant underbrush.  “Arlaq maku su vata mekhal!”

The terse voice lingered in Megan’s racing mind for only a moment before her deep blue eyes fluttered open, and she bolted up in bed…

Lucas Tompkins hated hull breaches.  Most everyone living aboard a starship shared in that hatred—after all, one little hull breach meant one big problem.  If the deck decompressed, dozens of people would be killed instantly.  Thankfully, there were forcefields to keep such things from happening, but that did little to lessen Tompkins’ hatred of any breach—because while most people were content and happy once an emergency forcefield was in place, someone had to repair that bad boy… and today, that someone was him…

Emergency repair crews had long ago sealed the hull breach incurred by the Tholians, but it was up to Tompkins to repair and restore all of the ODN relays and bio-neural gel packs and all the other crap that once existed within the walls—and since the breach extended to deck nine, he knew it was going to be an all-day project.  Thankfully, he wasn’t alone.

“So,” said Tompkins as he snapped a gel pack into place, “what did you do last night?”

“Sleep.”  Kendall Johnson immediately handed Tompkins another gel pack to place inside the wall.  “What about you?”

“Sleep,” said Tompkins, nodding his head agreeably. “Heh, nothing new there…  I definitely need to hook up with Lieutenant Willer.  Then maybe I’ll have something more interesting to tell you…”

“Jenna Willer?” asked Johnson quizzically.  “I thought you were going to ask… um… What’s-her-name?  Up in stellar cartography?”

“Kayla?” suggested Tompkins.  “I was, but Jenna is a hell of a lot hotter.”  He quickly checked his work on the pair of gel packs, and once satisfied, started placing the foundations for the new EPS grid.  “Hand me the hyperspanner.”

Johnson sifted through the toolkit at his side and promptly handed Tompkins the spanner.  “I thought you said Kayla Tanner was—”

“I was wrong,” said Tompkins bluntly.  “It’s Jenna.”

“This week…”

Tompkins had to admit, ever since his relationship with Jayla Trinn went down the toilet, his ability to keep a steady relationship was… nominal, at best.  “I guess I like the variety,” he mused.  “And if you ever get your act together, and start getting serious with Megan, we can double date, man!”

Johnson’s eyes widened with mock-excitement.  “I can’t wait for that,” he mused.

Tompkins paused for a brief moment, just to make absolutely certain his ears had not betrayed him.  “Was that sarcasm I detected?”

“It might have been…”

Much as Tompkins thought.  “You’re starting to sound like the Captain.  Heh… before you know it, you’ll be passing out golden stars by the bucket and demanding a soup be named after you.”

Johnson promptly shook his head.  “I don’t think so,” he stated.  “…And I can’t remember the last time I got a golden star.”

“The Captain must have worked through that phase,” suggested Tompkins, realizing that the last golden star bestowed upon him came years ago—not that it really mattered.  Aside from the slight boost in morale caused by the stars, they were, for all intents and purposes, useless.  Tompkins shrugged off the sentiment and instead chose to focus on something else.  “What are you doing tonight?”

Johnson shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “You?”

“I don’t know…” Tompkins’ mind briefly turned to thoughts of Jenna Willer—but something told him that this was not his night with her.  It was just a feeling, but one he chose not to ignore.  “Want to shoot some hoops?  Justin and I have been setting up a basketball court in cargo bay nine.”

“No thanks,” said Johnson almost immediately.  “Why don’t we…”

Both their communicators suddenly chirped, and without any preamble, Captain Christopher’s voice filled the air.  “I need to see all senior officers in the conference room at once!” he said urgently.  “Our situation is worsening…”

Five minutes later, Tompkins sat beside Johnson and Erin Keller at the sleek obsidian table in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  In addition to Talyere and the rest of the senior staff, Ambassadors Tuvok and Drayge were also present at the table, indicating to Tompkins that whatever needed to be said was of some significance.

“You guys got here in record time,” mused Christopher as he took his place at the head of the table. He briefly glanced at Erin Keller.  “And you performed a miracle, dearest Erin.  I wasn’t expecting you for another fifteen minutes.”

She immediately shot the Captain an icy glare.  “I can be on time when I want to!”

Christopher chuckled.  Under normal circumstances, the banter between him and Keller might have gone on another few minutes, but with Ambassador Tuvok seated to his right, Christopher was forced to keep the meeting from venturing too far off topic.  “She’s quite a kidder,” he mused to the Vulcan.

He arched his brow.  “Indeed.”

And on that note, Christopher pulled a padd from his pocket and placed it neatly on the tabletop.  “We just received word from Starfleet Command—the Cardassians have invaded the Sathratar Cluster.”

That was hardly the shocking news Tompkins had been anticipating.  In fact, as he considered the Captain’s words, he was more confused than anything else.  “I’ve never heard of it…”

“The Sathratar Cluster is a star system located in Elorg Space,” explained Neelar Drayge.  “Its vast resources and strategic location have made it a constant point of contention.  “

“Sathratar VIII is an ancient Elorg colony, dating back to the Great War with the Iconians,” continued Talyere, making his presence known for the first time.  “My people consider its many ancient relics sacrosanct…”

“What the hell were the Cardassians thinking?” asked Sarah Hartman, making one of her extremely rare appearances at a staff meeting.

“They claim the invasion is in retaliation of the Elorg attack on the Kora System,” Christopher explained.  “And if you recall, the attack on the Kora System was in retaliation of the Cardassian attack on an Elorg convoy—which was in retaliation of the Elorg attack on Arathar Prime…”

“I’d be willing to bet the Elorg are going to retaliate,” mused Keller.

“That is very likely, Commander,” confirmed Talyere—but there was an eerie edge to his voice that did not sit will with Tompkins.  “Unfortunately, if they do, the attack may be more than a simple skirmish.”

“Why do you say that?” asked the engineer.

“When they invaded Sathratar VIII, the Cardassians found the Elorg were in the final stages of developing a very dangerous weapon,” said Talyere.

“What sort of weapon?”

Christopher turned a grim gaze upon the engineer.  “A thalaron-based weapon,” he said.  “We don’t know how or where the Elorg got the technology, but according to the Cardassians, the weapon could have been deployed as early as next week had they not invaded.”

The moment he heard Cerebrate Zalsar had been slain, Tompkins knew there was trouble brewing within the new Elorg Bloc.  The Federation had thus far turned a blind eye to the situation, but with the newfound discovery of such dangerous weapons, he felt confident the Elorg would finally get the ass-kicking they deserved.

“What is the Federation going to do about this?” asked Megan Reinbold.

Christopher shook his head.  “Nothing.”

Tompkins was about to celebrate the coming fall of the Elorg, when he realized what the Captain had said.  “Nothing?” he repeated, not bothering to hide his disgust.  “These people have a weapon that could eradicate an entire planet in seconds… and the Federation isn’t going to do a damn thing about it!?”

“Technically,” interjected Tuvok, “the Federation has yet to make an official statement regarding the Elorg situation.  However, my sources indicate President Makar will attempt to seek peaceful negotiations with the Conclave of Overseers.”

Tompkins could hardly believe his ears—and apparently he wasn’t the only one having trouble absorbing this nonsense.  “Funny how all this works,” said Erin Keller.  “Here we are, practically at war with the Romulans—and we don’t have a shred of evidence to prove their guilt…  But we have Elorg weapons handed to us on a golden platter—and Makar wants to negotiate with them?”

“It is curious,” admitted Tuvok.

“So what are we going to do about it?” demanded Tompkins.

Christopher quickly raised a dismissive hand.  “Like it or not, we can’t do everything…  For the moment, we will abide by any decisions made by the Federation Council, and concentrate our efforts on smoothing things out with the Romulans.”

“We are less than six hours from Talon IV,” continued Matthew Harrison.  “We know not what kind of reception we shall receive, but if our recent encounter with the Tholians is any indication, it will not be pleasant.”  He turned his eyes to Lieutenant Bator.  “Make absolutely certain our tactical systems are functioning at their peak…  Just in case things do go poorly.”

