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The sands of time have run out, Son of Durotan.  Remnants of the past have scarred the heavens, but the cries of war still echo in the wind…  A great darkness has spread across the galaxy, and the fate of our people is in doubt.

Many will rise to challenge their destinies, and lead our brethren into battle.  But as mortal armies march toward their doom, demons of air and darkness shall come to consume us all.

You must accept your destiny, and lead our people into the new age, lest our passing into shadow will grow into the longest of nights…
* * *

Talyere Rosat was running.

Running from what, the Overseer knew not, but as his booted feet treaded the crumbling bricked staircase coiled around a seemingly endless abyss, he instinctively knew that he had to run faster.  He absolutely could not allow himself to succumb to the evils left in his dusty wake…

“We’re almost there,” called Megan Reinbold, her voice strained by their rapid and continuous ascent.  “Just two more levels!”

Obviously, the Commander had a bit more knowledge than Talyere.  Not only did she seem to know where they were going, given her tone, she also knew why.  Talyere was tempted to inquire about their apparently dire situation, but he suspected this was not an appropriate time for conversation.  He would simply have to investigate later…

Assuming there was a later.

Leading the group up and around the winding staircase was Lucas Tompkins.  And while Commander Reinbold seemed to know what was going on, the determined look on Commander Tompkins’ face was all the assurance that Talyere needed to continue.  Beneath the layer of soot on his face was the façade of a man obviously in control of his destiny.  Whatever their cause, Talyere had faith that it was just…  

As the trio approached a small landing atop the endless chasm, Tompkins immediately withdrew his tricorder and scanned a small patch of dilapidated brick on the wall.  For a brief moment, he seemed perplexed by the data flitting across his screen, but after planting a few decisive commands into the scanner, his tension eased.  The bricks fizzled away, replaced by a complex computer terminal that seemed out-of-place in this ancient setting.

On the sight of the new workstation, Megan Reinbold hastily delved into her tricorder’s archives.  She worked in silence for a fraction of moment, her actions almost immediately eliciting a series of small pictograms that matched those on the workstation.  She showed the data to Tompkins, who subsequently input this new data into the computer.

It accepted the new information with a flat chirp, and hastily started to process its new commands.  After a few moments, Talyere could see a glint of ashen light swirling in the bottom of the abyss.  Curious, he started to maneuver himself a bit closer to the edge, but Reinbold’s arm held him back.

“We’ve come too far to see you drop into the abyss,” she said wryly.

Apparently, Talyere was supposed to see the humor in her witticism, but with his memory in its current state, he saw nothing more than an enigma.  Was he suffering from some sort of neurological disease?  Had portions of his memory been wiped?  He knew not—and until he was a bit more certain about the situation, Talyere decided to simply heed Reinbold’s warning.  He stepped aside.

A blur of light suddenly streaked up from the abyss with a gust of stagnant air—and when it came to rest, some sort of glass turbolift hovered ominously before them, simply waiting for the group to step inside.

Satisfied that this was indeed the intended effect of his actions, Tompkins climbed the few remaining stairs and stepped inside the glass turbolift.  Reinbold excitedly followed, taking the ancient steps two at a time until she stood beside the engineer.  Talyere, for his part, found himself feeling a bit frail…

He had apparently been through some sort of exhausting ordeal, but… of course, those events were a complete mystery to him.  Still, time was apparently of the essence, and moving as quickly as his body would allow, he stepped into the turbolift.

The doors immediately clanked shut behind him—and even before he could get his footing, the glittering tube shot skyward, blasting through the ceiling and into the deep blue skies of a rugged, mountainous world.

Moving at unfathomable speeds, the lift soared into the billowing white clouds high above the towering citadel below.  Though the ashen mist obscured his view of the structure, Talyere could make out its general design—a tall ivory tower ringed by a cadre of immense dragon-like gargoyles.  In the shadows of his frantic mind, Talyere could sense a hint of familiarity, but the structure had long ago given way to the clouds…

A minute later, the lift came to a decisive halt.  By Talyere’s estimate, they were hovering several kilometers over the citadel—but his companions, who insisted he hurry to their side, promptly interrupted his calculations.

“Come on,” said Reinbold, waving Talyere out of the lift.  “We don’t have a lot of time left!”

Trying valiantly to play along, Talyere abandoned the lift and came to a halt at Reinbold’s side—but apparently, his face betrayed him, and the confusion harbored within his soul made itself known.

“Is something wrong?” asked Reinbold.  When he didn’t answer immediately, she took a moment to consider the question herself.  “You’ve been acting a little strange recently—much quieter than usual.  Are you sure you’re up to this?  We don’t know what’s up ahead… and if you’re don’t think you’re ready for it, maybe it would be best if you—”

Talyere shook his head.  “No,” he stated firmly.  “I am fine.  Let us proceed.”

And for once, he knew exactly where they were headed—for there was only one place to go.  The manic lift had deposited them just outside the doors of a small fortress floating high above the ivory citadel.  It was of an ancient, rustic design similar to the grounds below, but in far better shape.  Apparently, there were few who dared to venture here…

Eager to reassert himself as … whatever it was he was supposed to be… Talyere ascended the few steps leading to the pair of massive doors up head.  They were made of grayish stone and lavishly decorated with carvings of dragons and tears; the eons had weathered away many of the descriptive pictographs, but… the beauty remained.

Talyere stood in admiration of the etchings for only a moment, however.  Curiosity demanded he open the doors—and he willed himself to do just that… But in spite of the commands, Talyere found himself just standing there, listening to the thunderous pulse pounding in his head…

THUMP-THUMP!

The doors opened.

THUMP-THUMP!

Talyere glanced down and noticed the dagger in his hand.  He smiled thinly.

THUMP-THUMP!

Reinbold glanced up, anxious.  “What are you waiting for, Talyere?  Kill him!”

He nodded, and prepared to strike…

THUMP-THUMP!

Tiny droplets of crimson blood fell to the ground as the blade pierced flesh.  There was a scream!  A gasp!

THUMP-THUMP!

Reinbold’s eyes went wide as she pulled the bloodstained blade from her abdomen.  Unspoken words danced on the tip of her tongue, but…

THUMP-THUMP!

She collapsed.

And Talyere’s ashen lips curved upward in pleasure.

THUMP-THUMP!

And suddenly, the Overseer bolted up in his bed.  It was just a dream…

Chapter One

“I think the Enforcer has a thing for me.”  The words rolled off Lucas Tompkins’ tongue like a poison, virtually rotting the air as they floated into Justin Reinbold’s ears.

The Enforcer was not someone Justin Reinbold liked to encounter.  In fact, he often went out of his way to avoid the lumbering entity, for the very sight of it made his stomach churn.  Lucas knew this well—in fact, he frequently shared in Justin’s loathing of the dreaded Enforcer—and his claim was probably nothing more than a joke.  “Hey, that’s not funny,” Justin replied.  Already, he could feel his stomach recoiling in disgust…

“Heh…” Lucas wearily shook his head.  “It’s no joke.  She cornered me in the turbolift this morning—asked me how I was doing… Even wanted to know what plans I had later this evening.”

Justin cringed.  “Damn…”

“It gets worse.”

“Worse?”  The encounter in the turbolift was bad enough.  Justin couldn’t even begin to imagine how much worse it could have possibly gotten.  “She didn’t put the moves on you, did she?”

“The beast didn’t get that far,” said Lucas, obviously relieved.  “But she was definitely hinting at it.  I could see the lusty glimmer in her eyes.  She wanted me, but… I got the hell out of the turbolift the nanosecond that bad boy came to a stop.”

Images of the beastly Enforcer swooning over Lucas slowly started to creep into Justin’s mind—and he immediately shuddered, desperate to banish the hellish thoughts into oblivion.  But to no avail; the images remained.  “You’re going to give me nightmares, man!  Talk about something else!  Anything else!”

The two were on their way to lunch in the mess hall.  Up until a few minutes ago, Justin had been looking forward to the meal—but if this stupid conversation continued, he was definitely going to have to hurl—and then go eat someplace else.

Thankfully, Lucas seemed just as eager to leave the conversation behind.  As they strolled into the mess hall, Lucas abandoned the vile conversation with a shrug, and alluded to the grandiose blue and green sphere hanging in the windows.  “Been down to the surface yet?”

Justin had been to Earth hundreds of times over the years.  He’d even lived there with his grandparents for about a year when he was eleven.  As far as he was concerned, it was just another planet—but everyone else seemed totally fixated by the place.  “I’ll get to it sooner or later,” said with a shrug.  “My Mom is probably going to make me go see my grandparents, so…”

Since that particular topic was boring even to Justin, he could imagine how very little Lucas wanted to hear about it.  Thus, he let it fall by the wayside, and followed the engineer over to the replicators.  Apparently, Lucas had used the lull in the conversation to decide upon his lunch; he immediately walked up to the replicator and ordered himself a big bowl of macaroni and cheese.  

As he watched the macaroni swirl into existence in the replicator basin, Justin was tempted to get the same thing.  After all, it looked pretty good—but he had been craving pizza since last night, and since his Mom undoubtedly had some ‘exciting’ dinner plans, Justin knew this would be his only chance.

Within a few minutes, a glittering swirl of blue light deposited Justin’s lunch in the replicator.  He swiftly grabbed his plate and wandered into the crowded mess hall in search of Lucas.  Despite the fact the crew had an entire planet at their disposal, it seemed that none of the bothered to take advantage of the shore leave granted by the Captain.  Either they were as excited about Earth as Justin, or the food in the mess hall was just that good.

After a brief search, Justin spotted Lucas seated with Jayla Trinn near the windows.  Justin hesitated for a moment—after all, the two had been involved awhile back, and given the looks of the conversation, a rekindling of the romance might have been at hand.  

Thus, Justin’s approach was gradual, giving him plenty of time to sit elsewhere if Lucas flashed him some sort of signal—he didn’t, and a moment later, Justin’s meandering brought him to the seat across from the pair.  “Hey,” he said to Jayla as he sat.

She nodded politely.  “Good to see you, Justin.”

The pleasant aroma dancing into his nostrils, Justin was eager to dive into his pizza.  He carefully pulled a slice from his plate and started to eat, when Lucas’ eyes suddenly rolled to the side.  Curious, Justin followed them all the way across the room—to the approaching Enforcer.

Justin immediately averted his eyes, focusing entirely upon his meal—but there was no amount of aversion that could keep him from hearing the conversation that ensued.

“Hi, Lucas.”  Lieutenant Jamie Waltman’s deep, husky voice boomed across the mess hall even before she was halfway to the table.  “How are you doing?”

Lucas cringed.  “Fine,” he curtly replied.

A shadow suddenly seemed to loom over the table.  Justin assumed it was the Enforcer, but he didn’t dare look up, fearing he might be blinded or turned to stone or something.  Instead, he concentrated entirely on his meal, devouring the pizza like he hadn’t eaten in years.

“Say, I’m heading down to Earth a little later on.”  She sipped at a big mug of… something.  Justin could barely see the action out of the corner of his eye, but he wasn’t curious enough to risk blindness.  “You want to join me?”

“I can’t,” Lucas lied, haphazardly stabbing at his macaroni with a fork.  “I told the guys over at McKinley that I’d give them a hand with the new phaser banks this afternoon.  Sorry.”

The Enforcer expelled a hearty laugh.  “That’s okay,” she said.  The laugh was undoubtedly meant to hide her disappointment, but it failed miserably.  She really was in love with Lucas.  “Well, I’ll see you later.”

Lucas nodded briskly.  “Sure.”

The shadow lifted, and, three slices of pizza later, Justin looked up from his nearly empty plate, his curious gaze falling directly to Lucas.  “Whoa… I am sorry.  Nobody deserves that.”

And while Lucas readily agreed with that assessment, Jayla seemed to find the entire exchange funny.  Giggling, she indolently picked at her leafy green salad and said, “You two are a perfect match, Lucas.”

He wasn’t humored.  In fact, the irony of the situation had him looking somewhat angry.  “The only woman on the ship willing to sleep with me just happens to be uglier than most men…” He wearily dropped his fork on the table.  “I tell you, Justin: life’s not fair…”

“…Not fair at all,” Captain Christopher quietly agreed, shaking his head to make the full extent of his displeasure known.

A few weeks ago, he had been poised and ready to reveal the treacherous organization that had become the United Federation of Planets.  He had his evidence; he had backups of his evidence; he even had the prisoners to prove his case in the event the other evidence somehow managed to disappear…   The hammer was about to come down.

And it did.

Unfortunately, it went the wrong way.

“They used us,” said Matthew Harrison, sipping at his simmering cup of green tea.

Over the years, Christopher had become aware of tea’s many health benefits.  It improved memory and vision; it improved blood flow and reduced the risk of heart attack (or something); and was helpful in finding the meaning of life… but despite all of these incredible benefits, Christopher had to admit, the stuff was utterly wretched.  

