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Chapter Six

With a disruptor in hand, Commander Sela casually crossed the flowery veranda, seemingly unworried by the trio of phasers pointed at her.  Perhaps she placed a great deal of faith in her bodyguards… or perhaps she simply found the threat posed by Captain Alan Christopher a laughable one.  Either way, Sela was not deterred in the slightest.

“I was hoping I would get a chance to meet you,” said Sela quietly as she approached Christopher.  She even had the gall to flash him a faint smile.  “After all, I do hold you personally responsible for the destruction of our empire…”

Christopher met Sela’s gaze with indifference, as if he’d heard the spiel time and again.  “The Elorg destroyed Romulus,” he said evenly.  “Not me.”

Sela’s smile endured as she continued her approach—but the second she was within striking range of the Captain, her face turned stone cold, and her disruptor found its way to Christopher’s throat.  “Refresh my memory, Captain… who discovered the rift inside the Alteran Expanse?  I was under the impression that person was you… but perhaps my memory is mistaken.”

Christopher gulped nervously as Sela nudged the weapon deeper into his throat.  “I’d say your memory is working just fine,” he nervously rasped.  He fumbled for his phaser, but the moment he moved, Sela plucked the weapon from his hand and threw it to the ground.

“Of course it is.”  A seductive smile fell upon her face as she brought her lips closer Christopher’s ear.  “Allow me to… personally thank you for your discovery.”

Very slowly, Sela tightened her grip on the disruptor, gradually squeezing the trigger until finally, she could feel the warm energy begin to surge through its mechanisms.  At any moment, she could pull the trigger and blow Christopher’s head to smithereens—but after the terror he bestowed upon Romulus, he was hardly worthy of such a swift demise. 

There were a dozen better ways to kill him—and since he was Ka’Tulan, they would all end with a fairly spectacular light show when his body reverted to its non-corporeal state.  Sela had always been eager to witness such a display; she only hoped it lived up to her expectations…

But suddenly, Sela glimpsed a flash of verdant light streak across the veranda.  It soared almost directly over her shoulder, followed an instant later by a second blast and the sonorous shrieks of her guard.  Screaming in agony, the guard immediately collapsed, dead before his body hit the ground.

They were under attack… and the realization was a costly one, for it provided Christopher with the split-second he needed to retaliate against Sela.  In the blink of an eye, he grabbed the disrupter pointed at his throat and violently pushed it away.  Unwilling to allow Christopher such an easy escape, Sela immediately pulled the trigger.

Green light surged from the emitter, plowing straight into the air with deadly intent.  But while the intent was certainly present, the target was not, and the beam hurtled into the azure skies above.

Sela moved to fire again, but Christopher wasn’t content to simply push the weapon away from his throat.  He continued to shove Sela’s arm back until her grip on the disruptor faltered; it momentarily slipped away from her grasp, but she managed to cling onto the precious weapon with her fingertips.  She fumbled with it for a long moment before realizing it was probably a lost cause.  Thus, she flung the disruptor to the ground and cursed as it skittered across the veranda—and Christopher immediately planted his fist in her face.

Dazed, Sela stumbled back a meter or so, clutching her throbbing jaw as if it were about to fall off.  She peered up at Christopher with a severe gaze—but that did little to stop him.  Unwilling to go down so easily, Sela pounced upon Christopher with all her might, driving her skull into his chest.

He wheezed as the air vacated his lungs, and fell to the dusty veranda with a satisfying THUMP!  Momentum kept Sela hurtling through the warm air, and she crashed to the ground beside Christopher a scant moment later.  Knowing this was her opportunity to put an end to the Captain, she quickly climbed to her knees—and subsequently found her face little more than a centimeter from the business end of a phaser.

“Don’t move,” said the Trill female holding the weapon.  “Unless, of course, you want to die…”

The sentiment hardly moved Sela.  In fact, she was almost inclined to laugh at the young Trill for her stupidity.  Sela knew for a fact that the Trill would simply stun her—and that was only if she had to courage to fire the phaser to begin with.  Even so, Sela humored the Trill, remaining still as possible to at least give the appearance of compliance.  

“Get up,” ordered the Trill, motioning the action with her phaser.

Again, Sela complied—but the moment she stood erect, she tapped a small button on her belt and vanished amidst the verdant hues of a transporter beam…

Chapter Seven

Alan Christopher opened his eyes to a blur of shadows and light.  There was a pair of dark circles overhead, a few blurry faces in his peripheral vision, and two shimmering slices of bright light in the distance.  He tried to concentrate his vision on the circles overhead, but the moment he gave thought to moving his eyes, his head pounded with immense, thundering pain.

He very quickly shut his eyes and hoped that when they reopened, he would find himself in bed on the Starlight, waking up from a very bad dream.

No such luck.

The blur of shapes and shadows remained, though two of the faces had suddenly moved closer.  “You’re going to be okay,” came a concerned voice.  Christopher immediately recognized it, but his utter state of disarray kept him from putting the voice to a name.

“What happened?” he asked—and he couldn’t help but notice his voice sounded both distant and slurred.

“Things went badly on Talon IV,” the voice replied.  It was a female voice… warm and caring, but definitely not Erin.  Was it Megan?  

No… Megan didn’t come to Talon IV.  She was… she was on Romulus… with Tuvok. 

“Jayla!” he quickly realized—and with her recognition of the name came recognition of her face.  Very slowly, the two faces hovering overhead merged into one solid image of the young Trill.  Her face was smudged with dirt, and her dark brown hair was a bit frazzled—but otherwise, she looked fine.  “Where is Kendall?”

Jayla nodded toward the beams of light across the room—only now there was only one beam of light.  It was sunlight, gently pouring into the room through a large arched window.  Kendall sat on a sofa just beneath it, nursing a fairly nasty cut on his arm with a dermal regenerator.

“Forgive the mess,” Tomalak interjected a scant moment later.  The Romulan stood across from Jayla, looking down upon Christopher with an approving smile.  “I wasn’t expecting company.”

Christopher shook his head—both to clear his vision and to dismiss the notion of a mess.  “I can barely see, anyway,” he quipped.

Tomalak nodded accordingly.  “You suffered a subdermal hepatoma on the back of your head when Commander Sela shoved you to the ground,” Tomalak calmly explained.

The diagnosis gave Christopher a moment’s pause.  He wasn’t sure what a subdermal hepatoma was, but it certainly didn’t sound very good.  “Am I going to die?” he immediately asked.

Jayla shook her head.  “No,” she said, smiling.  “You’re going to bruise.”

“That’s it?” Somehow, Christopher had been expecting something more than a simple bump on the head.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” said Tomalak.  “If you’d like a rematch with Commander Sela, I’m nearly certain she will clear her schedule to accommodate you.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Christopher promptly replied.  If Erin ever learned that a girl had beaten him up, he would never hear the end of it.  Thus, Christopher quickly decided it would be in his best interest to simply forget about the whole thing.  “Whatever happened to Sela, anyway?”

Jayla promptly expelled a weary sigh.  “She escaped.”

“To the Nausicaan ship?” Christopher inquired.  If that was the case, it wasn’t much of an escape at all.

“The Ria’ainir is still in orbit,” Kendall Johnson said from across the room.  He ran the dermal regenerator over his arm a few more times, and then set aside the healing device to inspect his handiwork.

“Sela likely escaped to a cloaked Romulan warbird,” Tomalak subsequently explained.  “I wouldn’t worry about it…”

Christopher, however, wasn’t able to dismiss the escape so easily.  Not only was he a little bit perturbed about the attempt on his life, Sela was also apparently involved in the plotting of some unspecified Romulan incursion.  She was clearly a danger to just about everyone.  “We need to find that warbird before Sela has a chance to do something unfortunate…”

Again, Tomalak dismissed the notion.  “The Tal Shiar is not the organization it once was,” he said softly.  “There was a time when the Tal Shiar could accomplish anything.  They were a force to be feared and reckoned with—the very mention of the name ‘Tal Shiar’ was enough to send a chill down one’s spine.  Their reputation alone was enough to quell countless insurrections…  And as the Tal Shiar’s reputation grew legendary, so too did its ego.  Those involved with the organization truly believed themselves invincible.

“Together with the Cardassian Obsidian Order, they clandestinely gathered their allies, built an impressive fleet of starships, and traveled to the Omarion Nebula to obliterate the Founders once and for all.”

Tomalak shook his head with remorse.  “…None of the vessels returned,” he quietly concluded.

From that point, Christopher could very easily fill in the rest of the blanks.  “And while the Tal Shiar crumbled, their reputation endured…”

“You cannot kill a legend overnight,” said Tomalak agreeably.  “Today, the Tal Shiar has but a few vessels—but the clout behind its reputation is enough to make even the Federation take heed of its warnings.”

“So Sela poses no threat?” asked Christopher.

“A minimal one, at best,” said Tomalak dismissively.  “But as long as you remain on Talon IV, you are among friends, Captain.”

Despite all of the dark deeds in Tomalak’s past—the encounters with the Enterprise-D, the attack on Kalora Prime—Christopher nevertheless felt inclined to trust the man.  There was something about him that just felt right.  “I’m honored by your friendship,” said Christopher warmly.

“Likewise,” said Tomalak.  He stood for a moment before motioning toward an adjacent room.  “Come… we have much to discuss…”

Many hours had passed since the Starlight delved into the fiery depths of the Talon Star, and Erin Keller was beginning to grow restless.  She didn’t like hiding inside of a star for hours on end—and she liked being stalked by Romulans even less.

“Both warbirds are still holding position,” said Neelar Drayge as he glanced down at the helm.  He tended to make status reports about every half-hour—and since this was the seventh such report since Keller took command, she estimated the standoff was approaching its fourth hour.

“They sure are persistent,” Keller grumbled, staring intently at the two ominous vessels on the viewscreen.  To the untrained eye the warbirds were practically lost in the star’s fiery corona, but Keller had had plenty of time to familiarize herself to the sight.

“Their persistence might ultimately pay off,” Bator starkly added.  “They are well aware that we cannot remain here indefinitely.”