The Phobian nodded.  “I have already begun to make some modifications to our phaser banks.  If successful, it will increase their strength by five to ten percent.”

“Good,” said Christopher.  “I’ll take two percent if it will give us an edge in battle…  Lucas, how are the engines?”

“They’re running perfectly,” said the engineer confidently.  While things had been a bit iffy a few days ago, the engineering front improved enormously once the Starlight left behind the warp shallows of the Jan’tral Sector.  “As long as we don’t go collapsing any more transwarp conduits, we should be fine.  We can outrun or outmaneuver just about anything—save another armada of Tholian ships.”

“I doubt the Tholians will be bothering us again anytime soon,” said Christopher.

“What a relief,” said Neelar Drayge.  “So that just leaves the Romulans and the Elorg for us to deal with.”

Christopher allowed himself a faint smile.  “I don’t know about you,” he said, “but I’m feeling better already.”

Chapter Two

“You wished to see me, Chancellor?”

At the sound of the deep, powerful voice, Chancellor Martok looked up from the computer terminal on his desk and smiled.  “Worf!” he happily called.  “It is good to see you, my old friend!”  He quickly set aside his work and rose to properly greet the Ambassador.

His hair had grayed a bit, and he harbored a small scar on his cheek—but aside from that, the man standing at the doorway was still the same Worf that Martok had come to know all those decades ago.  “It is good to see you, as well.  It has been too long since our last meeting.”

That was partially Martok’s fault.  They were due to go hunting for saber bears in Kang’s Summit last autumn, but the constant bickering amongst the High Council kept the Chancellor from his appointment.  If only this Romulan situation had came upon them a little sooner.  Then the council would have stood united months ago, and the hunt would have gone ahead as scheduled.  “I tell you, Worf, once this Romulan crisis is resolved, you and I will head for the moonlit badlands of Nath’vekra IX.  We will slay a giant he’kentha beast with our bare hands and feast upon its beating heart!  It will be glorious!”

Worf’s eyes widened with anticipation.  “I look forward to the hunt,” he said—but as he entered the Martok’s dimly lit chambers, he seemed to know that he had not been summoned all this way to hear of he’kentha beasts.  All those years in Starfleet made Worf very adept, and as he seated himself across from Martok, he was clearly expecting something.

The Chancellor would not disappoint.  “I am troubled by this Romulan situation, Worf.  As a Klingon warrior, I am eager to stand and fight in the midst of glorious combat—but I sense there is little glory to be gained in this battle…”

“I have seen the reports from Minos Tureth,” said Worf.  “General Kor’cha’s data is inconclusive.”

The very mention of Kor’cha made Martok’s stomach turn.  “The General is not interested in conclusive data—or even honorable combat against a worthy adversary.  He cares little for our traditions, disrespects even our most sacred icons…” An angered sigh parted Martok’s lips.  “He cares only for battle.”

Worf nodded.  “There are many who feel this way,” he stated evenly.  “These are trying times for the Empire.”

Aside from their limited role in the Elorg War, the last time the Klingon Empire saw widescale deployments was during the Dominion War nearly twenty-five years ago.  That was a very long era of peace, especially for the Klingons.  “I want nothing more than glory for the Empire,” said Martok, practically longing for the days of old, when the Jem’Hadar were the scourge of the universe.  “But if we ignore honor and tradition, we ignore everything that makes us Klingon.  And there is no honor in fighting the Romulans.”

“What do you want me to do?” asked Worf.  He could sense Martok was up to something—and rightly so.

The Chancellor bristled in his seat for only a moment before the words began to flow.  “At General Kor’cha’s urging, the High Council has called for war with the Romulans.  I need you to disprove the General’s evidence—and since I suspect it is false to begin with, you should not have much trouble completing your task.”

Worf nodded his understanding.  “It will be done.”

“Good,” said Martok evenly.  “The sooner this crisis is resolved, the sooner we can slay our he’kentha beast!”

Only moments after the meeting’s conclusion, Lieutenant Bator was at the tactical station compiling a tactical analysis of the situation.  Though the number of warbirds in the Romulan fleet was unknown, Bator’s sources indicated that the number was much higher than originally indicated.  And while he was absolutely certain that there would be some warbirds in orbit of Talon IV, it seemed unlikely the entire fleet would be present—and given Captain Christopher’s good standing with Praetor Tomalak, the chance of a confrontation was, in general, low.  As such, Bator was inclined to say the overall threat level was moderate, at worst.

Even so, he wasn’t about to let down his guard—and while the computer continued to compile all of the most current data on Talon IV’s defenses, Bator was hard at work increasing the phasers’ firepower.

While the Captain indicated he would be pleased with a mere two percent increase, Bator knew that such a number would not make much of a difference when fighting a Romulan warbird.  And while five percent was probably achievable, Bator knew he would not be content until the phasers were increased by no less than ten percent.

Though he wasn’t much of a computer programmer, Bator had more than sufficient skills to write a few new subroutines.  And while he could certainly write the subroutines, and even make them work to a certain degree of success, much to his chagrin, they didn’t seem to do much of anything.  His first attempt provided little more than a one percent increase in firepower—while the second and third attempts actually managed to log a decrease in firepower (the latter of which managed to hinder the phasers by more than seventy percent).

Bator very quickly deleted all three subroutines and started anew.  The work was slow, and Bator knew if he wanted to accomplish anything, he would have to try some new and unique programming methods—but he knew that his diligence would be worth it.  If the Starlight could gain any advantage in battle, it would be worth it… and Bator knew the sooner those modifications were complete, the better.

Megan Reinbold wandered through the myriad corridors of deck seven in a bit of a daze.  While she had been able to dismiss her lush, tropical visions of Zirat for most of the morning, it seemed that with each hour that passed, brief glimpses of the majestic world popped into her racing mind.  At first, she would see little more than flashes of the pale violet sky and placid ocean, but now that the hours had passed, her time spent in the tropical paradise seemed to grow.

“It was just a dream,” she reminded herself as she marched through the corridor.  And for a fleeting moment, she almost believed the sentiment.

But this was no ordinary dream.  When she recalled the lush tropical landscape presented in her magnificent dreamscape, Megan felt a curious sense of familiarity with the place.  The calm ocean breeze… the warmth of the golden sunshine on his skin… the incredible coral glades…  It was all perfectly normal, as if she’d seen it a thousand times.  She knew Zirat.

And in the same instant, Megan knew the sultry world was completely alien to her.  Never had she stood beneath its violet skies, enjoying the warmth of its sunlight.  She had never glimpsed a lush coral glade or anything of the sort.  She knew nothing of Zirat.

And that was quite the contradiction.  Megan knew that it would consume her mind until she was able to sort through it… and as luck would have it, she found herself standing less than five meters from the doors to the astrometrics lab.  All she had to do was go inside, and the answers would begin to flow…

Still, Megan knew she had a lot of work to do.  Preparing the ship for a possible Romulan (or Tholian) attack was definitely her top priority.  In fact, she was supposed to report to the environmental control substation on deck three to help make some adjustments to… something.  She couldn’t remember what.  Her mind had been lost in the white sands of Zirat during the briefing… and as the calls of a soaring seagull began to echo in her mind, the choice was made—Megan quickly turned on her heel and marched into the astrometrics lab.

Standing atop the circular platform in the aft section of the lab were Neelar Drayge and Erin Keller.  Both of them seemed to be going over telemetry of some sort, but given the playful banter between the pair, it probably wasn’t too important—which meant they could undoubtedly spare a minute to give Megan a hand.  “Hey,” she said as she scaled approached the workstation in the center of the platform.

Erin immediately looked upon Megan with a warm smile.  “Hey!” she happily chirped.  “What’s up?”

A weary smile slowly spread across Megan’s face.  “This is going to sound a little weird,” she said, “but have either one of you ever heard of a planet called Zirat?”

Erin immediately shook her head, and then deferred to Neelar Drayge for his opinion.  The Bolian took a few moments to sift through the vast database in his mind, but given odd look upon his face, Megan could tell he was drawing a blank.  “I’m sorry,” said Neelar.  “I’ve never heard of it.  Why?”