When news of the falling hammer first reached Christopher, he knew he needed to meet with his allies.  With the bridge undergoing repairs, meeting there was out of the question—and after some debate, it was ultimately decided that they would meet in Sarah Hartman’s quarters.  At the time, that seemed fine, but when the Doctor set the petite little tray of green tea on the table, Christopher immediately began to have second thoughts.

Hartman, of course, had reminded Christopher of the health benefits, and to humor the good doctor, he dared to sip the stuff… but that was it.  After gagging through one small sip, he was done.  There were undoubtedly plenty of palatable Ka’Tulan alternatives he could imbibe.

And after a few minutes away, Hartman returned to the plain gray table in her sparsely decorated quarters with her second cup of tea.  “They used us like a puppet,” she concurred.  “Who knew you were so gullible, Alan?”

He shrugged.  “Not I.”

Not long after the Starlight docked with Earth Station McKinley, word came down from Starfleet Command that a military coup on J’larre had exposed a top secret Federation base on the planet’s surface.  And from that moment on, the news continued to get worse; within an hour, every last shred of evidence Christopher had gathered was out in the open—and the Federation was quick to address the issue.  

The President himself made an announcement, stating the interrogation of the prisoners of war on J’larre was a necessary evil—that the Federation had uncovered numerous Romulan plots and Elorg schemes thanks to the J’larrans’ cooperation…  He went on for a while longer, before ultimately dismissing the entire incident as little more than a nominal intelligence operation.

“Unfortunately,” said Harrison softly, “many within the Federation have reacted favorably to this news.  Federation citizens still adamantly condemn the act of torture…  But I’ve been glancing at some of the reports; when asked about the incident on J’larre, many were indifferent.”

Hartman sighed.  “It’s been said that the Federation is the only empire to go from barbarism to decadence without civilization in between. As long as they don’t have to hear about it, the people on Earth don’t really care what’s going on out there,” she said, haphazardly alluding to the stars.

“And why should they?” asked Christopher.  He glanced at his cup of tea—still simmering—but didn’t dare take another sip.  “Earth is paradise.  Everything is handed to you on a golden platter… just sit around, relax, have a good old time.  There’s no need to worry about the problems on some backward alien world a hundred light years away.  Starfleet will take care of it…”

Harrison solemnly shook his head.  “A large segment of Earth’s population is still only moderately aware of the Elorg War,” he grimly added.

“That just pisses me off,” said Hartman, slamming her fist on the table.  Her voice was brimming with anger, but she managed to control her rage.  “We were out there fighting for our lives—and theirs—every damn day for three years… and these people are so ignorant, they don’t even realize the entire Beta Quadrant could have been eradicated by the Elorg.  If you ask me, Earth needs to take its head out of its ass, and look around!

“Oh, dearest Sarah,” said Christopher lightly, “you’re so eloquent.”

“I try.”  She brooded over her tea for a moment, allowing her anger to evaporate with the curly wisps steam.  It didn’t work, of course, but the rage burning in her eyes did seem to subside a bit.

“It is simply difficult to believe we, as a people, have become so degenerate,” Harrison calmly continued.  “During the Dominion War, everyone knew about Captain Sisko and Colonel Kira…  But I don’t hear anyone singing songs about us.”

“There was some excitement in the days after the war,” Christopher reminded.  There weren’t parades or songs, that much was certain—but they people of Earth did pause to acknowledge the heroes of the Elorg War… if only for an moment.  “Our names may fade from the minds of ordinary people, but they are forever emblazoned into the annals of history.”

A faint smile crossed Hartman’s face.  Gently, she raised her half-empty teacup to the air and offered a toast: “To the annals of history.  May they remember us well…”

It was not unusual for Tiias Yanir to be seen at Federation Headquarters.  The Bolian was widely considered to be one of the preeminent authorities on ancient Chodak civilization—and since the President himself was quite interested in ancient history, the two would frequently meet to discuss the latest findings.  And on this cold winter day, Yanir and Makar would have much to discuss… 

The path to the President’s Paris office was reasonably quiet today.  Yanir encountered only a few noteworthy individuals, including the Saurian Ambassador, who seemed more than eager to discuss his daughter’s first molting.  On any other day, Yanir would have been reasonably disinterested in holding such a conversation.  Today was different; he had neither the time nor the slightest interest in hearing the Ambassador’s tale.  Thus, Yanir politely excused himself from the purple-skinned Saurian’s presence, and made a hasty retreat into the heart of the Federation Headquarters.

A few minutes later, Yanir stood before the President’s office.  He tapped the chime beside the door and waited patiently to be admitted inside.  And the wait was a brief one.  Just seconds later, the doors slid apart, and Ghodan Makar’s cavernous office appeared.

Faint beams of cold winter sun floated into the room from the window overlooking the city.  It was truly a striking view of Paris—in fact, it almost tempted Yanir to actually go and visit that wondrous Eiffel Tower…  Almost.  After a moment, the Bolian’s attention was diverted to the other tower… the tall, elegant Trill standing just before the window, peering out upon his domain.

“What news do you have of the Chodak?” asked Makar flatly.  In all reality, he cared little about the ancient species—as did Yanir.  But it was a pleasant fiction, and it served both of them well…

Yanir took a few small steps inside, just enough for the doors to slide shut.  Normally, he would have stormed right up to the President’s desk with all the news he had gathered on from the front lines… but considering the delicate nature of the data collected on J’larre, now was not the time to be brazen.

Nor was it the time for games.

The two usually spent a few moments actually discussing the Chodak, just for the sake of the illusion.  But on this day, Yanir cared not about maintaining their little fantasy.  “I have completed my mission.”

“And?”

“The Elorg will attack.”  There was no easy way to put it, but if Yanir’s contact within the Cortisan Enclave was correct, eloquence would make no difference to Makar; he already knew about the pending assault.

But the words did seem to give the President a moment’s pause.  His dark eyes finally wandered away from the cityscape, curiously falling upon Yanir.  “Are you certain?”

“Yes,” affirmed Yanir.  “I do not yet have the details, but a full blown conflict with the Elorg will be upon us by the year’s end.”  And now came the test…  “What should we do?”

Though there had been a glint of curiosity in Makar’s eyes, it faded quickly.  Had the news been a complete surprise to him, it would have very quickly been replaced concern or something similar—but as the President stood in contemplation of Yanir’s question, the look on his face was plainly neutral.  “For the moment,” Makar whispered, “we wait.”

Yanir arched a curious brow.  “Wait?”

Makar nodded.

“For what?”

“At this point, the attack is little more than a rumor.  I do not want to take any actions that might provoke the Elorg.  And so, we shall wait for them to make the first move…”

Yanir clenched his jaw.  “They have already made the first move,” he said.  “They have been planning this attack for months!  At the very least, we should increase our presence along the border.”

The Trill flashed a thin smile.  “Thank you for your input, Yanir.”  His tone was utterly dismissive, indicating to Yanir that he had no intention of considering the buildup.  “You are dismissed… contact me again once you have some more concrete information.”

“Of course.”  And in that very instant, Tiias Yanir knew the President of the Federation was somehow in league with the Elorg.  The information implicating him was hardly concrete, but when it came to the safety of the Federation, one could never be too careful.  Yanir nodded politely, turned on his heel, and left.

In the corridor a moment later, Yanir fell into step alongside Lieutenant Bator.  The Phobian pretended to confer with Yanir about some dig site near the former Romulan Neutral Zone, but his thoughts were so far removed from the Chodak that he didn’t even bother to pretend he was listening.  Instead, he pulled Bator into a long, dark corridor well off the beaten path.

The Phobian dropped his guise.  “I assume the meeting with Makar did not go well?”

“You assume correctly.”  Yanir’s gaze narrowed.  “We must act—and act quickly.  Makar does not intend to stop the invasion.”

Bator’s eyes widened with surprise.  “Then he is in league with the Elorg?”

“It would seem to be so,” Yanir quietly confirmed.  “But before we go and assassinate the President of the Federation, we are going to need to be absolutely certain that he’s working with them.”

Though he had often been on the fringes of the more recent intelligence operations, Bator was nevertheless a competent agent, able to do what needed doing.  He was prepared for this dark mission.  “What do you need me to do?”

“You are close to Talyere Rosat, are you not?”

“Relatively.”

“Good.”  At the sound of footsteps in the main corridor, Yanir began to wander deeper into the darkness.  This was not a good time to be found out.  “We need access to Talyere’s resources.”

Bator hesitated for a moment.  “He has separated himself from the Bloc…”

Yanir didn’t care if he had become a cleric at some Klingon monastery.  They needed that information, and Talyere’s little spat with the Conclave of Overseers couldn’t be allowed to stand in the way.  “Then I would suggest you reintegrate him…”

Chapter Two

In the past, Ra’thenn tended to give little regard to the holy month of Zraa’tul.  As a loyal member of the Elorg Bloc, he would pay his yearly tithe to the divine Cerebrate Z’danorax, and be done with it.  There was no need to dwell upon the myriad rituals that came with the month long celebration of the Cerebrate’s greatness.

But now that memory of Z’danorax had fallen by the wayside, Ra’thenn suddenly found himself thrust into her former position.  The holy month was his to cherish, and now that it was nearing its conclusion, Ra’thenn had to admit—not nearly enough time had been devoted to his divine immensity.

“Perhaps,” he said, thoughtfully tapping an ashen finger upon his chin, “I should devote the planting month of Ti’mul to myself as well…  After all, many moons have passed since Na’zar etched his fateful tome.  He had no way of knowing the planting month would soon become obsolete…”

The notion was very appealing to Ra’thenn… and if he had the authority, he would certainly devote Ti’mul to his greatness—and the rest of the year for that matter.  But while his power was immense, Ra’thenn could not pass such a grandiose edict without approval from the Conclave of Overseers.  And while they undoubtedly loved and cherished their divine Cerebrate, it was unlikely they would choose to shower him with gifts each day.  But, just to be certain, he deferred to the delicate Overseer Fel’duin.

Most of Ra’thenn’s loyal subjects had offered him a small tithe as tribute—nothing more, nothing less.  It was sufficient, and Ra’thenn would not have them terminated for their frugality.  But Fel’duin had offered something a bit more tantalizing than riches… She had offered herself—a gift Ra’thenn could not refuse.

Rising from his glittering obsidian throne, Ra’thenn gracefully strolled across his cavernous bedchamber and seated himself upon the foot of his bed.  He immediately started to explain his extravagant plan to Fel’duin, but got no further than a few words before her incredible beauty rendered him speechless.

Wrapped in the silky black covers, she embodied all that was magnificent about the Elorg: strength, honor, nobility… beauty… “You were saying?” she asked after a moment.

Ra’thenn shook his head.  “It was nothing,” he whispered, gently crawling into the empty space at her side.  “I was merely going to comment on your gift.”

“Do you approve?”

“You would not be here if I didn’t…”

Fel’duin shrugged.  “You could have set me aside for interrogation,” she flatly suggested.

Perhaps one day in the near future, Ra’thenn would make good on the offer—but on this eve, he was content to indulge in—

The doors suddenly parted, allowing the harsh, sterile illumination from the corridor to spill into Ra’thenn’s bedchamber.  Standing at the blazing threshold was a stark, shadowy figure that undoubtedly belonged to Xi'Yor…

Knowing his pending act of indulgence would infuriate Xi'Yor, Ra’thenn quickly vacated the comforts of his bed.  He indolently brushed aside any wrinkles that might have soiled his tunic during the brief soiree, and proceeded to approach the High Overseer.

Xi'Yor was already frowning. The High Overseer had many admirable virtues—but vitality was not one of them.  “Do not allow the luxuries of power to blind you, Ra’thenn.  I need not remind you, the only reason you are here is because I put you here.  There is a greater cause to be considered, and… she is not a part of it.”

Ra’thenn shrugged off the criticism.  “I was merely enjoying the fruits of my labor,” he said plainly.  “The holy month is a joyous time, is it not?”

Knowing his criticisms could only go so far, Xi'Yor swallowed his pride, and allowed Ra’thenn this one small victory.  “Of course, Cerebrate.”

Ra’thenn smiled thinly.  He had hoped it would be enough to turn Xi'Yor back toward the doors, but the High Overseer evidently did not take to the suggestion.

To the contrary, he delved deeper into the bedchamber, his booted feet treading the pristine marble floors until he stood at the foot of Ra’thenn’s elegant rounded bed.  “Z’danorax would not be pleased, Fel’duin…”

The gaze in Fel’duin’s fiery orange eyes narrowed as she glared ominously at the High Overseer.  “I know not what you speak of, Xi'Yor.”

He chuckled faintly.  “Of course not.”

Though he certainly found the meaning in Xi'Yor’s insinuations, Ra’thenn did not care to dwell upon it.  In fact, he simply wanted to enjoy his gift and be done with it.  “Certainly, Xi'Yor, you have not ventured all the way to Kalidar to insult Fel’duin?”

“You are correct,” confirmed the High Overseer.  He clasped his hands together and allowed an ominous grin to grace his lips.  “I have come to pay tribute to my Cerebrate…”

Ra’thenn nodded his approval.  “And what gift does the High Overseer have for his Cerebrate?”