Keller had already been working on that, actually.  Once before, during the conflict with the Mersah Tolidas, they had used a shuttle’s Bussard Collectors to gather a star’s energy, and subsequently transferred it to the ailing Starlight.  If necessary, the same could be done here.  Unfortunately, the shuttle was destroyed during the energy transfer—and the Starlight would run out of shuttles before the Romulans ran out of time.

“If only we could contact the Potemkin for help,” Keller grumbled.  “That would even things up a bit.  Then we could face the Romulans head on.”

“The star is generating far too much interference,” Bator reminded—unnecessarily, of course.  Being the operations officer, Keller was well aware of the Starlight’s limitations inside the star’s chromosphere.

“The Romulans are probably jamming all communication frequencies anyway,” Keller postulated.  She knew that if the situation were reversed, and the Romulans were stuck inside the star, she would definitely jam communications.  “We couldn’t get a message out even if we wanted to.”

Keller slowly slumped down into the command chair as she pondered the situation.  She still had plenty of ideas running through her mind—dozens of little tricks she could use against the Romulans should they approach.  But that was the problem: the Romulans were keeping their distance.  “We need to somehow lure them into the chromosphere,” she said.  “If they get close enough, I’m quite certain we can disable both ships.”

Talyere suddenly cleared his throat—and the action nearly scared Keller out of her chair.  She had nearly forgotten about the Elorg’s presence on the bridge.  “Would a transmission to the Potemkin be sufficient to draw their attention?”

“Probably,” said Keller.  “But if you recall, we’re in no position to do that.”

“But we are,” said Talyere, an enigmatic smile spreading across his face.  “During the Great War, the Iconians would frequently jam all Elorg communication channels.  They held this advantage for quite some time, but eventually, the Elorg were able to devise a solution—they simply launched a torpedo containing an interplexing beacon.  Once it cleared the battlefield, it transmitted a distress signal, or something similar, and then detonated.”

Keller was immediately fond of the idea.  “I had not considered that,” she admitted.

“It has a fair chance of succeeding,” said Bator.  “It is likely the Romulans will pursue and destroy the torpedo, but not before it is able to complete its mission.”

“And modifying one of our transphasic torpedoes should be a fairly simple task,” Talyere added.  “I could have all of the necessary modifications completed in under two hours.”

Keller had actually been more inclined to send Bator down to the armory to make the modifications, but Talyere’s two-hour estimate was more than reasonable, and it would allow Bator to remain on the bridge where he was very much needed.  “Very well,” Keller finally decided.  “You have two hours.”

Over the course of his many years, Ambassador Tuvok was able to meld with countless individuals.  In general, Tuvok considered each experience an intriguing merger of minds that brought about a better understanding of the universe.  But as he approached the sickly Ambassador Spock’s bedside, Tuvok could not help but recall one meld that was far from enlightening.

Approximately one year after Voyager’s arrival in the Delta Quadrant, Crewman Darwin was found dead.  The subsequent investigation brought Tuvok to Lon Suder, a Betazoid with a dark, malicious past.  In an attempt to better understand the motives behind the murder, Tuvok initiated a mind-meld with Suder.  Unfortunately, the meld’s only result was Tuvok’s brief, but total loss of emotional control.  Suffice it to say, the experience was an unpleasant one, and as he stood at Spock’s bedside, Tuvok knew he could relive the nightmare.

But it had to be done.  Despite Doctor Hartman’s administrations, Ambassador Spock’s condition deteriorated with each hour that passed.  Soon, he would permanently lose all control of his resources, and at that point, his use to the Federation council would be nominal.  That could not be allowed to happen.

“If you’re going to do this,” Doctor Hartman stated, “you should do it soon.”

Tuvok readily nodded his agreement.  “I am ready to proceed,” he stated calmly.

The Doctor carefully pulled the medical tricorder from her belt, and input several commands into the device.  “I’ll be monitoring both of you,” she said as she worked.  “At the first sign of trouble, I want you to break the link.”

“Understood,” said Tuvok, pulling in a deep lungful of the stale Romulan air.  He closed his eyes and held the breath, picturing his mind as an ocean.  It was a vast expanse of logic and wonders—and it was utterly calm.  

The calm before the storm, no doubt.

Finally, Tuvok exhaled, and slowly brought his steady hand to Ambassador Spock’s cool face.  “My mind to your mind,” he whispered from memory.  “My thoughts to your thoughts…”

The meld was only beginning to assert itself, but already, Tuvok could feel the chaos brimming in Spock’s mind.  Feelings and emotions trickled through the gaps in Tuvok’s defenses; he could sense the fear welling in Spock’s mind… he could feel the pain…  he could understand the suffering…

But understanding aside, it was nevertheless chaotic, and as the spectrum of emotions danced at the fringes of Tuvok’s mind, he knew he needed to bring order to that chaos.  He needed to calm the storm raging in Spock’s head—and the only way to accomplish the feat was to dig deeper, into the heart of the storm.

Keeping his thoughts focused entirely on the calmness of the ocean, Tuvok burrowed himself deeper into Spock’s chaotic mind—a literal maelstrom of distant memories, stray thoughts, raging emotions… and they were constantly hammering away at Tuvok’s defenses.

In the blink of an eye, Tuvok could peer deep into the past.  He could see the heat rising on Vulcan’s sweltering terrain… he glimpsed Sarek and Captain Kirk… the Enterprise… the Klingons… the Romulans… 

Romulans.

ROMULANS.

The words pounded in Tuvok’s mind, and suddenly the ocean was aflame.  He was losing control of the meld…

…The Romulans needed to be stopped… the Romulans were plotting… the Romulans and Federation would soon be at war… must get to the Federation… MUST GET TO THE FEDERATION!

…The ocean was calm…

CALM!

…The Romulans cannot be trusted!  THEY CANNOT BE TRUSTED!  THE FEDERATION IS IN GRAVE DANGER!  THE FEDERATION… IS IN PAIN.

Pain is illogical.  Vulcans do not feel pain…

BUT THEY DO! THEY FEEL EVERYTHING… THEY ARE ILLOGICAL…

The ocean is calm…  The ocean is logical.

And something in Tuvok’s mind suddenly clicked.  The mind-meld was over…

“Was… I successful?” Tuvok immediately inquired, his voice both weak and raspy.

Doctor Hartman was already scanning Ambassador Spock.  “Only partially,” she said quietly.  “You may have stabilized him, but only for a couple of days.”

That was insufficient.  Even at transwarp speeds, Earth was more than a week away.  “I must attempt another meld,” Tuvok quickly decided—but as he moved to initiate the meld, Doctor Hartman grabbed his hand.

“Bad idea,” she said.  “You have a neurochemical imbalance in your mesiofrontal cortex,” she read from her tricorder’s display.  “If you attempt to mind-meld again, you could do more harm than good.  I think you should rest at least two or three hours before initiating another meld.”

While it was a medically sound analysis, it was nevertheless unacceptable to Tuvok.  “Doctor,” he said, “until the Ambassador’s condition is stabilized, we cannot afford to sit idle.”

Hartman frowned.  “Were you listening to me a moment ago?  Spock’s condition is partially stabilized.  It’s probably not going to get much worse in the hours to come—so we can afford to sit idle for a moment.  What we can’t afford is you losing control of your emotions.  Quite frankly, Ambassador, if you lose control, then you’re not going to be much good to anybody, including Spock.”

Tuvok again pictured the ocean in his mind.  Obviously the power of the meld had overwhelmed him, for his thought process was undeniably illogical.  “You are correct, Doctor,” he said diplomatically.  “I will rest.”

A satisfied smirk befell Hartman’s face.  “Good.”

At the sound of footsteps, Tuvok abandoned his position at Spock’s side, and turned his attention to the nearby corridor.  Jerras and Lokor promptly appeared at the threshold, and Tuvok immediately suspected something was amiss.  “What has transpired?” he asked, attempting to mask the weariness in his voice.

While Lokor remained at the threshold, Jerras approached the foot of Spock’s bed.  “We’ve just received a transmission from our outpost on Talon IV.  The Tal Shiar has been made aware of the Federation’s involvement in our operation,” she calmly reported.

That easily justified Jerras’ mood.  “Does the Tal Shiar know the extent of our involvement?” asked Tuvok.

“We believe so,” said Jerras, grimly shaking her head.  “As such, we can’t risk staying here any longer—because they will be coming…”

Chapter Eight

A few days ago, Alan Christopher vehemently ruled Klingon cuisine off his daily menu.  Today, he added Romulan cuisine to the list of forbidden foods.  After touring the Talon IV colony with Tomalak for most of the afternoon, Christopher quickly realized that he had not eaten for quite some time.  Eager to please his new guests, Tomalak was quick to offer dinner—and in light of his newly formed friendship, Christopher accepted the offer.

An hour later, he sat congregated with Jayla, Kendall and Tomalak around a sleek obsidian table in the Romulan Commander’s home.  Tomalak had prepared a wide variety of traditional Romulan meals, including an assortment of Romulan mollusks, something called flarn, and dozens of other less-than-appetizing dishes.

At least it was cooked… but that did little to increase its desirability. 

Out of kindness, Christopher at least made an effort to pick at his plate, sorting though the mollusks for the little ones with seven tentacles.  They tasted like nothing, which was preferable to the larger ones; those had a taste Christopher could only describe as “skunk in a pile of rotten eggs near a decomposed horse carcass.”

But if Tomalak noticed Christopher’s fastidious eating habits, he said nothing to that extent.  In fact, the Romulan was content to go on about the Tal Shiar at length.  “The Tal Shiar is a vocal, but extreme minority of the Romulan population,” Tomalak said, happily plopping a third helping of the dreaded mollusks on his plate.  “After all the death and destruction in recent decades, the bloodlust that nearly consumed us has at last been excised from our veins.  Most Romulans now favor peace, and a growing majority support unification with Vulcan.”

Christopher poked at his plate, but couldn’t bear to bring the fork to his mouth.  “What does the Senate have to say about all of this?” he asked.

Tomalak rolled his eyes at the sentiment.  “What Senate?” he sarcastically prompted.  “Our government has been in a state of disarray for decades, Captain Christopher, and with the destruction of Homeworld, there is no clear leader.”  He slowly lifted a glass of Romulan ale to his lips, but paused before taking a sip.  “Then again, I suppose a leader would make little difference,” he grimaced.

