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Prologue

Dimovius was a barren, windswept world.  Great dunes of golden sand stretched far beyond the distant horizon, glittering like a sea of jewels under the burning sun.  All life had forsaken this sprawling desert many aeons ago—but remnants of the past still scarred the terrain.

Large ivory bones poked out from the golden sands, harkening back to the forgotten age when Dimovius flourished.  Once long ago, those bones were flesh and blood—living beasts that roamed the tropical islands between the planet’s cerulean seas.  It was a lush and prosperous world, one that was now lost to the ages—but fossils and skeletons were not the only secrets buried beneath the sand…

Far, far away, on some distant horizon, a giant monstrosity jutted from the golden dunes.   Twisted and mangled obsidian shimmered in the unrelenting heat; at a glance, the object was little more than some ancient ruin, erected long ago by some ancient civilization that had long ago passed into shadow. 

The assessment was not entirely incorrect.

In many regards, the object was indeed an ancient relic; it was dilapidated beyond repair and its creators existed now only in myth—a true mystery for the ages…  But this ancient civilization never set foot on Dimovius, and their creation was hardly a conventional temple.  It was a starship.

An Iconian starship.

Many months ago, it came to Dimovius.  Cast from the stars by a passing anomaly, the ancient craft was quickly drawn into orbit.  It streaked through the atmosphere aglow in orange and yellow, and plowed into the golden sands with a sonorous cry to the heavens from whence it came…

Days passed, then weeks, and the sands slowly encroached upon the fallen giant.  At first the sand seemed to hesitate; it would swirl across the obsidian hull and then wander off into the desert—but as the weeks turned into months, the sand began to collect until finally, the ancient craft was nearly entombed in the glittering dunes.  Still visible, however, was an ancient marking etched into the glittering hull—some sort of grotesque serpentine entity flanked by several tears…

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

THUMP-THUMP!

The doors opened.

THUMP-THUMP!

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

THUMP-THUMP!

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

He nodded, and prepared to strike…

THUMP-THUMP!

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

THUMP-THUMP!

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

THUMP-THUMP!

She collapsed.

And Talyere’s ashen lips curved upward in pleasure.

THUMP-THUMP!

Underling Tassadar strode into the Aldaris’ mess hall under the pretext of ingesting a decent breakfast.  It was certainly a valid reason for his presence, and in retrospect, the niva berries that Artanis had mentioned last night were sounding rather appetizing—but as he approached the replicator to order his food, Tassadar could not deny the fact that his mind was elsewhere.

Once he gathered his food, Tassadar hastily plucked it from the replicator basin.  He briefly pretended to search for a seat amidst the crowded mess hall, and while there were a few open seats that Tassadar could have taken, his journey ultimately brought him to Talyere.

The Overseer sat alone in the corner of the room, simply gazing at his slice of perfectly browned khala toast as if it were alive.  At first, he didn’t even seem to notice Tassadar, but when the Underling finally cleared his throat, Talyere looked up from his breakfast.

Tassadar flashed a wan smile.  “Is this seat taken?”

“It is not.”  Talyere shook his head.  “Please, sit.”

That had been Tassadar’s intent all along.  He had glimpsed Talyere in the corridor nearly an hour ago; the Overseer looked somewhat distracted, but at the time, Tassadar was able to dismiss the incident.  Talyere, after all, was a very busy man.

But when he reached the bridge shortly after the aforementioned encounter, Tassadar couldn’t help but overhear Artanis’ conversation with Zeratul—Talyere had apparently been acting strangely all morning.  It wasn’t anything irrational or threatening, but it was certainly not what Tassadar had come to expect from the future Cerebrate.  So he vacated the bridge in search of answers.

And the search quickly brought Tassadar to the mess hall.  “You seem troubled,” he noted, not bothering to waste time with the usual pleasantries.

Talyere’s weary orange eyes ventured away from the plate.  He took a sip of his juice and said, “Your eyes do not deceive you, Tassadar.  There is something about Dimovius that has brought warning to my heart.”

Though he was not at all troubled by the situation (it seemed to be going well), Tassadar did not take Talyere’s sentiment lightly.  “Can you be more specific?” he inquired.  “Is the Aldaris in danger?”

“No,” said Talyere, shaking his head, “I do not believe we are in any danger just yet…”

It was a cryptic response.  If Tassadar had been speaking with anyone else, he would have demanded clarification; riddles only served to complicate matters, and the situation with Xi’Yor was already complicated enough.  But Talyere was an individual seemingly touched by the chi-goehs; they occasionally sent him visions—and they were always cryptic.

“You had another experience?”

“The same as before,” Talyere solemnly confirmed.  “I am in an ancient temple with some of the Starlight’s crew.  We are working to evade some unseen forces of evil, when I apparently have… a change of heart.”

Tassadar was already familiar with the tale.  He had heard it many times in recent months.  At first, it seemed like little more than a nightmare to be dismissed—but with this recurrence, the underling was no longer so certain.  “It is a powerful vision,” he tentatively replied.

“Yes,” Talyere patiently replied.  “But what does it mean?  That I will terminate Commander Reinbold?”  He chuckled faintly.  “I find that situation highly unlikely.”

Perhaps he was more of a pessimist, but Tassadar was not quite as skeptical.  “Things change,” he calmly reminded.  “Besides, that would not be the first unlikely situation you have faced, Talyere.”

“Nor will it be the last,” he sighed.  He once again started to pick at his toast, but so distressed was Talyere, he could not bring himself to eat.  “Unfortunately, I cannot be specific, Tassadar—the chi-goehs were not forthcoming in their visions—but the pieces are slowly falling into place… And I know that our pending journey to Dimovius will be akin to opening Pandora’s box.”

Chapter One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, SUPPLEMENTAL: The Starlight has docked at Starbase 83 for repairs after our encounter with the Velora.  While damage to the ship was nominal, the unfortunate loss of our warp core has made the past few weeks incredibly difficult.  Commander Tompkins, in his last official act as chief engineer, estimates the new warp core will be online within six hours…

In seven hours, the Starlight will set a course for Talon IV.  I’m reasonably certain Praetor Tomalak will grant us access to the Iconian ship in the Pretorian Cluster—but I can only hope that Talyere finds what he needs in the ruins.  I suppose we’ll know soon enough.  In the meantime…

Alan Christopher sighed.  Shaking his head, he shoved himself away from the sleek obsidian desk in his ready room and bolted to his feet.

He began to pace.

Christopher did not like change.  In moderation, it could be a good thing—new uniforms were almost always welcome, a new hairstyle perhaps—but much to his chagrin, the changes Christopher had to face in the coming hours were more substantial than a new pair of pants.  And as he glanced at the chronometer on the nearby computer screen, he could practically feel the winds of change blowing through the room.

It was time.

He quickly fastened his pristine white dress uniform and headed for the transporter room.

Five minutes later, Christopher stood in the transporter room aboard the USS Columbia.  It was a good thing he wasn’t claustrophobic, because the room was a veritable closet—little more than the transporter platform and a console to operate it.  Even the ensign working the console looked small.  Of course, with only ten decks, the Columbia wasn’t exactly a luxury cruiser.  It was, however, very advanced.

The console opposite the transporter platform had about twice as many controls as the equivalent aboard the Starlight.  Christopher was curious to see what Starfleet could have possibly done to make for such a complicated workstation, but before he could begin to torment that poor ensign with a deluge of questions, the door parted with a hiss, and Matthew Harrison strode inside.

“Alan,” he happily greeted.  “Welcome aboard the Columbia!”

“Matthew!”  Christopher’s interest in the transporter console immediately waned, and a wide smile crept across his face.  “This is the most impressive closet I’ve ever seen.  I think it’s just a little bit bigger than the one in my quarters back on the Starlight.”

“Only a little?” he inquired.

Christopher flashed Harrison a devious grin.  They both knew that closet space was not among the many luxuries aboard the Starlight—not that it was really needed.  Clothes could be replicated at will, and while Christopher had plenty of excess junk that could have gone into a closet, he found most of it either floating around his quarters or shoved under the bed.

The pair remained in the transporter room only a few moments longer.  Harrison took a few seconds to thank his transporter chief for the job well done, and then led the way into the corridors.

They were a bit more severe than Christopher was accustomed to.  The ambient lighting seemed a bit harsh, the carpeting was a darker shade of gray, and sleek black bulkheads lined the walls at regular intervals.  It was a far cry from the muted tones aboard the Starlight; Starfleet apparently hired some new interior decorators.

As they wandered through the corridor, Christopher made a few frivolous comments about the décor.  He was more than content to run with that particular train of thought, but all things considered, it was probably not something Harrison wanted to discuss at the moment.  So Christopher forced himself to shift gears.  But he did so grudgingly.  “Four years we’ve served together, Matthew…  Four incredibly short, terribly long years.”

Harrison arched a curious brow.  “An oxymoron if I’ve ever heard one…”

“Time is the ultimate enigma,” Christopher reminded.

“Indeed it is,” Harrison readily agreed.  There was no need to recount the Starlight’s myriad instances of time travel.

At least not right now.

Of course, as he wandered into the future, Christopher found himself eager to look upon the past.  He wanted to somehow preserve the past four years in his memory because they were as close to perfection as one could hope to get.  Yes, there were many great tragedies, but so much good had come from those years, a part of Christopher—a very big part of him—was sad to see them coming to an end.

“You’re not taking the holodeck program.  Are you?”

Harrison arched a curious brow.  “I was going to,” he sheepishly admitted.  “The Columbia has but a single holodeck, but it is state-of-the-art.  Admittedly, I was looking forward to continuing our epic quest in the newer facilities—but in retrospect it is our epic quest, Alan.  Try as I might, I do not honestly believe I could finish it without you at my side.”

Christopher could feel a raw lump forming in his throat.  Those very same thoughts had been running through the back of his mind for many weeks—and while he was definitely saddened about the unresolved quest in the holodeck, Christopher found himself more upset about losing Harrison as his first officer.

And as a friend.

These moments were probably the last they would spend together for quite some time.  It was a certainty that they would cross paths in the future, but this relationship they had cultivated over the past four years… it was destined fade into shadow.  No more holodeck adventures together.  No more lunch or stupid jokes.  Or staff meetings.  Or anything.  Their paths were diverging, and there was no going back.