Megan shrugged.  She almost felt silly bringing up this dream right now, in the midst of a potential crisis—but she had to get it off her chest.  “It’s nothing, really,” she said softly.  “I just had a weird dream last night—I was on this lush, tropical world called Zirat… and it felt so familiar… like I had been there a thousand times. The gentle ocean breeze, the warm sunlight… everything was so perfectly real to me.”

“Well,” said Neelar, “just because I haven’t heard of it doesn’t mean it’s a figment of your imagination.”  He tapped a few commands into his console.  “I’ll check the database.”

Megan smiled politely.  “Thanks.”

At that point, Megan was content to simply wait around for the results.  It wasn’t likely to take very long for the computer to compile the necessary data—if there was even any data to compile in the first place.  But Erin, with her infinite charm, took it upon herself to continue the conversation.  “I think we should get together for dinner again sometime soon.  I had a really good time the other night…”

“I would like that,” said Megan, trying desperately to keep her mind from wandering to Zirat.

“It was nice having someone to talk to,” mused Erin.  “Alan’s not much of a conversationalist at dinnertime.  He’s too busy feeding his face, I guess.”

Megan chuckled.  “I know how that goes,” she said, finally feeling her fixation with the mysterious dream beginning to wane.  “Most nights, Justin won’t even acknowledge me…  And Kendall…”

“What about him?” asked Erin eagerly.

Megan only wished she had something of interest to quench Erin’s curiosity.  “There’s not much to tell, unfortunately.  We have dinner once and awhile, but… he doesn’t seem to get along with Justin very well, and he’s still nervous around me half of the time.  I like him and everything, but honestly, I don’t think it’s going to work out between us.”

“Aww,” said Erin sadly.  “That’s too bad.  I was kinda hoping the two of you would get together.  You make a very cute couple, after all!”

“And he does have the nicest green eyes,” said Megan wistfully—but before her ruminations could get any further, Neelar Drayge’s console began to chirp.

“I’ve got something,” he said.  “And not a moment too soon.”

“Why?” asked Erin.  She came about to face the Bolian, just in case something was terribly amiss.

Neelar, however, looked calm as ever.  “I really didn’t want to hear anything more about Lieutenant Johnson’s eyes.  I’m sure they’re beautiful, but I don’t need to know about it…”

To an extent, Megan knew how exactly Neelar felt.  On more than one occasion, she found herself stuck listening to Justin babble ceaselessly about some new video game.  It was dreadful—no doubt mirroring Neelar’s own feelings about girl talk.  But with the computer’s work complete, even Megan was content to leave behind the topic of Kendall’s eyes.  “What have you got?”

Neelar tapped a few commands into his workstation.  “There is a planet called Zirat about 840 light years from our current position,” he gleaned from the readout.

“That’s well beyond the borders of Garidian space,” Erin mused as she looked over the data for herself.  “In fact, I don’t believe any Federation starships have even visited that sector…”

Neelar shook his head as a three-dimensional grid of the sector flitted onto the vast, panoramic viewscreen.  Within moments, a bright red line gently curved through the sector… abruptly halted, came about, halted again, and then headed back toward Federation space.  “The USS Lisbon approached Zirat in 2386.  They were forced back into Federation space after being attacked by an alien warship.”

Megan took a second look at the sector in question.  It didn’t take her long to identify the aggressor.  “That’s Velora space,” she said.  Though the vast majority of the Velora Aggregate existed thousands of light years away, in the Alpha Quadrant, Megan knew a small chunk of their empire lay within the Beta Quadrant—and this was it.  “Was the Lisbon able to get any information on Zirat?”

“Very little,” said Drayge, shaking his head.  “We know that it’s an O-class planet with one natural satellite and a vast cetacean population.  The primary landmass is an extensive archipelago along the equator… and I’m afraid that’s it.”

Though she hadn’t expected very much to begin with, Megan nonetheless felt a bit crestfallen.  She had been hoping for a little bit more than that.  “You think the Velora will send us a tourists’ guide?”

“Doubtful,” said Neelar, sifting through the rest of the data—mainly nondescript sensor readings and things of the sort.

Erin, however, seemed far more optimistic.  “I don’t think you need a guide,” she said, her words brimming with excitement.  “You already seem to know quite a bit about this planet.”

“You’re right.  I do,” said Megan, very quickly latching on to Erin’s train of thought.  “And I’ve been having flashes of insight all day… What do you think it means?”

Erin shrugged.  “Perhaps you need a vacation on a lush, tropical world?”

It was a nice thought—in fact, Megan truly wished this was her body’s way of insisting she take a break, but somehow, she just knew that wasn’t the case.  “I have a strange feeling about this,” she said.

* * *

“We have a situation.”  Cerebrate Ra’thenn’s crimson eyes did not once move from the great ivory towers of the Dryad Citadel.  At the sound of footsteps echoing throughout his chamber, the Elorg leader knew who stood before him.  There was no need to check, or otherwise divert his attention from the view of Kalidar’s landscape.

As he approached, Overseer Xi'Yor was undoubtedly curious.  He rested his pallid hands on the edge of Ra’thenn’s opulent desk and waited.  When Ra’thenn did not respond, Xi'Yor pressed the issue.  “What sort of… situation?”

Xi'Yor had been visiting the Elorg’s new base in the Cetourus Cluster for the past several weeks.  It was a remote tactical installation, many light years from the heart of the Elorg Bloc.  And given his lack of rage, it was obvious news of the Cardassian invasion had not yet reached Xi'Yor’s ears—or the Cetourus Cluster.

Ra’thenn shifted in his seat for a moment, trying to find that one position that felt most comfortable.  He had been Cerebrate for months… yet the spot remained elusive.  Ra’thenn was beginning to suspect that was the price he would pay for his father’s murder…  But if a bit of discomfort was the extent of the ramifications, it was certainly something Ra’thenn could deal with.

His eyes flitted up to Xi'Yor.  “Our base in the mountains of Sathratar VIII has been discovered,” said Ra’thenn abruptly.  “The Cardassians have dismantled the weapon…”

Xi'Yor’s hands slowly coiled into fists.  “This is an outrage,” he angrily quivered, pounding the desktop.  “I leave for ten cycles and your insolence virtually destroys our plans!”

“My insolence had nothing to do with it,” said Ra’thenn coolly.  The last thing he wanted to do was shout at Xi'Yor—that would undoubtedly result in a very quick demise.  “The Cardassians invaded without warning—and with our fleet still under construction, there was little we could do to stop them.  They now occupy more than a third of that sector.”

Xi'Yor’s eyes glinted with rage.  “Sathratar VIII is sacred ground!  It is one of the few relics from our past that actually means something!  The very notion of Cardassian soldiers on those consecrated grounds is blasphemous!”

“I have begun to fabricate our response,” said Ra’thenn evenly.  “The Cardassians will regret their decision to inv—”

“No,” Xi'Yor interjected.  “The Cardassians will not simply regret their decision to invade Sathratar VIII.  When we are through with them, they will regret the day their pathetic empire was conceived!”

Chapter Three

The moment Captain Christopher was released from the shimmering azure hues of the transporter beam, he realized things on Talon IV had changed.  A few more buildings had sprouted up, most of them little more than shops and homes—but in the distant hills, Christopher could see the beginnings of a rather large structure reminiscent of the Romulan Senate.  There were already a few taller buildings around the new Senate, and undoubtedly more to come.

There were also plenty of security guards in evidence, a change Christopher could understand, given the circumstances—but since almost all of them had disruptors trained upon the Captain and his entourage (consisting of the Ambassadors Tuvok and Drayge), it was not exactly a harbinger of peace.  Thankfully, Christopher recognized the tall, slender guard at the front of the pack.  “Jerras,” he called, trying to sound pleasant.  “I like what you’ve done with the place.  Very… evocative of the old empire.”