Xi'Yor quickly produced a holo-projector in the palm of his hand.  With a few simple keystrokes, the device was aglow in violet light—and glittering peacefully in the air above the High Overseer’s hand was a placid blue and green sphere, shrouded in a layer of wispy white clouds…

Ra’thenn recognized the planet immediately:  “Earth.”

Xi'Yor provided a surreptitious nod.  “It is time,” he malevolently confirmed.

Dreams are curious entities.  Sometimes they are fleeting and whimsical; other times, they are in-depth and sensual glimpses into one’s heart and soul—a window into everything that makes a person tick.

Over the course of his many years, Talyere Rosat had peered into many windows of his life.  As far as he was concerned, none of those glimpses were revolutionary, but one should never dismiss a gift, no matter its form.  And so, no matter how trivial, Talyere would always spend a moment to consider the myriad thoughts that crossed his mind while asleep.  Today, however, was not an ordinary day—because the night had been anything but an ordinary night.

“Dreams are a gift from the heavens,” Talyere whispered to his companion, an incredibly patient Lieutenant Bator.  The Phobian had stopped by sometime after lunch under the pretense of a simple visit—and since his meditations had thus far proven fruitless, Talyere decided a decent conversation about the curious dream might place him on the road to clarity.  “But if this is a gift, I dare not accept it…”

“It sounds more like a nightmare to me,” Bator concluded after a brief analysis. He sat beside Talyere on the soft gray sofa in the Overseer’s candlelit quarters. “Perhaps you should… dismiss it?  It seems highly unlikely you would attack Commander Reinbold.”

“Dreams are rarely literal,” Talyere stated.  “But the chi-goehs, in their infinite wisdom, have provided me with a painfully clear, concise vision:  I am to fulfill my destiny, and lead my people into the new age…”

If he was surprised by the revelation, Bator made no indication of it.  “The Elorg Bloc needs a true leader,” he said.  “We both know that Ra’thenn is little more than Xi'Yor’s puppet, and that before long, their evil union will spread darkness across the galaxy.  Your people need you, Talyere, perhaps now, more than ever.  They will follow you—and with their support, you can bring about the changes needed to rid the universe of Xi'Yor once and for all.”

Bator made it sound so very simple—as if the Starlight could simply approach Kalidar after lunch one day, take over the government, install Talyere as Cerebrate, and return to the Federation in time for an early supper.  But in his heart, Talyere knew that removing Ra’thenn and Xi'Yor from power would ultimately be a very difficult task—and it was almost a certainty that he could not do it alone, or even with the help of his allies inside the Bloc.   “It would have been helpful if the chi-goehs had provided instructions…”

Bator arched a curious brow.  “That would have taken away the intrigue…”

“Perhaps,” Talyere readily conceded.  “But at least then I would know how to proceed.”

“Well,” said Bator, shifting in his seat, “if you need assistance, do not hesitate to ask.”

Talyere considered the proposal for a brief moment.  Assistance from Starfleet would be most appreciated in his quest to liberate Kalidar, but in the back of his mind, Talyere knew that Bator was likely more than he appeared to be—and while his offer to help bring about change inside the Elorg Bloc might have been genuine, there was a possibility that he had some sort of ulterior motive.  “What about the Prime Directive?”

Bator shrugged.  “What about it?” 

The seeds of doubt were long ago planted inside Talyere’s mind, and now they were beginning to sprout.  “Does it not bar you from interfering with other cultures?  Especially when those other cultures are attempting to bring about massive changes?”

“Nobody needs to know the Federation was involved,” said Bator quietly.

Those little sprouts grew with incredible haste, and within moments, blossomed into full-fledged concern.  Talyere’s curious gaze instantly fell upon the Phobian.  “En route to Kalidar several months ago, you stated that you were a member of Starfleet Intelligence,” recalled the Elorg.  “At the time, I assumed you spoke in jest, but recent events have forced me to reconsider my opinion…  That sentiment was no idle comment, was it, Bator?”

He said nothing.

Talyere persisted.  “Was it?”

The Phobian’s dark eyes darted around the room, looking for some sort of escape.  The only viable exits were the doors and Jefferies tubes, and Bator knew there was no way he could reach either of them without being intercepted by Talyere.  There was no escape from the truth.  “You and I have endured many trials, Talyere.”

From their encounter with Species 8472 beneath Aurillac VII and Talyere’s rescue from the Inkhezi, to the more recent voyage to Kalidar, the two had seen much action together.  “Those trials have undoubtedly earned me the right to hear the truth…”

Bator shook his head.  “It is impossible to know all the truths, Talyere.”

“It is better to know some of the truths than all of the fallacies,” replied the Overseer.  “Perhaps you could clear up some of the latter?”

But Bator remained defiant.  “The truth is fluid.  The truth is fickle.  It can change with the moment as the moment sees fit.”

Talyere did not follow.  “There is but a single truth,” he quietly insisted.  “It cannot be changed without transforming into fabrication.”

“I would beg to differ,” said Bator, raising a polite hand to dismiss any more of Talyere’s theories.  “For centuries, the Klingons were regarded as enemies of the Federation—that was the truth.  We battled with them constantly, and much blood was shed.

“But times changed and over the eons, a new truth was formed: the Klingons are now our allies.  We fight alongside them in glorious battle for the betterment of both our species.  Neither statement can be refuted nor denied, for they are both the truth.”

For once, Bator’s words gave Talyere a moment’s pause.  The Phobian’s radical views added a considerable gray area to the thin line that was the truth, and Talyere knew not how to react.  “So if there are no truths,” he started, “then… any truth we come upon is little more than a fusion of myriad half-truths, bound together by nothing more than hope and fear.  As long as we believe in it, the sentiment is true.”

“And in those terms,” Bator continued, “one can never reach the whole truth because there is always something more to say—because the truth is fluid.”

Talyere was finally beginning to understand.  For centuries, the Elorg Bloc denied the very existence of the chi-goehs.  They were little more than imaginary wraiths used to frighten children; that had been the truth for centuries, but Talyere took it upon himself to challenge the truth.  He truly believed in the sacred spirits, and because of his beliefs, his vision of the truth began to evolve—and it would continue to do so until the day he passed into shadow.

And now that he knew his own truth, Talyere was ready to hear another.  “So tell me, Bator, what is your truth?”

The lowly work bee was perhaps the smallest vessel the fleet.  It was a claustrophobic yellow box designed for the sole purpose of building and repairing starships.  During his time spent at the Antares Fleetyard (just prior to his tenure on the Starlight), Lucas Tompkins became fairly well acquainted with the work bee.  Thus, he knew the little ships well, and though their design wasn’t the most awesome thing in the universe, they were certainly capable.

Seated next to Kendall Johnson in the cockpit of the tiny vessel, Tompkins watched intently as they toured the Starlight, nestled inside McKinley Station, from afar.  Though most of the damaged hull had been restored to pristine condition, the phaser banks on the top of the saucer were now completely gone, save for the small area near the starboard catamaran that suffered the most severe damage; that part of the ship was still covered in scaffolding.  A few work bees hovered nearby, and Tompkins was fairly certain he could see a few engineers working diligently on the hull.  He was tempted to have Kendall move in closer, but unfortunately, their mission had very little to do with the Starlight.

“When we volunteered to help out around here,” said Johnson, “I thought we would be helping repair the Starlight.”

Tompkins readily nodded his agreement.  “Heh… So did I.  After all, it is our ship…  Nobody knows her better than us.  Hell, I even helped build her from the ground up all those years ago—but… orders are orders.”

“That they are,” said Johnson.  He skillfully piloted their work bee around the Starlight and McKinley Station, and after a few uneventful minutes of travel over the cloud-shrouded Mediterranean, a tiny metallic blip appeared high above the European continent.

“Orbital defense platform Delta-7,” gleaned Tompkins from his console.  The excitement in his voice was certainly lacking, and for good reason.  Every engineer in the galaxy dreamed of repairing starships; in stark contrast, there were only a handful of the less-adventurous engineers who dreamed of repairing some antiquated defense platform that hadn’t seen action in twenty years.

Johnson slowly eased the work bee up alongside the archaic platform and then assumed a standard orbit nearby.  The platform, little more than a metallic gray sphere, had aged reasonably well.  A single type-16 phaser bank ringed the circumference, and the small recessed area near the top served as the only exit for the six hundred quantum torpedoes stored inside.  There were three small thrusters on the bottom, and a few more above the phaser bank.  All things considered, it was a fairly lethal device when combined with the 999 similar units floating nearby.

“We’ve just got to recalibrate the phasers and run a standard diagnostic,” Tompkins gleaned from his console.  “Should be a piece of cake, right?”

Kendall nodded.  “I can run a standard diagnostic in my sleep,” he mused, already putting the work bee in standby mode.

By Tompkins’ estimate, it wouldn’t take much longer than five minutes to do the deed.  If they ran into some sort of complications, it might take a few minutes longer, but he wasn’t anticipating anything of consequence.  After that, they would repeat the process about a dozen times, and then call it a night—only to begin anew tomorrow.

Eager to begin, Tompkins pushed himself away from his console—and nearly bumped into the wall behind him.  “Heh, and here I thought our shuttles were small…”

Johnson only chuckled.  He grabbed an engineering kit from the panel to his left and then slowly made his way to the transporter “closet” in the rear of the tiny craft.

Tompkins likewise grabbed his kit and started for the transporter, but only two steps into the five-step journey, he had an unfortunate encounter with one of the bulkheads in the low ceiling.  He winced as pain darted across his forehead; thankfully, the bump seemed minor and, wearily shaking his head, completed his journey a few seconds later.  “That’s why I came aboard the Starlight in the first place…”

A few seconds later, the pair materialized inside a dank little room that extended no more than two meters in any given direction.  It was hot, humid, and dark—the only illumination coming from the assortment of computers on the wall.  Perhaps worst of all, the air was utterly stale, and wreaked of an odd metallic smell that Tompkins couldn’t quite place.  Whatever it was, it didn’t seem too dangerous, and Tompkins summarily dismissed it with an idle shrug.

Eager to get back to the work bee, Tompkins initiated the diagnostic with a few simple keystrokes.  The computer happily complied, leaving them free to recalibrate the phasers.

“This is definitely the last time I volunteer my time to make repairs,” said Johnson as he felt around for a place to set his kit.  Coming up empty, he finally opted to set it on the ground—but gravity had other ideas, and the moment Johnson let go, the entire toolkit streaked upward, and the myriad tools inside skittered across the ceiling.  “Definitely.”

Several lines of text began to creep across the computer screen nearest Tompkins.  He glanced at the data, and quickly determined it to be the diagnostic results.  “Everything checks out just fine,” he said.

Skeptical, Johnson glanced toward the ceiling.  “Really?”

Tompkins shrugged.  “So says the computer.”

Plucking a hyperspanner from the ceiling, Johnson could only shake his head.  “This is going to be a long day…”

Chapter Three

“Our concerns have merit.”

Those were not the words Alan Christopher had been hoping to hear—but the moment Talyere Rosat set foot upon the newly refurbished bridge, the Captain knew the coming conversation was not going to bring a smile to his face.  Normally, Christopher would have taken the conversation into the ready room, but since he and Talyere were presently the only ones on the bridge, privacy wasn’t exactly an issue.  He indicated for Talyere to sit.

The Overseer promptly seated himself in the space normally occupied by Commander Harrison.  It seemed strange having the seat filled with different body—and it took Talyere a few moments to get comfortable in the seat—but once he was situated, the awkwardness seemed to fade, but only a bit.  The pending conversation was enough to keep even Talyere on edge.  “I had a most enlightening conversation with Lieutenant Bator earlier today,” he quietly began.

Even though he went into the conversation blind, Christopher already had a good idea where all of this was going.  “So you were right about him?” he asked, cutting right to the chase.  “His admission back on Kalidar was no joke?”

Talyere affirmed the sentiment with a solemn nod.  “As I understand it, Lieutenant Bator has been an operative within Starfleet Intelligence for quite some time.”

“How long?” demanded Christopher.

Talyere shook his head.  “I know not.  But… I believe it is safe to assume he has been in their ranks the entire time we have known him.”

The news was disturbing, to say the least.  When he first learned of Bator’s possible affiliation a few weeks ago, Christopher had hoped the news had been little more than a rumor.  After all, Bator had become such a trusted friend over the years, it was nearly impossible to think of him as a devious undercover agent.  But if Talyere spoke the truth—and Christopher had no reason to believe he didn’t—opinions about the Starlight’s resident tactical officer would undoubtedly begin to change.

Still, there were so many questions floating in the air, Christopher wasn’t about to pass judgment.  He would, however, sort through those myriad questions, one-by-one, until he had his answers.  Normally, Christopher wouldn’t have known where to begin his quest for the truth, but in this instance, the starting point was obvious.  “Why did he tell you?  The last thing an undercover agent wants is to have his cover blown…”

“To put it bluntly, I asked him to tell me the truth,” said Talyere evenly.  

