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Prologue

Romulus was dead.

It had been a slow, painful death, certainly not one that would soon be forgotten.  The origins could be traced back several decades, to a time when the very mention of the Romulans struck fear into the hearts of billions—to a time when the Romulan Star Empire was a force to be reckoned with.  But a few disparate, seemingly innocuous events slowly set forth a chain of events that would spell the Romulans’ doom.

Many agree that the cogs of fate began to turn at the outset of a brief, but bloody alliance with the Klingons during the twenty-third century.  The fruits of the alliance bared not only new technologies for the two empires, but introduced them to new ways of life.

The Klingons had once been an honorable warrior race—but after centuries of warfare, the honorable aspect fell by the wayside, leaving little more than heartless warriors bent on conquest.  However, interaction with the Romulans restored the Klingons’ faith in honor and tradition.  They returned to the more honorable ways of old, a transition that paved the way for better relations with the Federation—and the end of the alliance with the Romulans…

And while the Klingons and the Federation became strange bedfellows, the Romulans inherited the Klingon bloodlust.  They knew the unholy alliance of their greatest nemeses could spell their doom, and they subsequently entered a great period of isolation that culminated into the ultimate killing machine: D’deridex-class Romulan warbird.  When the era of seclusion ended, the Romulans were suddenly a force to be reckoned with… But this was hardly common knowledge.  In fact, outside of the Neutral Zone, very little was known about the Romulans… and that worked to their advantage.  If knowledge was power, then to be unknown was to be unconquerable…

In the years that followed, the Romulans plotted and schemed their way to galactic dominance, even going so far as to covertly invade the Federation under the guise of peaceful unification with Vulcan.  They manipulated the Duras sisters during the Klingon Civil War and attempted to collapse the Bajoran Wormhole.  But it was the joint Romulan/Cardassian invasion of the Gamma Quadrant that marked the beginning of the end…

Much of the Romulan fleet was decimated during the assault on the Founders’ Homeworld.  The Romulans didn’t fare much better in the subsequent war with the Dominion, and the Romulan flagship was obliterated by the Jem’Hadar in the Chin’toka System.  By the end of the war, things were looking grim on Romulus, but it was Shinzon’s hostile takeover of the Senate that put the Empire into a freefall.

Despite numerous attempts to make peace with the Federation after the Shinzon incident, their strained relationship only suffered as tensions along the neutral zone increased.  Colonies annexed during the Dominion War were a continued point of contention, and before long, Romulus was a world besieged by war…

Lacking a strong leadership, the Romulan front crumbled after two years of heated conflict.  Control of the annexed colonies was subsequently returned to the Federation, the Romulan descent continued, and by the time the Elorg War reached its conclusion, the Romulans’ reign was over.

In the closing days of the conflict, the Elorg took it upon themselves to rid the universe of the Romulans.  Every Romulan starship was destroyed, the vast majority of the Romulan colonies were attacked, and the very heart of the Romulan Star Empire—Romulus—was reduced to little more than a smoldering sphere of ash.

…Romulus was dead…

A thick, sooty haze hung in the acrid air, entombing the few decrepit buildings that remained in an eternal darkness.  Mountains of twisted metal and singed debris beleaguered the once pristine cityscape, spreading from one horizon to the other in an endless plain of death.  

Near the heart of the destruction stood the blackened and charred remains of the Romulan Senate.  Once a majestic arena of diplomacy, the Senate building was now little more than a dilapidated shell of its former self.  The upper tiers of the Senate were completely gone, as was the roof and much of the north wing.  It now resided on the ground in a mess of twisted metal, shattered bulkheads, and dusty skeletons…

But this death and destruction was not the end of Romulus.  In fact, it heralded a new beginning…

In the far corner of the decrepit Romulan Senate, a lone ray of sunshine penetrated the dark skies above.  Though thick with dust and other sooty particles, the golden light nevertheless managed to fall upon the first signs of rebirth: a tiny aruul plant, slowly unfurling its green leaves for the first time…  

It was an historic moment for Romulus—but at the same time, a stark reminder of the fallen empire’s history.

A large, booted foot suddenly fell upon the tiny plant, crushing its delicate leaves and embedding them deep into the grimy debris.  The boot belonged to a large Nausicaan, and as he stepped into the Romulan Senate, he did so with little regard for his surroundings.  He briefly surveyed the area, and once satisfied that all was well, the Nausicaan motioned for his companions to follow.

Two smaller Nausicaans promptly appeared at the leader’s side, dragging behind them a large black case marked in Nausicaan text.

“Excellent work.”  The utterly neutral voice echoed ominously throughout the vacant Senate, and for a moment, the Nausicaan leader was unsure where it came from.  But after a moment, a tall shadowy figure appeared at the northern end of the ruins, between two broken spires that used to form a doorway.  “Were you able to get everything we requested?”

The Nausicaan leader grunted his affirmation.  “At a great cost,” he boasted, carefully watching the Romulan emerge from the shadows.

“I would like to inspect the merchandise,” the Romulan said, gently coughing as he inhaled a breath of rancid air.

The Nausicaan shook his head.  “Everything is there,” he loudly insisted.  “And once I receive payment, you are more than welcome to inspect goods.”

“Payment…” The word rolled off the Romulan’s tongue more like an afterthought than anything else.  And as he raised his disruptor, it became quite clear that the lethargic sentiment was indeed an afterthought.

A beam of green light suddenly streaked across the Senate, casting the wasteland in an ominous jade light that seemed to hang in the air long after the three Nausicaans fell over dead.  But if he noticed the haunting illumination, the Romulan showed no sign of it.  His attention was focused entirely upon the sleek black case the Nausicaans had so kindly delivered—and he smiled in its presence.

Little did he know, he was being watched…

“The Nausicaans have delivered the supplies,” said Lokor quietly as he returned to base camp deep in the caverns below the surface.

The statement should have been welcome news.  Jerras and her followers had been waiting anxiously for the Nausicaan shipment for many weeks, and its arrival heralded a new beginning for the Romulans.  But there was something in the tone of Lokor’s voice that Jerras found most distressing.  She slowly rose from the relative comfort of her rock, and approached the young man.  “Where are the supplies?” she inquired.

Lokor hesitated for only a moment before finding the words necessary to convey his thoughts.  “The Nausicaans are dead,” he muttered.  “The supplies have been intercepted.”

Jerras frowned.  “By whom?” she angrily demanded, though the answer came to her racing mind the very moment the words left her mouth.  “The Tal Shiar?”

Lokor nodded.  “The agent was not clad in standard Tal Shiar garb,” he nervously explained.  “And my view of the exchange was limited by the atmospheric conditions… But the weapon he used to dispose of the Nausicaans was clearly issued by the Tal Shiar.”  He exchanged a nervous glance with Jerras.  “What are we going to do now?”

Grim as it might have seemed, Jerras was more than prepared for the situation.  She knew her plans would not go unseen by the watchful eye of the Tal Shiar; in fact, she had long ago expected them to intercept a shipment of goods.  She simply had to adjust her plans accordingly.  “We are left with few choices,” she whispered quietly.  “We must contact the Federation…”

Chapter One

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 75286.1:  A Federation listening post along the Romulan Neutral Zone has intercepted a heavily encrypted subspace transmission from deep within the remains of the Romulan Empire.  The Starlight had rendezvoused with the USS Potemkin near the Beta Aurigae System to discuss the developing situation.
Despite the relatively innocuous tone of his log entry, Matthew Harrison was a concerned man.  In light of the incident in the Jan’tral Sector several weeks ago, any word seeping through the borders of the Romulan Empire concerned him—and extremely clandestine messages concerned him even more.  But much to Harrison’s relief, he would not be alone in his endeavor to solve this enigma—and his salvation stood on the Starlight’s transporter platform.

“Did you miss me?” Alan Christopher inquired as he casually hopped off the platform.

To an extent, Harrison did indeed miss the Captain’s presence.  But knowing any admission would only fuel Christopher’s ego, Harrison simply shook his head.  “Aside from the incident we discussed over subspace, it has been a relatively quiet couple of weeks.”

“So, in other words, it was like a morgue around here…” Christopher’s gaze flitted playfully between Harrison and Erin Keller, who still stood atop the transporter platform in the midst of her luggage.

“It was probably nice and peaceful around here,” Keller mused as she hefted one of her heavier bags.  “The crew probably enjoyed their vacation from you.”

Christopher scoffed at the sentiment.  “I know my people.  They were practically begging for me to come back,” he insisted.

Wisely, Harrison chose not to comment on Captain Christopher’s grandiose overstatement, and instead focused on the more pressing matters at hand.  “Admiral Janeway and Ambassador Tuvok beamed aboard the Starlight five minutes ago,” he stated matter-of-factly.  “They are presently waiting in the conference lounge to brief us on the current situation.”

“Lovely.”  Christopher smacked his lips.  “I’m gone for three weeks, and right off the bat, we’re up to our knees in a ‘situation.’  Why couldn’t Starfleet give me some sort of easy mission to welcome me back into the fold?  I mean, I am all for charting nebulas!”

“Perhaps they believed that, after three weeks, you were ready for some action?”  Harrison suggested.

But Christopher shook his head.  “I saw plenty of action over the past three weeks,” he admitted—and subsequently found Erin Keller’s fist planted firmly in his shoulder.

“I’m quite certain Matthew doesn’t want to hear about it!” she quietly scolded.

“Very true,” said Harrison.  “Now I believe the Admiral is waiting…”

A few minutes later, Alan Christopher sat congregated with his senior staff, Admiral Janeway, and Ambassador Tuvok at the sleek obsidian table in the conference lounge.  And despite his desire to chart some far-flung nebula, his attention was focused solely upon Admiral Kathryn Janeway.

“Three days ago, we received a heavily encoded subspace transmission from Romulus,” said Janeway evenly—and much to the surprise of those surrounding her.