Christopher frowned.  “What do you mean?

Tomalak set his ale back upon the table.  “Even if we had a government, there is very little left to govern.  The Elorg destroyed dozens of Romulan colonies last year…  The Garidians ceded from the Empire, along with many other close allies… all that remains of the once proud Romulan Star Empire is a smattering of disparate worlds on some barren frontier…”

Christopher gently set aside his fork.  “You’ve got an impressive colony here,” he said candidly—and it was the truth.  “It may not be the glorious empire of old, but it’s certainly worth your while.”

Tomalak stared into his ale for a long moment before finally taking a sip.  “Perhaps you’re right,” he said, and left the conversation at that.  “You’ve hardly touched your ale, Captain!  I can understand your abhorrence of flarn and mollusks, but Romulan ale?  Come now, Captain, everyone likes a decent ale now and then…  Even your companions have indulged themselves,” he said, gesturing grandly toward Kendall and Jayla.

Christopher glared at his still full glass of ale.  “Romulan ale does me in real quick,” he mused.  “And I highly doubt you want a drunken Ka’Tulan running around the place.”

Tomalak smiled.  “It would add some much needed excitement to the daily routine,” he quipped.  “But I believe we can live without such excitement.”

There were still a plethora of questions milling about Christopher’s mind, and given the break in the conversation, he decided that now was as good a time as any to ask them.  Unfortunately, the subject matter was potentially touchy, and he hesitated for a moment before parting his lips.  “Commander,” he said, poking at one of the larger mollusks with his fork.  “Your planet seems to be missing one of its moons…”

“Ahh,” said Tomalak quietly.  “That.”

Christopher nodded.  “Would you care to explain?”

Tomalak smiled thinly at the invitation.  It didn’t take a telepath to realize he was not eager to speak of the incident—and that immediately raised few red flags in Christopher’s mind—but the Romulan nevertheless gave the question a fair amount of consideration.  “After the Elorg War, supply lines throughout the Empire were severed; every colony was forced to fend for itself.  Talon IV was left with enough supplies to last several years, but with the fate of the Empire in doubt, we knew we might not be able to rely upon it in the future.  Thus, it was agreed that a small dilithium mining facility would be established on one of the moons orbiting our world.

“Unfortunately, one of the fusion reactors malfunctioned when the facility was brought online.  Our engineers attempted to repair the reactor, but the damage was too widespread; a cascade reaction spread throughout the system, and the moon was subsequently destroyed.

“We suspect the facility was sabotaged by the Tal Shiar—I believe that is the only way such a failure could have occurred.  But with the vast majority of the evidence vaporized in the blast, we have no way to be certain.”

As far as Christopher could tell, there were no glaring factual errors in Tomalak’s tale.  Nothing that could easily be used to discredit the story… in fact, it fit in nicely with everything Christopher had learned thus far.  “Sela wanted to bring an end to the resistance,” Christopher continued.  “And I would imaging getting rid of that moon put a dent in your plans.”

“A dent,” Tomalak confirmed.  “Nothing more.  If she wants to get rid of us, she is going to have to try a lot harder than that…”

* * *

When he gave his two-hour estimate to Commander Keller, Talyere had been fairly confident the necessary modifications could have been made within the said timeframe.  The procedure was not akin to a major system overhaul—it was little more than a few simple modifications to a transphasic torpedo, and nothing more.  But two hours and one minute later, Talyere was beginning to have second thoughts.

He managed to perform the most difficult tasks with ease.  In the first hour alone, Talyere installed a new interplexing beacon and reconfigured the warhead to emit the distress signal.  He even took it upon himself to enhance the torpedo’s communication subsystems, allowing it to cut through additional solar radiation and begin transmitting the signal that much sooner… But then came the second hour, and things suddenly hit a brick wall.

Despite all of the wondrous enhancements to the torpedo, Talyere could not even begin to fathom why it failed to transmit his test message.  He conducted every computer analysis available to him, and all of them indicated the torpedo and its innards were in perfect working order.  For a moment, Talyere allowed for the possibility that something was wrong with the computer itself, but that was nonsense.  The Starlight received considerable upgrades while docked with Earth Station McKinley several weeks ago, and the computer performed flawlessly since then.  His problem was something else altogether…

Thus, he sighed and wearily seated himself on the bench beside the torpedo, hoping that inspiration might suddenly strike.  Such strokes of luck were not uncommon; sometimes one simply needed to step back and look at things in a broader perspective to see the root of the problem.  But as Talyere sat upon the hard, metallic bench, he saw nothing more than a dysfunctional torpedo.  “Perhaps I should step back further,” he mused, just as the armory’s doors slid apart.

“What for?” asked Neelar Drayge a moment later. 

Talyere looked up at the Bolian.  “The torpedo had apparently been inflicted with some unknown computer virus,” he explained.  “I have run numerous analyses, but the computer cannot identify any problems with the torpedo.”

“Well… maybe there’s nothing wrong with the torpedo?”  Drayge took a few steps closer to the torpedo as he approached, and even glanced at some of the scan results on the computer terminal near the foot of the weapon.  “Everything looks okay…”

Talyere nodded.  “It looks okay,” he confirmed, “but I have recorded a test message… and for reasons unbeknownst to both myself and the computer, it will not transmit.”

Drayge furrowed his brow in confusion.  Something definitely didn’t add up, and Talyere was glad to see Drayge corroborating the claim.  “Well… Commander Keller wanted a status report.  I guess our status is… confused.”

“Most certainly,” said Talyere.  He vacated the bench and subsequently joined Lieutenant Drayge alongside the troublesome torpedo casing.  “If I cannot solve the problem quickly, I may be forced to begin anew.”

“I will inform the Commander,” said Drayge as he inspected the interplexing beacon.  “She won’t be happy, but I’m sure she’ll…”  Drayge’s voice suddenly trailed off, and a curious grin fell upon his pale blue lips.  

“What is it?” asked Talyere.  He was reasonably certain he had not done anything humorous… but perhaps he had some sort of embarrassing blemish on his tunic?

Drayge gestured to the interplexing beacon.  “You installed the beacon perfectly,” he said, “but you failed to attach it to the transmitter.”

“Naturally,” Talyere grumbled, almost embarrassed by the inanity of his error.  The transmitter was an independent subsystem, and could function properly with or without the interplexing beacon—the beacon, however, could not function without the transmitter.  “I would appreciate it if Commander Keller was not made aware of my… error,” he whispered a moment later.

Drayge grinned.  “Your secret is safe with me.”

Erin Keller liked to consider herself a patient woman.  After putting up with Alan Christopher for so many years, she had to be patient.  But it would seem that only six hours into her standoff with the Romulans, her patience were growing thin.  Either Alan wasn’t as tiresome as Erin had initially believed, or the Romulans were simply that much more annoying.

“They haven’t moved a centimeter, have they?”

Bator didn’t even have to look at his console for the answer; the data had changed very little in six hours.  “Both warbirds are maintaining position,” he said.

Keller sighed, and glanced back at the viewscreen.  For the time being, both warbirds were obscured by a particularly vehement solar flare, but Keller knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that, when the flare subsided, both of the vessels would reappear.  “I wish I could do something a little more productive,” she grumbled after a moment.  “It seems wrong to just sit around and wait for something to happen!”

The first few hours of the standoff, Keller had run countless theories and simulations through her mind.  She was readying herself for every possible scenario.  But with the Romulans content to sit around, Keller eventually realized that she probably wouldn’t have to react to anything—Subcommander Tovar was waiting for her to make a move.  And as the turbolift doors parted, Keller knew that time was coming…

“Commander,” called Talyere as he strode onto the bridge with Neelar, “the torpedo has been modified successfully.”

Keller bolted out of her seat with excitement.  “Good work, Talyere,” she said.  “I was beginning to wonder if you would make the two-hour deadline.”

He smiled thinly as he took his place at the mission operations console.  “I took my time, and made absolutely certain the torpedo would function properly,” he said evenly. 

“Good,” said Keller.  After six hours of inaction, she was more than ready for a little excitement—even if it meant angering the Romulans.  At this point, just about anything was better than sitting around.  “Bator, upload our distress signal into the torpedo’s communication system.”

The Phobian promptly complied; his hands literally flew over the tactical station, and just moments later, his actions concluded with a series of pleasant bleeps.  “Done,” he said.  “Torpedo is ready for launch.”

A wry grin fell upon Keller’s face.  “Very well, then,” she said.  “Fire!”

An instant later, a flash of bright yellow light sliced into the great tendrils of crimson flame arcing across the viewscreen.  The torpedo was away, and as it vanished into the fiery depths of the Talon Star, Keller’s malaise suddenly began to fade.

“The distress signal is transmitting,” Talyere reported a moment later.  “When the torpedo clears the subspace interference caused by the Romulans, our signal should reach the Potemkin with ease.”

“With any luck, we’ll still be here when the Potemkin arrives,” said Neelar Drayge a moment later.

At first, Keller didn’t know what he was talking about—but then she glanced back at the viewscreen, and instantly, the Bolian’s words made sense.  The once static Romulan warbirds were suddenly abuzz with activity.

“One of the warbirds is entering the chromosphere,” Bator reported seconds later.  “The other is still holding position.”

“They’re getting ready to attack,” said Keller almost immediately.  She swiftly plopped back into the command chair and reconsidered every last theory that crossed her mind in the opening hours of the standoff. One idea immediately stood out from the crowd.  “Let’s not make things easy for them, Bator,” she said.  “Fire a series of electromagnetic pulses into the star’s surface—if the Romulans try to fire on us, they’re going to get one hell of a surprise!”

By Keller’s estimate, the electromagnetic pulses would temporarily destabilize the star’s surface.  If the Romulans dared to open fire, they would very quickly realize their mistake—the star’s atmosphere would quickly ignite, and the disruptor beam meant to destroy the Starlight would ultimately wreak far more havoc on the Romulan warbird.  Unfortunately, this also meant that the Starlight’s phasers were useless.