“And he agreed?”  Christopher tried valiantly to hide the doubt in his voice, but he was certain some of it managed to slip through nonetheless.

“To an extent,” Talyere confirmed.  “He came to me under the pretext of a simple visit.  He chatted indolently for a bit, but ultimately the conversation turned toward politics.  Bator seemed quite adamant about helping me overthrow Xi'Yor and Ra’thenn… using whatever means were necessary.  That was the start of the conversation; it ended with his confession.”

“That is certainly a worthy cause,” said Christopher.  He would have liked nothing more than Xi'Yor’s head on a platter.  “But even with the help of Starfleet Intelligence, we can’t just waltz over into Elorg space and give Xi'Yor the old heave ho.”

“I expressed similar concerns,” said Talyere.  “But Bator was adamant.  He insisted the sooner I take my rightful place as Cerebrate, the better.”

“And I agree,” Christopher readily replied.  “The Elorg still pose a considerable threat to the Federation—and until someone trustworthy is on the throne, the threat remains.”

Though Talyere could not refute the sentiment, he was undoubtedly sifting through his racing thoughts in hopes of finding a way to do so.  Ultimately, he came up blank, and had no choice but to nod his agreement.  “Unfortunately, my destiny is not an easy one.  For two hundred thousand years, the Elorg Bloc has been ruled by leaders bound to the sacred words of Na’zar.  I do not share that bond, and as a result, my authority will likely be challenged at every corner…”

“You have followers,” Christopher candidly reminded.  “Your words and actions—your tirade against decadence—inspired the very resistance movement that helped end the war.”

A glint of hope seemed to flash across Talyere’s eyes, if only for a moment.  “Underling Tassadar promised me an army of light to follow me into battle,” he wistfully recalled.

Christopher grinned.  “Maybe it’s time you used it?”

Talyere blinked, and in that fleeting moment, the hope in his eyes evaporated.  “Even with the assistance of Bator and Tassadar, I am still uncertain if I am ready to accept my destiny…  If I am to lead my people into the new age, the last thing I would want to do… is fail them.”

“We all have our failures, Talyere.”  Admittedly, Christopher couldn’t recall very many of his failures, but he was confident there was at least one such error known to exist.  Somewhere.  A very minor one, at that.  “Think it over.  Once you’ve reached your decision, we’ll see what we can do about our good friend Bator…”

Bator was not overly fond of bars.  They were usually frequented by shady mercenaries and simple drunks, a combination that almost always lead to chaos.  And while the Black Hole was one of Earth’s more reputable bars, the moment he set foot inside the poorly lit facility, Bator could feel the chaos brimming in the atmosphere.

While it was certainly convenient to meet with Yanir aboard the Starlight or at the Federation Headquarters in Paris, it anything but practical.  Not wanting to draw any more attention to himself, Bator long ago suggested to Yanir their next meeting should take place at an establishment not often frequented by Starfleet officials.

He had anticipated that meeting would take place days from now, once Talyere had a chance to think things over—but much to Bator’s surprise, the call from Yanir came only a few hours after their initial meeting at Federation HQ.  Though the Bolian certainly sounded calm enough, there was a curious glint in his eyes that indicated something might be wrong.  Thus, Bator made haste to beam down to the surface.

He found Yanir sitting alone, in a dark corner of the bar, far from the throngs of aliens gathered around the bartender.  Bator immediately started for Yanir’s table, but a pleasant-looking Bajoran woman stopped him less than a meter into his journey.

“Can I get you anything?” she politely inquired, a padd in her left hand ready to take down anything Bator might order.

He was about to dismiss the Bajoran, when he suddenly recalled that the idea was to blend in—and it might look a little odd to enter a restaurant with no intention of eating.  “I will have… grulog.”

The Bajoran arched a curious brow.  “Grulog?” she inquired.  “I’m afraid we don’t have that, sir.  What is it?”

“A Pakled drink,” he simply stated, hoping the stern tone of his voice would prevent any further questions.  “I will have synthale instead.”

As the Bajoran scurried off to fill Bator’s order, the Phobian slowly began to weave through the crowd—mostly human, but there were a few Andorians, a Saurian, a couple of Efrosians, and a Ferengi also visible in the crowd’s midst.  He effortlessly wandered through the group—and his Bajoran server greeted him on the other side, ale in hand.  “Thank you,” he said.

She nodded politely.  “If you need anything else, my name is Sala.  I’ll be over at the bar.”  And again, she wandered off.

Once she was gone, Bator wandered over to Yanir’s small, circular table and seated himself opposite the Bolian.  “You called?”

Yanir sipped at his glass of sparkling water.  “Yes.”

“And I assume it is urgent?”

“Another yes.”  Yanir fiddled with his coaster for a moment, using the diversion to scan the room.  Once satisfied nobody was listening, he took another sip of his water.  “Shortly after my meeting with Makar, I was contacted by an operative from Section 31.  She seemed to indicate that Makar was going on vacation…”

“Now?”

 Yanir nodded.  “That is curious timing, is it not?”

Bator took a sip of his ale.  It wasn’t the best replica he had ever tasted, but it was far from the worst.  It allowed it to linger on his tongue for only a moment before swallowing.  “The President has had a long year,” said Bator, half-jokingly.  “Perhaps he is simply going to spend some well-deserved time on Risa?”

Yanir ignored the quip, and instead forged ahead with business as usual.  “Did you speak with Talyere?”

Bator nodded.  “I did—and he had some serious reservations about rejoining his people.”

“Will he contact his allies within the Bloc?”

Since his conversation with Talyere only touched upon the Overseer’s myriad allies, Bator could only conjecture.  But given the overall tone of the conversation, he was confident that his theory was sound.  “Talyere will contact his allies shortly.”

Yanir was about to speak, but his words were interrupted by the approach of an obviously drunken Ktarian.  He wearily stumbled over to Bator’s side and mumbled something about the Klingons before passing out on the floor.  Yanir glared at the Ktarian for a moment before his glance turned back to Bator.  “Perhaps we should continue our conversation elsewhere?”

Bator readily nodded his agreement.  He quickly downed the rest of his ale and casually stepped around the Ktarian to make his retreat.  Yanir subsequently motioned toward a darkened hallway on the opposite side of the bar.  It didn’t look like the most inviting place, but perhaps that was a good thing.

A few moments later, the two stood at the threshold of the shadowy hallway.  Bator took a moment to peer deeper into the darkness beyond, but unable to see more than a few meters, he couldn’t even begin to fathom what wonders were shrouded in the dark.

“It could be a small stage,” suggested Yanir when he noticed the curious look on Bator’s face.  “This establishment allegedly has many forms of entertainment…”

That seemed reasonable enough to Bator—and with that settled, he delved into his memory and picked up the conversation right where it left off.  “Talyere recently had a dream that urged him to fulfill his destiny.  I am certain we can somehow use this to our advantage.”

“I can see the possibilities,” Yanir thoughtfully replied.  There were undoubtedly a thousand different plans already darting throughout his mind.  “We will have to act quickly, though.  We don’t know exactly when the Elorg will strike, but I think we can be fairly confident the day of reckoning will be here soon…”

The very notion of a renewed conflict was unsettling, but the fact that it would start here on Earth made Bator’s skin crawl.  “What can we do to stop it?” he inquired.

Yanir shook his head.  “We’re not going to do anything…”

Try as he might, Bator couldn’t stop his jaw from dropping.  Yanir’s words were blasphemous!  “Why not?”

Yanir had apparently endured some sort of revelation; he suddenly knew exactly what was going on, and wasn’t about to defend his position.  “There are many reasons, Bator…”

Bator didn’t know if he should have been mad or concerned…. or anything.  He was just plain confused. “But…  if we do nothing, we’re putting millions of lives at risk!  Is it not our obligation to protect the Federation?”

Yanir’s eyes narrowed.  “The Federation is not what it used to be,” he whispered.  “You’ll understand soon enough…” And on that cryptic note, he turned on his heel and started to leave.

Bator wasn’t about to let him.  He quickly grabbed the Bolian’s shoulder and drew him back into the darkness.  “What is that supposed to mean?”

Yanir didn’t even considered the question.  Instead, he simply removed the Phobian’s hand from his shoulder and stepped back into the bar.  “I am going to meet with Makar one last time before we begin setting our plans into motion.  I will contact you when the time is right…”

With the speed of a Norpin falcon, Tiias Yanir stormed into Federation Headquarters, not even bothering with his usual scientific pretexts.  He couldn’t afford to waste time chatting with the myriad ambassadors about some inconsequential Chodak finding—not with Makar so very close to escaping the destruction that was undoubtedly on the horizon.

Thankfully, the corridors were fairly empty.  Night had fallen upon Paris hours ago, and most of the Ambassadors were snug in their beds.  Again, Yanir glimpsed the eternally annoying Saurian Ambassador, but having trapped the Betazoid Ambassador in the dreadful conversation about his molting daughter, the Saurian paid no attention to Yanir.

As he drew nearer to Makar’s office, Yanir came upon a few Starfleet security guards.  They attempted to inquire about Yanir’s intentions, but again, he could not be bothered with such things.  Yanir quickly decided to ‘pull rank’ on the both of them, stating he was Admiral Tesari from Starbase 665, and that he had a meeting with Makar.  Both guards were skeptical, and scurried away to confirm the story—but they wouldn’t be back in time to keep Yanir from his meeting.  Had they been a bit more intelligent, one of the guards would have stayed behind to keep an eye on Yanir…  But apparently, the concept eluded them.

Yanir burst into Makar’s office twenty seconds later, plowing right into the Trill as he was making his clandestine departure.

“What is the meaning of this?” Makar furiously demanded as he stumbled back a few meters, dropping his bags in the process.  “You have no right to come barging in here like this!”

Yanir stepped into the office just far enough for the doors to close.  Once they slid shut, he walked right up to Makar and said, “I have every right, Mister President.”

Makar reached toward his desk to alert security, but Yanir very quickly grabbed his arm.  “Security is a bit lax, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Makar confirmed.  “But that will change soon enough.”

“After the Elorg attack?” Yanir suggested.

Makar did not respond.

But he didn’t have to.  Yanir had spent several weeks undercover in Elorg space; he was well aware of their plans for Earth.  But Yanir had also spent a great deal of time at home, in the Federation—and he was also well aware of Ghodan Makar’s plans for Earth and the Federation.  “You know that there is no way the Federation can beat the Elorg,” said Yanir, his voice filled with conviction.  “Sure, we beat them once, but we are forced to face them again, there is no way we could hope to win.”

Makar remained silent, but the muscles in his arms seemed to relax.  He violently cast Yanir’s arm aside, and then wandered back to his desk.  Yanir watched his hands, making absolutely certain they stayed clear of the computer controls…  Which they did.

And with Makar apparently willing to cooperate, Yanir dropped the bomb: “You want the Elorg to attack us.”

Makar was not at all surprised by the revelation.  In fact, he flashed Yanir a thin smile, as if congratulating his deductive reasoning.  “Sometimes, in order for an empire to take a few steps forward, it must first take a few steps back.”

Yanir easily matched Makar’s smile, but there were no pleasantry behind it. “And you, conveniently, will be enjoying the sunshine on Risa while Earth is taking those few steps back…”

Makar shook his head.  “I won’t be enjoying myself,” he clarified.  But apparently, he would be on Risa.

And since he would be on Risa within a few hours, Yanir could assume the screams of Armageddon would reach them soon.  “When will they get here?”

Makar shrugged.  “Shortly.  I don’t know, exactly.  But once those ships come storming into the Sol System, the Federation and its lethargic denizens will get a much needed wakeup call…

“Yes, the Elorg will hit us—and hit us hard.  But once the smoke has cleared, and the Federation rises from the smoldering ashes, the Federation people will be crying for protection… a request the Federation Council will gladly approve.  With the recent fall of Romulus, we’ll finally have both the means and the will to build the massive fleet of starships needed to protect the Federation from the Elorg… the Velora… the Garidians… and any other empire that dares ally itself against us.”

Not only was security lax, after this little revelation, Yanir had to admit, Starfleet Intelligence wasn’t function at the highest of standards, either.  For weeks, they had believed Makar was in league with the Elorg—and he was, to an extent, but it was quite obvious his loyalties were still within the Federation.  “I can understand where you are coming from,” said Yanir softly.  “But don’t you think there is a better way to bolster our defenses?  By letting the Elorg attack us, you’re putting billions of lives at risk!”

Makar held his ground.  “No,” he said sternly.  “Federation citizens have turned a blind eye to danger for too long…  Yes, the Federation can be paradise, but there is a price for everything, including paradise.  Many have lost sight of this one small facet—so we shall let them burn, and begin anew…”

The President had some valid points.  But his solution was not the right one.  Yanir could only support such treacherous actions to an extent, and by allowing billions of people die, Makar had at long last pushed Yanir to that limit.  “I can’t let you do that…”

Makar dismissed the sentiment with a chuckle.  “It is already done.”