“I thought Romulus was dead,” said Erin Keller.  “After the Elorg attack, there was pretty much nothing left…”

Janeway politely dismissed the notion with flick of her wrist.  “Not entirely,” she said.  “Starfleet Intelligence believes the underground reunification movement still resides in the caverns beneath Romulus—and according to the transmission we received, they need our help.”

Christopher frowned.  “What kind of help?”

Ambassador Tuvok shook his head.  “Unknown,” he said.  “As the Admiral stated, the transmission is heavily encrypted.  Starfleet is still working to decode the transmission, however, the segments of text already decoded would seem to indicate the Romulans are in some sort of distress.”

Christopher’s frown only deepened.  “With all due respect, Admiral, this has trap written all over it!  I mean, in three hundred years, how many times have the Romulans turned to us for help?”

The answer, of course, was none, and Janeway knew that just as well as anyone else.  “I know it’s risky,” she conceded.

“Risky?” Christopher skeptically repeated.  “It’s practically suicide…”

“That’s why we’re only going to send a small, covert team to assess the situation,” Janeway explained.  “I don’t want to risk a confrontation with the Romulans any more than you do.”

“The team should be comprised of no more than five individuals, including myself.” Tuvok continued before anyone had a chance to react.

The mission, though dangerous and probably one-way, still managed to appeal to Alan Christopher on some subconscious level.  The notion of being on the inside of a covert Starfleet operation, deep within enemy territory was just plain exciting… and of course, it would be a prime opportunity to study the mechanics of Starfleet’s covert operations.  After all, the Starlight’s records had been mysteriously altered on more than one occasion, and despite numerous efforts, Christopher had been unable to prove anything…  But moments before he volunteered himself to join the mission, Admiral Janeway dashed his dreams.

“I’d like Commander Harrison to lead the team,” she said—and then turned her pale blue eyes upon Christopher.  “Unless you have any objections…”

Somehow, Christopher knew that even if he did object, Janeway’s second choice would be someone even lower in the chain of command.  Probably someone who didn’t even suspect Starfleet had a dark, covert side.  Harrison would have to suffice.  “No objections,” he said.  “So what are my orders?”

Janeway smiled candidly.  “According to the transmission, the Tal Shiar are somehow involved in this situation,” she explained.  “We need to find out what their involvement is—and then see what we can do about it, if anything.  Remember, Captain, for the time being, this is still an internal Romulan affair, and until otherwise noted, the Prime Directive is still in full effect.”

Christopher nodded his agreement.  “Understood.”

“How you proceed is entirely up to you, Captain,” Janeway continued.  “I will have all of the pertinent information transferred from the Potemkin.  Any questions?”

The Admiral’s question was met by silence—a silence that made Christopher smile.  Janeway had just assigned them a potentially dangerous mission, and everyone present knew exactly what was needed to get the job done—no questions asked.  Janeway was also pleased by the quiet.  “Very well,” she said softly.  “Dismissed…”

As everyone else vacated the Starlight’s conference lounge, Matthew Harrison remained seated.   The crowd, though small, still managed to get caught up at the exit, and Harrison saw little point in joining them until the path to the bridge was clear.  Admiral Janeway also lagged behind, and for a while, Harrison suspected she had the same idea—but the moment he started to rise from his chair, Janeway turned to him.

“Commander,” she said softly, “I need to speak with you for a moment.”

Harrison froze.  He couldn’t even begin to fathom what words would fall from Janeway’s mouth, but given the curious tone in her voice, he suspected he was not going to like what he was about to hear.  Was there something more to this mission that had gone unspoken?  He would know soon enough.  “What is it, Admiral?”

Janeway slowly approached Harrison’s side, and placed a comforting hand upon his shoulder.  “It’s about the Columbia,” she whispered.  “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.”

The Columbia.  Harrison’s heart immediately sank.  “What has happened?”

“Nothing,” said Janeway with a faint chuckle.  “And that’s a problem in itself, isn’t it?”

But Harrison didn’t understand.  “Has construction been halted for some reason?”

“She’s a fine ship, Commander,” said Janeway as she withdrew her hand.  “I had the opportunity to take the grand tour a couple of weeks ago.  Very impressive design—I could have used something more like that back in the Delta Quadrant…  But there’s just one small problem—dilithium.”

The fog of confusion lingered for a moment longer before a beam of clarity sliced into Harrison’s mind.  He had first been made aware of the dilithium shortage last year, during a visit to Gamera II, and at the time, he hadn’t been overly concerned about the situation.  The shortage hadn’t been likely to make a difference in his life for some time to come…  But much to Harrison’s apparent consternation, ‘some time’ had finally come… and much sooner than he had anticipated.  “I was unaware our dilithium stockpiles were so low.”

“Neither were we,” Janeway admitted.  “But the dilithium mines on Efrosia VI were not nearly as vast as originally indicated.  We’ve exhausted the resources on six other worlds, and while we have dozens of frontier colonies rich in dilithium, maintaining the supply line has proven difficult.  I’m afraid that construction of the Columbia has been temporarily delayed.”

“For how long?” Harrison demanded.

Janeway turned her most sympathetic gaze upon Harrison.  “I wish I could say,” she admitted.  “We’ve been researching new technologies for several years now.  The quantum slipstream reactor seems to have a lot of promise, but Starfleet doesn’t anticipate having a prototype for at least another year.”

After all the trouble he went through to earn this promotion, Harrison was utterly dismayed by this revelation.  “Are there any other command posts available?”

“A few,” Janeway replied.  “I can check on them if you’d like, but I’m afraid none of them are as high-profile as the Columbia.”  She paused for along moment.  “I’m sorry, Commander.”

He expelled a weary sigh.  “So am I…”

It was good to be home.  Though he thoroughly enjoyed his time spent on Earth, Alan Christopher had to admit that he was looking forward to crawling into the warmth of his own bed tonight.  He missed his bed.  He missed his desk.  Heck, he even missed that ugly tapestry/towel-thing Erin purchased a few weeks ago.  But most of all, he missed Angela—and of course, the little girl was nowhere in sight.

“It looks like we’re going to have to pick up Angela next week,” Alan grumbled as the turbolift chugged along toward deck seven.  He and Erin had entrusted Angela to his parents several months ago so they could enjoy their vacation without interruption.  Unfortunately, a few hours later, the Drusari abducted the Starlight and the epic struggle to save the galaxy began.  “Hopefully she still remembers us…”

Erin giggled.  “She will.  I’ve been trying to forget about you for a good three years now… and I don’t believe I’ve made very much headway.”

“How unfortunate.”  Alan wasn’t certain if he had just been insulted or not, but the hunger pains gurgling in his stomach kept him from dwelling on Erin’s every last word—which reminded him, he also missed his cooking.  “So… what do you want for dinner?”

Erin gave the question a moment’s thought.  They had eaten so many exotic things back on Earth that she was probably looking for something a bit more mundane—but before Alan had a chance to make his suggestion, Erin turned to him and said, “Klingon.”

His stomach churned at the very mention.  “Are you kidding?” he exclaimed.  “I mean, if you order rare meat at a Klingon restaurant, they’ll yank a leg off the old targ, walk it through a warm room and plop it on your plate!  I don’t know about you, but I like my food cooked!  Klingon food is absolutely, positively, out of the question.  There is no way that—”

“Alan,” Erin politely interjected, “I was kidding.”

The argument suddenly died in Alan’s throat.  “Of course you were,” he said.  “So was I—and boy, did I get you.  You should have seen the look on your face!”

A devious grin befell Erin’s face.  “Then I guess we’ll just have to eat Klingon food tomorrow,” she said.

The neutrality in Erin’s voice was so unwavering that Alan couldn’t tell if this was a joke or not.  He suspected that it was, because Erin had never before expressed a desire to eat Klingon food—she did, however, like to try new things.  But if she wanted to try Klingon food, she would have to do it without Alan, for he already decided to pull a double shift tomorrow.

Or maybe even today…

The ship suddenly shuttered, and the turbolift came to a complete and total stop between decks six and seven.  The lights flickered for a moment, and then everything returned to normal.

“What was that?” Erin inquired a moment later.

Alan shrugged.  “You’re the operations officer.”

“Then I suggest we get to the bridge…”

“Report.”  Alan Christopher strode onto the bridge with Erin Keller only moments after the rumbling ceased.  Harrison himself hadn’t had a chance to inquire about the mysterious jolt, but now that the Captain had demanded an explanation, Harrison was eager to hear it.

“It was some sort of… of subspace compression wave,” Kendall Johnson gleaned from the operations console as Erin Keller approached.  “It’s already dissipating.  We… we won’t be able to track it much longer.”

A subspace compression wave.  The term certainly reminded Harrison of an old Romulan trick.  They once used a similar phenomenon to invade the Aurillac System—and it worked quite well.  “What caused the wave?” he inquired, hoping there might be some sort of link.

But Johnson was unable to provide an answer.  He simply stared into his console, bewildered by the data flitting across the screen.  “Unknown…”

Erin Keller quickly corroborated Johnson’s analysis.  “These readings are unlike anything I’ve ever seen,” she admitted.  “It’s not totally dissimilar to the quantum inversion field employed by the Romulans a few years back… but it’s a hell of a lot weaker.  I’d say it doesn’t pose much of a threat to anything.” 

Still, Harrison couldn’t help but notice the ominous parallels to the Aurillac situation.  And he didn’t like it one bit.  “I have a bad feeling about this,” he muttered.

Captain Christopher slowly met Harrison’s gaze.  “So do I,” he said softly.  “So do I…”

Chapter Two

With his phaser in hand, Lucas Tompkins crept through the dilapidated remains of the Romulan homeworld.  The dank, hazy air was thick with soot and debris and saturated with the acrid stench of death.  Each step into the putrid wasteland was a struggle; Tompkins’ booted foot sank a good six or seven inches into the flaky ash, constantly kicking up plumes of black dust.