Christopher placed a caring hand upon Harrison’s shoulder.  “Matthew,” he said, forcing a smile upon his face, “I sincerely hope I’ve said this before… but just in case I haven’t, I just want you to know that you are the finest friend I have ever had.  You’ve somehow managed to put up with my ego and sense of humor for the past four years.  You’ve kept my head screwed on straight when times were tough—you have always been there for me.  And now that we are journeying into the unknown, I want you to know that I will always be here for you.  So if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Harrison paused just outside the doors to the Columbia’s mess hall, and though he said nothing, the warm smile upon his face was all that Christopher needed to see.  “As I understand it, we have about six hours before the Starlight is scheduled to leave for Talon IV…”

Christopher immediately caught Harrison’s drift.  “The Battle of Mount Hyjal awaits,” he excitedly stated.  “Then let’s get this over with… Captain.”

The mess hall doors promptly slid apart, thrusting Christopher and Harrison into the midst of a considerable crowd.  Though almost every face was familiar, it took a moment for Christopher to pick out some of his closer friends—Keller, Tompkins, Reinbold—but everyone on the Starlight was a friend to him in one way or another.  

The Columbia’s crew was less familiar, but Christopher had met Commander Robinson once before, at some sort of command seminar on Trill a few years ago.  They exchanged a few pleasant words, but nothing more.

Ian Meade also managed to catch Christopher’s attention.  Technically speaking, the two had never met, and if it hadn’t been for one small incident last year, Meade would have avoided Christopher’s radar altogether.  It was about a year ago when a future version of Kendall Johnson appeared on the Starlight’s bridge; he quickly called out to an individual named Meade, and then vanished—only to reappear several months later with some urgent mission to stop a man by the name of Illidan.  Christopher couldn’t know if this Meade was the one Johnson had referred to, but… 

“What took you so long?” Erin Keller playfully inquired as she made her way through the crowd.  “Usually you are waiting for me!”

Christopher glanced down at his uniform.  “I had to replicate a new one,” he said.  “The old one was feeling a bit tight around the chest.”

Keller grinned.  “Those big muscles of yours were just bulging right through the seams?”  Her voice was literally dripping with sarcasm.

But as far as Christopher was concerned, the sarcasm was unwarranted.  “I think you’ve had a little too much to drink,” he stated, easily matching Erin’s sarcastic tone.  “And in front of the Admirals?  If O’Connor had been here, you would have been busted back down to Ensign.”

Keller’s lips parted, but the tart reply on her tongue remained unspoken.  With a quick nod, she motioned toward the door.

Christopher came about just in time to see Admirals Janeway and Nakamura strolling into the mess hall.  Nakamura was quick to join the Starfleet brass near the windows, but Janeway headed straight for Christopher, Keller, and Harrison.

“Captain Christopher,” said warmly greeted.  “It’s good to see you again.”

He nodded politely.  “Likewise, Admiral.”

With a wide smile upon her face, Janeway quickly offered her congratulations to Commander Harrison before turning to address the rest of the crew.  When she was confident he had their attention, she reached into her pocket and withdrew a sleek black padd.  She quickly gleaned its contents and then handed the padd to Captain Christopher.  “The honor is all yours, Captain.”

Fervently suppressing the wealth of emotions brimming just below the surface, Christopher graciously accepted the padd.  “On the way here, I was just telling Commander Harrison that the past four years have gone by with incredible speed.  We’ve laughed—mainly due to my jokes…” He paused to allow for the subsequent roar of laughter, which turned out to be little more than a few scattered giggles.  “We’ve cried—also due to my jokes…” This time there was a bit more laughter; Erin giggled quite a bit, and even Janeway chuckled.  “We’ve been through a lot together.  But I have to admit, I haven’t been looking forward to this day.  Matthew Harrison is the best first officer Starfleet has ever seen, and I am going to miss having him at my side.

“But that said, Matthew is going to make one hell of a good Captain.  I know beyond the shadow of a doubt that the Columbia is in very good hands.  And so without further ado…” Christopher’s bright turquoise eyes fell upon Janeway’s padd.  

“To: Commander Matthew Harrison,” he read.  

“From: Starfleet Command.  

“You are hereby promoted to the field rank of Captain, and are requested and required to take command of the Federation Starship Columbia, effective stardate 76188.7.

“Signed, Rear Admiral Kathryn Janeway, Starfleet Command.”

Christopher slowly lowered the padd and allowed his proud gaze to linger upon the newly christened Captain Harrison.  He would definitely miss his friend, but nobody deserved this promotion more than Matthew.  

Standing nearby, Janeway discreetly pulled something from her pocket.  She quietly wandered over to Harrison’s side and, wearing a wide smile upon her face, placed a fourth pip on his collar.  “Computer,” she said once the pip was secure, “transfer all command codes to Captain Matthew Harrison, authorization Janeway-pi-1-1-0.”

The computer promptly bleeped.  “Transfer complete.  USS Columbia is under command of Captain Matthew Harrison.”

Until that moment, Harrison had been fairly calm.  He conveyed little in the way of emotion, simply standing by in observation of the proceedings as if someone else had been promoted—but the second the computer announced his name…  an undeniable smile crept across his face.  He turned to Janeway.  “I relieve you, Admiral,” he said extending his hand.

Janeway nodded politely, and shook the new Captain’s hand.  “I stand relieved.”

Jayla Trinn had served aboard the Starlight for six years—she came aboard about the same time as Harrison and Keller, but as a junior officer assigned to engineering.  It was never her intent to stay aboard the Starlight for six years, nor was it her intent to become its chief engineer.  Earlier in her life, Jayla had spent years preparing for a career designing and building new starships; the Starlight was going to be little more than a stepping-stone to her next position.

But more than years had passed.  And Jayla Trinn was now the Starlight’s chief engineer.  Designing starships now seemed like a faraway dream—but in all reality, it was probably closer than ever.  As a chief engineer, Jayla had the clout necessary to get such an illustrious position; all she had to do was go for it…

However, as she strode into main engineering, Jayla’s eyes were immediately diverted to the new warp core.  On the outside, it was virtually identical to the old one: a giant cylinder that stretched from the floor to the ceiling and beyond, pulsing with a pale blue and violet light.  The inside, however, was an entirely new design.  It was a prototype that would allegedly use dilithium more efficiently.  In fact, if the schematics were to be believed, this new warp core would require half the dilithium of the old one.  Trinn, of course, didn’t believe those schematics for a moment; prototypes never worked perfectly, and she knew that she would be spending a lot of time working on this new warp core.

Her warp core.

“McGuire,” she called as she approached the master control station, “how much longer until the core is online?”

He glanced at the padd in his hand.  “Less than an hour,” he stated. “Installation has gone perfectly.”

“Good.”  Trinn immediately brought up the core’s schematics on her console—and already she saw several items in need of repair.  “We need to get the plasma injectors working more efficiently, and the magnetic constrictors look like they could use some maintenance…”

McGuire quickly made note of the desired repairs and then retreated into the aft part of engineering to start work.  For her part, Trinn stayed at the master control station.  She wasn’t quite happy with the warp coils as of late.  Tompkins had insisted they were fine, but now that he was gone—Trinn was going to get them running perfectly…  No matter how long it took.

Lucas Tompkins didn’t usually stop and think about getting dressed.  It was just something that didn’t require a lot of thought.  But today was different; it was his first day as the Starlight’s first officer.  His first day wearing the red uniform—and that was definitely something to stop and think about.

So as he pulled the smooth red undershirt over his head for the first time, Tompkins couldn’t help but smile.  He had been content as chief engineer—it was his dream job, after all—but after so many years in the position, Tompkins had to consider the possibility that he had become just a little too content with the status quo.

The notion hadn’t crossed his mind until a few weeks ago, when Captain Landsberg brought it to his attention.  At first, Tompkins was content to ignore Landsberg’s words of wisdom, but then came that fateful moment when he finally glimpsed Jayla with another man.  She had moved on with her life; Lucas, obviously, had not.

He immediately resolved to change that, and now, Tompkins stood in his quarters, wearing that pristine red uniform for the very first time.  It was an exhilarating feeling, one that he hoped might eventually elevate him to the rank of Captain…  He still had a lot to learn about command, but one day, he was confident that Captain Tompkins would have a ship of his own.

The sentiment brought a faint smile to his face. 

Kendall Johnson was a changed man.  After so many years of confusion, it was truly liberating to finally have a life with purpose.  In the back of his mind, Kendall knew that his purpose was somewhat dark, but… if he wanted to spend all of eternity with Erin Keller, he would have to somehow eliminate Alan Christopher.

Though it had taken four years to reach the conclusion, Kendall was somewhat surprised that, when the realization suddenly struck, it came to him so easily.  Back on the Ii’zyyr’aa ship a few weeks ago, in the blink of an eye, Kendall Johnson’s life suddenly had purpose.  Just like that.  He had to eliminate Christopher.

There had been a few moments of doubt in recent weeks.  Every once and awhile, when Kendall found himself struggling to perfect the temporal technology needed to erase Alan Christopher from the universe, he began to have some reservations.  Christopher was a decent man, after all—he just had the misfortune of falling in love with Erin Keller.  Kendall didn’t really want to eliminate Christopher, but it was the price he would have to pay if he wanted to spend the rest of his days with Erin.  And in retrospect, that was definitely a price that Kendall was willing to pay.

He didn’t know exactly how close he was to completing his project.  Over the years, Kendall had created temporal probes that could scan the space/time continuum; he helped devise some rudimentary temporal shielding; he even found a way to make some miniscule changes to the timeline…  But he was at least several months away from sending himself back in time.

Thankfully, the temporal science lab had been relatively devoid of activity today.  Commander Kerrigan had stopped by earlier in the morning to remind Kendall about Harrison’s promotion to Captain.  At the time, Kendall indicated that he would indeed be present aboard the Columbia when the time came… But he lied.  The ceremony ended more than an hour ago, and Kendall had yet to remove himself from his work.

In retrospect, Kendall couldn’t remember his last break.  He was reasonably certain that he stopped to eat lunch… yesterday—but it could have been the day before.  He was in the sonic shower sometime last week, but even that was a blur.  Not that it mattered.  Kendall was only concerned with his work.  All other needs were secondary.

Kendall was flat on his back, diligently working to realign the tachyon relays beneath the temporal science lab’s primary workstation—when the sound of parting doors interrupted his train of thought.

“Commander Johnson?”