She flashed a faint smile, but the glint in her silvery eyes indicated there was little warmth behind it.  “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t laugh, Captain.  The Federation has given us plenty of reasons to evoke the old ways…” Jerras lowered her weapon, and motioned for the few guards around her to step aside, clearing the path to Tomalak’s residence.  “The Praetor, however, has agreed to meet with you…  He believes in the Treaty of Talon, and is willing to give it one last chance.”

“As are we,” said Christopher evenly.  He started for the flowery veranda outside the Praetor’s home, when Jerras quickly jabbed her disruptor into his chest.

“Just don’t say anything you’ll regret…”

The red alert klaxon sounded throughout the Starlight’s bridge, and before he knew it, Matthew Harrison saw the atmosphere above Talon IV begin to ripple.  It didn’t take long for him to realize a Romulan warbird was decloaking—and he immediately turned to Bator for a report.  “I hope those phaser upgrades went well…”

“At least better than your shield upgrades,” chirped Erin Keller.  “I must admit, they didn’t work very well against the Tholians.”

Bator flashed the Commander a terse, but playful glare before turning his full attention to the sensors.  “The phasers are currently operating at one hundred eleven percent,” he said proudly.  “Unfortunately, not even that considerable advantage will do us much good.”

“Why?” asked Harrison, his eyes glued to the sleek warbird on the viewscreen.

Bator tapped a few commands into his workstation, and moments later, the lone Romulan warbird on the viewscreen flitted away—only to be replaced moments later by the five warbirds to the Starlight’s aft.

“This does not bode well,” mused Harrison.

“It does not,” Bator concurred.

As was becoming customary, Praetor Tomalak had an assortment of unique Romulan foods ready and waiting on the table.  Christopher was glad to see that none of the utterly vile vilnyraa made the menu this time, but as he seated himself with Tuvok and Taylus at the table, there were plenty of other unpleasant-looking delicacies for him to not enjoy.

Tomalak smiled at the expression on Christopher’s face.  “Captain Christopher,” he said warmly, “I don’t care if it takes me the rest of my natural life!  I am going to find a Romulan meal you can enjoy!”  His pleasant gaze slowly drifted over to Tuvok.  “Certainly you can take pleasure in the offerings, Ambassador.  It took some doing, but I’ve put together a fairly decent rendition of plomeek soup.”

Tuvok arched his brow as he inspected the steaming pot of soup in the center of the table.  “I take pleasure in nothing, Praetor, however your interpretation of this ancient Vulcan delicacy appears to have merit.”  He carefully grabbed the ladle and placed a small amount of soup in his bowl.  Upon sampling the soup, Tuvok nodded his approval.

Pleased, Tomalak seated himself across from Tuvok to begin his meal—but his gaze immediately fell upon Captain Christopher, to his right.  “I apologize for the added security, Captain.  I assure you, the warbirds in orbit will do no harm, even if things go poorly today.  Commander Jerras has been understandably jittery about security concerns as of late.”

“One would think, with so many Tholians protecting your borders, security wouldn’t be much of a concern.”  Christopher took a small helping of a grayish-green… sponge—and he didn’t dare ask what it was.

Tomalak also took a few of the sponge-things, and very happily started to munch on them.  “The Federation has inspected dozens of sites throughout the Romulan Empire.  It has intercepted hundreds of mercenary ships.  It has done everything in its power to find our weapons of mass destruction—and it has found nothing!”

“What does that have to do with the Tholians?” asked Taylus Drayge.  He seemed to be sampling a little bit of everything, and thus far, seemed to be enjoying it.

“Captain Christopher indicated to me that, once the inspections disproved President Makar’s statements, the Federation’s policies toward the Romulan Empire would slacken.”  He nibbled at his sponge-thing before taking a sip of Romulan ale.  “If anything, the Federation has only intensified its campaign against the Romulans.  Thus, the flow of mercenary vessels trickled to a halt; we had little choice but to seek assistance from the Tholians.  They were the only ones able to deliver our much needed supplies.”

“We detected some weapons…” said Christopher.

“Disruptors,” Tomalak dismissively replied.  “Perhaps a few photon grenades.  We have the right to defend ourselves, after all…  In fact, there is a Tholian vessel due to arrive within the hour.  Feel free to inspect its cargo.  You will find weapons, Captain.  But nothing that poses a threat to the Federation.”

Thus far, everything sounded reasonable enough.  The Romulans did have the right to defend themselves against any aggressor—even if that aggressor was the Federation.  Christopher would not even attempt to dispute the new Romulan buildup.  But there was still one matter that needed to be discussed.

“What do you know about Minos Tureth?” asked Drayge.  Set down his fork and sipped at his ale while awaiting the Praetor’s reply.

The very mention of Minos Tureth gave Tomalak a moment’s pause—but he did not hesitate when it came to his knowledge of the world.  “We do have a base in orbit of Minos Tureth,” he confirmed.  “Officially, it was abandoned during the Elorg War, but we have recently begun to mine dilithium from the base.”

“Are you aware of the large quantities of VXR-87 in that system?” asked Tuvok.

“I am—but I assure you, Ambassador, we are not using the VXR-87 to create a thalaron weapon, if that is what you are insinuating.”  He took small helping of plomeek soup.  “Our interests are strictly in dilithium.”

“Why?” asked Christopher.  He picked at some of the other unappetizing food on his plate, but couldn’t bring himself to actually eat any of it.  “Romulans ships don’t need dilithium…  They use a singularity of some sort to power their engines.”

“For trading purposes,” said Tomalak, carefully slurping a spoonful of soup.  “We pay many of our mercenary hires with dilithium…”

“And that is why the Federation won’t back down,” said Drayge.  “Makar doesn’t want that dilithium going to mercenaries—he wants it going to Starfleet.”

“And I am certain something can be arranged,” said Tomalak placidly.  “Trade with the Federation would certainly bolster the flailing Romulan economy—but until your hostile campaign reaches its conclusion, I’m afraid there is little I can do to accommodate you…”

The High Council was ready for war.  It was an invigorating feeling that seemed to energize the Great Hall with a potent aura Chancellor Martok had not felt for ages.  Tales of former battles echoed throughout he hallowed halls along with song and laughter.  There was no sign of dissent—though Martok noted that most of yesterday’s dissenters were gone… Most likely killed for their scheming ways.

A very large part of the Chancellor wanted to join in the festivities.  He reveled in them just as much as the others, and the lure of battle was definitely enchanting.  For split second, he was almost tempted to toss aside honor and tradition…

…But then the vile Kor’cha appeared at the doors, and all thoughts of abandoning Klingon values were banished from Martok’s mind.  This war was wrong, and the Klingon Empire would have no part in it.  “Worf,” he called, turning to his old friend.  “It is time.”

Worf nodded his understanding, and rose in tandem with Martok to address the High Council.

“Klingon warriors!” called Martok loudly, stepping away from his throne.  “After much debate, I have reached my decision!”

There was a joyous battle cry from the council.  Even Kor’cha bared his rotted teeth with pleasure. After all, war was allegedly on the horizon.  What not celebrate?

“The Klingon Empire,” said Martok, his pulse pounding, “will abstain from battle with the Romulans…”

The overjoyed battle cries came to an abrupt and decisive end.  In its wake was little more than an ominous silence that lingered for many long moments.

Not surprisingly, General Kor’cha was first to respond to the sacrilege.  “Has the Chancellor gone mad?” he inquired to nobody in particular.  The bloodlust in his eyes was apparent, and as he stepped closer, there was little doubt that he intended to kill Martok.

The Chancellor, however, was unconcerned—and rightfully so.  Before Kor’cha could get within two meters of Martok, Worf unsheathed his glimmering silver mek’leth and brought it to Kor’cha’s throat.  “You are without honor,” he hissed.  “I have inspected the evidence you collected from Minos Tureth…  It was little more than a vague sensor sweep—and the Garidian you claimed as a prisoner was a liar and a thief!”

Kor’cha sneered at the accusation.  “Where is your evidence, Ambassador?”