“This is the last covert mission I volunteer for,” he wearily grumbled as his unit ambled beneath the fallen arches of a once pristine walkway.  And while he was the only one to verbalize his discontent, Tompkins knew that he was not alone in his feeling.

Prior to the mission’s start, Doctor Sarah Hartman had been extremely vocal.  She apparently ‘had better things to do than romp around in some damn wasteland.’  Of course, her protest fell upon deaf ears—a doctor was required for the mission—and Tompkins could only assume that her current silence was an indicator of her distressed vocal chords’ state.

Megan Reinbold and Matthew Harrison hadn’t appeared overly excited about the mission, either—but unlike Hartman, they were far better soldiers, and followed their orders accordingly.  Only Ambassador Tuvok appeared at ease with the mission, and Tompkins suspected that was only because his Vulcan mind suppressed his every last emotion.   A visit to Romulus, no matter the circumstance, was bound to be unpleasant.

Tompkins trudged a bit further into the ruined capital city.  According to his tricorder, he stood near the very heart of the metropolis; a few years ago, that would have meant a bustling cityscape filled with elegant skyscrapers and wandering pedestrians, but now, the tallest structures were made of burnt rubble and stood no more than two or three stories high… and all of the pedestrians were dead.

“I’m still not detecting any life signs,” Reinbold reported as she came up alongside Tompkins.  She gently tapped the side of her tricorder, hoping it might encourage the data to change, but there was no effect.

Unfortunately, the Romulan underground movement chose to take things literally.  Based upon the data provided in their transmission, their establishment was located in a great labyrinth of caves hundreds of meters below the ruined surface—and while that might have been good for their continued survival, it did little to help Tompkins and his companions.

“If only we had been able to decipher the coordinates they provided in the transmission,” Harrison sighed.  He flashed his light beacon aimlessly throughout the dreadfully monochrome plaza, watching intently as the beam highlighted nothing in particular.

“There is still the possibility the coordinates will be deciphered,” Tuvok candidly reminded.

“And until then, we can just wander aimlessly through this hellhole,” Hartman replied.

“It is hellish, is it not?”  Harrison cast his light down a narrow short alleyway and slowly approached it.  “I am reminded of the Fields of Asphodel.

“In ancient Greek mythology, Minos, Aeacus, and Rhadamanthus—the judges of the dead—assigned to each soul its proper abode.  Heroes were sent to the Fields of Elysian and demons were banished to Tartarus, but the vast majority of souls forever wandered as dull shadows throughout the desolate Fields of Asphodel.”

Tuvok arched a curious brow.  “Fascinating,” he mused.

Tompkins couldn’t exactly agree.  As far as he was concerned, it was a hellish wasteland—no more, no less—and he didn’t exactly care to dwell upon it.  He wearily pointed his tricorder down Harrison’s barely illuminated alley, and quickly determined that it was a dead end.  “Nothing down there,” he grunted.  “But you can check for Cerberus if you want…”

Harrison shook his head.  “That won’t be necessary,” he said, and then pointed the light in another direction.

The light slowly crawled across the dusty terrain, and Tompkins looked on with relative disinterest—until he glimpsed a patch of dull metallic debris that appeared far less ravaged than the rest of its sooty surroundings.  Tompkins swiftly grabbed Harrison’s arm.  “Hang on a sec,” he said, and then pointed the light back at the debris.  “That doesn’t look right.”

“It’s not,” Reinbold confirmed a moment later.  “I’m detecting a passage of some sort beneath the rubble.  It barely registers on my tricorder, though…”

Given all the interference in the atmosphere, Tompkins was surprised anything registered.  He quickly returned his tricorder to its holster, and was about to retire his phaser, when a streak of ragged green light suddenly darted overhead.  Tompkins swiftly came about to see six or seven shadowy figures standing at the perimeter of the dusty plaza, all of them armed and ready for a fight.

He would give them one.

As a rain of verdant death fell upon the dusty, decrepit plaza, Tompkins raised his phaser and returned fire, watching intently as the orange light streaked through the dusty atmosphere and crashed into the remains of the charred walkway above the Romulans.  But the moment the walkway began to crumble, Tompkins sensed he was still in great danger.

In tandem with Harrison, he came about to see three more Romulans approaching from behind.  Harrison quickly disposed of the point man with a well-placed phaser beam, but the remaining Romulans refused to succumb to a similar fate.  The one on the left abruptly fired three haphazard shots at Tompkins.  The first one soared overhead, the second skidded into the ground, and third just barely managed to graze his shoulder.  Tompkins quickly returned fire, but missed by a mile, giving the Romulan ample time to respond.

He fired again, this time striking Tompkins in the thigh.  The engineer cursed at the stupid Romulan as he returned fire, but for some reason, he couldn’t seem to hit the broad side of a barn—each and every shot missed, and the Romulan was on top of Tompkins within seconds.  Knowing he would be unable to count on his phaser, Tompkins chucked the weapon at the Romulan’s head with all his might—and finally scored a direct hit.  

Green blood sprayed the murky battlefield as the phaser struck the Romulan’s forehead.  It wasn’t enough to kill him—but was more than sufficient to anger him beyond belief.  With a newfound fury, the Romulan pummeled Tompkins, throwing him deep into the sooty carpet of ash and debris.

As the two struggled in the wasteland, more and more phaser beams—both green and orange—streaked through the thick air overhead.  Not wanting to turn the tide to favor the Romulans, Tompkins redoubled his efforts to cream the bastard—grabbing his incoming fist casting it aside.  The Romulan grunted, and tried again, this time connecting with Tompkins’ jaw. 

Lucas winced as pain clouded his mind, but he knew he had to keep focused—otherwise he might find himself dead.  The Romulan worked valiantly to pin Lucas to the ground, but the engineer’s constant movement made things difficult—and then suddenly, a stray phaser beam arced across the raging battlefield and removed the Romulan’s head.  Without so much as a second thought, Tompkins pulled the disruptor from the dead Romulan’s belt and returned to the battle.

He briefly waved his thanks to Sarah Hartman and then opened fire on the first thing that moved.  The ragged green disruptor beam sailed through the hazy air and struck the aggressor square in the chest—but nothing happened.  He didn’t even flinch.

Lucas fired again, in tandem with Hartman, and again, the aggressor remained—only this time, he raised his hands in defeat.

“Okay,” shouted Alan Christopher, his voice echoing across the battlefield, “I surrender!”

Tompkins lowered his weapon, but Hartman was apparently not convinced.  She shot the Captain one last time before throwing her phaser to the ground.   “That was for making me come on this damn mission!”

Christopher shook his head.  “I had nothing to do with it!” he insisted.  “Had you bothered to attend the staff meeting, you would have known that Matthew was responsible for assigning you to the away team.”

Hartman sighed, retrieved her weapon, and then shot Harrison in the back before throwing it back to the ash-covered ground.  “That was for making me come on this damn mission!”

“You are welcome,” said Harrison, unfazed by the holographic blast.  His lips parted to continue the conversation—probably to scold Hartman for her breach of protocol—but Tuvok spoke before Harrison had the chance.

“By my estimate, you were fifty-seven seconds slower this time,” said the Vulcan matter-of-factly.  “That is unacceptable.”

Reinbold scoffed at the analysis.  “I wonder why?!” she wearily exclaimed.  “Those Romulans were insane!  I think I was shot a good ten times.”

“And my phaser was in serious need of calibration,” Tompkins added.  It was either that, or he needed some serious target practice.

“The program’s difficulty was increased,” Tuvok affirmed.  “We should expect similar conditions when we reach Romulus.”

The Romulans must have undergone some serious training since the last war.  When he last fought the Romulans in hand-to-hand combat, it was during the Romulan War, and none of them were nearly as vicious as the manic killers Tuvok programmed into the holodeck.  Then again, Tompkins knew it was better to be over skilled and victorious than under skilled and dead.

As the thick cloud of dust began to settle, Captain Christopher took a few steps closer to the murky battlefield.  “And speaking of Romulus, I thought I’d kindly mention that we are approaching the Neutral Zone.  We’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

Tuvok nodded his approval.  “Is the Aztec ready for departure?”

“It is,” Christopher confirmed.  “All it needs is a crew.”

“Then we will be leaving shortly,” Tuvok replied.  He started to leave, but briefly paused when he came upon Tompkins.  “I would suggest you recalibrate your phaser before we depart.”

And in light of his experience with the holographic Romulans, Tompkins had to admit it was a good idea.  He swiftly followed Tuvok and Hartman into the corridor, and set out to do just that…

As Megan Reinbold slowly trudged through the sooty battlefield, Alan Christopher was suddenly very glad that he wouldn’t be joining her on Romulus.  The covert operations still intrigued him—but after seeing his own homeworld in ruins during the Elorg War, Christopher could do without the trip down memory lane.  He flashed Reinbold a sympathetic smile as she departed, and then turned his attention to Commander Harrison, who also looked more than ready to vacate the holodeck.

“I assume Ambassador Tuvok is expecting trouble,” Christopher said, motioning with his head for the exit.

The look on Harrison’s face was blank.  “Actually, I do not believe the Ambassador knows what to expect,” he admitted.  “Though given the Romulan involvement, trouble is certainly a possibility.”

The duo treaded the last few meters of flaky black ash before reaching the still pristine holodeck exit, situated in the middle of a small alley like some sort of magical gateway.  Christopher crossed the threshold into the real world with ease, but an azure forcefield crackled wildly as Harrison approached.  He ignored it, and stepped through the field with ease, emerging on the other side wearing a uniform completely devoid of soot and debris.

Christopher waited a moment for Harrison to catch up, and then continued the conversation as they negotiated the corridors.  “Well, if you need any help, the Starlight will be in the area for at least five or six days.  Possibly more.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Harrison.