It was not a voice that Kendall recognized.  He knew that a few new officers transferred aboard the Starlight from Starbase 83, but none of them had been assigned to the science lab.  So… what was the meaning for the interruption?  Kendall frowned, and wearily crawled away from the workstation’s underside.  “Yes?”

The intruder stood near one of the secondary workstation, indolently admiring the interface.  It was a human male of average build; he a round face, short dark hair, and pair of wide, curious eyes.  “I am Lieutenant Commander Ian Meade, from the Columbia.”

Harrison’s ship—but this was definitely not the science officer.  Megan mentioned a few weeks ago that the Columbia’s science officer was a Xindi primate.  “What can I do for you?”

Meade shook his head.  “Nothing in particular,” he stated, his voice pleasant.  “Before my posting to the Columbia, I was the science officer aboard the Damocles… So I’ve heard a lot about your work in the temporal sciences; I’m just curious to see what you’ve been working on, that’s all.”

Kendall suddenly paused.  A part of him very much wanted to ask this Ian Meade to leave so that he could get on with his work.  That, however, would be incredibly rude… and it would also deny Kendall the ally he was destined to acquire.  This was undoubtedly the very same Meade that Kendall’s doppelganger contacted when he visited the Starlight last year…  Thus, Kendall took complete advantage of the situation.

“I’ve been working on perfecting our temporal shielding,” he lied.  While the shielding was a part of the equation, there was so much more… “We should be able to test it in a few weeks.”

Meade’s eyes were wide with curiosity.  “I’d love to see your data.”

Kendall flashed a devilish grin.  “Of course…”

Alan Christopher was just about ready to head down to the holodeck when the door chimed.  For a scant moment, he thought about ignoring the pleasant little chirp, but better judgment quickly kicked in.  He would just have to make this conversation a quick one.  “Come in.”

The door parted with a hiss—and Admiral Janeway promptly stepped inside, immediately validating Christopher’s decision to chat with his visitor.  “Captain,” she warmly greeted, “I apologize for the intrusion.  I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

Actually, this was quite an interruption, but Christopher knew a rhetorical question when he heard one.  He shook his head.  “No, Admiral, of course not.”

Janeway, however, seemed to detect the little white lie.  “Then I’ll keep this brief,” she said, promptly seating herself on the soft gray sofa near the desk.  “The Starlight is almost ready for departure—I’m sure I don’t need to remind you how important your mission is to Starfleet and the Federation, but Admiral Riker insisted.”

Christopher hoped his cringe wasn’t as noticeable as his white lie.  Riker was one of the higher-ranking admirals in Starfleet—and was not too terribly fond of Christopher.  There had been an unfortunate incident between the two of them aboard the Titan some twenty years ago, and those wounds had yet to heal.  “I will try not to disappoint the Admiral too much.”

Janeway smiled.  “See that you don’t.  We need strong ties with both Tomalak and Talyere.  Since you’re already on good terms with both men, you are the obvious choice for this mission.”

Christopher detected the slightest bit of desperation in Janeway’s voice.  She was definitely concerned about something.  “Are you having second thoughts about me, Admiral?  You haven’t been reading through Admiral O’Connor’s log entries, have you?  The good Admiral tended to cast me in an unfavorable light.”

The faint smile upon Janeway’s face began to fade.  “No… I assure you that’s not the case, Captain.  You have done an extraordinary job aboard the Starlight, regardless of Admiral O’Connor’s opinions.”

That was a definite relief—but Christopher didn’t let his guard down just yet.  “So what’s the problem?”

Janeway shook her head.  “Nothing I can discuss in depth,” she stated, her voice barely a whisper.  “But very soon, we are going to need every ally we can get: Romulan.  Klingon.  Cardassian.”

“The Elorg?” Christopher guessed.

Janeway nodded.  “Long-range surveillance scans have detected fifty-two new shipyards inside the Bloc.”

Christopher’s jaw nearly hit the deck.  “Fifty-two shipyards?” he exclaimed.

“And all of them appear to be devoted to the construction of new destroyers and warships,” Janeway solemnly confirmed.  “By the end of the year, we expect Xi’Yor will have more than four hundred thousand ships to command.  If we don’t start forging new alliances, by this time next year, the Federation will cease to exist.”

The words to convey Christopher’s awe simply did not exist.  He knew there a fight was on the horizon—but he had not expected four hundred thousand ships, nor did he expect to be told of their pending arrival.  “I thought you couldn’t discuss this, Admiral?”

“That reminds me…” Her smile briefly returned.  “One last thing, Captain…”

And the words would forever change Christopher’s life.

Chapter Two

A small, lifeless body hung high above a pool of dried black blood.  He was affixed to the wall by a massive jen’talak, and many decaying organs still oozed from the mortal wound.

A few meters away, a second body was affixed to the wall in a similar fashion—this one a young Elorg girl, no more than eight years old.  She was stripped of her clothing, her fingers had been forcibly removed and her head was nowhere to be seen.

Near the little girl was part of a third body.  So sharp was the jen’talak that adhered this poor woman to the wall, it literally sliced her in half.  Now only parts of her internal organs dangled from the blade.  The rest of her body was on the floor in a great pool of black blood.

There was a fourth body visible beside the woman.  It was an older man; he had about fifty stab wounds in his chest—and something akin to raw hamburger seeped from many of the wounds.  His left leg was bent the wrong way, his throat was slit, and his skull bore many large contusions…

It took a long moment for Underling Hajal to realize that those horribly mutilated bodies hanging from the wall were not just random victims of Xi’Yor’s brutality.  At one point in time, those people had been his family.  Hajal immediately looked away—only to see more shadowy figures hanging on the adjacent walls… undoubtedly more of his family.

Hajal began to sweat; his eyes started to burn, and he felt like he was going to vomit.

Where had those bodies come from?

He tried to close his eyes to avoid the terrible carnage—but it was then that Hajal realized his eyelids were gone!  He had to escape.

He had to get away from Xi’Yor.

Hajal frantically started to struggle in his chair, hoping his rage might somehow free him from the restraints—but when his burning eyes glanced down at the cold metallic cuffs on the arm of the chair, Hajal duly noted that his arms were not there.

His arms were gone!

“No!”  Hajal frantically shouted.  “NO!  This is just a dream!  This isn’t happening!  THIS ISN’T HAPPENING!”  He clenched a nonexistent fist and jammed it into the restraints.  “LET ME GO!  This isn’t real!!!!”

No, it’s not real, father.  Hajal instantly recognized the voice as his daughter’s—he perked up to see the little girl standing nearby.  The jen’talak was still lodged in her chest, but she somehow managed to survive…

“We can get out of here, Sikat.”  Hajal furiously worked at his restraints—if he mustered enough anger, he was certain that he could shatter the metal with his arms.  “I’ll get you out of here, Sikat!”

But something in the back of Hajal’s mind insisted his arms were gone, but that was a preposterous notion.  His arms were—gone!

Don’t worry, Father!  Sikat’s calm voice was all the reassurance that Hajal needed.  Those voices in his head—they were all nonsense.  Hajal’s arms were certainly intact!

“We will get out of here, Sikat!”

Yes, she happily insisted.  We can escape.  I know it!
Yes, that was right.  Hajal knew it.  With each moment, his mind grew more focused—all he had to do was concentrate on Sikat’s sweet voice.  She would be his salvation.  “We will get through this!”

Yes, father! she exclaimed.  We will be back with Zeratul in a matter of days!
Zeratul…

How could Sikat know about Zeratul?  Hajal had never mentioned the overseer to her…  But perhaps in his myriad ramblings, he had?  Hajal could not know.  “Zeratul… Yes!  Yes, we will see him soon!”

“So you are familiar with the Overseer, then?”  The voice was not Sikat’s.  It sounded familiar, but it was definitely not Sikat.  The voice was too deep, too stern…  Not Sikat. 

Hajal shook his head.  “Who are you?”

“A friend.”  Only the voice didn’t sound like a friend.  But maybe it was one of Sikat’s friends?  She had many of them back on Salturis V.

“Are you called… Felome?”  Sikat had a friend called Felome, Hajal was certain of it.  But why had he come all this way?

The friend chuckled.  “I am not Felome,” it fiendishly insisted.  “Felome is dead.  Sikat is dead.  You are dead.”

Hajal clenched his jaw.  “NO!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

And then there was light.  Blazing hot light.  It was everywhere, encompassing everything in sight—even Sikat.  Hajal immediately began to panic, frantically searching for his daughter amidst the blinding light—but he couldn’t get up.  His legs wouldn’t respond.  Something was wrong…

Hajal shook his head.  “NO!  SIKAT!  Where are you?!?”

“She is dead,” reminded the friend.

Suddenly, a tall humanoid body broke through the wall of light—and standing directly in front of Hajal was the dreaded Overseer Xi’Yor.  He smiled.

Hajal turned away.  “I’m not talking to you!  I’m not!  Not talking to you!  Go away!”

But Xi’Yor would not leave.  He just stood there, laughing.  “Tell me about Zeratul, and I will end this madness once and for all.  You will be free to go, Hajal.”

Free.

The offer was a tempting one, but Hajal could not bring himself to speak of Zeratul.  He just couldn’t.  There were some memories there, but Hajal couldn’t articulate them.  “I can’t remember Zeratul,” he sighed, crestfallen.

But Xi’Yor was not mad.  “If you cannot recall Overseer Zeratul, I will assist you,” he calmly stated.  “I only want to help.”

Xi’Yor was such a nice man.  He wanted to help—and help was always good.  Hajal liked help.  “You would help me remember Zeratul?”

“Of course.”  Xi’Yor had a big smile on his face.  He was a very happy man.  Hajal couldn’t fathom why he had been so mad at Xi’Yor earlier.  He was so nice.

It had taken twice as long as Xi’Yor had anticipated, but at long last, the wretched Underling Hajal was finally breaking.  “It is only a matter of days before I am able to extract all the information I need,” he said to Ra’thenn and Va’kyr.

The three were gathered in a small anteroom near the Great Hall on Kalidar.  Both Ra’thenn and Va’kyr sat patiently at the elegant obsidian table in the middle of the room, waiting for Xi’Yor to finish his report.  Normally, this would take several intervals, because Xi’Yor liked to give his associates a thorough report—but so energized was he by the recent developments in the interrogation chamber, Xi’Yor kept his remarks brief today.