“We are being hailed,” Bator announced a moment later.

Keller hadn’t expected a response to her distress signal at all—let alone so quickly… But then she realized that the Federation probably was not trying to contact her.  “Tovar?” she guessed.

Bator nodded.  “As you might have imagined, he is demanding our complete and unconditional surrender.”

Keller shook her head with disbelief.  “The man can’t take a hint, can he?”  She thought she had made her position quite clear the last time they spoke.  “Put him through…”

Moments later, the fields of fire vanished, and Subcommander Tovar’s smug little face filled the viewscreen.  “Commander,” he said sternly, “I see you’re growing desperate…”

 Keller shrugged.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied.

And Tovar wasn’t fooled.  “We detected the torpedo,” he said diplomatically.  “It will be intercepted and destroyed long before your cry for help reaches the Federation.”

Even in her most optimistic simulations, Keller knew the Romulans would ultimately destroy the torpedo.  But if the interplexing beacon performed its job properly, it would boost the signal enough to it get to the Federation long before the Romulans could turn their disruptors to the torpedo.  “Then I hope you’re comfortable here,” Keller said, “because we’re not going anywhere for a long time…”

Tovar shook his head.  “We will be leaving sooner than you think,” he said… and there was just enough desperation in his voice to make the sentiment seem sincere.  “I am offering you one last chance to surrender peacefully—and I suggest you take it.”

Despite the threats, Keller didn’t consider Tovar’s offer for even a nanosecond.  While she didn’t know exactly what the Romulans did to their prisoners, she had a fairly good hunch that it wasn’t very pleasant.  “I’ll destroy this ship before I surrender it to you,” she sternly told him—and then signaled for Bator to cut the transmission.

“At the very most, we have forty-eight hours to evacuate,” said Lokor, not bothering to hide the concern in his voice.  “Though we don’t have any intelligence that indicates the Tal Shiar are en route to Romulus, we have to assume they will be coming.”

“It is absolutely imperative Ambassador Spock be as far away from here as possible when that time comes,” Jerras subsequently continued.  She paced before Commander Harrison and the rest of his team in a reasonably well-furnished cavern beneath the devastated Romulan capital.  “He has some sort of tactical data that must be relayed to the Federation at any cost.”

“What kind of data are we talking about?” Harrison inquired a moment later.  Since their arrival on Romulus, mention of this data had been frequent—but aside from its existence, Harrison knew little else.

Jerras’ pacing came to a halt directly in front of Harrison.  “We don’t know,” she admitted with a shrug.  “About a month ago, the Ambassador went on a fact-finding mission to Al’asayan VIII—a barren world on the outskirts of the Empire.  When he returned a few days later, he claimed to have urgent data regarding the fate of both Romulus and the Federation.  Unfortunately, he fell ill, and we have been unable to extract the information…”

Tuvok, who had been silent at the impressive workstation in a dark corner of the room, finally joined the conversation.  He slowly rose from his seat and approached the others.  “During our mind-meld, the Ambassador made it quite clear that danger was imminent.  However, so chaotic were his thoughts, I was unable to discern the extent—or cause—of that danger.”

“Spock’s condition has stabilized for the moment,” reported Doctor Hartman.  “If we’re out of here within forty-eight hours, I’d say we have a pretty good shot of getting him back to the Federation in one piece—but the sooner we leave, the better.”

Lokar’s already unsettled gaze suddenly hinted at something even more uncertain.  “It will take us several hours to remove our weapons and other sensitive materials from the complex,” said Lokar, his nervous gaze flitting between Jerras and Tuvok.  “If we begin work right now, we should be ready to leave within… eight hours.”

And suddenly, Harrison shared Lokor’s nerves. A lot could happen in eight hours—too much, in fact, for his liking.  “I do not believe we can afford to wait that long,” he stated evenly.

Commander Tompkins nodded agreeably.  “If the Tal Shiar are as vicious as Tuvok would have us believe, they will be all over us like… flies on shit before we know what’s happened.”  He paused just long enough to catch Harrison’s disapproving glare, and quickly appended:  “Forgive the analogy.”

Harrison promptly nodded his approval, though the crude comparison was of little offense to the Romulans; they were either accustomed to such harsh words… or completely unaware.

“If we act quickly,” Megan Reinbold smoothly continued, “we should be able to get Spock onto the Aztec and out of here long before the Tal Shiar arrives.”

Jerras considered the plan for a long moment before turning to Ambassador Tuvok for his analysis.  The Vulcan arched a cautious eyebrow, and for a moment, Harrison feared he would deem the plan illogical—but thankfully, that was not the case.

“We will depart in one hour,” he promptly announced.  He stood still for a moment before his dark eyes turned back to Jerras.  “I would suggest you have your most sensitive materials ready for departure before then.”

Jerras nodded.  “We will…”

And with their course of action clear, Harrison knew there was no time to sit idly.  He promptly came to his feet and turned to the others.  “We have much work to do…”

Chapter Nine

Week after week, day after day, reports from the Romulan Empire trickled into President Ghodan Makar’s office—and the reports were not encouraging.  With each day that passed, the descent into chaos seemed to quicken.  What started with a few Yridian mercenaries delivering therazine and other curious cargo to the Romulans gradually escalated into the exact situation Makar had feared.  

And now a moon was destroyed, a Federation starship was under siege, and the peaceful galaxy was threatened by evil once more…

“…however the details are still sketchy,” continued Admiral Janeway.  Her concerned face filled the viewscreen on Makar’s desk.  “At maximum warp, the Potemkin can be in the Talon System in less than three days.”

Makar nodded his approval.  “Are there any other starships in the vicinity?”  If there was to be conflict, he wanted to make absolutely certain the Federation would emerge victorious.

Admiral Grayson, who stood had thus far stood in silent observation of Makar’s conversation, swiftly placed a thin gray padd before Makar.  “The Kirk and the Explorer are both less than fifty-two hours away from the Neutral Zone,” he stated.  “I can divert them to the Talon System if you believe it’s necessary.”

Makar didn’t believe it was necessary.  He knew.  Even so, he turned back to Janeway for confirmation.

“There are two warbirds involved in this standoff,” she gleaned from sensors.  “We’re going to need every advantage we can get…”

Makar smiled thinly.  “Then I’ll have Admiral Grayson send in the reinforcements.  I’ll also station a few more starships on our side of the Neutral Zone, just as a precaution.”

Janeway promptly nodded her thanks.  “I’ll keep you apprised of the situation.  Potemkin out.”

Normally, Makar would have immediately turned his attention back to Admiral Grayson at that point, but instead, his curious gaze lingered on his computer screen long after Janeway’s visage flitted away.  There was something about that moon’s destruction that just felt wrong.  “The Romulans are developing some kind of weapon,” he slowly postulated.  “A weapon of mass-destruction…”

Grayson briefly glanced at the data on screen, but Makar was uncertain if the Admiral was actually reading it, because his interpretation of the same data was anything but agreeable.  “There are many possible causes for the moon’s destruction,” he said.  “And until we get a more concrete report from the Starlight, we shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

Makar shook his head.  He hadn’t jumped to any sort of conclusion; he was simply reading into the facts and formulating the most likely scenario.  “The Romulans are treacherous and deceitful,” Makar explained.  “They have been plotting the downfall of the Federation for more than a century, and just because their empire is in ruins doesn’t mean they’ve given up.  If anything, it has strengthened their resolve…”

Grayson shook his head, not even bothering to consider Makar’s words for even a moment.  “With all due respect, we cannot jump to any conclusions,” he reiterated, this time a bit more tersely.

“And you’re playing right into their hand,” Makar shot back.  “The Romulans are probably plotting our demise even as we speak… yet we sit here and debate whether or not we should even acknowledge the threat—but there is a threat, Admiral, and given the mounting dilithium shortage, we are in no position to sit by idly and wait…”

Grayson shifted uncomfortably in front of Makar’s desk for a long moment, simply shaking his head.  Those words did not sit well with him.  After all, they were an affront to almost everything he believed in.  “The Federation is a peaceful organization,” he said.  “It does not go on the offensive unless there is a clear and present danger to its interests…  And so far, we have no evidence to support your theories—no evidence to justify an attack!”

“Well,” said Makar, steepling his fingers as he reclined in his chair, “we have suspicions.  If the Romulans have nothing to hide, they will be more than happy to answer our questions.”

* * *

Lucas Tompkins sat quietly beside Megan Reinbold at the Aztec’s helm, silently whipping through the required preflight sequences.  While they could very easily liftoff without first going through the checklist, Lucas didn’t want to risk some sort of mechanical failure destroying the ship in the heart of Romulan space with two high-ranking Starfleet dignitaries aboard.  

But of course, while those logical thoughts were certainly valid reasons to perform the said sequences, Tompkins had to admit the real reason he performed them with such diligence was to keep his mind from lingering on Megan.  She was a woman worthy of his attention, and Tompkins knew that, if given a chance, he would try to charm her all the way to his bed…  Out of respect for Kendall, he knew that couldn’t happen.

“I’m reading a slight imbalance in the port nacelle’s secondary plasma conduit,” Reinbold said, breaking the relative silence that had befallen the Aztec’s cockpit.  She tapped a few commands into her side of the interface, and subsequently brought the schematic to Tompkins’ attention.

He briefly glanced at the data in question.  The imbalance would certainly need checking when they returned to the Starlight, but for the time being, Tompkins felt confident that it wouldn’t pose too much of a threat.  “We should be okay,” he said.  “I just upgraded most of the Aztec’s systems a few weeks ago.  Unless we get attacked by Romulans, the primary systems should hold.”

Reinbold chuckled.  “And if we get attacked by Romulans, we’ll probably wind up dead.”

Also a valid point.  “I rest my case,” Tompkins promptly mused, clearing the plasma conduit data from his screen—but before he could resume the preflight sequence, footsteps in the aft part of the cockpit caught his attention.  He quickly came about to see Lokar stepping into the cockpit with a bulky cylindrical object in hand.

Without a second thought, Tompkins motioned for the Romulan to set it with the rest of the cargo he and his comrades had delivered to the Aztec—but when Lokor didn’t move, Tompkins very quickly realized that the cylindrical object was not just some nondescript piece of cargo.  “Is that a cloaking device?”