Killing Makar had always been an option lingering in the back of his mind.  Yanir had been hoping to avoid such a bloody end to the situation, but realized he had no other choice.  If he acted quickly, Yanir knew he could assassinate Makar and still have enough time to warn the Federation of the pending attack.

Yanir’s eyes very quickly scanned the room for some sort of weapon—anything to end Makar’s life in a timely manner.  Much to his chagrin, he didn’t see anything usable… and so he leapt over Makar’s desk and brought the Federation’s leader to the floor.

The two struggled for several moments, but the Trill’s resistance quotient was relatively low, and Yanir eventually overpowered the President.  When Makar finally relented a few moments later, Yanir did not waste any time.  He quickly wrapped his fingers around Makar’s neck and…

The doors slid open, and a streak of orange light suddenly drilled into Yanir’s chest.  As azure blood cascaded from the gaping wound, Yanir frantically tried to complete his task, using whatever energy he had left to squeeze Ghodan Makar’s windpipe…  

The Trill started to gag, his face turning blue…  When a second shot of ragged orange light suddenly streaked through the office, plowing straight through Yanir’s head.  Blood and brain violently exploded into the air, and seconds later, Tiias Yanir’s headless body thudded onto the floor, oozing both blood and internal organs.

Makar frowned at the sight.  After all, his office was undoubtedly soiled beyond repair—but it mattered not.  Soon, the Elorg would reduce the entire building to a simple pile of debris, so Makar’s anger was fleeting at most.  He casually cast Yanir’s bloody body aside, rose to his feet, and turned his attention to the group of Starfleet security officers standing at the door.  “You could have been here a little sooner.”

“There was some confusion as to your guest’s identity,” said one of the guards.  “As you can see, we have taken care of the situation.”

“Good work.”  Makar nodded approvingly.  He hastily rounded his desk, grabbed his myriad bags from the floor, and made he way toward the officers.  “I’ll be on Risa if you need me…”

Chapter Four

If one must take action against his nemeses… if one must avenge the past to secure a new future… then he should make absolutely certain the injury be so severe, that vengeance from the opposing side need not be feared.

For many long months, Overseer Xi'Yor and been working to ensure his vendetta against the Federation would meet those harsh requirements.  After his unfortunate defeat at Ciden II, Xi'Yor’s only purpose in life had been to avenge the wrongs that the Federation had forced upon him—to make them suffer as he had suffered.  The road had been long and winding, taking him down many unexpected paths, but ultimately, Xi'Yor found his quest going nowhere…

A more direct approach was required—and after some consideration, it became obvious that an all-out assault on the Federation’s most revered bastion would certainly get their attention.  Earth had to fall.

And it would.

As soon as the divine Cerebrate Ra’thenn decided to grace the Inkhezi with his presence.  Three intervals had passed since Xi'Yor had contacted Ra’thenn.

Three intervals!  And there was still no sign of him!

Xi'Yor liked to consider himself a patient man, but three intervals… that was wholly unacceptable.  Had Ra’thenn not been Cerebrate, his head would already be in Xi'Yor’s possession—and the rest of his pathetic body thrown to the wild beasts on Kalidar.  But since Ra’thenn was the Cerebrate, Xi'Yor would show respect.  He would wait another interval before leaving.

Having spent the vast majority of his day plotting the fate of the Federation, Lieutenant Bator was looking forward to spending a little time in the holodeck.  Despite the flurry of suspicion surrounding him (people were undoubtedly beginning to suspect his affiliation with Starfleet Intelligence), Bator was relieved to see his closest friends had not abandoned him.  Even if they did suspect his involvement in some clandestine operation, they seemed to understand that he could not speak of it…  And with his tenure in the intelligence community probably nearing its end (being exposed is typically a bad thing), he would be relieved that he could finally discuss his other life.  To an extent.

“The Captain is undoubtedly going to want to go on the defensive,” said Harrison as he strolled through the Starlight’s corridors alongside Bator.  “After the unfortunate incident with the blacksmith, he seems to believe we need to rethink our strategy.”

Bator shook his head as they drew nearer his quarters.  “Our strategy is fine,” he insisted.  “It is simply in need of refinement.”

Harrison smiled.  “Well, it is a certainty the Captain will refine our strategy tonight…”

The pair came to a halt just outside Bator’s quarters.  He tapped a short sequence of commands into the keypad beside the door, and moments later, they slid apart with a gentle hiss.  “Join me,” Bator politely insisted as he stepped inside.  “I want to eat a little something before we go.”

Harrison considered the proposal for only a moment before relenting.  “We are running a little early,” he said as he stepped inside.  “It is never wise to go into battle on an empty stomach—besides, the last time we interrupted Commander Keller’s holodeck time, she threatened my life.”

“That was four years ago,” Bator reminded.  He started for the replicator, but suddenly noticed the computer bleeping at his desk.  He quickly turned on his heel to see the words ‘INCOMING TRANMISSION’ blinking prominently on the screen.

It was Tiias Yanir.  Bator knew that without even looking; the Bolian seemed quite efficient in his efforts.  He managed to infiltrate Elorg space in just a few weeks, cause the prison uprising on J’larre in a matter of days.  It was conceivable he found a way to eliminate Ghodan Makar in this short period of time…  But quite frankly, he didn’t want to find out.  Bator was really looking forward to the holodeck tonight, and for a moment, he considered ignoring the message.

Yes, he would ignore it.  He would simply tell Yanir that he didn’t receive the message until much later.  It was a viable excuse.  But Bator’s resolved cracked the moment he resumed his course for the replicator.  He immediately came about and accessed the message.  “Authorization Bator-6-3-Omega.”

It took the computer a moment to process the authorization, and in an unexpected turn of events, prompted Bator for his secondary command override.  That was unprecedented, used only in the most extreme emergencies…  Yanir undoubtedly had stumbled upon something big.  “Authorization Zeta-4-4-2-Bator.”

This time, the computer accepted the authorization, and Tiias Yanir’s face flitted onto the viewscreen.  “If you are seeing this message, it means I am dead,” said the Bolian without any preamble.  “An agent from Starfleet Intelligence will contact you shortly with the details.  In the interim, you are to complete the mission as discussed earlier.  Yanir out.” 

Bator’s heart sank.  He wasn’t particularly close to Yanir, but his untimely death suddenly placed a great deal upon Bator’s shoulders.  In fact, the fate of the entire Federation was in his hands.  But there was just one small detail preventing Bator from taking the necessary steps—he didn’t know what to do.  Out of habit, his gaze turned to Harrison for guidance, but of course, the Commander knew even less about the situation than Bator.  This burden was his—and his alone.

Or was it?

Bator had already made Talyere aware of his clandestine affiliation, and now that Harrison knew, the Captain was undoubtedly going to find out sometime in the near future (if he hadn’t already).  Perhaps it was time to bring everyone into the fold?  

A shimmering azure light danced over Kendall Johnson’s body, and within a few moments, he stood alongside Lucas Tompkins inside their work bee’s incredibly cramped transporter unit.  “Eleven down,” he said with a sigh.  “One to go.”

“One more,” echoed Tompkins, already maneuvering into the tiny cockpit to set course for orbital defense platform Lambda-9.  “One more…”

It had taken a bit longer than Johnson had anticipated to perform all of the necessary phaser recalibrations—and despite the fact both he and Tompkins could run standard diagnostics in their sleep, the antiquated systems on board the defense platforms made things a bit more difficult—that, and the fact that something always seemed to go wrong.

If it wasn’t the gravity plating acting up, it was the life support system or the thrusters or the bio-neural gel packs or some other thing.  Johnson didn’t even want to think about the horrors that awaited them on Lambda-9.  So, as he seated himself in the cockpit, he took a page from Erin Keller’s book:  “Maybe… maybe everything will be fine on this last platform?”

Tompkins’ skeptical gaze immediately fell upon Johnson.  “And my nose is on fire.”

Johnson shrugged.  “I was just trying to be positive.  You know… Erin and everyone, they’re always telling me to think positive.  Just giving it a try, you know?”

“Try it on someone else,” Tompkins grumbled.  He had been in a fairly bad mood since getting zapped by the ODN relays on platform Beta-16 (the diagnostic had failed to detect that small problem).  It was a fairly minor jolt, not causing any sort of damage to the Tompkins, but the way he acted, it seemed like the end of the world.

Thankfully, their mission would be done in another few minutes, and Tompkins could take the rest of the night to recover from his myriad injuries.  Johnson just hoped the engineer lasted that long…

“Time is up,” said Xi'Yor as he watched the chronometer on his workstation count down the remaining few moments of Ra’thenn’s extended grace period.  He had waited—patiently—for three intervals, and still, there was no sign of the Cerebrate.

Over the course of the last interval, Xi'Yor had made a few discreet inquires as to Ra’thenn’s whereabouts.  At first, his questions were met with resistance; nobody seemed to have any knowledge about Ra’thenn’s activities—and those that did suspected he was already aboard the Inkhezi.  But over the eons, Xi'Yor had become so intimate with lies, that he could detect one almost immediately—and those wretched subordinates of his on Kalidar were almost certainly lying on Ra’thenn’s behalf.  But Xi'Yor did not relent, and eventually, his persistence paid off.  

After a considerable search, one of the protectors at the Dryad Citadel indicated that Ra’thenn was otherwise engaged with Overseer Fel’duin.  Somehow, that did not surprise Xi'Yor, but… he was disturbed that the Cerebrate allowed such things to take precedence over the conquest of Earth.  After all, Ra’thenn was supposed to represent everything the Elorg Bloc stood for—his actions were undoubtedly setting a poor precedent.

And now, three intervals had passed, and there was still no sign of Ra’thenn.  There would be words between the two of them, that much was certain—but Xi'Yor, believing himself a better man, would not dare put this petty dispute above the destiny of the Elorg Bloc.  It would have to wait until after the attack.

“Helmsman,” he sternly called, seating himself in the opulent center seat once reserved for Ra’thenn.  “Set a course for Earth, maximum warp.”

The underling at the help performed his duties well.  He was not quite as efficient as Nafar had been all those years ago… but to his credit, this new underling was at loyal, at the very least.  “Course set,” said the underling.

Xi'Yor’s pallid lips curved upward with perverse pleasure.  “Execute…”

With grace and beauty that was uncommon for such an incredible behemoth, the Elorg Warship Inkhezi came about to blaze a new trail into the annals of history.  As its warp engines burst into a blur violet light, the entire starship vanished into the twinkling starfield.  In its wake loomed a fleet of twenty-seven more warships, thousands of fighters, and enough firepower to bring the Federation to its knees…

Darkness was sweeping across the Federation, and as he entered the Starlight’s conference lounge to deliver the unfortunate news, Alan Christopher could feel a knot forming in the pit of his stomach.  It was a raw, nervous entity that made him want to curl up inside his quarters and stay there until the darkness had passed—but in the back of his mind, he knew that unless he did something, the darkness would remain.

Forever.

And that was not a feasible option, not feasible at all.

The doors slid shut behind him, and once they were isolated from the activity on the bridge, Christopher took a long moment to exchange looks with his friends.  Aside from Matthew and Bator (and to an extent, Talyere), they had no idea what was going on, or why they had been summoned to the conference lounge on such short notice.  They only had their suspicions, and the haunted look in Erin Keller’s eyes spoke volumes.  She knew not what was coming… but she feared it.

As did Christopher.

A chill crawled down his spine.  “Even as we speak,” he said making absolutely certain his voice did not waver, “a massive fleet of Elorg warships is headed for Earth.  They’re going to attack…”

Silence.

The words were difficult to absorb, and even harder to comprehend.  Christopher himself knew not how to take the news.  He didn’t know what to think or how to react… he just knew that somehow, they had to do something.  Like pull a miracle out of a hat…

“When we encountered the renegade vessel a few weeks ago,” Bator quietly continued, “I made contact with a member of Starfleet Intelligence who had been undercover in Elorg Space.   He confirmed the possibility of an attack at that time, but we did not know it would be coming so soon.  We thought we had months to prepare ourselves…

“Making matters worse, President Makar knew about the attack all along; details are sketchy, but we believe an informant inside the Cortisan Enclave tipped him off some time ago.”

“And he didn’t plan on stopping the attack?” snapped Sarah Hartman, her voice filled with anger and contempt.  “What the hell is wrong with him?”

Though it pained him, Christopher could actually see the reasoning behind Makar’s actions.  He didn’t exactly agree, but…  “It all goes back to our earlier conversation, Sarah.  Earth has become too complacent.”

“Not only complacent,” scowled Hartman, “but corrupt…”

“So what are we going to do about it?” asked Keller.

“At this point in time, Makar is the least of our concerns.  We need to concentrate on protecting Earth.  I’ve already sent our findings to Admiral Janeway,” Christopher replied.  “She has recalled every available starship to Earth’s defense, but… on such short notice, it’s not likely we’ll have much of a fleet.”

“How many ships are we talking?” asked Reinbold.

Christopher shrugged.  He had glanced at some of the fleet movements not long before the meeting, but he barely took notice of the map.  “Probably not more than forty or fifty ships,” he guessed.