Ra’thenn cleared his throat, apparently finding Xi’Yor’s report a little too sparse.  “I assume the drugs we administered last night worked well?”

“Yes,” Xi’Yor confirmed.  His mind was racing with so many thoughts and ideas for the next interrogation session that the previous sessions were becoming a blur.  “Hajal is far removed from the realm of reality—he has even agreed to a neural probe.”

“He has been trained to block neural probes,” Va’kyr tersely interjected.  “Even in his psychotic state, you might not be able to extract the information we need.”

Xi’Yor ignored the interruption.  Va’kyr was a detestable, opinionated woman—even more insipid than Fel’duin had been.  Xi’Yor very much wanted to terminate her, but unfortunately, Ra’thenn had her under close guard.  “I will plant the neural probe tomorrow.”

Unfortunately, Va’kyr’s suggestion had already tainted Ra’thenn’s mind.  “What if Va’kyr is correct?” he demanded.  “We have already wasted several weeks interrogating Hajal—and we are still no closer to finding Rebena Te Ra.”

“We are wasting time,” added Va’kyr.  “We should forget about Rebena Te Ra, consolidate our forces and launch an all-out assault on the Federation.”

Xi’Yor’s eyes narrowed to angry slits.  “No,” he hissed.  “I am not yet ready to strike at the Federation.”

The sentiment was so utterly preposterous to Va’kyr that she could no longer sit.  “We have thousands of ships, Overseer!” she angrily exclaimed.  “We could have the Federation conquered by the year’s end!”

“We underestimated the Federation once before,” Xi’Yor tersely reminded.  The day Z’danorax gave the order to surrender was perhaps the darkest day since the Battle of Sorrows.  “We will not underestimate the enemy a second time—and while we may occasionally strike into the heart of their territory, we will not launch a full scale invasion until we have secured the Homeworld.”

“And what if you are incorrect?  What if the Iconians destroyed Eredas?  We will have wasted months chasing shadows!”  Va’kyr was tempting fate by drawing out this argument.  Ra’thenn’s guards could only protect her to certain extents—and the moment Xi’Yor became aware of those limits, Va’kyr would be dead.

“Our shipyards are still fully operational,” Xi’Yor tersely reminded.  “While we are searching for Rebena Te Ra, they are building the fleet necessary to destroy the Federation.  In the rare event that Rebena Te Ra does not prove useful to our cause, those ships will still be there for us to command, Va’kyr.  We will still destroy the Federation.”

“Fine.”  The wretched woman expelled a weary sigh, and promptly returned to her chair.  “We will seek out Rebena Te Ra…”

“That is correct,” said Xi’Yor in his most condescending tone.  He had won the argument, and he wanted Va’kyr to know just how wrong she was for opposing him in the first place.  “Do you know who holds the key to finding the planet?”

Va’kyr did not take well to Xi’Yor’s tone.  In fact, she wouldn’t even dignify his question with an answer; she simply sat, drilling her most icy glare into the High Overseer’s skull.

But Xi’Yor was oblivious.  “Do you know, Va’kyr?”

“Hajal,” she muttered through clenched teeth.

Xi’Yor allowed himself a victorious smile.  “I’ll have one of the Underlings prepare the neural probe…”

Matthew Harrison knew there were literally dozens of things that required his attention—and since Christopher suddenly canceled their foray into the holodeck, Harrison suddenly found himself with more than enough time to tend to those myriad duties.

The most pressing issue was undoubtedly the crew; while he was already familiar with most of the bridge crew, Harrison still needed to familiarize himself with the rest of his subordinates.  It was not a task he was looking forward to, since it had always been Harrison’s policy to keep a fair amount of distance between himself and his subordinates—but now that he was the Captain, he at least had to make the effort.

His first stop was engineering.  Harrison had briefly spoken with his chief engineer in the mess hall earlier, but the exchange was so very brief that it didn’t exactly constitute a proper introduction.  But much to Harrison’s chagrin, the turbolift seemed to be having some technical difficulties—because he should have already been in engineering.

He glanced at the console by the exit—and sure enough, the lift had stopped in a junction between decks five and six.  They were barely an hour out of spacedock, and already the malfunctions began…  He tapped his communicator.  “Harrison to bridge.”

Seated comfortably in the command chair, Amy Robinson was started by Captain Harrison’s call—but she didn’t let that keep her from her duties.  “This is the bridge,” she said.  “What can I do for you, sir?”

Harrison chuckled.  “It would seem the turbolift has suffered some sort of mal… … between decks five…”  And his transmission ended.

Robinson frowned.  “Sir?”

“We are also having a problem with the communication network,” said Karalis from the tactical station.  His antennae were already twitching with confusion.

“Source?”

The Andorian shook his head.  “Unknown…”

When the Columbia was assigned to transport Admiral Janeway back to Earth, Robinson had assumed their mission would be a simple one.  Clearly, she assumed wrong.  “Beam the Captain to the bridge,” she sighed.  “And tell the Admiral we have a problem.”

• • •

Something wasn’t quite right.  Erin Keller was not entirely certain about the thoughts running through her husband’s mind, but given his relative silence this evening, she could assume those thoughts were probably not pleasant ones.

Erin knew that Alan was upset about Matthew leaving.  Never did he actually admit to the feelings (at least not to Erin), but it was incredibly obvious nonetheless.  For a while, she suspected that Matthew’s departure might have dimmed Alan’s spirits, but the longer she sat in his presence, the less confident she was about the theory.  This seemed like something more.

Erin could have theorized about that something all afternoon, but since she had to be back on the bridge in ten minutes, she didn’t exactly have the time to do so.  Thus, she cut right to the chase: “What’s wrong?”

Much as Erin expected, Alan adamantly shook his head to deny the entire conversation.  “Nothing.”

Erin didn’t buy that for a second.  “You haven’t said two words to me since we sat down, you’ve barely touched your lunch, and now you’re in denial.”  She peered into his eyes.  “Something is bothering you.”

Again, he shook his head.  “It’s nothing I want to talk about.”

With that simple sentiment, Erin knew that the problem was definitely not Matthew—Alan would have confessed to that.  So it was something else entirely—perhaps something Admiral Janeway said when she came aboard the Starlight a few hours ago?  “Were you demoted?”

“No?”

“Are you dying?”

“No.”

“Am I dying?”

“Not that I know of…”

“Good.”  Erin was tempted to ask another question, but she knew that her little interrogation was getting her nowhere.  Another random question would only elicit another stupid response.  Obviously, Alan wasn’t going to change his mind about the conversation.

Nor would he have the chance, because his communicator chose that very moment to chirp: “Tompkins to Christopher!”

Alan tapped his communicator.  “Christopher here.”

“You’d better get up here,” Tompkins hastily replied.  “We’ve got company.”

Less than a minute later, Christopher strode onto the bridge alongside Erin Keller, arriving just in time to see a massive Romulan warbird shimmer into existence on the viewscreen.  “Tomalak did say that he would send a ship to escort us to Talon IV…”

Tompkins nodded.  He knew the itinerary just as well as Christopher—in fact, this being his first day on the job, he probably knew the itinerary better than Christopher.  But this warbird undoubtedly came as a surprise to both men.  “We’re scheduled to rendezvous with the Romulan warbird Shakuras in two hours,” said Tompkins.

Christopher arched a curious brow.  “I think they’re a little early.”  The Romulans were indeed a very punctual people, but arriving two hours early was really jumping the gun.

“Unfortunately, that is not the Shakuras,” Bator announced a scant moment later.  “According to the ship’s registry, it is the warbird Ta’var.”

“A Garidian ship,” Keller promptly gleaned from her console.  “Their shields are up, but all tactical systems are currently offline.”

Even though they had thus far avoided taking any overtly aggressive maneuvers, Christopher didn’t want to take any chances with the Garidians—because after decades of Romulan rule, the Garidians were on the cusp of becoming an overtly aggressive race.  “Yellow alert.”

The lights quickly dimmed a few notches, and a pale yellow aura filled the air.  Christopher quickly assumed his place in the center of the bridge.

“They are hailing us,” said Bator.

“On screen.”

The looming warbird immediately flitted away, replaced by a pale-skinned alien that looked very much like a Romulan.  His brow ridges were a bit more pronounced than a typical Romulan’s, and they streaked across his forehead at a rather severe angle—but aside from that, and the light gray hair atop his head, the Garidian was virtually indistinguishable from his Romulan brethren.

“This is Captain Celaras of the Garidian warbird Ta’var,” he proudly proclaimed once the communication link was established.  “You are in violation of Garidian space—withdraw at once!”

Such a charming fellow—and given his preposterous claim, highly overdramatic.  The Starlight was still several dozen light years away from the Romulan border, and even further from the Garidian border.  Celaras had absolutely no justification for his presence here—nevertheless, Christopher forced a diplomatic smile to his face.  “I am Captain Christopher of the Federation starship Starlight—and we don’t recognize your claim to this territory.  In fact, we’re still thirteen light years from the Romulan border; that’s well within the confines of Federation space.”

Despite that fact, Celaras was not about to back down.  “We know you are planning to visit Dimovius,” said the Garidian, his deep voice not wavering for even an instant.  “This is your only warning: any ship approaching the Pretorian Cluster will be met with deadly force.”

Christopher calmly shook his head; if Celaras wanted to make things difficult, Christopher could just as easily make it his job to be even more difficult.  “The Federation does not recognize your claim to the Pretorian Cluster, either.  According your government, the Garidian Republic ends just a third of a light year from the edge of the cluster.”

Celaras clenched his jaw.  He wasn’t angry just yet—but he was getting close.  For the time being, he was simply frustrated; the Garidian probably hadn’t anticipated this repartee with Christopher.

“I should also like to remind you,” said Christopher, his voice annoyingly neutral, “that you are still in violation of Federation space—and that by threatening us, you have committed an act of aggression against the United Federation of Planets.  Unless you want a war on your hands, I would suggest you retreat.  In exchange, I would be more than happy to overlook this unfortunate incident.”

Celaras growled.  He wasn’t about to admit defeat, even though Christopher had backed him into a corner.  Thus, he subsequently cut the transmission and blinked away.

“They are retreating,” Drayge reported a moment later.

“For now,” Tompkins appended.  “I have a feeling they’ll be back—and next time we won’t be able to get rid of them so easily.”

The conversation had left Christopher with the exact same impression.  The Starlight would probably get to Dimovius unscathed, but once they got there, he suspected Celaras would be waiting.  