“I’ve been reviewing the data provided by Admiral Janeway,” Christopher continued.  “The underground movement has been using a Nausicaan by the name of Fojallit to deliver supplies.  He’s apparently fallen over dead, so we won’t be asking him very many questions… but rumor has it there are a fair amount of Nausicaans at the outpost on Dentarg V.”

“That is well inside the Neutral Zone,” Harrison warned.

A few years ago, that might have concerned Christopher, but the downfall of the Romulan Empire pretty much made the Neutral Zone a nonentity.  “If we can get any information about Fojallit—or his delivery— it’s worth the risk,” he said.

Harrison frowned.  “The Romulans didn’t say what was stolen?”

“No,” said Christopher as led the way down a new corridor.  “Which means it was either insignificant junk, and they just want the Tal Shiar out of their hair… or it was… something else…”

Harrison caught the drift.  “Something extralegal,” he finished.  “Or perhaps it was both, and the underground movement is simply using the Federation to keep the Tal Shiar occupied while they prepare for a more substantial attack…”

The thought had crossed Christopher’s mind on more than one occasion… but if the Romulan underground was still hoping to reunite with Vulcan, then an attack on the Federation was probably not in their best interests.  “Either way,” he grumbled, “they’re up to something.”

Since the mission to Romulus was bound to be filled with uncertainties, Commander Harrison thought it would be a ‘most excellent idea to have a scientific mind present.’  And when Harrison told her that she would be joining him on the mission, Megan Reinbold couldn’t have been less enthused.  She understood why she had been selected; Kendall tended to perform rather poorly in delicate situations, and any journey to Romulus easily qualified as delicate.  Still, the adventure did not appeal to her in the slightest.

Romulus was essentially a giant tomb.  The holodeck simulation had been a fair representation of that, but it lacked the millions—if not billions—of dead bodies that were forever encased in the rubble.  Simply thinking of that much death sent a chill down Megan’s spine.  She couldn’t begin to fathom how she might react while standing in its midst…

But perhaps even more frightening, Megan had to agree with Captain Christopher’s analysis of the mission.  The prospects of survival were dreadfully low, and that gave her a moment’s pause as she entered her quarters—perhaps for the last time.

Justin sat quietly at the table near the center of the room.  Given the cluttered mountain of padds before him, it certainly looked like he was engrossed in his studies, but Megan knew better.  She slowly approached the table and plucked a bright red padd from the bottom of the heap.  “Chrono Trigger,” she gleaned from the header—and for a moment, she mistook it as some sort of temporal science paper.  But as she perused the padd’s content, she quickly realized she was looking at a strategy guide to some sort of archaic game.  “This temporal phenomenon isn’t recognized by the Federation,” she stated.

Justin briefly glanced at the padd.  “Nope,” he said, and his attention drifted back the padd sitting in front of him.

Megan carefully set Chrono Trigger back on the table.  “You know, you should be studying.  If memory serves, you have a biology test next week…”

“But it’s next week,” Justin reminded.  “That’s like… five days away!”

“Yeah,” said Megan candidly.  “And in five days, I won’t be here to remind you—which reminds me, I don’t want you doing any stupid while I’m gone.”

“What qualifies as stupid?”

For Justin, that was a very long list.  Megan quickly ran it through her mind, and picked out the stupidest things he might try.  “No girls,” she said right off the bat.  “I’m going to run a sensor sweep the second I get home, and if I find that a girl came within ten meters of this place, you’re in big trouble.”

“What if Commander Keller stops by?” Justin asked.

“She won’t,” said Megan, shaking her head.  She ran through a few more inconsequential items before reaching another biggie:  “Don’t screw up your hair.  I don’t want to come home and see you with blazing orange dreadlocks or anything—and I don’t care if it glows in the dark or whatever…”

A wry grin fell upon Justin’s face.  “I like green,” he grunted, running a few fingers through his similarly colored hair.  “And I won’t get any body piercings or extra limbs… nothing.”

That was a curiously accommodating statement.  “What did you do?” Megan immediately demanded, suspecting that he had already done something.

“Nothing, Mom,” said Justin with a sigh.

“So you’ve just spontaneously become the good son?” Megan quipped.  “You could have done this years ago and saved me a hell of a lot of trouble.”

“That’s not it,” Justin quickly replied.  “I just don’t want you to be all worried about me when you’re on Romulus.  You know, that way you can focus on the mission… and come back from it alive.”

And suddenly, Megan considered backing out of the mission.  She didn’t know if she was willing to risk her life over some vague call for help deep inside enemy space.  Maybe if the circumstances had been made clearer… maybe if the odds of survival were higher, she might have been more willing—but…  “I don’t even know if I’m going to go,” she whispered.

“You have to go,” Justin insisted, and his voice was utterly sincere.  “What if there’s something important going on?”

“And what if there isn’t?” Megan prompted.  “What if this is a trap?  I’ve seen the mission details, Justin… and they don’t look very inspiring.  If I’m going to risk my life for these people, I need a reason!”

Justin frowned—and then his gaze flitted back to the red padd.  “All the action in Chrono Trigger starts when a girl named Marle falls into an alternate dimension.  This kid, Chrono, sees Marle vanish… but instead of simply walking away from the situation, he decides to risk his life and save her.  Chrono didn’t know what he was getting himself into—he just knew that someone, somewhere needed help… and that was reason enough to risk his life.”

“I think this is a little bit different,” Megan insisted.

But Justin shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  Marle was a complete stranger.  Chrono didn’t know the first thing about her—for all he knew, it could have been a trap.  But he went anyway, because he couldn’t turn a blind eye to the whole situation.”

Megan was beginning to see the point.  “If my chosen action is inaction, and that inaction subsequently condemns dozens of innocent Romulans to death, then I’m helping the other side to win.  But if I go to Romulus and fail—at least I can say that I tried to save lives.”

Justin grinned.  “And you said video games were a waste of time…”

That was still up for debate.  Megan had seen plenty of video games over the years, and in her opinion, most of them were a waste of time.  Unfortunately, she didn’t exactly have the time for debate.  She had time to hop in the sonic shower, get a quick bite to eat—and then she had to go be a hero.  The sentiment brought a faint smile to her face as she headed for the bathroom—but she didn’t have much of a chance to think about it.

“Mom,” said Justin a moment later.

Megan immediately paused, and turned to him.  “Yes?”

He hesitated for a moment, as if words eluded him—but then Justin turned to her and very quickly said, “I love you.”

Megan’s smile widened.  “I love you, too…”

Chapter Three

After bidding the Aztec farewell, Erin Keller decided it was time to shed a little light on the mystery of the subspace compression wave.  And after five hours, three mugs of hot chocolate, and one hell of a headache, she was no closer to solving the mystery than she had been five hours ago.

“It’s like the damn thing came out of nowhere,” she grumbled to Kendall Johnson, who sat across from her at the master control station in the center of the science lab.  “I think I’ve tried every trick in the book!”

Kendall shook his head indolently.  “Maybe it’s time to throw that book away,” he quietly suggested.  “Maybe get a new one…”

After five hours of nothing, Erin was more than ready to open some tech manual to the chapter on subspace compression waves.  But unfortunately, no such thing existed, and the only book on the subject was the one in Erin’s head.  And she wasn’t about to throw that away.  “Maybe we just need a break,” she suggested instead.

“I’m fine,” Kendall insisted.  His eyes never left his workstation; it almost seemed like the data on his side of the console was actually interesting—but Erin knew that couldn’t be the case, given the data on her side.

“What are you looking at?” she asked.

“Data,” Kendall replied.

“What kind?”

“The sensor data we collected when the compression wave struck.”  He tapped a few commands into the workstation, but never did his eyes wander from the computer screen.

“You haven’t looked at me once,” Erin candidly noted.  She randomly tapped in a new set of parameters for the computer to analyze, and then cleared all the data from her screen, leaving a black void in the LCARS display.  As far as she was concerned, she was on break.  “Is something on your mind?”

Kendall shook his head—and then finally turned his pale green eyes upon Erin.  “I’m fine,” he said.  “And I’m looking at you right now.  I’m just absorbed in this data.”

Given the dearth in data, Erin didn’t buy that for a minute.  But as she peered into Kendall’s calm eyes, it didn’t take her long to put the pieces together.  “You’re looking at me,” she said, “but not the way you used to…”

“What do you mean?”

Erin smiled.  “You’re not ogling over me,” she said sheepishly.

And Kendall’s placid face immediately reddened.  “You’re married,” he quickly replied, practically stammering over the words.

That might have had something to do with it, but Erin suspected there was something else.  “You really like her, don’t you?”

Kendall shook his head.  “Who?” he demanded, as if the very notion of him being attracted to somebody else was preposterous.

Erin grinned.  “Megan…”

At the very mention of Megan Reinbold, Kendall’s eyes darted back to the computer console.  “…Maybe… maybe just a little bit,” he mumbled.

Erin adamantly shook her head.  She knew an attraction when she saw one.  “You can’t fool me, little buddy!  Besides, I think the two of you are very cute together.”

Kendall tried to smile, but the conversation obviously had paralyzed him.  He just sat, staring blankly at his computer screen.  “Thanks,” he quietly mumbled.

The computer suddenly chirped.  Not wanting to give Kendall a coronary, Erin decided to let the conversation fall by the wayside, and instead gave her undivided attention to the computer.  “It looks like my analysis is complete,” she gleaned from the screen.  She quickly brought up the new data—and of course, was hardly surprised by the results.  “It’s inconclusive, of course!”

Kendall let out a long sigh—though that was probably more relief to see the end of that unpleasant conversation, than angst over the sensor analysis.  “So… this thing could have been some sort of new Romulan weapon…  but it could have just as easily been a naturally occurring phenomenon.”

Erin agreed with the analysis completely.  “So we’re back at square one.”

* * *

On the bridge, Alan Christopher sat pondering the situation.  From the outset, some sixth sense told him that something was not right—that there was much more going on here than a simple Romulan crisis.  Hopefully, the myriad pieces of the puzzle would eventually create some sort of clear image of the situation, but until that time, Christopher could only speculate.