“Or in other words,” Drayge quietly continued, “not enough…”

…And the Elorg fleet drew nearer…

On the outside, defense platform Beta-16 was identical to every other orbital defense unit in orbit of Earth.  The inside, however, was a different story.  According to sensors, it was one of the few platforms armed with transphasic torpedoes, and that was perhaps the first piece of good news Lucas Tompkins had seen since their maintenance duty began—because the presence of newer torpedoes meant this particular platform had been serviced recently.

Tompkins allowed himself a slight grin. “Hey, maybe you were right, Kendall.  Maybe things will go okay…”

Johnson smiled faintly as he brought the work bee into orbit near the spherical platform.  “Come on, Lucas… don’t mess with my mind.  I was just starting to… to get back into a pessimistic mood…”

“Sorry.”  Tompkins hastily put his workstation into standby mode, and very, very carefully made his way toward the transporter.  “Come on,” he called.  “Let’s get this over with.”

Johnson quickly turned control of the work bee over to the computer, but before he could join Tompkins in the transporter alcove, a shrill sensor alert brought him back to his seat.

“What is it?” asked Tompkins, leaning into the cockpit from the alcove.  From his vantage point, he couldn’t see much, but the data that he could see wasn’t very encouraging.

“We’re being scanned,” said Johnson, diligently pecking away at the controls.

Tompkins frowned.  “By what?”

“Orbital defense platform Beta-9.”

The frown deepened.  “Usually the computer doesn’t malfunction until after we run the diagnostic,” grumbled Tompkins.  “This thing must be really screwed up.”

But Johnson shook his head.  “Actually,” he said, pointing to the sensors, “it seems to be working perfectly.”

Tompkins climbed back into his seat to see the data for himself—and sure enough, everything looked fine.  In fact, according to the data flitting across, the screen, someone had already run a diagnostic on Beta-9.  “Are you sure we were supposed to service this platform?”

Johnson pulled up the maintenance schedule on his side of the console and perused its contents until his eyes came upon orbital defense platform Beta-9.  “That’s us,” he said, pointing.  “Maybe someone made a mistake, and serviced this one on accident?”

Tompkins shook his head.  “We’re not that lucky…”

The doors parted with a mechanical symphony, and Overseer Xi'Yor was immediately on his feet.  He turned on his heel to face the gaping doorway in the aft section of the bridge, and was shocked to see the Cerebrate, clad in a simple black tunic, standing at the threshold.

“I have returned,” said Ra’thenn simply.

Xi'Yor folded his arms, unimpressed by the entrance.  “Better late than never,” he flatly replied.

“And what is that supposed to mean?” Ra’thenn gracefully approached the metallic rail behind Xi'Yor’s station and looked down upon the High Overseer with a disapproving glare.

For his part, Xi'Yor was not intimidated.  In fact, after more than four intervals waiting for Ra’thenn to arrive, Xi'Yor was more than ready for this moment.  “With all due respect, Cerebrate, as the divine leader of the Elorg Bloc, it is your duty to inspire all of us into action.  But instead, you grace us with your presence four intervals after the start of our epic journey.”

Ra’thenn shrugged indolently.  “I was otherwise engaged.”

Xi'Yor’s eyes narrowed as he peered up toward Ra’thenn.  “Then perhaps you could enlighten me, Ra’thenn… What is more important than the future of our empire?”

He shook his head and wandered down to the command area.  “It is none of your concern,” Ra’thenn calmly replied, effortlessly claiming the command chair from Xi'Yor.

The power of leadership was clearly going to Ra’thenn’s head.  Much like Z’danorax, he fell to the trappings of vanity and self.  Had Xi'Yor seen this coming all those months ago, he would have usurped power from Zalsar himself…  But alas, he was stuck with his decision.

Or was he?

Xi'Yor feigned a submissive smile to feed the Cerebrate’s vanity, and then quietly wandered off toward the aft section of the bridge. Once he was certain Ra’thenn could not hear his words, Xi'Yor leaned in close to one of the underlings and delivered Ra’thenn a dose of reality.

Five minutes later, Overseer Fel’duin was dead. 

And the Elorg fleet drew nearer…

The moment the shimmering blue transporter beam released him from its tingling grasps, Lucas Tompkins could tell something was not right.  As far as he could tell, his body materialized properly—and though it was dark, he didn’t see Kendall on the deck having spasms, so his body was probably intact, as well…

But something was defiantly wrong.

“Let’s just get the diagnostic done and get the hell out of here,” said Tompkins before something could go terribly wrong.

“Agreed,” said Johnson quietly.

Not wasting any time, Tompkins immediately reached for the computer console on the wall behind him to begin the diagnostic, but when his fingers graced the LCARS interface, nothing happened.  “Somebody has locked us out of the system,” he grumbled.

Johnson immediately pulled the tricorder from his belt for a closer inspection, but before he could begin taking readings, someone pulled the device from his hands.  “What?” gasped Johnson, surprised.

“You won’t be needing that,” came a deep, mysterious voice from within the darkness. The man briefly accessed the tricorder before beaming away amidst a swirl of violet light…

Tompkins immediately recognized the beam.  “Elorg!”

“What was he doing here?” asked Johnson, the surprise in his voice gradually turning into fear.

Trying to remain calm, Tompkins took in a lungful of air and tried to put the situation into perspective.  Unfortunately, his thoughts were far from profound. “I don’t know, but—”

The disabled control interface was suddenly aglow with activity.  Tompkins guessed their Elorg friend was manipulating the computer from afar—and his actions were nothing but bad news. 

Without warning, a ragged beam of orange light streaked from the defense platform’s phaser banks and sliced into the hull of the little work bee.  Given its lack of defenses, the ship lasted but a fraction of a second under the stress, and blew up amidst a swirling cloud of fire and debris.  As the void of space muted the flames, the platform’s thrusters fired a few quick bursts, gradually realigning the unit until its torpedo launchers faced the Earth’s surface…

The Elorg fleet drew nearer, and in its wake floated the lifeless body of Overseer Fel’duin…

Chapter Five

Kendall Johnson looked on in horror as the orbital defense platform’s sensors acquired a new target.  He and Lucas Tompkins had been working frantically to disable the platform for several minutes now, but to no avail—and now their utter lack of progress was about to start having consequences.  “Transphasic torpedoes have locked onto Sydney, Australia!”

Lucas had been furiously yanking out the myriad isolinear chips inside the computer, hoping he might stumble upon the magic chip that would shut down the entire probe.  But with news of Sydney’s pending destruction, he decided it was time to change his tactic.  “How long do I have?” he asked.

Kendall’s eyes hastily scanned the myriad workstations before him, but nowhere could he find a countdown timer.  “I don’t know!” he exclaimed.  If only they could somehow unlock the computer…  “What did you have in mind?”

Without bothering to explain himself, Lucas reached into the underside of the frozen workstation, grabbed hold of the largest board of isolinear chips and, once certain he had a good grip, pulled the entire unit from the wall.  Kendall jumped back as sparks erupted from the topside of the console—but very quickly found that he had no room to maneuver; the wall was right behind him.  Lucas emerged from the underside of the console a moment later with an entire board of isolinear chips in tow.

“Anything?” he asked.

Kendall hesitantly tapped the display.  Not only did it not comply with his input, it didn’t evens seem to recognize he touched it in the first place.  “I think you broke it.”

Lucas threw the isolinear chips to the deck.  “Damn it!”

Hovering ominously over the continent of Australia, the defense platform slowly started to charge its phaser banks.  At the same time, the torpedo launchers activated, and the first volley of transphasic death prepared itself for launch…

“The Defiant and the Sutherland should be here within the hour,” said Admiral Janeway from the bridge of the USS Potempkin.  “That will give us thirty-two starships…”

From the bridge of his starship, Alan Christopher couldn’t deny the grim feelings looming in his mind.  Thirty-two starships was indeed a good-sized fleet… but it wasn’t going to put much of a dent into an Elorg invasion force.  “How many fighters do we have available?” he asked.  Normally he wouldn’t recommend they go up against massive warships, but given the circumstances, they needed all the help they could get.

Janeway conferred briefly with her tactical officer.  “We’ve got about a three thousand tactical fighters that can be deployed at a moment’s notice,” she hastily replied.  “I’ll have them launch immediately.  Janeway out.”

An additional three thousand ships made Christopher feel a little better—but only a little.  Fighters were not designed to destroy the massive warships the Elorg would be bringing into battle.  In fact, Christopher knew that most of those fighters would probably not live to see another day…  but at least they would be in good company, for it was a certainty that the coming hours would be bloody.

A sensor alert suddenly brought Christopher’s thoughts back to the present.  Knowing that the Elorg could strike at any moment, he nervously turned his gaze back to Erin Keller for an analysis.  She looked nervous, but as she pecked away at the controls, it was obvious they were not yet under siege.

“We’ve just received word from McKinley Station,” she said.  “Repairs to the Starlight are complete.”

Christopher couldn’t deny the small grin that suddenly curved his lips upward.  This small piece of good news was like finding a needle in a haystack—and in this, Earth’s darkest hour, they needed all the good news they could get.  “Have we been cleared for departure?”

“The last of the work bees just returned to base,” said Keller, a glimmer of hope managing to find its way into her words.  “We are good to go!”

Christopher’s smile widened.  “Neelar,” he called.  “Take us out!”

The Bolian’s deft fingers immediately flew across the helm in compliance with the order.  “Aye, Captain!”

A moment later, the engines roared to life for the first time in weeks, gradually propelling the Starlight forward, beyond the protective shelter that was Earth Station McKinley, and into a standard orbit over the immense blue and green sphere hues of planet Earth.

Light years away, the massive fleet of Elorg warships had its sights on that same blue sphere…

Standing dutifully at the Cerebrate’s side, Xi'Yor could not deny the malevolent grin upon his face.  He would allow Ra’thenn the glory and vanity of his illustrious position, just as he had done from the beginning.  Of course, in the beginning, Xi'Yor had believed Ra’thenn’s demeanor a temporary phase… a part of the euphoria anyone would endure after being elevated to the Cerebrate’s throne.  But now that he knew this phase would not come to pass, Xi'Yor decided he would change his tactics.

From the beginning, Xi'Yor had been the one making all of the decisions.  While Ra’thenn wandered about, enjoying the many wonders of his power, Xi'Yor would remain at the Dryad Citadel, plotting his next move.  Not only were those sessions good for the Elorg Bloc, Xi'Yor made absolutely certain they were good for Ra’thenn as well… But now that the Cerebrate’s use was on the wane, Xi'Yor’s interest in Ra’thenn’s well being was also fading.  From now on, Xi'Yor worked only to better his status, his power, and his agenda…

Ra’thenn did not yet know of this change of plans—but it was certain he would become aware of it soon, because it was only a matter of time before his vanity demanded Overseer Fel’duin’s presence.

Xi'Yor could not wait… 

“Maybe we could… somehow get a signal to the Starlight?” Kendall Johnson quickly suggested, his voice brimming with desperation.  “I know that Elorg disabled the comm system, but… if we could somehow use our communicators to boost the signal, we might be able to punch through the interference caused by the—”

“Forget it…” The idea was a good one.  In fact, Lucas Tompkins was fairly certain that they could pull it off.  There was just one small problem—they were out of time.

“What?” Johnson exclaimed.  He very quickly searched his racing mind for something more to say—he probably wanted to defend his position…  “We can’t just…  I mean, we’ve…”

But Tompkins solemnly shook his head before Johnson could for a coherent thought.  Motioning toward the bleeping sensors, he quietly whispered,  “We’re too late…”

Sydney Town Hall was a grandiose structure of Victorian architecture, dating back hundreds of years, to the nineteenth century.  The building boasted an impressive colonnade on its front façade, a series of rustic columns and arches; the second floor had a similar in design, giving the town hall the feel of an ancient cathedral.  An impressive clock tower rose from the center of the building, the Australian flag dancing in the gentle breeze high atop the domed tower. 

Hundreds of pedestrians, human and alien alike, wandered in the streets nearby, many of them taking a moment to simply enjoy the crisp morning sunlight.  Some of them were approaching the town hall on business, others were mere tourists visiting the place for the first time, and still others walked by without giving the building a simple glance.

For a moment, there was a faint rumbling in the air.  A few of the more curious souls craned their necks skyward to look for the source of the commotion—Taylus Drayge included—but as his eyes grazed the azure skyline, he saw nothing of consequence.  Clouds, birds…

But then, there was a tiny glimmer of golden light overhead.  “What is that?” Taylus wondered aloud, to nobody in particular.

“What is what?” asked a pale-skinned Orion standing nearby, his vivid yellow straining to see the curious anomaly.  “I don’t see it…”

Drayge alluded to the pulsating yellow blob hanging skies overhead.  It seemed to be getting closer.  “That…”

This time, the Orion saw it.  “That’s strange…  It looks like… a torpedo.”

Taylus almost chuckled.  “A torpedo?” he mused.  That was the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard—but when the gentle roar of the anomaly began to vibrate the ground, the Bolian ambassador very quickly had a change of heart.  He tapped his communicator.  “Drayge to Sayaset.”