Chapter Three

“Garidian activity has increased considerably in recent months,” said Tomalak.  He stood alongside Commander Jerras in the lavish garden outside his quaint home on Talon IV, happily pruning an overgrown bush with purple leaves and dozens of large white blooms.  “The presence of a Garidian vessel in Federation space is not unprecedented.  But it is disturbing.”

“However,” Jerras calmly continued, “there presently is no indication that the Garidians are planning to attack Federation or Romulan interests.”

The Garidians might have been an aggressive group, but they were definitely not stupid.  They knew that at this point in time, there was no way they could hope to win a conflict with the Federation.  But Alan Christopher was only marginally eased by the notion.  “Captain Celaras indicated he would be dispatching several ships to the Pretorian Cluster.  If we try to approach Dimovius, we will be attacked.”

“An empty threat,” said Jerras.

“More or less,” Tomalak agreed.  He snapped a few browning leaves from the bush and dropped them to the ground.  They fluttered in the breeze for a short moment before collecting near the adjacent fence.  “When they were allies of the Romulan Empire, the Garidians were granted only a few dozens warbirds.”

“Several of them have already been destroyed,” said Jerras, “and the Garidians do not currently possess the technology to build D’deridex-class vessels.”

“So when their fleet is gone,” Tomalak wistfully concluded, “it is gone.”

“It is unlikely the Garidians would commit all of their resources to protecting Dimovius,” said Talyere a moment later.  The Elorg stood beside Christopher, intently watching Tomalak prune the overgrown bush.  “According to the data the Starlight collected last year, the Iconian ship is little more than a scout—minimal weapons, an archaic warp drive… it probably doesn’t even have a gateway.”

“So protecting the ship would be more trouble than it’s worth,” said Christopher.

Talyere nodded.  “I believe so.”

“But,” Jerras interjected, “if the Garidians do decide to commit to the defense of Dimovius, we will be ready for them.  The Starlight is heavily armed, the Aldaris is virtually indestructible, and I have already dispatched the Valdore and six other Kerchan-class warbirds to the vicinity.  The Shakuras will be joining them shortly.”

Tomalak chuckled.  “If the Garidians decide to take the Iconian ship, it is likely the only ship they will have left.”

• • •

For a moment, Jayla Trinn thought her eyes were deceiving her.  So she took a few seconds to compose her thoughts, and then glanced at the analysis again—only to confirm her previous observation.  “The efficiency of the warp core injectors is down twelve percent?”  The Trill immediately turned a rather stern gaze upon Commander McGuire.  “This had better be a typo.”

Unfortunately, it was not.  McGuire shook his head, completely at a loss for an explanation.  “Commander Tompkins and I tweaked those injectors dozens of times over the past few years,” he stated, “and nothing like this has ever happened.”

“Is it possible you made a mistake?”

“I suppose,” said McGuire.  “But… as far as I know, everything went perfectly!”

Trinn clenched her jaw.  She was definitely inclined to believe McGuire.  He was a competent man and a decent officer… but the warp core injectors couldn’t undergo such a dramatic change by themselves.  “I’ll take a look at the injectors myself,” she said.

And then the lights dimmed.

Trinn immediately dropped the padd on the desk.  “What the hell?”

McGuire shook his head.  “I don’t know.”

Jayla expelled a weary sigh.  “That would appear to be our running theme for the day…”

There was a malevolent smile upon Xi’Yor’s face as he strode into the interrogation chamber.  He tried his best to stifle the grin in order to assume the visage of the nice, nice man that Hajal knew he was—but Xi’Yor could not help himself.  Victory was so close, he could practically reach out and touch it…

The doors clanked shut amidst a mechanical cacophony, and a blazing ring of white light summarily fell upon what was left of Hajal.  The Underling was a beaten man, clearly ready to die.  His entire family had been slaughtered before his very eyes; his arms and legs had been removed… all that remained was a frail, fractured torso and a horribly bruised head.

Xi’Yor flashed Hajal a pleasant smile.  He wasn’t even certain if the underling still had his vision—nor did he really care—but just in case, Xi’Yor had to maintain Hajal’s delusion.  “It is time.”

Hajal suddenly snapped out of a trance.  “Time?” he groggily inquired.  He turned his faded orange eyes upon Xi’Yor. “Time for what?”

Xi’Yor casually walked over to the desk in the corner of the room.  “You are leaving, Hajal.”  He discreetly grabbed a small device from the table and returned to the underling’s side.  “Today is your last day in captivity.”

Hajal’s eyes glinted with excitement.  “I… get to go home?  You are such a nice, nice man, Xi’Yor.”

“Don’t remind me.”  The Overseer briefly inspected the neural probe; it was a small hexagonal device that adhered to the base of the skull, and as far as Xi’Yor could tell, it was in pristine condition.  Neural probes were always a last resort.  They were almost always fatal, and unless the prisoner was completely broken, he could easily counter the probe’s scan.  Hajal wasn’t going to be much of a problem…

Xi’Yor carefully placed the device onto Hajal’s bloody skull.  It was obviously fractured in a few places, the result of Xi’Yor’s rather violent session with the underling a few weeks ago… but the probe didn’t care about fractures.  It quickly dug into Hajal’s skin and went to work.

Earlier prototypes of the neural probe had required Xi’Yor to wear a corresponding headpiece.  The secondary device allowed Xi’Yor to peer into his prisoner’s thoughts—but this newer version was much more streamlined—it just projected the memories into the air like a hologram…  And it did so with striking quality.

“Earth!?”  exclaimed Zeratul.  “The Elorg have no reason to attack Earth!  That is not within our sphere of interest!”

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

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

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

Zeratul clenched his fists.  “What are we going to do?”

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

“Ra’thenn is very popular amongst the people,” said Artanis—but there was glint of treachery in his eye.  “If we kill him now, we will make a martyr out of him.”

“So we do nothing?” asked Zeratul.

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

Artanis.

Zeratul.

Tassadar.

Xi’Yor was already quite familiar with the names, and their mention came as no surprise to the Overseer.  Artanis and Zeratul were both powerful members of the Conclave of Overseers—powerful Breen members.  And now they were working in collusion with Tassadar— Ra’thenn’s former aide—to overthrow the government…  It was a bold plan, but one that was doomed to failure.  Artanis and Zeratul might have been powerful, but they didn’t have enough influence to rule over the Elorg Bloc.

Still, they were not fools.  They would not have embarked upon such a bold plan unless it had a chance of succeeding.  And that could only mean one thing:  “Talyere…”

It wasn’t exactly the information Xi’Yor had been seeking.  After all, he was no closer to finding Rebena Te Ra; Va’kyr would undoubtedly be furious… but Xi’Yor didn’t care.  She would be dead soon enough, along with Talyere and the rest of his misbegotten allies.  And then, the Elorg Bloc would belong to Xi’Yor.

The High Overseer forcefully ripped the neural probe from Hajal’s skull.  Tendrils of blazing teal energy crackled around the device as its link to Hajal’s chaotic mind was severed.  The underling immediately started to spasm.  Blood dripped from his nose, his eyes rolled back into his head, and he started to scream uncontrollably.

Xi’Yor smiled, and left the underling to his fate.  After all, he was such a nice man…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76204.3: The Starlight and its allies have managed to reach the Pretorian Cluster without incident, and while long range sensors have indicated a small fleet of Garidian ships nearby, none of them have attempted to approach Dimovius.

“I’m detecting debris in the planet’s southern hemisphere,” said Erin Keller from ops.  “The readings are consistent with Iconian technology.”

“Good.”  Alan Christopher readily nodded his approval.  “That’s probably our ship, then… unless there are any other ships on the surface.”

“None,” said Keller, shaking her head.  “There’s just sand—and a whole lot of it.  Dimovius is eighty-seven percent desert.”

“That’s got to be brutal on the ecosystem,” mused Tompkins.

“It was,” Keller confirmed—and her use of the past tense was certainly a telltale sign of the planet’s history.  “I’m only detecting thirty plant species on the surface, and even fewer animals…  The average temperature is about fifty-five degrees—and it hasn’t rained for years.”

“Sounds pleasant.”  The sarcasm in Christopher’s voice was obvious.  

Tompkins turned to Christopher.  “I thought you liked the heat?”

Having grown up on Ka’Tula Prime, Christopher was certainly used to sweltering temperatures, but that didn’t mean he liked them—especially after his recent trip to Corneria.  “I’ve had a change of heart.”  Unfortunately for Christopher, Ka’Tula Prime was also a great place to study archaeology, and as a result, he became quite fond of the field.  Thus, the Iconian ship on the surface was something he definitely had to see, regardless of the temperature.  “What are the current weather conditions at the crash site?”

Keller glanced down at her sensors.  “Hazy and fifty-one degrees,” she immediately replied.  “But the sun should be going down in about an hour.  After that, temperatures should cool off considerably.”

Christopher was immediately on his feet and headed for the turbolift.  “Then we’ll leave now,” he said.  “Dealing with the heat is one thing—the cold is something else entirely.”

Talyere and Zeratul were the first to set foot aboard the Iconian ship.  It was dark, and the musty scent of sand lingered in the stale air.  A few shafts of glittering, dust-filled light randomly cut into the gloom, indicating to Talyere that at least some of the ship systems were still functional.  And that was disappointing; Talyere had been hoping to find the ship in much better shape.

A few moments later, two pillars of swirling green light deposited a pair of Romulans on the deck.  Despite the darkness, Talyere instantly was able to recognize Tomalak; he simply assumed that Jerras stood nearby.  Bator and Captain Christopher beamed in just moments later, and at long last, they could get to work.

“What, exactly, are we looking for?” asked Tomalak as he began to wander amidst the gloom.  As far as Talyere could tell, the group was indeed on the ship’s bridge—but so dilapidated were many of the consoles, that it was difficult to be certain.

“An astrometric database would be infinitely helpful,” said Zeratul as he brushed aside the thick layer of dust that had entombed one of the nearby workstations.

“We are searching for a planet called Rebena Te Ra,” Talyere continued.  “It was an Elorg world conquered by the Iconians during the Great War… If we can find this planet, we might be able to use its resources to somehow resurrect the Elorg Homeworld, Eredas.”

“That is assuming the Iconians didn’t destroy the planet,” Zeratul cautiously interjected.  He started to tap at the dimly lit interface on his console, but after a few keystrokes, the entire thing just seemed to freeze.  Sparks subsequently jetted from the base of the console, and then everything went blank.