The helm suddenly chirped.  “We’re approaching Dentarg V,” Neelar Drayge subsequently said.  

It was the announcement Christopher had been waiting for.  Though he couldn’t be certain, he had the distinct feeling that Dentarg V was a considerable part of this puzzle.  “Drop out of warp,” said Christopher, “and then hail the outpost administrator.”

As the Starlight’s transwarp conduit flashed into normal space, Christopher prepared himself for the coming conversation.  He didn’t expect to get very much out of the outpost administrator—this was a mercenary outpost, after all—but something was better than nothing.  And since the investigation was presently running on nothing, Christopher would happy with just about anything.

Dentarg V appeared on the viewscreen a few moments later.  The cloud-shrouded sphere was covered with sprawling oceans and vast mountain ranges—hardly the most hospitable world in the universe, but livable nonetheless.  The planet hung on the viewscreen for only a moment before being replaced by the smug visage of a pale-skinned Andorian.

“I am Prellit, Administrator of the Dentarg V Outpost,” he said diplomatically.  “Can I be of assistance?”

Christopher slowly rose from his chair.  “I am Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight,” he said evenly, “and there is a very good chance that you can be of some assistance.”

The Andorian’s antennae twitched.  “How so?”

“I am looking for any information you might have on a group of Nausicaan mercenaries led by a man named Fojallit.  We believe they might have passed through here recently.”

Prellit glanced at some unseen computer terminal.  “How recently?” he inquired.

“Within… the past four months,” Christopher guessed.  He didn’t really know how often a brusque Nausicaan mercenary would stop at an outpost like Dentarg V, but four months was as good a guess as any.

And apparently a logical one.  Within a few seconds, Prellit came back with a fair amount of data.  “Fojallit has been here three times since stardate 74978.”

“When was his last visit?”

Prellit glanced back at his screen.  “Stardate 75244.”

That was nearly two weeks ago.  “Do you have any idea what Fojallit might have done during that visit?”

“I might,” said Prellit, beginning to sound a bit perturbed, “but I am not at liberty to discuss that information.  Anyone who comes to Dentarg V is guaranteed privacy…” 

It was an understandable policy, but one Christopher had to temporarily negate.  “Fojallit is dead,” he bluntly stated.  “He was killed a few days ago, and we need to find out what happened…”

But to Christopher’s chagrin, Prellit was not moved by the revelation.  “Tell me, Captain, how long has the Federation been interested in solving Nausicaan murder mysteries?”

Prellit’s suspicion was certainly justified.  It wasn’t often the Federation used its resources to investigate some Nausicaan mercenary’s death—especially since the Nausicaan lifespan was notoriously low.  “This is part of an ongoing investigation,” Christopher replied, making certain he didn’t leak any sensitive information to the Andorian.  “At the very least, we need access to his cargo manifest…”

Prellit considered the request for about a nanosecond before reaching his decision.  “I’m afraid I cannot help you, Captain.”  He was about to continue, but the words died in his throat, and a confused look fell upon his face.

“What is it?” asked Christopher, hoping the Andorian had a change of heart.

Prellit motioned to his unseen computer station.  “Your dead Nausicaan apparently has a ghost…”

And the confusion suddenly spread to Christopher.  “What do you mean?”

“Fojallit’s ship just made a docking request,” Prellit explained.  “It will be returning to Dentarg V in two days.”

Christopher’s heart skipped a beat.  That was about the last thing he expected to hear, save word that Fojallit had suddenly been resurrected.  And while it wasn’t exactly the clue Christopher had been hoping for, there was a distinct possibility that this was even better.  He provided Prellit with a diplomatic smile.  “Thank you.  I believe I have all the information I need…”

The Andorian only nodded, and then flitted away, leaving Christopher alone to act upon this new information as he saw fit.

* * *

As a general rule, Lucas Tompkins despised all missions that involved being stuck inside a shuttle with Matthew Harrison for an extended period of time.  Yes, he had made an effort to befriend the Commander, but quite frankly, the man’s stories sucked beyond belief.  Harrison was about the only person in the universe who could go on for hours about some boring holodeck adventure.

But by some stroke of luck, Harrison chose not to bring along any of his most valued listeners—such as Neelar or Bator—and as such, he was without an audience.  That, however, didn’t make the trip any better, for Ambassador Tuvok was just about as bad.

The Vulcan didn’t have any stories to tell.  Well, after spending seven years in the Delta Quadrant, he probably had a ton of stories to tell… he just didn’t bother to share them, which was shame, because the trip to Romulus was a long one.  Instead, Tuvok meditated.  In silence. 

Dead silence.

Aside from the hum of the warp engines, nary a sound had been heard since Tuvok requested the silence required for his meditation.  Sarah Hartman was asleep at her workstation; Matthew busied himself with some sort of technical manual; Megan simply stared at the helm; and Lucas found himself recalibrating the phasers.

If they found themselves in a combat situation, Lucas was confident there would not be a repeat of the horrible battle that took place in the holodeck.  In fact, the phasers were in such good shape, Lucas was pretty sure he could stun a Bolian fruit fly from a distance of thirty meters.  Unfortunately for him, there were no fruit flies in sight… only two more days in a transwarp conduit.

And with that grim thought in mind, Lucas pressed his back to the wall, slid down to the floor, and expelled a long, weary sigh.  Maybe Sarah had the right idea after all…

“It can’t be that bad,” Matthew whispered a few moments later.

Lucas slowly opened his eyes.  Harrison stood less than a meter away, and peered down upon him with a wry grin upon his face.  “Trust me,” Tompkins whispered, “it’s that bad.”

The Commander stood for a moment longer before deciding his tech manual wasn’t that interesting.  He tossed it aside, and slowly joined Tompkins on the floor in the aft part of the cockpit.  “Just imagine, in three days time, we shall be in the heart of the Romulan Empire, risking our lives for a noble cause…”

Like many others, Tompkins wasn’t exactly certain if their cause was noble or not.  “Heh… I don’t even know if there is a cause,” he stated.  “And that just gives me a bad feeling…  But I guess we’ll find out.”  He tinkered with his phaser for a moment before turning his attention back to the cockpit.  “So… what do you think of Tuvok?”

Harrison arched his brow as he considered the question.  “He is a Vulcan.”

And Tompkins had to agree—that statement pretty much summed every Vulcan.  There were exceptions, of course, but Tuvok was not one of them.  “You know, I’ve also been wondering why he came with us…  it’s not like this is going to be a quick reconnaissance mission.  We don’t know what we’re getting ourselves into.”

Harrison slowly shook his head to refute the statement.  “The Ambassador likely knows more about our mission than he has indicated.  I find it highly unlikely that Starfleet would risk sending him without some knowledge of the conditions we will face on Romulus.  In fact, I would be willing to believe the ‘heavily encrypted transmission’ from the Romulans has already been completely decoded.”

That made sense.  If the Romulans were truly in need of assistance, they wouldn’t send a message that would take weeks to decode.  That would practically defeat the purpose; by the time Starfleet deciphered the message, it would have been too late.  “So… we can assume that Tuvok knows what’s going on,” Tompkins surmised.

Harrison nodded.  “If we follow his lead, I suspect our chances of survival will be greatly enhanced.”

The very thought of following a Vulcan Commando’s lead made Tompkins chuckle.  “Great,” he sarcastically muttered.  “I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling better already…”

Alan Christopher had two days to come up with a plan, and as he strode into the astrometrics lab alongside Erin and Bator, he was one step closer to having that plan.  

Literally.

In the aftermath of his conversation with Administrator Prellit, Christopher found himself rather indecisive.  One moment, the plan racing through his mind seemed feasible, but the next moment, some random thought would cast some doubt on the plan, and Christopher went back to the drawing board.  This went on for an hour or so before he finally decided to bring in Erin and Bator for a little help.  He knew they already had a thousand ideas, and it would be best to pool their resources and work together.  Thus, he summoned them to the astrometrics lab for a little brainstorming.

The trio quickly strolled through the myriad offices and workstations in the lower portion of the lab, and climbed the ramp to the expansive viewscreen in the back.  The spiraled bands of the Milky Way hung on the viewscreen, flanked by images of the myriad nebulas and spatial phenomenon that littered the universe.  Christopher would have been content to simply stare at the pretty pictures all day—but somehow, he suspected little good would come out of it.

He slowly made his way to the workstation in the center of the circular platform and then seated himself on its edge, while Erin Keller took the chair behind the controls.  Bator simply stood, practically lost his thoughts—even so, it was Bator who started the conversation.

“We can assume the Tal Shiar now control Fojallit’s vessel,” he stated, folding his arms upon his chest.

Erin tapped a few commands into her workstation.  “The Rai’ainir, in case you were wondering.”  A slight frown fell upon her face as she studied the data.  “That’s Nausicaan for ‘annihilator.’  How very charming.”

The name was a big grim, but Christopher smiled nonetheless.  “The Nausicaans are a charming people,” he jokingly replied—though in all reality, he was fairly certain the Nausicaans didn’t have a charming bone in their bodies.

Though Bator was completely unmoved by the quip, a smile managed to creep across Erin’s face—if only for a moment.  She very quickly got back to business.  “The way I see it, we have two choices: we can either intercept the Rai’ainir now, and seize whatever cargo they might have… or we can intercept them later, and see where they take that cargo…”

“Either way,” Bator continued, “it is going to be difficult.  They will undoubtedly alter their plans if the Starlight stays in the vicinity much longer.”

While Christopher knew the Starlight could easily catch the Rai’ainir under almost any circumstances, he suspected the craft would dart back into Romulan space if threatened—a place the Starlight wouldn’t dare follow.  “We should probably disembark,” said Christopher, hoping to avoid that situation.  “We’ll just have to try and anticipate their next move…”

Erin’s deft fingers flew over the control interface.  “There are six inhabited worlds in this sector,” she said, highlighting them on the viewscreen.