Worf’s eyes narrowed to angry slits—and without so much as a second thought, he withdrew his mek’leth and used its blunt end to knock Kor’cha to the floor.  “The Garidian was a merchant trader called Naelot.  His ship was found adrift near Datraga VII shortly after your return from Minos Tureth—and according to his ship’s records, he…”

Growing tired of Ambassador Worf’s mindless spiel, Kor’cha withdrew his dk’tahg and climbed back to his feet.  “I am a Klingon warrior!” proclaimed Kor’cha loudly.  “The Garidian’s ship was in my way!  I had no choice but to attack!  Honor dem—”

“Honor?” interjected Martok.  He would only let Kor’cha’s lies go so far—and when the man started speaking about honor and tradition, that was definitely crossing the line.  “You scheme and plot like a devious Romulan, attack innocent starships, and coerce lies from pathetic mercenaries!  And then you think you have the right to speak of honor and glory before the Klingon High Council!?  No!  You dishonor all of us with your presence!”  He angrily barreled past Worf and in one quick movement, dug his own dk’tahg into Kor’cha’s beating chest.

The vile Kor’cha gasped for air as the blade sliced into his body, violently tearing apart his innards—but Kor’cha would not die so easily.  The anger still burned in his eyes, and he drew all the energy he needed from that anger.  Ignoring all the pain thundering throughout his body, Kor’cha raised his hands to the knife in his chest, and yanked it loose.  Tiny droplets of crimson blood arced across the Great Hall, spattering both Worf and Martok in the face.

Kor’cha glared ominously at Martok’s weapon for only a moment before his bloodied fists threw it the floor.  It clattered on the hard stone for only a moment before Kor’cha’s bulky body fell on top of it.  He wasn’t dead just yet—but without his honor, he’d might as well be…

Martok happily placed his booted foot upon the pahtk.  While he may have been wrong about many things, including the Romulans, Kor’cha had been right about something—it had been too long since the Empire saw combat.  And that was about to change.

For the moment, the Romulan warbirds seemed to be keeping their distance, just as Praetor Tomalak had promised.  That alone was not enough to put Megan Reinbold’s mind at ease, but combined with early indications that things were going well down on the surface, she was beginning to see glimmers of hope—and perhaps a light at the end of the tunnel.  If the Captain could help solve this crisis diplomatically, and without any additional bloodshed, that would bode quite well for all parties…

But there was a bit of a downside to this sudden influx of good news—it put Megan’s weary mind at ease.  In most cases, that would not have been a bad thing, but when vibrant flashes of Zirat began to shoot through her mind once more, a part of Megan almost wished something would go wrong.

What was happening to her?

Did this have something to do with her alternate self?  After all, the Yelss had replaced her countless months ago, and up until now, her search for answers had proven fruitless.  Was Zirat a piece of that particular puzzle?  Was her mind finally starting to fill in those missing pieces?  Or was this something else entirely?

For the moment, that didn’t really matter—or so Megan repeatedly told herself.  It was her job to… to do what?  She glared at her console in the science lab and tried desperately to remember her assignment, but much like her ill-fated journey to the environmental substation on deck three, Megan found she knew not what she was doing.

She started to tap at her workstation, hoping it might reveal something to get her racing mind back on track—but as she pecked away at the controls, Megan very quickly realized that the interface was an unfamiliar one.  “I’m in here every day,” she muttered to herself.  “I’ve done this a thousand times…”

Despite her best efforts, Megan nonetheless found herself lost.  She haphazardly tapped a few random commands into the interface, but those actions didn’t seem to do much of anything—and apparently this utter lack of confidence was beginning to show.

A man… he looked very familiar—there was something about his eyes—stopped on the opposite side of Megan’s console.  “Is… is everything all right?” he asked, the concern in his voice evident.

Megan shook her head.  “Silnora vee suutku,” she said, but the words did little to convince the familiar man of her dilemma.  “Parali vi sala, akireeru kreetash sol…”
Chapter Four

The early reports from Talon IV were encouraging…  Not ‘exuberant’ or ‘fantastic’ or indicative of anything more than continued Romulan ploys.  In fact, Ambassador Tuvok’s negotiations were proceeding just as Ghodan Makar had envisioned—the Romulans were say exactly what the Federation wanted to hear, undoubtedly hoping it would buy them a little more time to scrape together some horrendous weapon of mass destruction.  And while that might have been encouraging to Ambassador Tuvok and his cronies, it was completely unacceptable to Makar.  Not until the Romulans brought a complete and total halt to their weapons program would he be satisfied…

“We have given Tuvok more than enough time to negotiate with the Romulans,” said Makar to Admirals Grayson and O’Connor.  “He’s clearly not making any progress.  The Romulans are content to stall and stall until they have their weapon completed—and at that point, it will be too late for the Federation…”

Grayson cleared his throat.  “With all due respect, Mister President… Tuvok has only been negotiating with the Romulans for a couple of hours—”

“President Makar gave Tuvok several weeks to negotiate!” interjected O’Connor, her strident voice practically grating Grayson’s ears.  “It’s not our fault he squandered all that time!”

“It took weeks for Tuvok’s team to reach Talon IV,” Grayson said, desperate to buy more time for the negotiations—though somehow, he just knew his rationality would fall upon deaf ears.  “We can’t expect them to perform a miracle in just a couple of hours!”

“The Romulans have had plenty of opportunities to vindicate themselves,” said Makar, oblivious to Grayson’s plea.  If the Romulans had truly been interested in peace, they would have been a bit more proactive in the peace process.  “The time for talking is over…”

Admiral O’Connor promptly set a greasy padd on the table.  Makar initially ignored the action, but when O’Connor gave the padd a slight shove, he realized the Admiral had provided it for him to inspect.  Daintily, he lifted the greasy padd from the table and looked over its contents.

“I have assembled a list of starships we can deploy along the Neutral Zone,” said O’Connor happily.

Makar glanced back at the padd, just to make certain he hadn’t missed that particular part of the report.  And sure enough, no such list existed—not that it mattered, since countless fleets of starships were already situated along the Neutral Zone.  “This padd is blank.”

O’Connor immediately frowned.  “Did you activate it?” she tersely demanded.

“I tried, but the grease may have interfered with my input.”  Makar quickly slid the padd across the table for the portly Admiral’s own inspection.

O’Connor quickly glanced at the padd—which was upside down—and then shook her head in disgust.  “I’m terribly sorry about this, Mister President.  I told Commander Juarez to upload that data an hour ago!  She must have been too lazy to get off her bottom and actually do it…  I’ll place a reprimand on her record immediately.”

Growing tired of O’Connor’s voice (and her mindless drivel), Admiral Grayson very quickly changed the subject to something a bit more pertinent.  “What about the Elorg situation?  The Cardassians have now officially confirmed the existence of thalaron weapons on Sathratar VIII…”

Much to Grayson’s chagrin, the President’s interest in the Elorg situation was nominal.  “I have already been in contact with Admiral Reddrick,” said Makar indolently, as if the entire shift in conversation was a waste of time.  “He is to begin negotiations with the Conclave of Overseers sometime tomorrow.  Now, about the Romulans, I think we need—”

“That’s it?” Grayson interjected.  He couldn’t believe Makar would dismiss this newfound Elorg threat so quickly.  “Mister President, I strongly suggest you reconsider your policy toward the Elorg…  I think you underestimate their power.”

Makar raised a dismissive hand.  “Reddrick will handle it,” he said, obviously annoyed by the conversation’s continued mentions of the Elorg.  “For the time being, the Romulans are the more pressing concern.”

This was not Grayson’s first disagreement with Ghodan Makar, and it certainly wasn’t going to be the last.  But unlike those previous disagreements, Grayson was no longer content to stand by idly and bide his time.  The Elorg posed a clear and present danger to the Federation, and if the President refused to acknowledge that threat, Grayson knew it was his job to see the President had a change of heart.  He wasn’t about to back down this time.  “With all due respect, Mister President, I believe your desire to gain access to the Romulans’ dilithium stockpiles has blinded you to the other dangers faced by the Federation!”