That certainly didn’t bode well for a successful resolution, but there were still about seven or eight other consoles that appeared to have some sort of functionality.  Talyere approached the one nearest his position, a large circular console that sat in the center of the bridge.

He cautiously tapped at the interface, using as delicate touch as he could muster, but much to Talyere’s chagrin, his actions elicited no response.  “It is frozen.”

“Maybe we should check one of the lower decks,” suggested Christopher.

Talyere was not optimistic about their chances on the lower decks—those areas of the ship took the most damage when the ship fell from the sky all those months ago.  But considering his luck on the bridge thus far, Talyere had no choice but to agree.  “You go ahead,” he said to Christopher.  “Zeratul and I will remain here.”

• • •

Four months ago, the Cerulean Shockwave passed through the Pretorian Cluster.  At the time, Erin Keller had been on Zirat, a tropical world hundreds of light years away; consequently, the entity passed through the Romulan Empire without much scientific scrutiny.

The entity was now long gone, but the Starlight managed to collect enough data for Keller to make a belated analysis—and since they were presently sitting in orbit of Dimovius, one of the planets affected by the shockwave, Keller decided there was no better time to make that analysis.

“Ancient starships don’t just fall out of the sky,” Keller said to Tompkins as she waited for the computer to finish its analysis.  “This Iconian ship had to have been somewhere before it crashed into Dimovius.”

“I’ve been wondering about that, too,” said Tompkins from the Captain’s chair.  “Sensors didn’t detect temporal activity associated with the shockwave when it passed through the region last year, which means that bad boy was definitely in the area.  But where was it at?”

“I intend to find out,” said Keller.  The Federation still knew very little about the Iconians, but according to the most recent data, they didn’t possess cloaking technology.  “It might have been in another dimension—they did have that capability.”

“But Talyere said the vessel probably wasn’t equipped with gateway technology,” reminded Drayge.  “If it was in another dimension, that means another ship had to have sent it here.”

“Or perhaps the shockwave ripped a hole in the fabric of space, allowing the Iconian ship to pass through dimensions,” Keller suggested.  It was just a theory, and unfortunately, one that couldn’t be verified; all of the evidence vanished along with the shockwave.

Or did it?

The computer’s initial analysis suddenly began to spit out some data.  It was heavily fragmented, something Keller found quite odd, considering the high quality of the source material.  “We might be having some sort of problem with the sensors,” she grumbled.

Tompkins furrowed his brow.  “What makes you say that?”

Keller quickly transferred her data to the viewscreen.  The sensor analysis showed the Pretorian Cluster and vicinity with an acceptable level of interference, but then, every last shred of sensor data came to an abrupt halt about a third of a light year from Dimovius.

“It’s like the sensors hit a wall,” noted Drayge as he inspected the data—and after a few more moments of study, something caught his eye.  “Take a look at the Iconian ship’s trajectory.”

Drayge tapped a few commands into his workstation, and a thin green line summarily streaked across the viewscreen.  It started at Dimovius and gracefully curved back into the sensor void.

“The ship came from that void,” Keller hastily concluded.  A void that was a third of a light year from Dimovius—and right on the Garidian border.  “No wonder Celaras was so quick to retreat… he still had an ace in the hole.”

Chapter Four

“It almost reminds me of Romulus,” Jerras quietly noted as she wandered through the battered remains of the Iconian ship.  

Christopher had to agree.  Dust and debris literally covered every surface on the ship; giant bulkheads had crashed down from the ceiling, and there was an acrid scent to the air.  It was like walking from one lost world to another… The only thing missing were the bodies—something that had evaded Christopher’s attention until now.

He turned to Bator as they came upon a junction in the dilapidated corridor.  “How many people do you think it would take to run a ship this size?”

The Phobian shrugged.  “Twenty-five,” he guessed.  “Perhaps thirty.”

Christopher glanced around, his eyes scanning the deck just in case he missed something earlier.  “And how many of them have you seen?”

“None.”  His interest also piqued, Bator immediately withdrew his tricorder and began to scan the vicinity.  The results were immediately inconclusive.  “Tricorder functions are limited.  I cannot scan anything more than a meter away…”

Jerras quickly came up alongside Bator and glanced at his data.  “Some sort of radiation, perhaps?” 

He shook his head.  “There is no indication of that.”

Curious to find out for herself, Jerras pulled a sleek Romulan tricorder from her belt and began a sensor scan of her own.  “I have a scanner range of about three meters,” she said, “but you are correct—there is no sign of any radiation.  Or the crew.”

“Perhaps they escaped prior to the crash,” suggested Tomalak from the rear.  He was struggling to climb over some of the debris, but he nevertheless managed to maintain the reasonably arduous pace.

That was not an irrational assumption, but for some reason, Christopher couldn’t envision the Iconians abandoning ship so easily.  “We’ll have to keep an eye out for escape pods, just in case…”

Standing in the center of the dimly lit junction, Christopher shined his light down both of their possible paths.  To the left was a corridor relatively devoid of debris.  There was a large bulkhead sitting in the middle of the corridor, and several pieces of wall paneling scattered across the deck—but that was a cakewalk compared to the impenetrable jungle of cables and bulkheads that littered the corridor to the right.

“This is an easy decision,” said Tomalak as he came up alongside Christopher.  “We go left.”

“Agreed.”

Bator shined his light into the darkness ahead, just so they could get a better idea where they were headed—but so much dust lingered in the air sultry air that visibly was severely hindered.

“There appears to be a door up ahead,” said Jerras, squinting out the details from afar.  Her pace immediately quickened to get a better look at the alleged doorway—but she got no further than a couple of meters before a pulse of glittering teal light streaked over her shoulder.

The Romulan immediately came about, disruptor drawn and ready to fire, but as she peered into the haze from whence the blast came, Jerras saw nothing.

“Obviously we are not alone,” said Tomalak.  

Christopher pulled the phaser from his belt.  “Obviously.”

The turbolift doors parted with a hiss, and Jayla Trinn summarily stormed onto the bridge.  “We just lost the starboard warp nacelle,” she exclaimed, slamming a frustrated fist into the mission operations console.

“What?”  This was certainly news to Lucas Tompkins.  Just moments ago he had glanced at a status report, and everything appeared to be status quo—engines included.

But the Trill was adamant.  “We’ve been having engine trouble most of the day,” she stated.

Tompkins frowned.  “Really?”

Trill nodded.  “I’ve sent hourly status reports!”

Another surprise.  Tompkins quickly glanced through the log reports, just to make absolutely certain he hadn’t overlooked those from engineering—but much as he anticipated, they weren’t there.  “None of them have made it to the bridge,” he said.

“The last report we got from engineering was four hours ago,” gleaned Keller from her station.  “It seemed to indicate everything was fine.”

Trill furrowed her brow, and quickly approached Keller’s workstation to examine the data for herself.  “The stardate is right,” she said, “but that is definitely not my log entry.”

Keller brought up the previous entry.  “Stardate 76194.2,” she gleaned from her console.  “That’s shortly after we left Starbase 83—but there’s no mention of our new warp core…”

Trinn shook her head, obviously in disagreement with her log entry.  “Pull up the visual records…”

Keller immediately complied.  The false log entry subsequently vanished, replaced by Jayla Trinn’s placid face.  She uttered a few inaudible words, before the visual feed fragmented; the Trill’s image jumped around the monitor for a few moments before a dizzying array of gray static filled the screen—and then the entire operations console went dark.

“We’re experiencing some definite computer problems,” Keller promptly announced.

“And I might know why,” said Drayge, his deft fingers dancing over the helm.  “There’s another sensor void about three billion kilometers off our starboard bow—but this one is a lot smaller than the other one.”

Tompkins approached the helm.  “Can you localize it?”

The Bolian shook his head.  “We can just barely detect it as it is…  If we try to adjust our sensors, we might lose it.”

“What about the Aldaris or the Shakuras?”

Keller glanced down at the sensors—but very quickly realized that her station was offline.  Thus, she retreated to the mission operations console, which still seemed to have a bit of functionality to it.  “The Shakuras is adrift,” she reported after a moment.  “And I’m having trouble raising the Aldaris.”

Tompkins expelled a weary sigh.  “What’s the nearest Federation starship?”

“The Columbia,” said Drayge after conferring with the helm.  “Should I contact Captain Harrison?”

He nodded his approval.  “Do it.”

Matthew Harrison was puzzled by the Starlight’s transmission.  As far as he could tell, he was looking at the bridge, but for some unfathomable reason, the computer had inverted every single color in the transmission.  Static frequently filled the screen, and to make matters even worse, the universal translator was apparently set to Klingon.  Commander Keller’s guttural words were certainly humorous, but… they made little sense.

Harrison promptly turned to Robinson, who was moonlighting at ops until Commander Reinbold came aboard.  “Can you clear that up?”

“I’m trying,” she stated, her fingers frantically dancing over the controls.  “But it looks like most of the problems are on the Starlight’s side of the conversation.”

Harrison was somewhat relieved to know that the Columbia wasn’t the only ship in trouble—but that indicated some greater force was acting upon them.  Perhaps Commander Keller knew what that force was?  “At least restore the audio feed…”

Robinson immediately diverted her attention to the universal translator.  It was apparently operating perfectly, but since Klingon language continued to fill the bridge, she had to assume that something, somewhere was wrong.  “I’m just going to eliminate the translator altogether,” she stated.

And moments later, the Klingon came to an end.

“How’s that?” asked Robinson.

“Better,” Tompkins promptly replied.  He was seated comfortably on the Starlight’s bridge, but now that semi-proper communication had been established, he rose from the command chair to continue their conversation.  “I assume you’re having the same computer troubles as we are?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  “Almost every ship system has been offline at some point in the past few hours.”

“Same here,” said Tompkins.

“We believe it might have something to do with a sensor void off the Starlight’s starboard bow,” Erin Keller crisply continued.  “Unfortunately, we’re having trouble pinpointing the anomaly’s exact location.  If your long-range sensors are cooperating, we could certainly use a hand…”

Harrison’s gaze immediately fell upon Commander Robinson.  “Sensors are functional,” she said, “but I don’t know how long they’ll stay that way.”

 “This shouldn’t take long,” said Keller.  “I’m transmitting coordinates.”