“I thought it might be of use in the coming journey to Federation territory,” Lokor explained.  He stepped closer to Tompkins and offered the device.  “The Tal Shiar has undoubtedly increased its patrols around Romulus since your arrival.  It is unlikely you will be able to return to the Federation without it.”

Even so, Tompkins stared at the cloaking device with a fair amount of trepidation.  The Treaty of Algeron clearly stipulated that no Federation starship was to be equipped with a cloaking device—and while the Defiant had been an exception to the rule, Tompkins knew that both governments officially sanctioned the exchange.  He was hardly a government official, and certainly didn’t want to be the one to violate the treaty.  “Federation transwarp drives are a lot more efficient than their Romulan counterparts,” said Tompkins.  “Even if we’re intercepted by a warbird, we can easily leave it in the dust…”

Lokor nodded his agreement, but still insisted Tompkins take the cloak.  “Your points are all valid ones,” he said, “but within the last few minutes, we’ve begun receiving intelligence reports from our operatives within the Tal Shiar.  Apparently, they have begun to deploy gravitic mines within transwarp conduits…  If you come within one hundred thousand kilometers of one, the entire conduit will collapse…”

Being an engineer, Tompkins already knew the rest of the tale—and its conclusion was a grim one: “We’ll be scattered across half the sector.”  It was not a fate he was eager to experience…

And understandably, it was also not a fate eagerly anticipated by Reinbold, either.  “I think the Treaty of Algeron is probably getting outdated, anyway,” she said.  “With the fall of the Romulan Empire, most of the stuff discussed in the treaty no longer applies… like the Neutral Zone…”

Like it or not, Megan did have a point.  The treaty was dated, and with a dozen Romulan warbirds blocking the way to Federation space, Lucas saw no reason to reject Lokor’s generous offer.  He carefully removed the hefty cloaking device from the Romulan’s hands and placed it on the console to his side.  

“We shouldn’t have any trouble installing this bad boy,” he said as he glanced at the cloak.  It would probably take a little ingenuity to hook it up to the Aztec’s systems—but Tompkins knew it wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle. 

There were times when failure was inevitable.  The Romulans’ long road to power was filled with failures, but for hundreds of years, the Empire flourished.  And it flourished not because of some great victory—but because the bitter taste of defeat incensed the myriad denizens of the Empire with a passion that blazed the trail to victory.  The very foundations of the Romulan Empire were forged in the agony of defeat…

But failure was no longer a viable option.  So great were the Empire’s recent setbacks that the passion for victory found itself muted in the blackened and charred remains of Romulus.  The foundations of the empire were crumbling, and the only thing that could bring about restoration was a decisive victory…

Commander Sela felt strongly about this, and the more he considered her words, the more Tovar believed them.  With each stroke of the clock, a part of the Romulan Star Empire ticked into oblivion.  And while time was practically infinite, the Romulan Empire was not.  Without some sort of victory, the clock would soon strike extinction, and the Romulan Empire would gradually fade into oblivion.  “…And to be forgotten is a fate worse than death,” Tovar mused from the comfort of his elaborate command chair aboard the Rakesh.  Failure, in this instance, was not an option.  

In his mind, Tovar imagined Commander Sela had some sort of grandiose scheme to restore the empire.  Of course, he had no evidence to support his theory, but if this mission was a part of that scheme, the last thing Tovar wanted was to fail.  “This standoff has gone on long enough,” he mused to no one in particular.  “We have given the Starlight plenty of time to respond to our demands… now we must take matters into our own hands.”

“The Federation starship is holding position deep inside the star’s chromosphere,” Sublieutenant Na’lon reported from the helm.  “Our shields will not hold if we attempt to follow them.”

Tovar was well aware of the risks—and he had no intention of delving any further into to the chromosphere because of those risks.  “We must level the playing field,” he said.  “The Starlight is going to have to come to us…”

Na’lon frowned.  “How do you intend to do that?”

A devious grin crept across Tovar’s face.  “Ready the disruptors…”

The order only caused Na’lon’s frown to deepen.  “I must remind you of the electroma—”

“I know what I’m doing,” Tovar tersely interrupted.  “The Starlight fired that pulse thinking it would keep us from opening fire—and now they believe themselves somewhat protected.  Their guard is down, and that is an advantage we must exploit!”

“Damage to the Rakesh could be significant,” added Luraan, the tactical officer.

“And if we do nothing, damage to the Empire could be even greater,” Tovar retorted.  He promptly grabbed the arms of his command chair and readied himself for the coming storm.  “Open fire!”

Illuminated by the crimson storm roiling in the depths of the Talon star, the Rakesh slowly maneuvered into striking distance.  Within moments, a surge of verdant light sliced into the fire, skirting the Starlight’s shields and plowing into star’s fiery surface.  Massive tendrils of energy arced through the raging firestorm, violently following the disruptor beam back to its source.  Within moments, the emitter exploded, and the forward section of the Rakesh burst into flames…

As she watched the huge plumes of fire roil on the viewscreen, Erin Keller quickly realized that science wasn’t going to solve her every last problem.  Indeed, her scientific mind made her a formidable adversary, but only to an extent.  In the blink of an eye, Tovar’s extreme actions threw a considerable wrench into her plans—something she had not been anticipating. 

“Shields are down to seventy-nine percent,” Bator calmly announced.

But the shields were presently the least of Erin’s concerns.  “What about the star?” she asked, her gaze still fixed on the massive swirl of red and orange on the viewscreen.

“The Romulan disruptor beam had the exact effect you anticipated,” Bator reported.  “The Rakesh sustained heavy damage, and the star’s surface has grown… tumultuous, to say the least.”

Indeed, that was exactly what Erin thought would happen. However, she didn’t think the Romulans would be dumb enough to actually prove her right.  “How much longer can we stay down here?”

Neelar glanced at the sensor data flashing across his console.  “Not much longer,” he said.  “The metaphasic shielding will probably collapse in less than an hour.”

Even with the Rakesh out of the way, there was still another warbird to deal with.  Less than an hour was not a lot of time to come up with a workable plan.  Erin sighed wearily, and sank into the command chair amidst some deep thoughts.

“…hull breach on levels fifty-four, fifty-five, and fifty-six… the primary tactical array has been damaged, secondary systems are offline!  The infirmary reports ninety-seven casualties, forty-seven fatalities…”

Suffice it to say, the damage to the Rakesh was just as bad as Luraan had predicted, and as the tactical officer continued to ramble off the extensive damage report, Tovar couldn’t help but notice the somewhat superior tone seeping into Luraan’s voice.  For the time being, Tovar chose to ignore it, but if the tactical officer didn’t soon change his tone, he would come to regret the day he was born…

Illuminated by little more than emergency lights, the bridge was obviously in poor condition.  Several plasma conduits had ruptured during the attack, leaving a thick haze in the air.  Most of the science stations had been destroyed, and a large bulkhead crashed near the forward turbolift, killing two of Tovar’s most valued officers.  Unfortunately, the continuous plethora of sensor alerts kept Tovar from grieving the loss.

“The hull breach has widened to include level fifty-three,” Luraan continued.  “We are beginning to lose attitude control.”

And with that grim announcement, Tovar suddenly realized that failure once more becoming an option—but not in a good way.  Once attitude control failed, the Rakesh would be utterly helpless in the Talon star’s fiery atmosphere.  In fact, it would probably be guided by gravity to a horrendous death in the firestorm below.  “Na’lon,” he shouted over the rumbles of the expanding hull breach, “get attitude control back online!”

But there was no response.

“Na’lon!”

Still nothing.

Concerned by the silence, Tovar crept from his seat, and approached the helm—only to find a large piece of shrapnel embedded in Na’lon’s bloody forehead, and another piece sticking out of his chest.  Tovar gulped, and turned his eyes away from the carnage—but the looming firestorm on the viewscreen was just as unsettling.

“Luraan,” said Tovar evenly, “contact the Elysium.  Tell them we need assistance!” 

Going to warp inside of a star was probably a bad idea.  It was generally a bad idea to go to warp inside of a star system.  Thus, Erin Keller had doubts about opening a transwarp conduit to make some sort of grandiose escape—but if push came to shove, she knew she had that as a last-resort.  Unfortunately for her, she had little else.  “I am open to suggestions,” she finally said, realizing that she wasn’t going to win this battle alone.

Bator was quick to respond.  “Sensors indicate the second warbird is an older D’deridex-class vessel—the Elysium.  While heavily armed, it probably does not have transphasic torpedoes…  If we were to engage the vessel—” A sensor alert suddenly ended Bator’s theorizing.  “The Elysium is moving,” he read from his console.  “It’s entering the chromosphere.”

Erin immediately let loose a frustrated sigh.  “Shit.”  She shifted in the not-quite-so-comfortable command chair and quickly picked up on Bator’s previous line of thought.  “Load a full spread of transphasic torpedoes,” she said, “and prepare to fire on my mark!”

Bator immediately complied, but Erin recognized the fuzzy bleeps coming from his terminal—it was the sound of failure.  “We cannot establish a target lock,” said the Phobian.  “There is too much interference.”

A manual lock was also out of the question.  With so much electromagnetic radiation milling about, Erin knew that even Bator would have trouble hitting the broad side of a barn.  Left with few other choices, Erin slowly realized that their ascent would have to begin.  “Neelar,” she called, “bring us closer to the Elysium.”

“Yes, ma’am!”  His deft fingers immediately fell upon the helm, and seconds later, the Starlight began to creep away from the star.

A few seconds after that, the tactical station blossomed to life with yet another set of tactical alerts—but even before Bator could open his lips, another barrage of strident bleeps filled the air—instilling enough concern to bring Erin to her feet.  “What the hell is going on?”

“The Elysium has locked weapons,” said Bator.  “Both disruptors and plasma torpedoes.”

“There is also a solar mass ejection in progress,” Talyere gleaned from the mission operations console.

Erin could feel the deck beginning to rumble beneath her feet.  Not wanting to be caught off guard when the star belched forth this massive plume of flame, she immediately returned to the command chair.  “Full power to shields!”