A small red frame highlighted their position on the galactic map.  It remained for only a moment before the galaxy began to move, and the frame’s contents filled the viewscreen.  The six star systems were spread across twenty-two light years, all of them unique and interesting… but not interesting enough to raise any red flags.

“None of these colonies are strategically valuable,” Bator noted.  “It is unlikely the Romulans have established clandestine bases in this sector.”

On that note, Erin quickly expanded her search, bringing three more star systems into the fold—but the moment the third star system appeared on the screen, the computer chimed in with a sensor alert.  “There is apparently a discrepancy in our sensor data,” Keller gleaned from the screen.

Christopher frowned.  “What do you mean?”

She immediately honed in on the Talon System, and tracked the discrepancy down to a small moon in orbit of Talon IV.  “According to our astrometric database, Talon IV has six moons…  But according to our long-range sensors, there are only five moons in orbit of Talon IV.”

And that was a problem.  As far as Christopher knew, moons were a fairly permanent addition to any planetary system.  While it was certainly possible for them to break away from their planet, they didn’t just vanish overnight.  “So where did it go?”

Keller shrugged.  “We’re too far away to get an accurate sensor reading,” she said… but inspiration chose that moment to strike.  It was like a light bulb suddenly illuminated over Erin’s head.  “But it is possible this was the epicenter of a very large explosion…”

“The compression wave,” Bator quickly realized.

“Yeah,” said Erin, already running some calculations in the computer.  “If the compression wave dissipated at a constant rate, then it leads right back to Talon IV.”

Christopher smiled deviously.  He wasn’t overly keen about violating Romulan space, but they needed that data.  And if push came to shove, Christopher still had a few tricks up his sleeve to justify there presence in Romulan space. “Then I say it’s time we paid a visit to Talon IV…”

Chapter Four

Even from afar, Romulus looked different.  Though he had never seen the alien world with his own eyes, over the years, Matthew Harrison had grown accustomed to seeing images of a pale-green world hidden beneath a layer of grayish clouds.  But as the Aztec came upon the glowing sphere, it was little more than a blackened and charred rock.  Given the massive scope of the destruction, Harrison suspected the pale-green world of old was forever banished from the starscape.  It was now little more than a shadow in the night…

“Due to atmospheric conditions,” said Tuvok as they approached the dead world, “we will be unable to remain on the surface for longer than one hour.  If we cannot locate the resistance base in that amount of time, we will be forced to renew  the search tomorrow.”

“The Elorg used a dexavin pulse to poison the atmosphere,” Hartman subsequently explained.  “They did the same thing on Ka’Tula Prime and a dozen other worlds—but not on such a large scale.  I would estimate there are five or six billion dead bodies down there.”

The staggering numbers practically numbed Harrison’s mind.  “So many dead… These really are the Fields of Asphodel,” he grimly stated as a morbid silence befell the cockpit.

As the Aztec soared closer to the dead world, the crew simply stared at the sight before them, dazed like they were in some sort of trance.  Witnessing the end of one life was hard enough to comprehend; witnessing the end of an entire world—more half a trillion people—was nearly an impossible sight to behold with a clear conscience.  

Unable to look at the death and destruction any longer, Harrison forced his eyes away.  “What have we allowed this galaxy to come to?” he asked, solemnly shaking his head.

The Aztec slowly descended into the murky Romulan atmosphere, casting aside the roiling gray clouds as it approached the dusty, war-torn surface.  Romulus wasn’t even a shadow of its former self; every last building was either damaged or destroyed.  Most had toppled during the Elorg attack. The few that remained were little more than towering manifestations of twisted metal that seemed to vanish in the morbid haze that oppressed the ravaged land.

As the Aztec maneuvered into a landing spot, a cloud of black dust roiled on the ground beneath, spewing dust and debris into the acrid air.  The craft set down with a decisive THUMP, and in the moments that followed, a thick rain of black ash fell upon its once pristine hull.  Very slowly, the hatch opened to the hellish landscape, and the search for the Romulan resistance began…

The instant he set foot on the sooty terra firma of the Romulan homeworld, Lucas Tompkins was immediately overcome by the acrid stench that lingered in hazy air.  It was a thick metallic presence that seemed to pervade every cell in his body, and for a moment, Tompkins was inclined to hop back into the Aztec and leave.  But only for a moment.

Visibility was worse than Tompkins had expected.  The thick haze that entombed the vacant city revealed few of its secrets; Tompkins peered into the roiling soup, but could barely see more than three meters away.  He quickly reached for the vision enhancement goggles on his belt, but even with their assistance, they did little to cut through the putrid fog.  Tompkins sighed, and decided that his tried and true wrist light was ultimately his best option.  Thus, with a phaser in one hand and the light attached to the other, he set out to find the passage underground.

“My tricorder isn’t detecting much of anything!” Reinbold called a moment later.  “There’s so much interference in the atmosphere… I’ve barely got a scan radius of ten meters.”

Still, ten meters was better than Tompkins would have anticipated, given the harsh conditions around them.  He slowly trudged across a street filled with great mountains of twisted metal; though he had no concrete evidence that this was the way to go, the stench, at least, seemed lesser.

“What exactly should we be looking for?” Hartman asked a moment later.  Though the holodeck training sessions were designed to address that question, the away team always managed to get slaughtered before finding the passage underground.

“A small clearing or unusual hatch,” Tuvok tersely replied.  “Had you not slept through my briefings, you would have known this.”

Despite Tuvok’s tone, the Doctor made no apologizes for her slumber.  “And how do we know we’re in the right spot?” she demanded.  “It could take years for us to find something like that!  This is a damn illogical plan if you ask me!”

If it were possible for a Vulcan to show emotion, Tuvok would have been incensed.  Instead, he looked merely agitated as he and the Doctor fell into step behind Commander Harrison.  “According to the communiqué sent by the Romulans, their establishment is based here, in the capital city.”

Hartman looked around.  Or at least tried to.  The fog kept her from seeing very far.  “As I said… years!”

“Doctor,” Harrison quietly called, “if you…”

Though Harrison’s his lips were moving, his words were suddenly muted by the sound of weapons fire.  A streak of green light suddenly arced across the desolate plaza from just behind the Aztec.  Tompkins swiftly came about and returned fire, but his phaser beam vanished into the mist as it hurtled through the plaza.  “Damn,” he muttered.  His phaser was working perfectly, but the fog kept him from acquiring a target.  “If it’s not one thing, it’s another!”

Several more beams of green light suddenly streaked through the plaza, clipping Harrison’s shoulder.  In tandem with Reinbold, Tompkins returned fire, but again, to no avail.  The shots kept coming, and one-by-one, the away team fell…

* * *

The vibrant green-hues of Talon IV filled the vast majority of the viewscreen—and on any given day, Erin Keller would have found herself transfixed by the glorious sight.  This, however, was not any given day, and Erin Keller’s attention was focused solely on the planet’s newly acquired ring system—a smattering of rocks and debris that floated almost randomly around the glowing green sphere.

“I can tell you this,” she said almost immediately, “Talon IV didn’t have that ring system a couple of days ago…”

Alan Christopher was hardly surprised by the news.  In fact, the revelation barely made him stir in his command chair.  “I’ll bet Talon IV had a nice sixth moon,” he mused, equally enthralled by the ring system.  “Can you tell what happened?”

Though the computer had only been collecting sensor information for a couple of minutes, Keller nevertheless had a fair amount of data to sort through.  At a glance, none of it was terribly revealing, but given enough time, she was quite positive something would crop up.  But until then, she could only speculate.  “Since we were dealing with a subspace compression wave, I’m guessing the moon imploded…  The energy all got pulled into subspace, where it rippled through the very fabric of space—thus, the compression wave.  The debris—most of it chunks of dilithium—for one reason or another, didn’t make into subspace, and just lingered around here, collecting in orbit of the planet.”

Talyere, standing at the console behind Christopher’s chair, shook his head in disagreement.  “That is certainly a valid explanation of the subspace compression wave,” he cordially stated, “but it does little to explain the events leading up to the implosion.”

Erin forced a diplomatic smile to her face.  “Thank you, Talyere,” she said politely.  “I was getting to that part…”

The Elorg quickly met Erin’s smile as he raised a dismissive hand.  “Forgive me for my insolence,” he stated apologetically.

“So,” said Alan, quickly picking up where Talyere left off, “what did destroy our friendly neighborhood moon?”

Erin’s eyes scanned the sensor data one last time before she sheepishly had to admit:  “I don’t know.”

“However,” Bator interrupted, “we may have an opportunity to find out.  Fojallit’s vessel is approaching Talon IV.”

Christopher’s eyes widened with surprise.  “They didn’t spend a lot of time on Dentarg V,” he said.  “Have they detected us yet?”

Bator shook his head.  “Unlikely,” he replied.  “Nausicaan sensors are greatly inferior to our own.  I estimate we have at least another hour before we appear on their sensors.”

Even that was a conservative estimate.  Erin would have guessed closer to two hours… but then again, it was best to err on the side of caution.  “We could very easily be out of here by then,” Erin said, “however, that won’t really do much to help our cause.”

“No,” said Christopher.  “It won’t…  I want to have a team on the surface of Talon IV when the Ria’ainir gets here.”

“We could bring the metaphasic shielding online,” Neelar Drayge suggested a moment later.  “The sun’s radiation should be more than enough to hide us from the Nausicaan sensors.  The away team could simply wait on the surface until…”

Erin was immediately fond of the plan, particularly since similar thoughts had been floating through her mind.  “It’s a good idea,” she said, just to reinforce the validity of the plan.  “The Nausicaan ship would have to enter the star’s chromosphere to detect us.”

“Their sensors are that bad?” asked Christopher.

“They are Nausicaans,” Bator candidly reminded.  “They don’t scan things, they blow them up.”