“Yes?” came the curious voice of Taylus’ assistant.  “What is it, Ambassador?”

Though it was probably little more than some sort of test missile or a holo-program—nothing to worry about—Drayge nonetheless found his gaze transfixed on the shimmering golden light.  “Is Starfleet testing any sort of torpedo today?”

“No,” said Sayaset almost immediately.  “Why do you ask?”  She probably thought he was insane.

“No reason,” said Drayge coolly.  “It’s probably just some kid having fun with his holograms…”

“I can have Lie…ari check th… you if… … …”

Though he could feel no breeze, Drayge suddenly noticed the trees starting to sway.  An odd silence had suddenly fell upon the plaza; people just stood, as if in a trance, staring at the falling sky…

But Drayge had a different instinct.  As the pulsating sphere of light began to fill the sky, Taylus Drayge was suddenly overcome by some odd primal instinct.  As tantalizing as the glowing entity was, his brain, driven by the need to survive, commanded his body to RUN!
And not a moment too soon…

The deafening roar of a massive explosion suddenly shattered the mesmerizing silence.  The ground rattled with the strength of a thousand earthquakes as great plumes of crimson flame mushroomed into the atmosphere.   In the blink of an eye, Sydney’s historic town hall was gone…  Massive shockwaves shattered glass windows for kilometers in every direction as the building collapsed…  And the calm morning was suddenly at is end.

People screamed in pain and terror as flames swept through the adjacent buildings.  Bloodied throngs ran through the darkened streets as smoke billowed into the atmosphere.  A small part of Taylus wanted to stop and help those in need; he spied a blooded young woman, not more than thirty years old, running through the streets in a frantic search of her child.  Another man, a fellow Bolian, wandered aimlessly through the murky haze.  The side of his face was missing, and he carried the arm of a fallen friend in his hand…

But Taylus could not stop running.  He was scared.  Too scared to do anything but run…

More explosions suddenly ripped through the atmosphere.  Taylus paused for a brief moment, glancing upward just in time to see three more massive explosions roiling in the heart of the city.  Flames poured from almost every building in sight, and as another shockwave rippled through the atmosphere, something told Drayge that this was only the beginning.

And he ran, wondering just how far he would have to get away from the city to survive…

“Alan,” said Erin Keller, her haunted voice echoing ominously throughout the bridge.  “There’s been an incident…”

A menacing chill slowly meandered down Christopher’s spine, raising every single hair on the back of his neck in the process.  The knot in his stomach tightened, and as he looked to Keller for an explanation, the morbid look on her face was almost more than he wanted to know.  “What happened?”

Erin glanced at her console, as if staring at the data long enough would make it go away. “Sydney is under attack,” she replied.

“By whom?” demanded Harrison a scant moment later.  “Have the Elorg somehow acquired cloaking technology?”

“No,” said Bator.  “One of our orbital defense platforms has misfired.  Tactical wings six and seven are moving to intercept, but…”

“How soon can we be there?” asked Christopher.  He didn’t particularly care about tactical wings six and seven; though they were undoubtedly fine squadrons, he didn’t trust them as much as he trusted his crew.

Neelar Drayge glanced at the helm.  “Twenty seconds,” he replied.

Christopher promptly seated himself.  “Set a course,” he barked, his words filled with the tension oozing from every pore in his body.  “Bator, arm phasers and torpedoes—I want that thing out of the sky the nanosecond we’re in range.”

“Aye, Captain,” said the Phobian, his deft fingers already performing the necessary actions.

“Fifteen seconds,” called out Drayge.

“Weapons armed and ready,” added Bator.

Though Australia was barely visible on the viewscreen, more and more of the island continent crept into sight with each moment that passed—and the horrifying sight made Christopher’s pulse thunder.  A dark black cloud hung ominously over the northern coast… 

“Alan, I’m detecting two life signs aboard the defense platform,” said Erin a scant moment later.  “They’re human.”

His heart stopped dead in its tracks.  “Humans did this?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Harrison calmly interjected.

In the aftermath of his conversation with Bator, Christopher could not help but jump to some sort of unpleasant conclusion.  If Ghodan Makar wanted Earth in chaos… But Harrison was right—they couldn’t afford to jump to conclusions.  Not now.  “Can we get a transporter lock?”

“Yes,” said Bator.

Christopher nodded his approval.  “Beam them to the brig, and then open fire!”

The two squadrons of tactical fighters had already approached the spherical defense platform, but their weapons were barely having an effect on the heavily shielded unit.  Their phaser blasts seemed to strike the shield grid and simply die—meanwhile, the manic platform elicited dozens of phaser bursts each second, hastily picking off the swarm of fighters three, perhaps four at time.

But suddenly, the Starlight eclipsed the raging battlefield, unleashing hell’s burning fury upon the orbital defense platform.  The little sphere resisted for a moment, spewing dozens of torpedoes and phaser bursts into space—but they were no match for the Akira-class starship.  Within moments, wisps of fire shot through the hull, and the wayward defense platform soon exploded in a sea of crimson flame.

Despite the fact he and Kendall were safe in the relative comfort of the Starlight’s brig, Lucas Tompkins had no reason to celebrate.  The moment he was released from the annular confinement beam, the engineer approached the forcefield and called to the guard standing at the controls.  “Maryniak,” he frantically called, “we need to talk to the captain ASAP!”

The security officer considered the words for a moment, but he was hardly moved by Tompkins’ plea.

Angered by the inaction, Tompkins slammed his fist into the forcefield.  It zapped wildly, the burst of energy tossing him back a few meters—but it was certainly enough to get Maryniak’s attention.  Without saying a single word, he tapped the request into his workstation—but Christopher stormed into the brig alongside Harrison even before the message could be relayed.

“Lucas!” exclaimed Christopher as he approached.  “Kendall!  What the heck is going on?”

“The Elorg commandeered that defense platform you just beamed us out of,” Tompkins immediately blurted.  “He got away before we had a chance to catch him, so I’d say there’s a good chance he’ll strike again.”

Christopher’s blood was almost literally boiling with anger.  “It’s a two-pronged assault!” he hissed to Harrison.  “Get me Admiral Janeway, now!”

But before Harrison could take a single step toward the bridge, his communicator bleeped in tandem with Christopher’s.  “Alan, Matthew!” came Erin Keller’s utterly panicked voice, “We’ve got big trouble!”

Chapter Six

“How many of them are there?” asked Matthew Harrison as he stared at the fleet of Elorg warships looming over planet Earth.  There were at least two-dozen by his estimate, but to his chagrin, he suspected that number to be on the low side.

“In all, there are twenty-eight Inkhezi-class destroyers,” reported Lieutenant Bator a scant second later,  “and about three thousand fighters.”

If there was any good news, the Federation fleet was not outnumbered.  In fact, with the recent additions of the Defiant and the Sutherland, they numbered quite a lot more than the Elorg.  Unfortunately, those Elorg vessels were a lot larger, and packed much more firepower than the entire Federation fleet combined.

“The Elorg flagship is hailing us,” Bator announced a scant moment later.

“Us?” asked Christopher, seated sternly in the command chair.  “Why not the Potempkin?”

The Phobian shrugged.  “Unknown.”

The Elorg were undoubtedly familiar with the Starlight.  Perhaps they simply wanted to see a familiar face.  “Put it through,” said Christopher, not bothering to rise from his seat.

Moments later, the dreaded Overseer Xi'Yor flitted onto the viewscreen.  “Captain Christopher,” he coldly greeted.  “You should have eliminated me when you have the chance.  I assure you, I will not give you another…”

The very sight of Xi'Yor made the Captain’s skin crawl.  He flashed the vile Overseer the most wicked gaze he could muster and icily said, “Your time is coming, Xi'Yor.”

Xi'Yor huffed.  “An empty threat.”

It might have been a long shot, but the threat was truly genuine.  Christopher drilled an ominous glare into the Overseer’s skull, just to make absolutely certain his words did not fall upon deaf ears.  “I don’t know when, and I don’t know how… but one day you and I will walk onto the battlefield, and I assure you only one of us will walk off.”

Xi'Yor grinned.  “Assuming you survive today.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” said Christopher, his tone patronizing.  “I’ll survive.”

“You had better,” said Xi'Yor, malevolence glinting in his burning orange eyes.  “I would hate for you to disappoint me yet again…” And on that cryptic note, he blinked away, his image immediately replaced the looming fleet of warships.

The tactical station bleeped.  “They are arming weapons,” Bator gleaned from his console amidst yet another sensor alert.  “The remainder of Earth’s orbital defense platforms are also coming online—they are targeting the planet’s surface.”

Christopher’s heart sank—but just before he though things couldn’t get any worse, yet another sensor alert echoed throughout the bridge.

“Another wave of starships is entering the Sol System,” said Keller as she muted the rampant bleeping.  “…They’re Romulan!”

“We are being hailed,” said Bator as the large contingent of Romulan warbirds—Valdore-, Kerchan-, and D’deridex-class—entered the battlefield.

This time, Christopher immediately bolted to his feet and approached the helm.  He didn’t know if the Romulans’ approach was good news or not, but either way, the Romulans commanded respect.  “On screen!”

And much to the Captain’s relief, Praetor Tomalak flitted onto the viewscreen.  “Captain Christopher,” he pleasantly greeted.  “It would seem the tables have turned!  The invaders have suddenly become the invaded…”

Christopher nodded his solemn agreement.  “While the President Makar kept everyone’s attention focused on the deconstruction of your empire, he knowingly allowed the Elorg situation to deteriorate—and now we’re paying for that error in judgment.”

A genuine frown appeared on the Romulan leader’s face as he absorbed the tale into his mind.  “My fleet was returning from Tholia when we heard of the pending assault,” said Tomalak evenly.  “For a long while, I considered ignoring the message, and simply returning to Talon IV—my gettal roots are nearly ready to harvest—but the closer we came to home, the more my conscience began to unnerved.

“In the final days of our war, you went to great lengths to preserve as many Romulan lives as possible, Captain.  You even saved Talon IV from certain destruction—and while I am certain I thanked you for your intervention, I have never been a believer in words.”

“Oh really?” asked Christopher, a part of him wondering where this conversation was going—another part wishing the conversation would end before Xi'Yor opened fire.

The Romulan nodded.  “It matters not what you say, for your actions speak volumes louder than your words.  And I shall leave it at that.” He blinked away, and the Romulan immediately fleet charged ahead, weapons ablaze in verdant light… 

“The Romulans are joining our fleet,” said Drayge, awed by the sudden stroke of good fortune.

A blur of ragged green light suddenly streaked across the viewscreen and exploded upon the hull of the nearest Elorg warship.  Slowly, the bulky vessel moved to intercept the source of the attack, only to find death at its doorstep.  The space surrounding the Elorg vessel began to ripple, and the sleek, ominous curves of a Romulan warbird shimmered into existence—hastily blasting the Elorg warship until it’s shield grid burst into flames…

The battle had begun.

Pulse pounding in his chest, Christopher hastily returned to the command chair.  “Maybe this one will get us into the annals of history,” he mused to Harrison before giving the order to fire.

An awesome maelstrom of fire swept through the raging battlefield in orbit of Earth as an entire tactical wing of Elorg raiders committed themselves to the suicidal voyage into the hull of a massive Romulan warbird.  The ensuing flames quickly engulfed the Romulan ship, and the few raiders that were left in the wake of the explosion charged forward into their next target, a nearby Sovereign-class vessel.  In the blink of an eye, the three raiders careened into the helpless Federation vessel’s stardrive section.  Its smoldering hulk drifted aimlessly through constant barrage of phaser fire bursting from the orbital defense platforms before smashing into one of the Elorg destroyers.  Both vessels exploded into flames.  Another squadron of kamikaze Elorg raiders stormed through the explosions’ hazy wake seconds later, desperate to seek out another unsuspecting target.

Meanwhile, swarms of Federation fighters fell upon a fleet of larger Elorg warships like the plague, ceaselessly picking away at their massive defenses with phasers and transphasic torpedoes.  The Elorg fought back, however, mercilessly blowing the tiny fighters out of the sky by the dozen…

As the Starlight maneuvered around the cluttered debris clouds, six more of the dreadful destroyers soared onto the viewscreen, immediately turning upon the Starlight’s squadron with a fierce volley of purple torpedoes.  Christopher could see three of them hurtling directly at the Starlight—and to his relief, Drayge saw the same thing.  The starship swiftly plunged out of the way, suffering nothing more than a glancing blow from the first of the three torpedoes.

“Shields down to ninety-two percent,” Bator reported a moment later.

“And one of our torpedo launchers is offline,” added Harrison.  “I am already working to bring it back.”

“Good…  What about the defense platforms?”

The ship jolted as a stray torpedo grazed the shields.  The lights flickered for a moment, but damage was obviously minimal, for Erin Keller didn’t even bother to report it.  “Six of the defense platforms have opened fire on the surface,” she stated.  “Five of them hit water, the sixth, a remote region in Canada.”