The Columbia’s operations console bleeped just seconds later, and Robinson immediately went to work.  On the workstation beside his command chair, Harrison watched as the sensors combed over the region of space in question.  At first, nothing of consequence appeared to him, but after the second pass, the void Keller mentioned immediately became apparent.

• • •

Keller watched intently as the new sensor data from the Columbia combined with the Starlight’s earlier scans, and it took only a few seconds for the computer to extrapolate the entity’s exact position.  “The source of the void is bearing 2-6-2 mark 1-4,” Keller immediately exclaimed.

And suddenly, Tompkins realized the proverbial ball was in his court—it was time for him to take some decisive action.  In the back of his mind, Tompkins could almost hear Harrison giving the order to place the anomalous void under a bit more scrutiny now that they knew its exact location; Christopher might have done the same, and if he wanted to play it safe, Tompkins knew he should do the same.

But one doesn’t reach the rank of Captain by playing it safe.  Tompkins had to blaze his own path through the ranks—and to do so, he had to trust his gut instinct.  So he immediately turned to Simon Hataru at the tactical station.  “Lieutenant,” he sternly stated, “lock transphasic torpedoes.”

Hataru briskly tapped at the control interface.  “Weapons locked…”

Tompkins had one last moment of doubt.  He didn’t know what he was firing upon, and his better instincts demanded he reconsider—but that void was raising all sorts of hell, and in his gut, Tompkins knew that it needed to go.  So he gradually turned to face the viewscreen and at long last gave the fateful order: “Fire!”

Moments later, a single torpedo rocketed away from the Starlight.  It streaked across the viewscreen with incredible haste—and then vanished once it started to approach the void.  Tompkins started to frown, but before he could wonder too much about the torpedo’s fate, a massive explosion blossomed on the viewscreen.

For a moment, Tompkins could see a small—and vaguely familiar—spherical object amidst the fiery maelstrom, but as the bright yellow explosions blew the object apart, its shape became impossible to discern.   Thus, he turned to Keller for answers.

“It was an Iconian probe,” she immediately proclaimed.  “The Enterprise-D encountered something similar on stardate 42609.1.”

Jayla Trinn stood nearby, watching intently as the operations console flitted back to life.  She was cautiously optimistic at first, planting only a few rudimentary commands into the system—but when the computer responded favorably, she knew their problems were resolved.  “That was definitely the source of our computer troubles; the starboard nacelle just came back online.”  

Tompkins finally allowed himself a sigh of relief.  His gamble had paid off, and the Starlight was out of immediate danger—but he knew they weren’t out of the woods just yet.  “You guys think the Garidians are hiding something?”

“Now more than ever,” Keller agreed.

“Obviously, they’ve managed to acquire some Iconian technology,” said Trinn, summarily turning her attention to Keller.  “That just might be their ace in the hole…”

Tompkins was eager to find out. “Neelar,” he called on his way back to the command chair, “set a course for the original void.  I want to see what’s behind door number one.”

Chapter Five

The bridge had proven quite useless.  Talyere and Zeratul had tinkered with each and every functional workstation in search of their coveted astrometric database—and while they came close to locating it on a few occasions, never were they able to download it.  Every time Talyere started the process, the workstation would quite literally die.  Either the Iconians installed new security protocols since the Great War, or the ship was that badly damaged.

Either way, it was obvious to both Talyere and Zeratul that they would find nothing of use on the bridge, so they reluctantly descended into the bowels of the ship in search of Captain Christopher and the others.

“I like to think I have an active imagination,” said Zeratul as he lead the way through a maze of ruined corridors, “but never did I imagine myself walking aboard an Iconian ship.”

“There are times when fact becomes more interesting than fiction,” Talyere placidly replied—though the sentiment made him curious to discover what facts might eventually become more interesting than his recurring vision from the chi-goehs. He cast aside a few conduits hanging from the ceiling, and hastily followed Zeratul down a long, narrow corridor—but Talyere quickly found that haste was not required.

Zeratul’s pace had slowed considerably.  “Do you mind if I ask you something, Talyere?”

He nodded.  “By all means.”

Zeratul seemed to struggle with his thoughts for a long moment, as if he were suddenly having second thoughts about speaking—but since he had already committed himself to the conversation, Zeratul forced to words from his mouth.  “Do you truly believe that the chi-goehs have sent you on a mission to restore the homeworld?”  He paused briefly to gauge Talyere’s reaction, and subsequently continued when the Overseer had no immediate objections.  “If you ask me, it seems… preposterous.”

“Then why are you here?” Talyere promptly demanded.  “If our mission to unite the Breen and Elorg on Eredas is not valid in your mind… why, exactly, are you here?”

Given the surprised look upon his face, it was quite obvious Zeratul had not been expecting such a strong response.  “The mission is certainly valid,” he hastily affirmed.  “But… I find it difficult to believe that the ancient spirits sent you on this mission.  Why not instead say that you are seeking the throne on behalf of Z’danorax?”

Talyere immediately raised a hand to silence Zeratul.  “Because I am not seeking the throne—I am seeking peace for our people.”

Unfortunately, Talyere’s action did little to silence Zeratul.  “Ra’thenn is favored by many back on Kalidar,” he continued, “because he is a powerful, charismatic man—and when he says that he intends to restore the Homeworld for our people, the public embrace him.”

“But his motives are not just!” Talyere strongly reminded.  “Ra’thenn is little more than Xi’Yor’s puppet—and we both know that Xi’Yor’s only motive is power.  He wants to restore the Homeworld for himself.”

Zeratul nodded.  “That is true,” he conceded.  “But because of his charismatic nature, Ra’thenn can weave Xi’Yor’s dark lies into a tapestry that is appealing to all Elorg.  Truly, what is more illustrious than the restoration of the Elorg Bloc?”

It was a question that had lingered in the back of Talyere’s mind for quite some time—and though it pained him to do so, Talyere had to admit, the restoration of the Elorg Bloc was very appealing.  “I once stated that my fate is closely bound to Xi’Yor’s—and I did not speak in jest.  We both want the same thing—to see the Elorg thrive again.  But unfortunately, our motives are diametric opposites.  

“Should we drive our people forward through the use of brute force?  Or should we take the more philosophical approach, and work to better ourselves by extending the hand of peace?  Only one of these philosophies can prevail…”

Zeratul stopped for a moment to consider his options—but his pondering was short lived, for a series of bright teal disruptor pulses suddenly streaked through the junction up ahead.  “Those are Iconian disruptor blasts!”

That could only mean one thing—and Talyere was immediately distressed by the notion.  “There are still Iconians on this ship!”

Without thinking, Talyere immediately called for a ceasefire… but at the same time, Zeratul reached for his phaser and fired several shots into the fray.  The responses were diametric opposites, and Talyere suddenly had to wonder about his alliance with Zeratul and Artanis.  It had been forged out of convenience, not philosophy… and perhaps now, that alliance was showing the first signs of its conflicted nature.

A few green disruptor blasts shot back at the Iconians, followed closely by the familiar orange phaser beams employed by the Federation.  Captain Christopher had apparently resolved that force was necessary; Talyere could accept that, so he reached for his own weapon, and followed Zeratul into the fire.

“What’s going on?” demanded Zeratul as he took up a position beside Jerras.

The Romulan shrugged.  “We were attempting to reach that door, when the enemy simply opened fire without warning!”

Another teal blast struck the ceiling, causing an EPS conduit to rupture.  A thick white cloud quickly began to fill the air, reducing the already nominal visibility to nothing.  If the firefight continued, Talyere knew that friendly fire would likely claim more victims that the Iconians.  So he stepped into the junction.  “Hold your fire!”

Talyere waited, just to see if anyone bothered to heed his warning—and much to his relief, all parties disarmed.  He was confident his Federation and Romulan friends would remain disarmed, but the Iconians were a completely different story.

Still, at least they appeared willing to talk.  One of them suddenly appeared at the fringe of the EPS cloud, his bulky figure little more than a shadow.  “I am called Illidan,” said the shadow.  “And I will give you one last chance to leave this ship alive.”

Talyere dropped his weapon and kicked it with his boot, making absolutely certain it skittered across the deck with a fair amount of noise.  “We will leave,” he calmly stated.  “We just want to access your computer database.” 

“What for?” asked Illidan, his tone severe.

Talyere was not yet certain that the Iconian recognized him as an Elorg.  The haze must have obscured his vision—and Talyere intended to keep it that way.  “We are searching for something.”

Illidan paused, letting his guard down for just a nanosecond.  “So am I.”

And then a streak of orange light carved into the hazy murk, striking Illidan square in the chest.  The Iconian shrieked, and collapsed to the deck.  Furious, Talyere came about to see Captain Christopher standing nearby, phaser in hand—had the entire universe gone mad?

The Captain shook his head.  “I’ll explain later.” He tossed his useless tricorder onto the Iconian’s body and tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Starlight,” he said, “lock onto my tricorder signal and beam the body directly to sickbay.”

“Acknowledged,” came Flora Sanders’ voice, and a scant moment later, Illidan beamed away amidst a swirl of blue light.

Illidan was apparently the only Iconian still on the ship, because nobody objected to his abduction.  Of course, things were starting to spiral out of control, and Talyere refused to discount the possibility that Illidan’s friends were still nearby—so he decided it was best to conclude this mission while things were relatively calm.

The tactical station bleeped—and Lucas Tompkins immediately recognized the foul cries of a senor alert.  “Report!”

“Three Garidian ships decloaking,” gleaned Hataru from his console.  “One warbird and two small fighters.  Their shields are up, weapons are armed.”

Tompkins knew the Starlight could easily take out the fighters, but the warbird might be a problem.  He could take another gamble and hope the Garidian tactical officer was a moron—but with so many allies still in orbit of Dimovius, Tompkins knew he had better options.  “Hail the Aldaris!”

“Aye, sir!”

Just moments later, the trio of Garidian ships blinked away, replaced by the pale face of Overseer Artanis.  “Commander Tompkins,” he stated, his voice borderline pleasant.  “What can I do for you?”

It still felt odd to be working so closely with the Elorg—but if Talyere trusted these people, so too did Tompkins.  “The Garidians are giving us some trouble,” he said.  “We could use a hand.”

Artanis’ blazing orange gaze deferred to Tassadar for an analysis.  The underling was very quick to provide one.  “We can be there in less than a minute…”

The Overseer nodded his approval, and then turned back to Tompkins.  “We will arrive shortly, Commander.  Aldaris out.”