Erin giggled at the sentiment—it was quite true, after all—but the emotion was only a fleeting one.  They couldn’t afford to get distracted right about now.  “The away team should probably be fitted with interferametric pulse emitters,” she said.  “That should hide you from sensors—Nausicaan and otherwise.”
Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “Good idea,” he said, rising from the command chair.  And as he turned his bright turquoise eyes upon her, Erin prepared herself for a journey to Talon IV.  However, a completely unexpected bunch of words instead fell from Alan’s lips.  “Erin, you’ll command the Starlight.  Kendall, Jayla, and I will head down to the surface.”

Erin tried to hide her surprise—but failed miserably.  Still, she knew that any protest would be worthless, so she simply nodded her agreement.  Besides… it wasn’t every day she got to command the ship.  “Sure thing,” she chirped.  “I’ll try to keep the ship in one piece.”

Alan grinned.  “If Matthew can do it, you can do it,” he quipped before a far more serious façade became him.  “Come back for us after the Ria’ainir breaks orbit… or after two hours have elapsed—whichever comes first.”

“Will do,” said Erin with a nod. 

Christopher took a few steps closer to the turbolift when some odd force of nature brought him to an abrupt stop.  He briefly looked back to Erin and said, “Wish me luck.”

She did him one better.  With one fluid motion, she slipped away from the operations console and came to Christopher’s side.  “Good luck,” she whispered before planting a kiss on his cheek.  “And just remember, if you come back in a box, I’m going to take that tapestry out of the bathroom and put it where it belongs…”

“In the garbage?”  Alan grinned deviously, and on that note, he turned on his heel and left.

In many ways, the surface of Talon IV was what Romulus used to be.  It was a sprawling, verdant world filled with placid landscapes and classic Romulan architecture, right down to the small replica of the Senate near the center of town.  Still, Christopher could detect countless differences, beginning with the bright blue sky and unusually warm temperatures.  Also notable was the fact that the planet seemed very worn.  None of the buildings looked particularly new, indicating to Christopher that Talon IV was somehow spared the wrath of the Elorg.

…And as Kendall Johnson’s tricorder lit up with activity, Christopher quickly understood why the planet was spared.  “This place is literally loaded with dilithium,” he said.

Jayla quickly nodded her agreement.  “That’s to be expected,” she said.  “The Romulans don’t use dilithium in their vessels.  I’d be willing to bet there are dozens of worlds scattered throughout the empire with equally rich deposits…”

The Elorg were evil, but they weren’t stupid; they knew a valuable planet when they saw one.  Still, Christopher was surprised they didn’t level the colony itself.  He shrugged off the oddity for the time being, and instead concentrated on keeping out of sight.  The thought of adorning a Romulan disguise had crossed Christopher’s mind, but given the time constraints, clandestinely slinking about the colony was a more feasible option.  Besides, given the colony’s small population, it was unlikely they would encounter anybody in the first place.

And of course, the moment such rationalizations crossed Christopher’s mind, a lone Romulan popped into sight near the flowery veranda at the end of the street.  “That’s Tomalak,” he quickly realized.

“Who?” asked Jayla almost immediately.

Christopher shook his head in mock disbelief.  “Tomalak was a fairly influential Commander during the Romulan War; he responsible for the assault on Kalora Prime,” he explained.  “He also had a couple of run-ins with the Enterprise-D.”

“And here he is…” Jayla quietly mused.  She tapped a few commands into her tricorder—but in tandem with Kendall’s it suddenly emitted a series of strident bleeps and blips.

“I’m… I’m detecting transporter activity,” Johnson quickly gleaned from the readout.

“And get this,” Jayla continued, “Tomalak is headed straight for it!”

A pang of excitement soared through Christopher’s body.  He had been hoping to beam down close to the action—but this was unprecedented.  “Erin is one heck of a good luck charm,” he mused, gently touching his cheek in the very spot Erin had kissed him.

But Jayla was quick to burst his bubble.  “The Romulans probably don’t know we’re here,” she said.  “They’re overconfident.”

That much was certain.  Tomalak was still visible near the veranda, apparently willing to meet with the Ria’ainir’s crew in broad daylight.  That was an eternally stupid decision on Tomalak’s part… but it did make Christopher’s job a bit easier.  “We have a rather distinctive advantage,” he said, watching intently as two Nausicaans—Nausicaans!—approached Commander Tomalak’s position.

“Maybe the Tal Shiar don’t control the Ria’ainir after all,” said Johnson quietly.  “Maybe the Nausicaans… uh, just got tired of their Captain.”

For his part, Christopher didn’t know what to think.  But with the shards of a broken moon lingering in the sky above, and the devious Nausicaans meeting with the infamous Commander Tomalak, Christopher suddenly suspected that the truth was not a pretty one…

Chapter Five

An hour had passed… perhaps two.  Tuvok could not be certain, for his attempts at meditation were severely compromised by the sharp stalagmite pressing against his back.  At least, he thought it was a stalagmite.  After the ambush in the desolate plaza, the Romulan attackers were quick to bind Tuvok with restraints, and place a blindfold over his dark eyes.  He, along with his companions, were subsequently dragged across the plaza and beamed to some unspecified location.

Though the acrid metallic odor remained, the air was much cleaner, though a bit too humid for Tuvok’s liking.  The floor was rough and extremely hard, and a vast echo sounded throughout the area every time one of the captors spoke.  Based upon these observations, logic dictated Tuvok sat in a cave beneath the Romulan homeworld. 

His companions were apparently unharmed, suffering only minor lacerations during the ambush.  He, himself, was damaged by a shard of stray metal when he fell to the ground after being shot, but the wound on his arm was subsequently healed, presumably with Doctor Hartman’s medical tools.

“I wish to speak with your leader,” Tuvok finally said.  It was the first time he had spoken since his capture, and considering his fair treatment, he suspected he would not be punished for his vocalization.

He was right.

The sound of approaching footsteps soon echoed throughout the cavern, and within moments, Tuvok felt a pair of muscular hands rip the blindfold from his face.  A large Romulan, dressed in civilian clothing, subsequently filled his line of sight—but nearby, in the shadows, stood a tall woman dressed in military garb.

“I am Jerras,” said the woman as the civilian worked at removing Tuvok’s restraints.  “It was I who summoned you to this desolate world—and you must forgive the cold reception.  I apologize, actually.  We weren’t expecting you for another couple of days…”

Tuvok arched a curious eyebrow.  “The action was swift and efficient,” he commended.  “I had anticipated the Tal Shiar would attempt to mount such an effort.”

Jerras nodded.  “So were we,” she said.  “When your vessel landed, we thought you were them, actually.”

“Nevertheless, the assault inadvertently helped both of our causes, by eliminated the necessity to search for your compound,” Tuvok continued.  “We were unable to decipher the coordinates you provided in the communiqué.”

“We knew the transmission would degrade,” Jerras admitted.  “But that level of encryption was necessary to get it past the Tal Shiar.”

The Romulan civilian finally removed the last of Tuvok’s restraints, and then stepped aside, giving the Vulcan room to stand.  “I am Lokor,” he said, slowly approaching Doctor Hartman.  “It is an honor to meet you, Ambassador.”

Tuvok provided Lokor with a diplomatic nod.  “Likewise,” he said.  “It is an honor it be here.”

“Though I must admit, I wish the circumstances were better,” Jerras somberly sighed.

“Indeed,” said Tuvok agreeably.  “The reason for our congregation is regrettable…”

Lokor quickly cut through Sarah Hartman’s bindings, and then jammed a hypospray into her arm.  The Doctor quickly regained consciousness, and much as Tuvok expected, her mouth made the quickest recovery.  “What the hell is going on?” she demanded, already moving to assault Lokor.

Thankfully, Lokor was able to restrain the Doctor before she could do anything unfortunate.  “You are among friends,” he said.

Reasonably certain that Lokar’s word alone would not sway the Doctor, Tuvok quickly came to his aid.  “They mistook us as Romulans,” he explained.  “However, by capturing us, they inadvertently brought us to the very location we sought to find.  This is the resistance base.”

Hartman smiled faintly at her former captor.  “That’s just great,” she said.  “So why are we here?”

“Now that you are conscious,” said Jerras, “we may begin.”  She promptly turned on her heel and headed down a dark, narrow cavern a few meters away.

Having spent the last several hours resting on a bed of rock, Tuvok was understandably exhausted, however, his desire to see this situation speedily resolved drove him to his feet.  He waited only a moment for Hartman to mimic his action, and then retraced Jerras’ footsteps through the narrow cavern.

After ten meters or so, the cavern narrowed a bit further before curving to the left.  Tuvok swiftly negotiated the rocky corridor until it finally opened to an expansive, yet unremarkable cavern deep beneath the surface.  There were a few storage lockers embedded in the rock face, even fewer computer terminals sitting along the wall, and one large bed situated in the center of the room.

“Ambassador Spock,” said Tuvok as he approached the bed’s occupant.

Jerras shook her head.  “He is asleep,” she somberly said.  “…And very ill.”

Doctor Hartman promptly removed a medical tricorder from her belt, and subsequently examined the Ambassador with the small scanner she pulled from its base.  “He has Bendii Syndrome,” she immediately diagnosed as the tricorder began to chirp.  “It’s hereditary.  If memory serves, his father also had Bendii Syndrome.”

Jerras frowned.  “Can you treat him?” she asked.

“To an extent,” said Hartman softly.  “Even after decades of research, there is still no known cure for the disease…”

Tuvok allowed himself a moment to gather his thoughts.  Simply being in Spock’s presence was enough to unsettle his mind, for the elder Ambassador’s stray thoughts already managed to pervade Tuvok’s mental defenses.  “How advanced is the illness?” he inquired.

Hartman glanced back to her tricorder.  “It’s still in the earliest stages,” she said.  “But without another Vulcan to assist him, Spock’s condition is rapidly deteriorating.”