A faint crackle of azure light flitted across the viewscreen as Bator adjusted the shields, but Erin already knew that those efforts were too little, too late.  The twisting mass of crimson flame surged up from the infernal netherworld, illuminating the entire bridge in a blaze of fiery light.  The ship jolted as the leading edge of the ejection lanced the shields, and Erin was immediately tossed about her seat.

“Evasive maneuvers!” shouted Erin over the deafening roar.

* * *

An immense explosion of fire and light leapt from the star’s blazing surface, violently churning its way toward the void of space.  The Starlight swiftly maneuvered around the blistering shockwave and raced to relative safety on the other side of the sun.  Meanwhile, the larger Elysium tried valiantly to mimic the Starlight’s deft maneuvers, but its bulk kept it from achieving a similar speed.  In the blink of an eye, the shockwave effortlessly plowed through the warbird’s shields, incinerating the vessel in a maelstrom of superheated flames…

Chapter Ten

Alan Christopher traveled at a leisurely pace through the myriad corridors of Tomalak’s expansive home.  Though the architecture was similar to the wondrous buildings once found on Romulus, the dull grays and greens were noticeably absent.  Instead, the corridors of Tomalak’s home were much more earthy—brighter greens and more prominent browns.  If Christopher had a home of his own to decorate, he certainly would be inclined to emulate the warm palette in Tomalak’s house.

Unfortunately, the lush palette was the least of Christopher’s concerns.  Two days had passed since he ordered the Starlight to hide in Talon star—a mere forty-six hours longer than he anticipated them to be there.  Thus, he was forced to assume that something was wrong.

He swiftly negotiated the increasingly familiar corridors of Tomalak’s home until he came upon a seemingly inconspicuous room at the end of a dim corridor.  Had he not known better, Christopher would have thought the room a simple closet—but in fact, it was the heart and soul of the Talon IV colony, a massive command center not unlike the Starlight’s bridge.

Christopher briskly strode inside the expansive chamber and scanned the room.  Much as he expected, huddled over the diamond-shaped workstation in the center of the room were both Kendall Johnson and Jayla Trinn.

“There is still no sign of the Starlight,” Johnson reported upon seeing Christopher.  “But… the star is currently in the midst of a solar mass ejection—that is limiting sensors… well, considerably.”

Solar mass ejection or not, something about the situation just didn’t sit right with Christopher.  “Erin might not be the most prompt individual in the known universe, but I’ve never known her to be forty-six hours late.  Something is definitely wrong…”

Johnson’s pale green eyes slowly turned back to the console.  “Well… this increase in solar activity all started after the Starlight entered the chromosphere.”

“Commander Sela did say that our actions were too little, too late,” reminded Jayla Trinn.  “Maybe she has something to do with the solar activity?”

Johnson regarded the theory for a moment before giving it his seal of approval.  “It is possible to disrupt a star’s natural cycles,” he said, “but I don’t see how that could be useful.  Even if Sela deployed a fleet of ships to the Talon star, there is nothing they could do that would adversely affect this colony for an extended period of time.” 

Christopher briefly glanced at the data on the screen before him.  “I don’t like it,” he grumbled, wearily folding his arms upon his chest.

“Don’t like what?” came Tomalak’s curious voice a scant moment later.  The Romulan stood at the arched doorway, simply waiting for an answer.

Though Christopher hesitated to respond, Jayla Trinn apparently thought him trustworthy enough to share her opinion—and in retrospect, Christopher had to admit that he was trustworthy.  Still, the Trill had taken the initiative, and he allowed her to speak.  “Our ship hasn’t contacted us in days,” she explained.  “We’re beginning to get a little worried.”

At first Tomalak seemed indifferent—but as he crept closer to the workstation, and coy smile fell upon his face.  “No need to worry,” he quipped.  “We can take my ship, the Valdore, to investigate.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “I didn’t know you had a ship,” he said, unable to hide the surprise in his voice.

But Tomalak nodded readily.  “Oh yes, I have a ship. The Elorg may have crippled us, but we are still a long way from capitulation.”

“And I’m glad to hear that,” mused Christopher.  “Lead the way…”

Ambassador Tuvok stood at Spock’s bedside in silent observation of the ailing ambassador.  His condition was certainly unfortunate, and in the aftermath of the meld, Tuvok couldn’t help but feel… something in his heart.  

Perhaps it was sorrow.  

Perhaps not.

Whatever it was, it was simply not logical.  Vulcans did not feel anything… yet the longer Tuvok remained in Spock’s presence, the more undeniable those emotions became—and that stray thought was perhaps the most unsettling of all.  Tuvok immediately purged his mind of all thought, and focused on the placid ocean.

He was alone on the ocean.

The calm, calm ocean.

He was—

“Ambassador!”

Tuvok’s eyelids promptly lifted, and immediately focused on Doctor Hartman’s countenance on the opposite side of Spock’s bed.  Given the terse look upon her face, she had been calling to him for quite some time.  “Yes, Doctor?”

“We’re almost ready to leave,” said Hartman.

“I have just spoken with Commander Harrison,” Jerras calmly continued.  “They are ready to receive Spock on the Aztec.”

Tuvok nodded his acknowledgement, but the moment his head ducked downward, he glimpsed movement in Ambassador Spock’s face.  For a moment, Tuvok was content to dismiss the incident as a muscle spasm or some other medical anomaly, but when Spock’s eyes continued to flutter, Tuvok realized an anomaly it was not.  “Doctor,” he said, motioning toward the sickly Ambassador.

Hartman’s eyes immediately darted downward, just in time to see Spock open his eyes for the first time in weeks.

“We are… returning to the Federation?” asked Spock, his voice strong, but raspy.

“We are,” Tuvok confirmed.  “We are preparing to beam you aboard our shuttle.”

Though it took every once of energy he had, Spock brought himself to an upright position.  He sat for a moment to catch his breath, and then turned his pale brown eyes upon Tuvok.  “I once had a… friend,” he wearily recalled.  “He was… he was not fond of the transporter.”

“Doctor McCoy,” Tuvok said.  He was uncertain if he had gleaned that data from some textbook or from Spock’s mind—but either way, Tuvok knew it to be fact.

And suddenly, so too did Ambassador Spock.  He… smiled at McCoy’s mention.  And while Spock seemed completely at ease with the emotion, Tuvok couldn’t help but wince.  It seemed that, at times, the disease was harder on Tuvok than it was on Spock…

“McCoy,” affirmed Spock after a long, wistful moment.  “The Doctor did not like the transporter.  We will… walk to the shuttle…”

“The Aztec is about a quarter of a kilometer away,” Jerras promptly whispered to Tuvok.

And while the distance didn’t seem that far, much of it entailed treading craggy underground terrain.  For the elderly Spock, that quarter of a kilometer might as well have been a quarter of a light year.  He would never make it that far—but with the appearance of Lokor at the cavern’s threshold, the question of Spock’s travel very quickly became a moot point.

“We have company,” said Lokor simply before a flash of green light blazed before his back.  He took one step forward, and then fell over dead.  Behind him, with a disruptor in hand, stood Commander Sela.

“The moment I realized the full extent of the Federation’s involvement in this underground movement, I just had to stop by and say hello.”  She gallantly sauntered into the cavern, smiling deviously as she approached the foot of Spock’s bed.  “I’m glad to see that I wasn’t too late…”

Tuvok arched a curious brow.  “What do you intend to do?”

“Kill you,” she bluntly replied.  “At first I was only planning on getting rid of Spock”—she turned her gaze to Jerras—“we weren’t following your Nausicaan friends to get a hold of weapons… We just wanted to ensure the medical supplies you needed to treat Spock’s condition never made it to your pathetic little cave.

“But then one thing led to another… and it turns out that you’re far more crafty than I had anticipated…  We suspected the Federation’s involvement all along—but not until I met up with Captain Christopher did I realize how deeply this treachery ran.  You are a disgrace to Romulans everywhere, Jerras.”

“You’re wrong,” retorted Jerras.  “You are the disgrace!  We are fighting for peace—for unification with our ancestors.  But like a fool, you cling to the old hatreds… fighting blindly for an empire that no longer exists!”

Sela’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “The Romulan Empire exists as long as we believe it does—and the moment we stop believing… that will be a dark day for all Romulans.”

“Look around you,” said Jerras evenly.  “The skies over this world have been black for over a year.  The darkness you speak of has already arrived!”

“I grow tired of your spiel,” Sela grumbled.  She slowly pointed her disruptor at Jerras, but before she had a chance to fire, a streak of orange light crashed into Sela’s back.  She gasped, and crashed to the floor a scant moment later.  Behind her, with a phaser in hand, stood Lucas Tompkins…

“We need to get the hell out of here!” shouted the engineer.  “In about five minutes, this entire compound is going to be crawling with Romulans!  Harrison has the shuttle standing by outside!  Let’s move!”

Though Tuvok still believed simply beaming aboard the Aztec would have been a far simpler task, he assumed there was an adequate explanation for walking.  A dampening field, perhaps?  Whatever the case, it mattered not; as Commander Tompkins had stated, they needed to leave.

Tuvok very quickly helped Spock to his feet, and then guided the Ambassador toward the exit with Jerras and Hartman in tow—but before he himself headed for the exit, Tuvok paused briefly near Sela’s motionless body.  “Commander,” he said to Tompkins, “I see you recalibrated the phasers…”

Tompkins grinned.  “Someone suggested I make some modifications,” he quipped—and together, they marched toward the Aztec.

“Shields are down to sixty-three percent,” said Bator evenly from the tactical station.  In Erin’s opinion, the Phobian was like an island of calm in a fiery sea of chaos.  She had long ago lost track of the time, but Erin knew more than a day had passed—and even she was getting frazzled.  But Bator was like a pillar, unwavering in his calm—and Erin drew whatever strength she needed from him.

“What about the Romulans?” she asked, her eyes focused on the one remaining warbird.  It still hung quite ominously on the viewscreen—but after that explosive disruptor barrage, Erin knew the beast didn’t have any teeth.

“They are dead in the water,” Talyere chimed in.  “At their orbit’s current rate of decay, they will be incinerated in less than two hours.”