So far, they were lucky.  Very lucky.  But in Christopher’s experience luck very rarely stuck around for the duration of its welcome.  “We need to start taking out those platforms,” he said, “before they take out something more than a stray moose.”

“I’m on it,” said Neelar Drayge—and moments later the ship came about, heading straight into Earth’s glowing blue atmosphere.

With a squadron of tiny fighters at its side, the Starlight effortlessly weaved through the maze of smoldering debris and fiery explosions lingering near the manic defense platforms.  A string of blazing golden torpedoes suddenly stormed across the raging battlefield as two of the platforms took aim upon the Starlight, but a few well-placed phaser blasts deflected the torpedoes, and they exploded harmlessly nowhere near their intended target.

Elsewhere, the Elorg mercilessly descended upon the meager Federation fleet amidst a torrent of icy blue phaser beams.  A rampant inferno summarily engulfed an Insignia-class starship, and a wide smile cracked Xi’Yor’s placid face.  The battle was going well, and he knew that things would only get better as the conflict progressed.

Sitting comfortably in the curvy obsidian command chair aboard the Elorg flagship, the devious Overseer slowly turned his ardent gaze upon the divine Cerebrate Ra’thenn.  Both men were considered ruthless in battle, but while Xi'Yor liked to sit back and enjoy the theater of war as it unfolded on the viewscreen before him, Ra’thenn always took a more active approach, often manning the tactical station to personally slay the demons who dared oppose the destiny of the Elorg Bloc.

There was only one problem—Ra’thenn was very rapidly running of out targets.  But Xi'Yor knew that was a problem that could be resolved with ease.  Slowly, he rose from the warmth of the command chair and approached the underling at the helm.  “Report.”

“The Talqiris and the Masaindaliri have been destroyed,” said the strikingly competent underling, his voice placid.  “The Velesai has been disabled.”

“What is our own status?” Xi’Yor demanded.

“Shields are at fifty-nine percent.  We have sustained minor damage to deck thirty-nine, and are venting drive plasma from our port nacelle,” said the underling.

“And how many enemy vessels remain?”

“Sixteen Federation starships remain,” he gleaned from his console.  “Twenty-eight Romulan warbirds… and still more than half of their tactical fighters.”

“The Federation is taking heavy casualties,” Ra’thenn gleefully reported from the tactical station.  “Estimates already put the death toll above five thousand.”

Even so, Xi'Yor shook his head, disappointed by the news.  “That isn’t nearly enough,” he darkly grimaced.  Apparently the Federation fleet had improved its defenses since the war; two years ago, this battle would have been concluded long ago.  Not that the battle’s duration mattered—the end result was the only factor Xi'Yor gave any credence to.

A Kerchan-class warbird violently burst into flames as it eclipsed the Inkhezi’s viewscreen, undoubtedly helping to elevate the death toll a more acceptable number—but not by much.  Xi'Yor suddenly glimpsed countless escape pods streaking away from the dying warbird.  His fiery gaze immediately turned back to Ra’thenn.  “Do you see them, Cerebrate?”

He nodded.  “I do.”

“Eliminate them.  Now.”

Ra’thenn immediately started to realign the photon canons, but his actions ceased after only a few moments of work.  He paused, and turned his curious gaze back to Xi'Yor.

And the delay was unacceptable.  Those escape pods could not be allowed to remain on the battlefield!  “Did you not understand the order?” demanded Xi'Yor.

“I did,” Ra’thenn confirmed.  “But… since when do I take orders from you?”

Slowly, Xi'Yor closed the distance between himself and the divine Cerebrate.  “You have always taken orders from me, Ra’thenn,” he hissed.  “In fact, without me guiding you through the darkness, you would still be a paltry renegade aboard the Ven’dyr—or worse yet, dead.  Never forget… I gave you your position.  I can revoke that divine privilege just as easily.”

Ra’thenn’s eyes narrowed to burning crimson slits.  His nostrils flared with anger, and his jaw clenched in rage.  “You wouldn’t…”

Xi'Yor cast aside the anger like an unwanted blanket.  “I would,” he confirmed, his voice the epitome of calm.  “Feel free to ask Overseer Fel’duin if you do not believe me…”

For a moment, it seemed Ra’thenn would storm off the bridge to do just that—but he got no further than a few nanometers when the full extent of Xi'Yor’s words dawned upon him.

“Tardiness will not be tolerated,” Xi'Yor simply replied.  “Now, about those escape pods…”

With Earth as a backdrop and flanked by the Potempkin, the Defiant, and a wing of tactical fighters, the Starlight stormed across the raging battlefield, weapons ablaze.  The group easily picked off dozens of orbital defense platforms before coming upon the Elorg warship looming over the cloud-shrouded islands of Great Britain.  The Starlight and Defiant quickly broke formation, soaring high above the warship and showering it a storm of transphasic torpedoes.  Massive explosions ripped through its archaic-looking hull, spewing shrapnel and debris into space.

The incredibly maneuverable tactical fighters easily dodged the shrapnel peeling from the warships hull, but the larger and less maneuverable Potempkin took a few direct hits to its shield grid.  The azure bubble flickered wildly for a moment before failing completely—just as the warships exploded in a massive burst of light.  Left with few other choices, the Potempkin forged ahead into the fire, emerging moments later on the other side of the inferno with a heavily damaged starboard warp nacelle.

“Shields have failed,” called Ambassador Tuvok, temporarily serving as the Potempkin’s tactical officer as a simple favor to Admiral Janeway.  “Our starboard warp nacelle sustained heavy damage, and engineering reports a warp core micro-fracture.”

“Another wave of enemy fighters is approaching,” cried the operations officer, a young female Andorian by the name of Rasal.  “Two more warships are also on an intercept course!”

“Damn!”  Janeway gently pounded her clenched fist into the arm of her command chair.  She had seen worse situations in the past—the Borg immediately came to mind—but at the time, only Voyager future had been at stake.  Today, the fate of planet Earth was in doubt, and Janeway wasn’t about to surrendered, even if her starship was.  “Lock weapons,” she shouted over the plasma leak overhead.  “Attack pattern omega!”

In previous passes, they had had the luxury of keeping formation with the Starlight and the others to maximize the efficiency of their assault.  But with this particular wave of enemy starships moving so quickly, there was no time to coordinate the attack.  Janeway simply hung on to the arms of her chair as the starfield veered back into the battle.

Moments later, phaser fire streaked across the viewscreen as the Defiant pounded encroaching warships.  The Starlight followed close behind, but even the force of the combined assault was not enough to deter the warships… but then again, it hadn’t truly upset them, either…

“They’re ignoring us,” said Drayge as he pushed the Starlight closer to the massive warships on the viewscreen.  Less than three thousand kilometers separated them from the enemy, and for some strange reason, they didn’t seem to mind.

“We’ve destroyed more than half of their fleet,” said Harrison to Christopher.  “They have to know we pose a threat…”

Christopher nodded his agreement.  The Elorg might have been ruthless, but they weren’t dumb.  “They would only let us get this close if they had a death wish… or they weren’t really concerned about us.  Take your pick.”

“What if it’s both?” suggested Bator almost immediately.

Christopher didn’t immediately catch the Phobian’s drift, but the moment they chased the destroyers past the remains of defense grid and into Earth’s blazing atmosphere, it dawned upon him.  Unfortunately, the realization came too late to do anything about it…

“They’re firing upon the surface!” cried Keller as the massive streaks of ragged blue light plummeted into the very heart of France along with a shower of blue-stained torpedoes.  The resulting explosions were visible from orbit without an ounce of magnification…

“Bator!” shouted Christopher over the atmospheric turbulence.  “Take those ships out!  NOW!”

A string of golden torpedoes darted across the viewscreen, plowing directly into the Elorg warship’s hull.  A great plume of fire mushroomed from the impact site and the warship began to wobble out of formation, taking out several of its fighter escorts in the process, but much to Christopher’s chagrin, the assault proved insufficient.

While the Starlight and Defiant were occupied with the first warship, the Potempkin and the few remaining fighters were left to deal with the companion ship.  It had already opened fire on parts of Spain and Northern Africa, but as far as Janeway could tell, their tactical officer was having an off day, because none of the blasts managed to hit anything of consequence—and she wasn’t about to give that tactical officer a chance to redeem himself.

“Hard about, Lieutenant!” Janeway called to her helmsman.  “Full speed ahead!”

The ship swerved almost immediately, falling into place almost directly behind the enemy vessel to make the final assault.  Ideally, that would have included the Potempkin’s phasers and torpedoes—but since such conventional weapons didn’t always work with the Elorg, Janeway knew she needed to take some more extreme measures to ensure victory.

“We’re going to ram them!” announced the Admiral a few moments later—and she could already hear Tuvok’s protest… but the decision was made.  This was their best shot at bringing down the Elorg, and Janeway wasn’t about to waste it.  “All hands, this is the Captain,” she called over the ship’s comm system, “brace for impact!”

Not wanting to place such a terrible deed upon the shoulders of her young helmsman, Janeway quickly darted over to the helm to take his place.  It had been awhile since she had piloted a starship, but… in her experience, it was easier to crash a ship than it was to drive one—and she wasn’t even looking for a direct hit.  A glancing blow would be more than sufficient to bring them down.  And so, Janeway hastily input the course and hoped for the best…

Moments later, the Potempkin jolted violently as it skirted along the Elorg warship’s craggy hull.  Debris from both vessels cluttered the view screen before being lost in a sea of roiling flames.  The lights flickered for a moment before vanishing in a hail of sparks and soot.  Plasma conduits exploded left and right, spewing white gas rampantly throughout the bridge.  Bulkheads collapsed, towering flames erupted and a thick, acrid smoke filled the air.

“The warship was disabled, however… we sustained massive hull breaches on decks four through eleven—they are expanding rapidly,” said Tuvok, his normally cool voice now hinting at alarm.  “Additionlly, main power is offline and… there is a warp core breach in progress.”

Janeway had expected as much—and was thus ready to give her final order as commander of the Potempkin.  “All hands,” she said, rising from her soiled seat, “abandon ship!”

The deck plates shuttered ominously as the evacuation klaxon sounded throughout the remains of the ship.  Janeway didn’t want to know how much of a ship she had left, but given the tremors, she was losing more of it with each passing moment.  

And so, without any additional hesitation, Janeway took one last look around the bridge.  Seeing the others were waiting for her at the exit, she stormed off toward the escape pods.

Chasing the one remaining destroyer across the Atlantic Ocean, Alan Christopher knew the Elorg were getting desperate.  Already, they had launched dozens of torpedoes toward North America, but given their unfavorable angle of their descent, the vast majority of those blasts plummeted straight into the ocean’s icy depths.   The few that managed to creep ashore did so without having much of an impact at all.  That, of course, could all change in an instant.

“Neelar,” called Christopher, “take us in closer!”

“How much closer?”

Christopher considered the question for only a moment.  “Right on top of them!”

The Bolian immediately complied with the order, bringing the Starlight dangerously close to the smoldering destroyer—less than two kilometers separated the two ships.  But Drayge knew his abilities—he could go closer if need be.

“How far are we from the coast?” asked Harrison.

Keller glanced at sensors.  “Eighty-seven kilometers,” she said.  “At our current speed, we’ll be over North Carolina in just under a minute!”

“If they reach the coast,” said Harrison, “they could inflict catastrophic amounts of damage!”

Christopher was well aware of the danger—and he wasn’t about to let it happen.  They had already lost so much today that victory was now the only option Christopher was willing to accept, even if that meant sacrificing the Starlight in the process.  “How many torpedoes do we have left, Bator?”

“Twenty-three,” said the Phobian after a quick check of the sensors.

Christopher’s gaze locked briefly with Harrison’s.  “That should be more than enough,” he said, feigning the confidence he knew his crew needed to see.  “Fire!”

A chain of pulsating golden torpedoes immediately streaked across the viewscreen, driven through the pale morning sky by the heart and soul of the day’s countless fallen heroes…  The first few torpedoes skirted across the warship’s hull before plunging into the Atlantic with a massive SPLASH!

The warship’s crew, undoubtedly sensing the end was near, fired their few remaining torpedoes toward the coast and then made a few quick course corrections—but the transphasic torpedoes held their course and, as the shimmering blue ocean began to give way to sand, they collided.

The smoldering warship took an abrupt nosedive, trailing smoke and flames all the way to the sandy beaches along the rugged North Carolina coast.  It burst into flames as it skittered across the beach and into the tiny city of Marshallberg.  The raging wheel of fire leveled hundreds of elegant beach homes as it blazed a path inland, but with each moment that passed, gravity did its dirty work—and before long, the Elorg warship crashed onto its backside and exploded…

Seconds later, the Starlight swooped overhead, but there was nothing left to do.  The battle was over… and the aftermath had begun.

Chapter Seven

“How many of them are there?” asked Matthew Harrison as he stared at the fleet of Elorg warships looming over planet Earth.  There were at least two-dozen by his estimate, but to his chagrin, he suspected that number to be on the low
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