Much as Tuvok had suspected.  “A mind meld will be necessary,” he stated.  If he could temporarily share Ambassador Spock’s burden, the illness’s rampant pace would be slowed considerably.

“This is why we came, isn’t it?” asked Hartman.  She folded shut her tricorder and glanced at the legendary Ambassador for a long moment.  “The resistance didn’t really need any help… it just needed someone to care for Spock.”

Though logic often failed humans, in this instance, Doctor Hartman was correct in her thinking.  “The Federation had been made aware of the Ambassador’s illness some time ago,” he explained.  “A more clandestine operation was devised to retrieve him from Romulus, however, when the Tal Shiar intercepted the Nausicaan mercenaries, an expedited version of that plan was required.”

“The Tal Shiar think we’re smuggling weapons,” Jerras explained.  “But the Nausicaans have been delivering us some of the medical supplies needed to stabilize Spock’s condition.  With the last shipment gone… we had no choice but to contact the Federation and request help.”

Tuvok nodded his agreement.  “The Ambassador has sensitive information regarding the Tal Shiar.  We must ensure that he is safely returned to the Federation.”

Spock suddenly came to life.  His limbs were trembling wildly, and his face was filled with the angst of a man no longer in control of his resources.  Still, determined to maintain an air of dignity, he sat up under his own power, and turned his faded eyes directly upon Sarah Hartman.  “I must… return to the Federation,” he rasped.  “If I do not return… and stand before the Federation Council… the Federation and Romulus will soon be… at war…”

“…I was beginning to wonder if you were coming or not,” Commander Tomalak said to his Nausicaan guests.  He had been expecting them several days ago, and when they failed to arrive promptly, he immediately expected the worst.  “So, where is Fojallit?  We have much to discuss, he and I.”

“Dead,” grunted the taller of the two Nausicaans.  He didn’t seem particularly moved by the revelation, either.  

Tomalak, on the other hand, found himself rather surprised.  “Dead?” he repeated.  “What happened?”

“He died,” said the Nausicaan.

“Obviously,” said Tomalak—he just loved dealing with Nausicaans.  “How did he die?”

The Nausicaan took a long moment to conjure up the memory, and as he did so, Tomalak briefly considered using a neural probe to simply extract the information—but the Nausicaan’s memory prevailed even before Tomalak had a chance to move a muscle.  “He was killed,” said the Nausicaan slowly.  “In an… accident.”

“So I assume you are now in command of the Ria’ainir?” Tomalak inquired.

“Me?” asked the Nausicaan.  “I guess…”

For the sake of his sanity, Tomalak very quickly decided to simply complete the transaction and get himself away from the Nausicaan… and perhaps seek out a different vendor for his goods.  “Do you have the materials I requested?”

The Nausicaan looked to his shorter comrade.  The shorter fellow consulted with a clunky Nausicaan padd, before affirming Tomalak’s question.  “Yes,” the larger Nausicaan subsequently said.  “We have your goods.”

Tomalak nodded patiently.  “Good,” he said evenly. “Where are they?”

Again, the taller Nausicaan looked to his companion.  “On the ship,” said the shorter one.  “Shall I retrieve them?”

Tomalak sighed.  Definitely time for a new supplier.  “Yes, by all means,” he said, ushering the Nausicaan away.

The short Nausicaan promptly touched a button on his belt, and subsequently shimmered away in a swirl of green and purple light.

Once he was gone, Tomalak turned his gaze back to the taller Nausicaan.  “I assume you are aware of the rendezvous near Galorndon Core?”

“Yes,” said the Nausicaan.  This time the answer was a bit more decisive, but that did little to curry Tomalak’s favor.  “We will meet one of your vessels there in five days.”

“Good,” said Tomalak.  “After that transaction has been completed, I want you to report to the base at Minos Corva.  You will receive further instructions there.”

The Nausicaan nodded his understanding…  Of course, Tomalak knew the Nausicaan had no idea what fate had in store for him on Minos Corva.  Suffice it to say, he would pay the price for being such a mediocre mercenary.  

Now… he waited.  And knowing the slow-witted Nausicaans, the wait would probably be a considerable one.  Tomalak sighed, and briefly turned his attention to the small patch of Edosian Orchids growing in the garden behind him.  The blossoms were quite exquisite this year; certainly they would be put to excellent use… but before Tomalak had a chance to expound upon that particular train of though, the faint hum of the transporter drew his attention back to the Nausicaans.

The short Nausicaan returned with the goods… and some friends—but as the three additional transporter beams began to solidify, Tomalak very quickly realized the newcomers were not Nausicaans.  In fact, they were something much worse than Nausicaans: they were Romulans, led by the infamous Commander Sela…

Flanked by her two guards, Sela slowly pushed her way past the Nausicaans.  “Tomalak,” she tersely called, “I just wanted to personally thank you for helping bring down the Romulan underground movement.  I don’t think I could have done it without you…”

Tomalak clenched his fists.  He knew Fojallit’s death seemed a little too convenient, but his rather low opinion of the Nausicaans didn’t quite allow for this much treachery.  “You are wise beyond your years, Sela,” said Tomalak evenly.  “And there once was a time when your actions would have been considered commendable.  But now, they are little more than petty acts of treachery.”

Sela scoffed at the sentiment.  “That is ridiculous!” she yelled, practically shouting into Tomalak’s face. 

“Is it?” Tomalak prompted.  “The glory days have passed, Sela.  The Romulan Empire is not what it once was.  We are a decadent people, and the only way to save ourselves… is to return to our roots.  To return home—to Vulcan!”

“No,” Sela defiantly replied, waving her disruptor in the air.  “Times are changing, Commander, I will grant you that.  But misdirection is the key to survival—never behave as your enemy expects, and never reveal your true intentions.  Right now, the Federation, the Klingons, the Garidians… they all believe the Romulan Star Empire is in a state of decay.  They believe us weak and vulnerable…”

“And we are!” Tomalak interjected.

Sela promptly struck him with her disruptor.  “Don’t interrupt me,” she warned.

Tomalak carefully rubbed his still-tingling jaw, and politely motioned for Sela to continue.

“The Elorg dealt Romulus a blow, but it was not the end of us.  It was a new beginning!  Our enemies believe us weak; they expect us to comply with their grandiose gestures of peace…  And we will—until that no longer serves our needs.”  She paused, and closed the already nominal distance between herself and Tomalak.  “That time is coming, Commander—and with your resistance out of the way, there is nothing to stop us.”

“Except me…”  

The voice was an unfamiliar one, but as Tomalak came about to face the speaker, the uniform he wore was anything but unfamiliar.  “Starfleet…”

Three Starfleet officers approached the veranda with phasers in hand—and Tomalak suspected there were many more nearby.  “I am Captain Alan Christopher,” said the leader, “and I do believe this coup is over…”

Sela retreated a few steps, but the fire that burned in her eyes was anything but submissive.  “Your reputation precedes you Captain.  But unfortunately for you… your actions are too little, too late.”

* * *

The moment the sensor alerts pierced the air, Erin Keller’s heart skipped a beat.  From the beginning, she had suspected something was not quite right with the situation, and the moment the stars on the viewscreen began to ripple, her fears were immediately justified.

“Two Romulan Warbirds decloaking,” Bator promptly announced.

Erin’s death grip on the command chair tightened as the ominous pair of warbirds shimmered into existence.  “Shit,” she cursed.  It would seem Admiral Janeway was right after all—the Romulan Empire was anything but dead.  “Red alert!”

The bridge was suddenly awash in a faint crimson glow, but an overall sense of darkness nevertheless seemed to pervade the command facility.  It complimented Erin’s dark mood quite nicely.

“We are being hailed,” Bator announced—but before Keller had a chance to respond, the Romulan commander appeared on screen.

“I am Subcommander Tovar of the Romulan Warbird Rakesh,” said the smug Romulan on the viewscreen.  “Prepare to be boarded…”

That was an empty threat if Erin ever heard one.  If the Starlight or either one of the Romulan warbirds lowered shields, the radiation generated by the sun would kill everyone on board fairly quickly.  On the other hand, if they tried to board the Starlight with shuttles, or something, the Starlight could simply shoot them down before they got in range.  “No thank you,” Erin promptly replied.

Tovar arched a brow.  “This is not an option.”

Erin smiled at him.  “Then go ahead and lower your shields,” she said.  “I’m sure the radiation won’t bother you that much.”

“The are charging weapons,” Bator quietly announced.

Erin had expected as much.  “Move us deeper into the chromosphere,” she said, hoping the added solar distortions would keep the Romulans from getting a target lock.  By the time this standoff was over, the Romulans would regret taking on the scientific mind of Erin Keller.  “Listen,” she said to Tovar, “if you fire on us, you will be committing an act of war.”

“You have already done so by violating Romulan territory,” Tovar retorted.

He had a point, of course.  Violating the Neutral Zone was one thing.  Violating Romulan space was something else completely.  But Erin wasn’t out of ideas yet.  After the Elorg War, the Romulans agreed to let Federation supply ships enter their space to help rebuild the empire.  “We were delivering some supplies to the Romulan colony in the Pretorian Cluster,” she replied without missing a beat.  It was a lie, but given all the radiation in the star’s chromosphere, the Romulans couldn’t scan the Starlight to find out.

Tovar, of course, didn’t buy it for an instant.  “You are a long way from the Pretorian Cluster,” he said.

“We were sidetracked when one of the moons orbiting Talon IV mysteriously imploded,” she continued.  “It seemed a bit curious…  Would you care to explain what happened?”

“Yes,” said Tovar angrily.  Apparently the mention of Talon IV struck a chord with him, and he dismissed the subject with little more than a terse glare.  “You will surrender your vessel or be destroyed.”

Erin shook her head.  She wasn’t going to give up the Starlight without one hell of a fight.  “If you want this ship,” she said,  “you’re going to have to come and get it!”

To Be Continued…
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