Makar was clearly incensed.  His nostrils flared, his eyes narrowed to slits, and the vein in the middle of his forehead began to throb.  “The Romulans pose a dire threat to the safety of all Federation citizens!” he hissed.  “They are building weapons of mass destruction, and they are going to use them on the Federation!  I am not willing to risk the safety of the Federation people—”

“This isn’t about the Federation people!” Grayson shouted back.  “That’s been your mantra since day one, but it’s become quite clear that the Romulans pose no threat at all to the Federation!  This war of yours is about dilithium—and any other reason you give for war is a flat-out lie!”

Makar slammed his hands on the desk.  “How dare you!”

“Even the Klingons won’t fight alongside us!” Grayson continued, ignoring Makar’s objections.  His rage was flowing with such power that there was no way he could possibly bring it to an end so soon.  “What kind of indicator is that?  The most warlike race in the Beta Quadrant refuses to commit its forces to our cause!”

“Get out!” shouted Makar, angrily pointing toward the doors.  “Get the hell out!”

“I’m right,” shouted Grayson, slowly rising from his chair to make his departure.  “I’m right, and you know it!  This war is wrong!” And on that angry note, he left.

The second the doors slid shut behind Admiral Grayson, Makar turned his angry gaze upon O’Connor.  “I want his head…”

Realizing a promotion to Fleet Admiral was at hand, O’Connor immediately warmed to the idea.  “I’m sure something can be arranged,” she stated flatly.

Makar nodded his approval.  “Good.  See to it.”  He seated himself once more, and tried to calm his fury, but so enraged was he by Grayson’s sentiments, Makar knew it would take some time to restore order.  Even so, amidst the cloud of emotions in his mind, Makar could see one thing quite clearly… his case for war was a bit thin.  “I hear the new Praetor is quite a tyrant…”

O’Connor arched a curious brow.  “Oh?”

“Indeed.”  Makar nodded agreeably as he built the new case for war in his treacherous mind.  “While Praetor Tomalak lives in opulence and grandeur on Talon IV, the rest of his minions live in squalor and misery in the shattered remains of the Romulan Empire.  They can barely eek out an existence in the countless wastelands…  It is horrendous.”

O’Connor was beginning to catch on.  “We should liberate them,” she said, eagerly playing along with the charade.

Makar smiled deviously.  “We will…”

* * *

“What’s wrong with her?”

Kendall Johnson’s question was certainly a valid one, and as she waved her medical tricorder over Megan Reinbold’s body, Sarah Hartman really wished she had an answer.  “I wish I knew.”  The tricorder showed an assortment of curious readings, but none of them immediately raised any red flags.  “Aside from some elevated levels of activity in her cerebral cortex, there isn’t anything wrong with her.”

“She didn’t seem to recognize me,” said Johnson quietly.  He tried to keep a cool demeanor about the situation, but his voice was clearly strained.  “When we were in the science lab, she looked at me… like… like I was a total stranger to her—and the way she operated her console… it… it was like she had no idea what she was doing.”

The plot thickened.  “How long has this been going on?” asked Hartman, her curiosity blossoming with each new fact she learned.

“Not long,” said Johnson, peering back into his memory a couple of days.  “But I was talking with Commander Keller not too long ago—and she mentioned Megan came to astrometrics looking for, um, information about a planet called… Zirat.”

“Did she find anything?”

“Not much.”  Kendall fidgeted with his hands for a moment.  He didn’t seem to know what to do with them.  “The computer had only… only the most basic information on the world.”

Hartman carefully input this new information into her tricorder, but she doubted it would be of much use—still, it was good to have on file for historical purposes.  Or something like that.  “I’m going to keep her here for observation…  There’s not much else I can think to do unless—”

Reinbold’s eyes suddenly bolted open.  “Where am I?” she demanded, already struggling to sit up in her biobed.

Johnson quickly took her hand.  “It’s all right!” he said.  “You’re… you’re in sickbay!  On the Starlight!”

“Is Ambassador Tuvok still here?”

That question came out of nowhere—and thusly took Johnson a moment to provide a response.  “We’re still in orbit of Talon IV,” he reminded.  “Tuvok… he’s… um… on the surface negotiating with—”

“I need to see him!” said Reinbold.  There was just the faintest hint of desperation in her voice—just enough for Hartman to consider summoning Tuvok from the surface.  But not just yet—she wanted to make absolutely certain that this wasn’t one of Reinbold’s delusions.

“Why?” asked Johnson.  He tried to comfort Reinbold with a tentative hug, but she very quickly pushed him aside.

“When we visited Romulus earlier this year to bring Spock back to the Federation, he left us with the distinct impression that his final voyage into the unknown unearthed an epic threat to both the Federation and Romulus.”

Hartman recalled the mission well—in fact, it was seared into her mind.  Those few days spent in the smoldering wastelands of Romulus were some of the most dreadful she had ever experienced.  “Unfortunately, Spock was killed before he could reveal the threat to us.”

Reinbold shook her head.  “Not quite,” she said.  “Spock melded with me in the moments before his death.  In that singular moment of unity, we were one.  His memories are still floating around inside my head—and I think Zirat has something to do with…”

She froze.

Hartman immediately glanced back at her tricorder, but the readings were the same as before.  Technically, nothing was wrong with Reinbold… but then again, freezing in mid-sentence was definitely not right.  There was only one thing Hartman could think to do:  “I’ll get Tuvok.”

Though she initially had little faith in this latest round of negotiations with the Federation, Commander Jerras’ respect for Captain Christopher demanded she not jump to conclusions.  The man had made innumerable attempts to bring peace to the Romulans in recent months—which was much more than she could say for his government.

Much as Jerras had anticipated, things got off to a very rocky start—and for a long while, she was ready to declare the negotiations a failure.  But as the talks progressed, all the proverbial wrinkles seemed to get ironed out, and it seemed they were well on their way to a newer, better version of the Treaty of Talon.

Pleased by all these positive developments, Jerras decided to briefly sneak away from the meeting to inform her guards of the good news.  Brimming with hope and excitement, Jerras was eager to relate the entire conference to her guards—but better judgment insisted she refrained from doing so, and instead provide a simple indication of the meeting’s tone.  But to her chagrin, Jerras got only a few footsteps before her communicator chirped.

She quickly pulled the sleek little device from her belt and ducked into a quiet room nearby.  “Commander,” came a stern male voice over the comm, “there has apparently been some sort of medical emergency aboard the Starlight.  The ship’s doctor wishes to speak with Ambassador Tuvok.”

Jerras was under strict orders to maintain a communication blackout—but a medical emergency certainly warranted attention.  After verifying all of the security channels to ensure the message was not fake, Jerras retreated to Tomalak’s dining room to break the news.  “Pardon the interruption,” she said softly.

Tomalak had been saying something about the Aurillac Sector when his words were cut off.  He frowned for only a moment before turning his gaze upon Jerras.  “What is it, Commander?”

“There has been some sort of medical emergency aboard the Starlight,” said Jerras evenly.  “The Doctor is waiting to speak with Tuvok.”

Tomalak promptly nodded his acknowledgement, and then motioned for Jerras to patch the message through to the monitor near the head of the table.  She promptly complied, and within moments, Doctor Sarah Hartman flitted onto the viewscreen.

“Sorry to interrupt,” she said, sounding only partially apologetic.  “But we have a situation up here.”

“What sort of situation?” asked Christopher, despite the fact Hartman had called for Tuvok.

The Starlight’s doctor spent several minutes explaining the situation revolving around Megan Reinbold—which did not require much in the way of explanation to begin with.  Jerras had originally been responsible for Ambassador Spock’s care, and was present for his death aboard the Aztec several months ago.  She understood the situation well, as did Tomalak.

“We have been working many hours without a break,” said the Praetor, gently pushing himself away from the table.  “I don’t see any harm in taking a brief recess.”

Tuvok nodded his thanks, and then turned his attention back to Hartman.  “I will return shortly.”