Erin was an optimist.  And if there was any good news to be found, it was the fact that, at the very least, the standoff would be done and over with in less than two hours.  But that seemed to be stretching her optimism a bit; there had to be a better solution.  “Hail Tovar.  Maybe now he’s ready to talk.”

Moments later, Tovar’s still smug face filled the viewscreen.  His bridge looked like hell—and so did he.  His hair was ruffled, his face bloodied, and he appeared to be favoring one arm.  “Have you come to gloat, Commander?”

“No,” said Erin, shaking her head.  “I’m here to offer my help.  The Starlight didn’t take much damage during the solar mass ejection.  We can very easily extend our shields around the Rakesh and tow you to safety.”

Tovar didn’t consider the offer for a moment.  “No thank you,” he said.  “Repairs to our ship are nearing completion.  We’ll be up and running in less than an hour.”

“You’re not a very good liar,” Erin replied.  “We know that your orbit is decaying.  In less than two hours, your shields will fail, and your ship will be incinerated.  I don’t know about you, but I think we’ve seen enough death around here for one day…”

For the briefest of moments, Tovar seemed to mull over Erin’s words.  But the moment quickly passed, and Tovar’s stern façade quickly returned.  “I share your sentiment… but I cannot fail my people.  We need a victory!”

The channel closed.

The disruptor banks charged…

And the angry sun unleashed its hellish fury once again…

Commander Sela’s eyes opened to the dark, craggy surface of the cavern floor.  She was not dead, but given the knot of pain dwelling in her back, she certainly wished herself dead.  But that was one wish that would have to go unfulfilled for the moment.  She would simply have to force herself to endure the pain… just long enough to bring about an end to the resistance—and the beginning of a newer, stronger Romulan Empire.

Wearily, she grasped the edge of Spock’s bed and pulled herself to her feet—and almost instantly, she doubled-over in pain.  The phaser beam that lanced her back was no mere stun.  If she was going to do anything, it would need to be done quickly…

Megan Reinbold stormed through the sooty Romulan wastelands as fast as her booted feet would take her.  But each rampant step forward that Megan and her comrades took was filled with danger.  Streaks of verdant light soared through the murky atmosphere.  Romulans lurked around every foggy corner, using the decrepit landscape to their advantage.

“How much further?” Tuvok inquired.  Despite his age, he nevertheless managed to run at a fairly decent pace—easily matching the rest of the group. As far as Megan could tell, only Spock was struggling.

Quickly, she ducked behind a mangled piece of debris and glanced at her tricorder.  “We should be approaching the shuttle any minute now,” she gleaned from the display.  “The problem is getting to it!”

Another streak of green light soared overhead.  Tuvok promptly returned fire, but his phaser beam simply dissolved into the murky haze.  If it struck anything, there was no way to know…

Megan haphazardly shoved the tricorder into its holster, gladly exchanging it for her phaser.  She allowed Spock and Tuvok a brief moment to rest, and then peered around the edge of her burnt-out refuge—two Romulan guards stood less than five meters away, and as luck would have it, they didn’t seem to notice her.  She tapped her communicator.  “Reinbold to Tompkins,” she whispered.

“This is Tompkins,” came the engineer’s voice a scant moment later.  “What’s up?”

Megan meticulously scanned the battlefield in search of Tompkins and the others.  After a moment, she spotted them across the dilapidated remains of the battlefield.  “There are two Romulans about six meters ahead of me,” she said.  “They’re slowly approaching your position.  If you distract them, Tuvok and I can take them out.”

“Will do.  Tompkins out.”

Seconds later, a barrage of orange phaser blasts streaked across the plaza almost at random, making the guards immediately aware of Tompkins’ position.  With unthinkable speed, both guards raised their disruptors and opened fire.  Green energy sliced through the acrid haze and smashed into the ruined building behind Tompkins’ position.  There was a loud crash, and moments later, an expansive plume of fire mushroomed through the windows.

Not wasting a second, Megan sprung out from behind her little piece of debris and took down both guards even before Tuvok had a chance to move.  She promptly motioned for the Vulcans to follow her—but they remained motionless as another squad of Romulans stormed into the plaza with their disruptors blazing.  

Megan felt one blast graze her left arm.  As a dull pain shot through her body, she quickly dropped out of the line of fire and crawled her way across the plaza to Tompkins’ position.  But she crept through only a few meters of blackened ash before the battle intensified.  Phaser beams arced across the dilapidated plaza, striking down several Romulans in the process—but it hardly made a dent in the Romulan offensive.  Realizing her best option was to retreat, she slowly worked her way back to Spock and Tuvok—who still huddled behind the same hunk of twisted metal.

“We are outnumbered,” Tuvok stated evenly.

Megan nodded.  “No kidding!”  She peered over the metallic hunk and picked off a few Romulans—but there were still far too many for her liking.  There was no way they could hope to defeat them all…

But suddenly, the thick black dust in the middle of the plaza began to roil.  The atmosphere rippled ominously, and moments later, the Aztec’s sleek curves faded into existence.  Stunned by the ship’s sudden appearance, the Romulan offensive momentarily died down, giving Megan the opportunity she needed to run.

She quickly ushered Spock and Tuvok toward the vessel—and they made it about halfway there before the Romulans came back to their senses.  Not even bothering to take aim, Megan simply depressed her phaser’s trigger and swept it across the battlefield at random.  The drain on her power cell was considerable, but it kept the Romulans at bay long enough to reach the Aztec.

With Megan standing watch outside, Tuvok swiftly climbed inside.  He threw his phaser to Jerras, and then offered his hand to Ambassador Spock—but the moment the elder Vulcan set foot inside the Aztec, a beam of verdant light sliced through the murky haze and lanced Spock in the back.

He screamed in pain as he fell away from the Aztec, crashing what seemed like an eternity later into the sooty ground below.  A pool of green blood immediately formed beneath the Ambassador, and Megan’s heart leapt into her throat. Driven by little more than adrenaline, she scooped Spock’s body from the ground and leapt into the Aztec.

As the Aztec’s hatch sealed, Megan briefly glimpsed a smug blonde Romulan standing amidst the plaza: Sela.  And she looked quite pleased with herself as she watched the Aztec creep away.

Sela’s laughter filled the plaza, echoing wildly throughout the smoldering remains of the once prosperous Romulan homeworld.  She might have failed in her efforts to dismantle the resistance—but at least she dealt a considerable blow to the Federation.  It would be her legacy, remembered long after her demise—which came only moments later, when the Aztec’s powerful phasers leveled the remainder of the decrepit plaza.

The Romulan Star Empire was finally dead.

“He’s dying,” Sarah Hartman quickly diagnosed.  “There isn’t anything I can do!”

Not even in her wildest dreams did Megan Reinbold think she would meet Ambassador Spock.  But there he was, dying in her lap.  She didn’t know what to do; she turned to Tuvok for some sort of guidance, but the moment her head craned, Megan suddenly felt Spock’s clammy hand slap her face.

Taking that as a signal for her to depart, Megan carefully tried to scoot away from the dying Ambassador—but a plethora of odd thoughts started to flit across her mind… Thoughts that were not her own.  Spock didn’t want her to leave… he wanted her to meld.

Kirk and McCoy… Scotty and Uhura… Sarek and Amanda… Klingons…  Romulans…  The life history of Ambassador Spock slowly crept into Megan Reinbold’s mind, and when it was finally over, the Ambassador was clearly exhausted—but with his dying breaths, he turned to her and uttered seven simple words:  “There is a whole… in your mind…”

The end of a legend was at hand…

Chapter Eleven

“Report.”  Kathryn Janeway strode onto the bridge of the Potemkin feeling refreshed.  She had just arisen from a lengthy nap, and was confident she could take on any threat the Romulans could throw at them.  Over the years, she’d dealt with the Borg… the Hirogen… the Kazon… a few Romulans was practically a cakewalk.

Lieutenant Michael Jameson promptly looked up from the tactical station—though he looked far less confident that Janeway.  “We’re approaching the Talon System,” he stated, “but there is another Romulan Warbird approaching the Starlight’s position.”

But the presence of a third warbird was enough to given even Janeway a moment’s pause.  “Yellow alert,” she ordered.  Even with the Kirk and the Explorer, the odds were good that if this came to blows, all sides would take a considerable beating.

As a golden illumination fell upon the bridge, Jameson continued his report.  “It’s a Valdore-class warbird—shields and weapons are currently offline.”

Janeway was familiar with the Valdore.  It was a smaller, lighter armed member of the Romulan fleet—but when combined with the D’deridex-class vessels in the star’s chromosphere, it still posed a considerable threat.  “Keep an eye on those weapons, Lieutenant.  I want to know the moment they come online.”

Jameson nodded.  “Yes ma’am,” he said—just as a few sensor alerts filled the bridge.  Janeway paused just inches from the command chair, and looked to Jameson for an explanation.  “We’re being hailed…”

The Admiral promptly came about.  “On screen,” she said, calmly placing her hands upon her hips.  She fully expected to see some sort of self-righteous Romulan commander on the viewscreen, but her expectations were only half-fulfilled.

Indeed, a Romulan was present—Tomalak if memory served—but beside him stood Captain Christopher, smiling pleasantly at the Admiral.  “Fancy meeting you here,” he mused.  “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve brought along some new friends to help find the Starlight.”

Pleased with these developments, Janeway couldn’t help but smile.  “Not at all, Captain.”  She stood silent for a moment before realizing that the Starlight was already found… all they had to do was save it.  “The Starlight is still in orbit of the Talon sun—locked in some sort of standoff with two Romulan warbirds.”

“One,” corrected Jameson a moment later.  “The other warbird has either retreated or been destroyed…”

Tomalak grinned.  “Then it would seem the odds are in our favor…”

* * *

Though things were looking grim, Erin wasn’t about to give up on the Rakesh just yet.  And so, with as much drive and determination as she could muster, she turned to Bator and said, “Hail Tovar again…”

The Phobian promptly complied, and his deft fingers danced over the controls—only his actions seemed to elicit little in the way of a response from Tovar.  “They are ignoring us,” Bator announced after a long silence.