Five minutes later, Ambassador Tuvok stood in silent observation of Megan Reinbold.  He knew not what secrets were locked within her mind, but he suspected the woman harbored a great deal of Ambassador Spock’s memories—including those of his mysterious final mission.  And if this tropical world known as Zirat had something to do with the dangers alluded to by the Ambassador in his final days, it was necessary to see those secrets revealed.

Carefully, Tuvok placed his hand upon Reinbold’s pallid cheek, and initiated a telepathic link between them.  “My mind to your mind… your thoughts to my thoughts…”

Chapter Five

Megan Reinbold’s mind was the paragon of disorganization.  On the surface, there was calm, but as Tuvok’s mind penetrated deeper inside, the chaos began to unfold.  Thoughts and memories seemed to race around inside Reinbold’s head like a maelstrom, randomly converging and diverging from one another with little structure.

In his previous encounter with Reinbold, Tuvok had judged the woman to be both intelligent and sound of mind.  There was no indication of such chaos, which meant whatever was happening was undoubtedly a result of her meld with Ambassador Spock.  Thus, Tuvok concentrated his efforts on finding the Ambassador, separating his thoughts from hers…

It was not an easy task, and so great was the chaos in Reinbold’s mind, that many of her memories had merged with the Ambassador’s.  Sorting through fact and fiction was undoubtedly going—

Tuvok suddenly stood beside Reinbold on a white, sandy beach.  A calm breeze washed ashore the gentle tides, and rustled the long, broad leaves of the nearby palms.  Overhead, wisps of white cirrus clouds drifted through the pale violet skies.  It was an exquisite sight, and Tuvok could not help but notice the sheer beauty managed to stir a few emotions—which he very quickly repressed.  “This,” he said, turning to Reinbold, “is Zirat?”

Reinbold nodded.  “It is.”  She took a few steps closer to the sandy shore, and gracefully knelt down to feel the water.  Pleased by its warmth, a faint smile fell upon her face.  “I’ve been here several times over the past few days…”

Tuvok nodded his understanding, but did not dare follow Reinbold to the shore.  He preferred to keep his distance from anything that might elicit another emotional response.  “Have you been able to discern any new facts about this world?”

“Very few,” said Reinbold softly.  She haphazardly dried her hands on the front of her uniform, and then ventured a bit further down the shore.  “But this definitely has something to do with Spock.  That much is certain.”

Tuvok, however, did not yet share in that certainty.  “I have reviewed the Ambassador’s log entries from the weeks prior to his death.  There is no mention of Zirat, or even a world similar to this one.”

A flock of little red birds suddenly flew overhead, momentarily casting an intricate web of shadows on the sand.  “Maybe Spock didn’t mention Zirat in his logs,” suggested Reinbold.  “If this was so important, maybe he didn’t want anyone else to find out…”

“Perhaps,” said Tuvok, watching intently as the birds flew into the distant horizon.  “But there is little here to indicate a threat to the Federation.”

Reinbold shrugged.  “The planet is inside Velora space.  They definitely pose a threat to us… but you’re right about the planet.  It doesn’t appear to be much more than a simple paradise.”  She wandered a bit further down the shore, and was rapidly approaching an immense coral structure lavishly decorated with large orange flowers.

Reluctantly, Tuvok followed in Reinbold’s footsteps—but as he walked, he couldn’t help but notice another set of footprints in the sand.  For a moment, he was content to dismiss them as animal tracks—but the closer he came to the prints, the less animal-like they appeared.  “Zirat is uninhabited?”

“It has a vast cetacean population,” said Reinbold, happily inspecting the vivid orange blooms.  They were nearly twice the size of her head, and emitted a strong, sweet scent into the air.

Tuvok motioned toward the footprints.  “Then we are not alone here…”

Reinbold immediately came about.  “You know… someone attacked me the first time I came here.  I didn’t see who he was—but he was very concerned about my presence here.”

This changed things.  Though he still had reservations about the alleged threat to the Federation, there was definitely some sort of mystery on Zirat—and with the welfare of Megan Reinbold was at stake, it was definitely a mystery that was in need of being solved.  

Slowly, Zirat began to fade.  The gentle seas retreated, the sandy beach dissolved, and the great violet skies faded to black.  “I will attempt to restore order to your mind,” said Tuvok as the last shards of the vision began to vanish.  “Once I have completed, we shall seek out Zirat…”

The visions were suddenly gone, and the chaos of Megan Reinbold’s mind returned in full.  Swiftly, Tuvok began to sort through the plethora memories, restoring order to the chaos within…

Many hours had passed since Ghodan Makar’s heated discussion with William Grayson.  The President’s blood still seemed to boil with anger, but he could definitely sense that time was beginning to dull the rage.  Which was good—Makar needed a clear, focused mind to present his case for war to the Federation Council.  Liberating the Romulan people from the treacherous reign of Praetor Tomalak was bound to stir them to action… and if he could make the plea for liberation sound truly compassionate, the dilithium mines of Remus would belong to the Federation in days.  Thus, there was no place for rage in his mind right now…

It was amazing the things Tomalak had been up to since coming to power several months ago.  He hoarded almost all of the food and medical supplies shipped to the Romulan Empire, keeping them for himself while every else rotted in the fetid wastelands of the Empire.  He was brutal, killing dozens of innocent Romulans, simply because he did not like the way they looked—or something like that.  Makar would have to work on that one a little bit…  That one small bit aside, Makar was ceaselessly pleased with his newfound humanitarian mission to save the Romulan Star Empire.

Suddenly, the viewscreen on Makar’s desk elevated with news of an incoming transmission.  He glanced at the readout—and when he saw the message was from Alexis O’Connor, he was almost tempted to ignore it.  After all, he was a busy man.  But Makar nonetheless accepted the message.  “Yes?”

“Mister President,” came O’Connor’s strident voice a moment later.  She apparently forgot to activate the visual on her end of the transmission, for Makar stared at a blank screen.  “We have a Klingon here to see you.”

Makar had not been expecting any guests.  In fact, he had given explicit orders to turn away anyone who wanted to speak with him.  He desperately needed to finish his plans for the Romulans—because the sooner his plan was in action, the sooner the Empire would be liberated.  And this… Klingon certainly seemed to be a waste of time.  “I don’t have time for this,” he said.  “Have Admiral Sakuraba take care of it.”

“He wants to speak with you,” O’Connor insisted.  “He says his name is General Kor’cha—and that he has vital intelligence information about the war.”

That seemed to merit some attention.  “Send him in,” said Makar—though he made sure a hint of annoyance crept into his voice.  “He has five minutes to present his case to me…”

“Very good, O’Conn—” And before she even finished speaking, O’Connor ended the transmission.  

Moments later, the doors to Makar’s office opened with a hiss, and a very large, bloody, and bruised Klingon staggered inside.  Makar cringed as droplets of blood trickled onto the otherwise pristine carpeting.  “Can I help you?” asked Makar, the distain in his voice apparent.

A wide grin spread across the Klingon’s dirty face as he staggered to Makar’s desk.  “I have information,” he grunted, practically falling over the President’s lavishly upholstered chairs—but much like the carpet, the Klingon didn’t seem overly concerned about spreading his filth, and the grim seemed to leap from his soiled hands to the back of the chair.

Makar winced at the filth.  “What kind… of information?” he asked, suddenly wishing he had indeed ignored O’Connor’s message.

The Klingon—Kor’cha—drew himself closer to Makar.  “I recently returned from a covert mission to the Minos Tureth System,” he wheezed, his bad, alcohol-laden breath filling the air.  “The Romulans intend to attack the Federation…”

Makar’s eyes widened, and he suddenly looked upon the drunken Kor’cha with newfound interest.  “I knew it!” he exclaimed.

Kor’cha delved deep into his pocket and moments later withdrew a small isolinear rod.  “Here…” he rasped between wicked coughs, “…is all the evidence… you… will require…”

And on that note, the Klingon dropped dead.

Though it was certainly unfortunate, Makar couldn’t help but feel an incredible sense of pleasure.  He very quickly pried the crimson rod from Kor’cha’s clenched fist, and inserted it into his computer terminal.  Moments later, the damning confession of a sickly Garidian prisoner brought war to the Romulan Star Empire…

Alan Christopher was, thus far, very pleased with the progress made in the negotiations.  They were well on their way to avoiding war with the Romulans, and in another hour or so, peace would probably be at hand.  Even the skeptical Jerras was begging to look radiant, which Christopher took as a very good sign.

The recess was nearing its conclusion.  Tuvok had called just moments ago to indicate his pending return, and Christopher was looking forward to concluding the discussions.  But with a few minutes left to relax, Christopher decided that a pleasant chat with Tomalak could only improve things.  “Was that a new Senate building I saw in the distance?”

“It was indeed.”  Tomalak was clearing the dinner table of its dirtied dishes, and carefully recycling them in the replicator.  Christopher offered to assist, but the Romulan kindly refused the offer, saying that guests shouldn’t have to clean house.  “Since Talon IV is apparently the new heart of the Romulan Empire, I thought it wise to reconstruct our most revered structure.  After all, I can’t keep hosting these formal meetings in my dining room!  My wife will have a fit!”

“Wife?” asked Christopher.  He had visited Tomalak three times, and this was the very first mention of a wife.

“She’s not here right now,” he readily explained.  “She has been on a mission deep into the heart of the Beta Quadrant for some time now—six years, to be exact.  I expect her back in a couple of weeks, though.”

Six years was certainly a long time.  He couldn’t fathom being without Erin Keller for that extreme amount of time—but then again, Romulans had longevity on their side.  Six years was barely a drop in the bucket.  “You must miss her…”

“Oh, certainly,” said Tomalak as he placed the remaining ‘sponge-things’ into the replicator.  They vanished with swirl of green light, hopefully never to be seen again.  “These have been trying times…”

Tomalak clearly wished to say something more, but the sound of opening doors cut him off.  Jerras promptly stormed inside, looking less than radiant.  “Is something wrong?” asked the Praetor.

Jerras said nothing.  Instead, she activated the viewscreen near the head of the dinner table.  Moments later, President Ghodan Makar appeared… and Christopher immediately knew the stern words falling from his lips did not bode well.

“…the Romulan people have suffered enough in recent years.  After the destruction of their homeworld during the Elorg war, they were left a shattered, broken people.  Slowly, they began to rebuild, but the tyrannical rule of Praetor Tomalak has sent the empire down the wrong path.

“Thanks to our friends in the Klingon Empire, we now have concrete evidence of a munitions base in the Minos Tureth System… and a Romulan ploy—engineered by Tomalak himself—to attack the Federation colonies along the Neutral Zone with weapons of mass destruction…”

“Lies!”  Abhorred by the accusations, Tomalak angrily threw a handful of dirtied plates to the floor.  “All lies!” he exclaimed as they shattered on the floor.


Standing at the threshold of the massive gateways leading into the Great Hall, Chancellor Martok could already hear the cries for glorious battle echoing throughout his mind.  “All in good time,” he assured himself as a faint rumble of thunder stirred overhead.  


While the fight against the Romulan Empire was without honor, there was still plenty of galaxy left to conquer—countless unexplored worlds in need of a Klingon invasion.  Many decades had passed since the Empire’s last great expansion, and while the Empire had managed to seize a few new worlds under Gowron’s rule, one needed to go back more than a hundred years to find the last great expansion of the Klingon Empire—during the glorious days of the revered Chancellor Gorkon…


But the Empire was about to see a renaissance.


Tendrils of vivid lightning crawled across the darkening sky amidst a cacophony of sonorous thunder.  Rain suddenly poured from the skies above with the voracity of a thousand Klingon warriors, and a stiff wind blew into the Chancellor’s face.  Quickly, he turned on his heel and marched back into the Great Hall, where the High Council sat in a collective silence—a silence that would no doubt be broken with news of the expansion.


“Chancellor.”  Worf’s concerned voice rang throughout the chamber.  Something was definitely wrong…


“What is it?” asked Martok, training his lone eye upon the Ambassador.


The Son of Mogh remained silent, but his dark, beady eyes slowly made their way to the viewscreen mounted above the doors behind the Chancellor.  Intrigued, Martok came about just in time to see the Garidian merchant Naelot collapse before the hated Kor’cha’s feet.  

The Federation president was making some sort of speech—it appeared to be a declaration of war, and as far as far Martok could tell, the false data collected by the traitorous Kor’cha was a key piece of evidence against the Romulans.  As another wicked rumble of thunder boomed overhead, Martok was hit with a striking—and utterly dishonorable—realization:  “I have been betrayed!”

* * *

Overseer Xi'Yor was insulted.

The wicked fire burning in his crimson eyes betrayed every other feature on his otherwise neutral face.  The Overseer undoubtedly cared little about the Federation’s quarrel with the Romulans.  For his part, Ra’thenn was unconcerned.  The Romulans were a terrible menace, and had the Elorg not been forced to surrender in the final days of the war, the devious little race would have gone extinct years ago.  But still, Overseer Xi'Yor appeared to be upset about something—and Ra’thenn knew he was going to hear all about it.  Thus, he set aside his planned invasion of Cardassia, and waited for the Overseer’s malevolent onslaught…

“Are those your plans for Cardassia?” asked Xi'Yor, alluding to Ra’thenn’s padd.

“Indeed.”

The Overseer shook his angry head.  “Disregard them.”

Ra’thenn glanced down at the padd.  Thankfully, he had not delved too deeply into the invasion.  The lost work would be nominal.  “May I inquire what alternative you have in mind?  The invasion of Sathratar VIII cannot go unpunished.”

Evil glinted in Xi'Yor’s ominous eyes.  “The Cardassians are a nonentity as far as I am concerned.  Sathratar VIII might be a part of the original empire, but it was a meager rock on the fringes of our territory. Aside from a few decrepit ruins, it is worthless to us—the only reason we value it is because of its link to our past.”

“So we shall surrender Sathratar?

Xi'Yor shrugged indolently.  “Surrender all of the Breen’s territory, for all I care…”

Ra’thenn sighed.  The Overseer was certainly mercurial.  Not long ago, he seemed rather pleased with the progress of the new Elorg Bloc.  His journey to the new base in the Cetourus Cluster was a strong indicator of that.  Something must have happened to change his mind.  “What troubles you, Xi'Yor?”

“The Federation has insulted us,” said the Overseer, his voice both angry and malevolent.  “They are sending a diplomatic envoy to meet with the Conclave of Overseers…”

“As expected,” said Ra’thenn calmly.  “They wish to seek a peaceful resolution to the situation.”

“Yes,” said Xi'Yor, his voice borderline impatient, “but they have dispatched the same insolent fools we rid ourselves of several months ago!”

“Admiral Reddrick.”  Ra’thenn was only vaguely familiar with the Admiral.  After all, his stay on Kalidar had been quite brief.  But he seemed a capable officer…

But Xi'Yor adamantly shook his angry head.  “You do not see it, do you?  The Federation thinks us a joke—a political nonentity bound for historical obscurity!”

Ra’thenn paused.  Up until now, he had not considered that possibility; he simply assumed the Federation was otherwise engaged with the Romulans… the Romulans who were nearly obliterated by the Elorg… the Romulans who had no obvious weapons of mass destruction… the Romulans, who were now one of the weakest empires in the galaxy…  Immediately, Ra’thenn’s blood began to boil—and all plans for the invasion of Cardassia vanished from his mind. 

An incredibly malevolent smile fell upon Xi'Yor’s cold, calculating face.  He was up to something…

“What do you intend to do?” asked Ra’thenn, eager to hear of the Overseer’s new plan.

“Prove to the Federation that the Elorg Bloc is a force to be reckoned with,” he said.  “I will not allow our people to fade into the annals of history as a meager footnote.  We are going to bring death and destruction to the wretched Federation—and as the bloody screams of Armageddon fill the blackened skies of Earth, our names—our people—will be forever seared into the annals of history…”

Ra’thenn smiled.

And the plotting began.
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