“No they’re not,” Talyere quickly interjected.  “They are apparently coming around for another assault!”

Just in case they were, Erin quickly returned to her seat.  “I thought their weapons were offline?!”

“Not anymore,” Bator confirmed.  “They have somehow managed to restore power to their tactical array!  They are presently on a direct intercept course!”

“Damn it,” cursed Erin.  Tovar was perhaps a bit too haughty for his own good.  He had had so many chances to save himself and his crew, but each and every time he chose death.  Erin was coming close to giving it to him—but not just yet.  “Neelar,” she called, “get us out of here!”

The Starlight hovered in place for only a moment before a blast of ragged green light lanced its shield bubble.  A blast of solar mass immediately bubbled from the surface below, inspiring the craft into action.  With ease, the Starlight came about and stormed its way out of the electric chromosphere…  The Rakesh, entangled in great arcs of electricity, followed, rampantly firing its weapons at the Starlight until finally, the entire forward section of the warbird was blown to smithereens.  

* * *

“They are firing every last weapon they have!” Bator shouted over the roar of the engines and the continuous barrage of weapons fire.  “Shields are down to forty percent!”

Erin constantly jostled about the command chair—and was suddenly glad that she hadn’t eaten for quite some time.  The rambunctious ride was making her sick to her stomach.  “How much longer until we’re out of here?”

Neelar glanced at the helm.  “Forty seconds!”

Erin glanced back at Bator.  “Divert all available power to the aft shields!” she shouted, just as a conduit overhead burst into flames.  Sparks rained down upon the command chair, prompting Erin to evacuate with due haste.  She rolled on the deck for a moment before coming to a stop just behind Neelar’s chair.  She flashed the Bolian a kind smile, and then quickly rose to her feet.

“Thirty seconds,” Neelar announced.

“Shields are down to twenty-two percent,” Bator added.

And with that dire declaration, Neelar glanced back at the helm.  “We’re not going to make it!” he realized.

Erin, however, was a bit more determined.  “Oh yes we are,” she proclaimed.  The ship jolted yet again, and she tripped back to the command chair—now free of any sparks.  “Tovar has a death wish,” she said.  “We’re finally going to grant it!”

The damaged Rakesh hurtled through the chromosphere in hot pursuit of the Starlight.  Though the entire forward section of the ship was little more than smoldering metal, it was still able to unleash a constant barrage of Romulan fury upon the Starlight.  Dozens of disruptor beams hurtled through space in concert with hundreds of plasma torpedoes.  Explosions rippled along the Starlight’s shield grid and for a moment, all seemed to be lost…

But suddenly, bursts of golden light stormed out of the Starlight’s myriad torpedo tubes.  The transphasic torpedoes hastily crossed the distance between the two ships and crashed not only into the onslaught of plasma torpedoes—but directly into the Rakesh.  The subsequent explosions carved deep holes into the warbird’s hull, but it still hounded the Starlight without pause.

A second volley from the Starlight proved more deadly, and joined by a continuous phaser assault, the flaming Rakesh careened out of control as it entered normal space alongside the Starlight.  Suddenly, the Potemkin and the Valdore streaked into the fray, weapons ablaze.  As the Rakesh spun aimlessly alongside the Starlight, this final assault brought about its doom…

Flames ripped through the smoldering hull with an incredible fury, ceaselessly eating away at the Romulan warbird until finally, they consumed the vessel in a crimson sea.  Debris shot outward from the immense explosion—and finally, the standoff was over…

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75304.7:  With the help of Admiral Janeway, we have successfully formalized our alliance with Commander Tomalak.  It would seem that after decades of bloody conflict, peace with the Romulans is finally at hand.  Unfortunately, the price for this peace was steep; the legendary Ambassador Spock was killed while fleeing Romulus.  I’m sure that I speak for the entire Federation when I say he’ll be sorely missed…

“Do you recall anything from the meld?”

Megan Reinbold shook her head indolently as she walked alongside Tuvok and Janeway in the corridors leading away from the Starlight’s shuttle bay.  Despite her best efforts to save something from her experience with Ambassador Spock, much of it was already beginning to slip away.  “I can remember bits and pieces,” she explained.  “But most of it is still a blur…” They walked a bit further before Megan continued, “I do know that Spock feared something.  Whatever he was going to say to the Federation Counsel meant a great deal to him…”

Tuvok nodded agreeably.  “My experience was similar.  The Ambassador clearly had reservations about the Romulans.”  He turned his concerned gaze to Janeway.  “Despite our new agreement, I suggest we proceed with caution in the coming weeks.”

“Agreed,” said Janeway as they approached a turbolift.  “We may never know what Spock intended to tell the Counsel… but the two of you both shared a special bond with him in his final days.  The answers to all our questions may still be alive… in the two of you.”  She grinned as the doors parted.  “So sleep on it,” she ordered playfully.

And Megan Reinbold fully intended to take the words to heart…

Despite having spent two days locked in heated combat with two Romulan warbirds, Alan Christopher was surprised to find the ship relatively undamaged.  That was certainly impressive, a fact that was bolstered by Matthew’s awe of the situation.  “I could not have done a better job myself,” he mused.

Pleased with herself, the smile on Erin’s face spread from ear-to-ear.  “The shields took a hell of a beating,” she said, “and we lost a fair amount of torpedoes—but that’s about it.”

Christopher glanced at his command chair.  “You burnt my chair,” he said, pointing at the faint singe marks on the seat.

Erin simply rolled her eyes.  “It was either me or your beloved chair,” she stated flatly.  “Not a very difficult choice…”

“But now I have to sit on a burnt chair,” he quickly countered.

Erin, however, was hardly moved by Alan’s plight.  “Cry me a river,” she said before returning to her customary position at the ops station to check out the computer’s sudden cries.  “We have an incoming transmission,” he said.  “It’s the President…”

Curious, Alan turned his attention to the viewscreen.  “Let’s see it…”

Moments later, the shimmering starfield blinked away, and Ghodan Makar’s pleasant face filled the viewscreen.  Christopher suspected he was about to address the new peace treaty, deemed the Treaty of Talon by Commander Tomalak.  Unfortunately, Christopher was only half-right…

“Good evening,” said Makar evenly.  “For the past two hundred thirty-seven years, the Federation and Romulus have been bitter nemeses in the ongoing struggle for power in the Beta Quadrant.  From the outset, numerous battles have been waged and countless lives have been lost in an ongoing game of cat and mouse…  Tonight, however, we are one step closer to seeing a light at the end of the tunnel.

“In recent weeks, the Romulans have stepped up their efforts to acquire weapons of mass-destruction.  Using the Yridians and Nausicaans as intermediaries, they have been stockpiling large caches of weapons and other illegal materials in preparation for some sort of new offensive against the Federation.  After the sudden destruction of a moon in orbit of Talon IV, the investigating USS Starlight was attacked and nearly destroyed by two Romulan Warbirds desperate to cover their tracks—and in a treacherous act of aggression, the Tal Shiar recently assassinated Ambassador Spock as he concluded a humanitarian mission on the Romulan Homeworld.

“These belligerent acts cannot go unpunished.  Despite the beleaguered state of their empire, the Romulans pose a grave threat to the Federation, and if given an opportunity to strike, they will do so without hesitation.  Time and again, history has proven this to be the truth—and the new peace treaty recently established on Talon IV is little more than a Romulan ploy to keep the Federation distracted while they prepare to strike…

“One year ago, the Garidians—allies of the Romulans—proved that a small group of terrorists could inflict harm upon the Federation.  I’m not willing to find out what…”

The day had started off with such promise.  After two hundred thirty-seven years of hostilities, peace finally seemed to be on the horizon.  The Treaty of Talon was hardly the solution to every problem between the Federation and Romulus, but it was a decent start—and with the Unification movement growing stronger with each passing day, a lasting peace was likely on the horizon—or would have been, and Ghodan Makar not spoken.

Now, it seemed that the mistrust the Romulans had generated over the centuries had finally come back to haunt them—and the continued actions of the Tal Shiar did nothing to help.  And as Makar continued to speak, Tomalak knew it would not be easy to repair the Romulan reputation.

“Off!” he finally shouted to the computer, unable to hear any more of Makar’s words.  The Trill blinked away, promptly replaced by the crest of the Federation—and then Romulan Star Empire.  There was a time when those crests meant a great deal to Tomalak—they represented a noble Federation and a powerful Romulus.  But now it would seem that neither statement was true, a sentiment that brought a grim feeling to Tomalak.  “How the mighty have fallen,” he said with a weary sigh.

As she entered her quarters, Megan had to ask herself if Justin had moved a muscle since her departure.  The boy still sat at the table in the center of the room—which was still cluttered with the same mountain of padds that had been there prior to her departure.  Even so, she couldn’t help but to smile.  It was good to be home…

“How was your biology test?” she asked, approaching the table.

Justin promptly looked up from his padd and smiled.  “I passed,” he said unenthusiastically.  “Do you want to hang it on the replicator?”

Megan shook her head, and was pleased to see that Justin had heeded all of her warnings; his hair was still green, his limbs were still intact… however she had yet to scan for the presence of girls.  She would just take that one for granted.

Maybe.

Justin casually set aside his padd.  “So, how was Romulus?”

The faint smile on Megan’s face immediately faded.  “It was hell,” she said, content to leave it at that.

However, Justin was eager to hear more.  “Was it worth going?” he asked.

“What?”

He motioned toward the bright red padd at the edge of the mountain—Chrono Trigger.  “Was it worth going?” he repeated, apparently alluding back to their previous conversation.

In retrospect, there was death… there was destruction… but borne out of that pain, there was the potential for a new Romulus.  “We put an end to the Tal Shiar,” she realized.  “We gave the Romulan underground enough momentum to drop ‘underground’ from their title…  According to Admiral Janeway, it was worth it.”

Justin paused.  “Was it?”

That was not an answer Megan immediately had, for President Makar put a completely different spin on the situation.  She thought about it for another moment, but still reached no conclusions.  “Tell me something…”

“Anything,” said Justin, leaning over the table with interest.

“How did Chrono Trigger end?”

He grinned.   “Happily ever after…”
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