• • •

Flanked by Tomalak and Christopher, Talyere stepped into the room at the end of the corridor.  Like the rest of the Iconian ship, it was dark and dank—but much to his surprise, it was also relatively intact.  The large, circular computer workstation in the center of the room appeared fully functional.  Not wanting to waste any time, Talyere quickly approached the giant console.

“Damage appears to be minimal,” said Bator.  The Phobian was diligently searching the room, his light beacon sweeping across the floor to almost no debris.

“That’s odd,” said Christopher, also combing over the vicinity with his light.  “How did this room manage to get by with just a few broken lights?  The rest of the ship is thoroughly trashed.”

“There appear to be advanced structural integrity systems in place,” gleaned Jerras from her tricorder.  “This room was meant to withstand even the most violent assault.”

Christopher’s gaze fell upon Talyere.  “Is this typical of Iconian ships?”

Talyere was hardly an expert on Iconian ships.  After two hundred thousand years, not many Elorg studied them.  Still, Talyere knew enough to provide a respectable answer.  “During the Great War, many of the Iconian Capital Ships kept their primary gateways under heavy security.  They were virtually indestructible fortresses of metal.  But small ships, such as this one… they were considered cannon fodder.”

“This could have been a transport,” suggested Zeratul, “modified to include a gateway.”

“Then where is it?”  Talyere glanced around the room.  The lighting was indeed poor, but he would have noticed a gateway almost immediately.

Jerras motioned toward a seam in the nearby wall.  “This is a door,” she stated, meticulously scanning it with her tricorder.  “But I’m not reading anything behind it.”

Zeratul’s deft fingers were already tapping at the main console in the center of the room.  “I have access to their database,” he said after only a few moments of work.

And a weight suddenly lifted from Talyere’s shoulders.  Their mission was finally a success.  “Download their entire astrometric database.”

Zeratul immediately withdrew his tricorder.  With a few quick keystrokes, he initiated the download that just might prove critical in the creation of the peaceful Elorg Bloc that Talyere envisioned.

Meanwhile, Talyere decided to do explore the Iconian computer for himself.  He set aside his tricorder and began looking for a way to open the door Jerras had discovered.  “It appears that all of the Iconian security protocols were eliminated when the ship crashed,” said Talyere as he breezed into some of the more critical ship systems.

“That is fortunate for us,” said Tomalak.  The Romulan leader stood nearby, intently watching Talyere work.

“Indeed,” Talyere agreed.  It took him only a few additional moments to find the controls necessary to open the door—and with a few simple keystrokes, the wall in front of Commander Jerras began to part.

Talyere fully expected to find a massive Iconian gateway occluded behind those archaic black doors.  But when he found little more than a simple alcove, he was more puzzled than anything else.

“It looks similar to Borg technology,” said Bator almost immediately—but a tricorder scan quickly disproved his theory.  “There are no Borg components, however.”

“I am detecting some gateway technology,” said Zeratul, using Talyere’s tricorder to properly inspect the mysterious alcove.  “But it is definitely not a gateway…”

Curious, Talyere approached the little alcove.  It was so simple and inelegant, nothing like the rest of the Iconian ship, or any other Iconian technology Talyere had ever seen—but there was one familiar entity etched into the back of the alcove: the dragon, flanked by two tears.  “The Iconians were considered demons of air and darkness, but this pictograph was not their standard insignia.”

“What do you think it means?” asked Christopher, stepping inside the alcove to inspect the lavish pictograph for himself.

Talyere shook his head.  “I know not…”

And the alcove suddenly came to life.  A blazing teal aura started to seep from the sides of the alcove, and little tendrils of energy started to wrap around the Captain’s body.  Talyere instinctively grabbed Christopher’s arm and forcefully yanked him way from the entity—but at the same time, lost his own footing and fell inside the alcove.  Streams of teal energy immediately locked Talyere into place.

“What’s happening to him?” demanded Christopher.

Zeratul hastily shoved his way through the crowd, tricorder in hand.  “He is somehow interfacing with the Iconian ship…”

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

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

But she collapsed before she had the chance to utter a single word—and Talyere’s ashen lips summarily curved upward in pleasure.

His phaser drawn, a furious Lucas Tompkins stormed across the cavernous chamber and forcefully grabbed Talyere’s arm—but the Overseer refused to submit.  He immediately threw Tompkins to the ground like some sort of rag doll.  When he hit the ground, Tompkins’ phaser flew out of his hand.  It skittered across the stone floor and landed near Talyere’s boot.

The Overseer did not hesitate for even a second.  He reached for the phaser, took aim upon Tompkins, and fired five or six phaser beams into the man’s chest.  Satisfied that there was nobody left to resist him, Talyere threw the phaser to the ground, tapped a short sequence of commands into the keypad on his wrist—and beamed away amidst a glittering haze of purple light.

Standing in the in the shadowy fringe of the ancient chamber, High Overseer Xi’Yor pensively watched the events unfold…  Suddenly, the tables had turned.

THUMP-THUMP!

And a deeply shaken Talyere stepped out of the alcove, breathing heavily.  He could see Zeratul’s lips forming words, but Talyere could hear nothing more than the heartbeat thundering in his panicked mind.  He desperately needed to get away from the Iconian ship—all other matters were secondary.  “Did we get the astrometric database?” he tersely inquired.

“Yes,” said Zeratul, his voice barely audible over the maelstrom of thoughts in Talyere’s mind.

“Then let us vacate this forsaken place…”

The Aldaris stormed onto the battlefield, immediately a force to be reckoned with. Weapons ablaze in violet light, it took only a few shots to decimate both of the smaller Garidian ships.  Both vessels exploded in a sea of roiling crimson and yellow flame, but the larger warbird must have known it could not be felled so easily, because it dared to fire back.  Dozens of bright greenish-yellow disruptor blasts pounded into the Aldaris’ shields, exploding with incredible force.

Flanked by the Shakuras, the Starlight quickly came about to offer assistance, launching several transphasic torpedoes into the fray.  Two of the torpedoes missed the Garidian craft by a wide margin, but the third and final torpedo penetrated the warbird’s flickering shield bubble and smashed into the starboard warp nacelle.  

Great plumes of green plasma mushroomed into space as the warbird’s nacelle exploded—and all across the ship, the lights started to go dark.

“The Garidian ship is disabled,” Keller promptly reported as the smoldering warbird loomed on the viewscreen.

Tompkins knew that situation was only temporary.  If the Garidian engineer was a decent one, he could have weapons back online in a matter of minutes.  “How close are we to the void?”

Neelar Drayge checked the helm.  “Fifty-five hundred kilometers.”

Just outside the front door.  “Take us in!” ordered Tompkins.

The decking immediately started to vibrate.  Tompkins could hear the bulkheads rattling overhead, and the lights were struggling to stay online. 

“We’re encountering severe gravimetric distortions,” said Keller, just as the primary power systems went offline.  The secondary system quickly kicked in, but the light levels were still unusually low.

“Can you compensate?” shouted Tompkins over the clamor.

“I’m trying,” Drayge exclaimed, “but the helm controls are a little sluggish!” 

But ultimately, it didn’t matter.  The deck rumbled for only a few seconds longer before a great flash of white light encompassed the viewscreen.  When it faded, Tompkins’ jaw nearly hit the deck…

A small, glaciated planet filled the viewscreen.  And while the planet certainly came as a surprise, it was ultimately of little interest—because the massive, twisted conglomeration of glittering metal that hung in orbit the planet looked far more foreboding.

“It’s Iconian,” Keller quickly confirmed.  “There are also six Garidian warbirds orbiting the planet, but they are already retreating.”

“They must know they don’t stand a chance against our little armada,” mused Tompkins—but his thoughts only lingered on the Garidians for a moment.  His eyes were fixed upon the Iconian station.  “That is one hell of an ace in the hole…”

An equally awed Keller readily nodded her agreement.  “This is definitely where our Iconian ship originated.  It would appear the Garidians were attempting to claim it for themselves…  Probably to use as a staging ground for an invasion of the Federation.”

“Not anymore,” said Tompkins, shaking his head to dismiss the Garidians’ plans.  “That bad boy is ours now…”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76211.3:  With the help of the Romulans and the Elorg, the Starlight has managed to secure the Iconian base near Dimovius.  While we are reasonably certain that the Garidians intended to use the station as a base of operations, there is no indication they were able to board the station.  Even after thousands of years, the station’s shield grid is still fully operational—and we have yet to find a way to penetrate it…

The data we recovered from the Iconian ship on Dimovius has thus far proven useless.  Most of the astrometric data was fragmented beyond repair, but Talyere assures me that the mission was not a total failure…

“We have found several references to Rebena Te Ra,” said Talyere.  The Overseer sat placidly at the desk in Christopher’s office.  He still seemed troubled, but… not nearly as distracted as he had been after his experience in the mystery alcove.  Christopher was curious about the details, but he didn’t want to pry.

“So we know this planet exists,” surmised Christopher, deciding it would be best for both of them to simply stick with business.

“The question is where?”

“It might be closer than we think,” said Lucas Tompkins.  He was the only other member of the senior staff in this informal meeting, and he sat on the sofa nearby.  “According to sensors, that Iconian base is nearly 960 light years away.”

“The Iconians must have used their advanced technology to build a gateway into the fabric of space,” Talyere theorized.  “The Pretorian Cluster is on the very edge of the territory they held two hundred thousand years ago.”

“So if we could somehow find a gateway that leads directly to Rebena Te Ra, we’d be in pretty good shape,” said Christopher.

“Unfortunately,” said Tompkins, “the only reason we found the gateway near Dimovius is because the Cerulean Shockwave destabilized its threshold.  Otherwise, it could have stayed hidden for centuries.”

Talyere readily nodded his agreement.  “I will continue to search the Iconian database for a specific set of coordinates—but I am not optimistic about our chances.”

“Why don’t you simply search for the Elorg Homeworld itself?” asked Christopher.  In his opinion, searching for Rebena Te Ra and then searching for the Elorg Homeworld was a very roundabout method.

But Talyere had his reasons.  “The Elorg Homeworld was not a planet, per se…  Once long ago, it was a terrestrial world with trees and rivers and mountains—but then one day, the Elorg sun began to die.  Instead of evacuating, the Elorg decided to move the entire planet.

“When Na’zar formed the Conclave of Overseers, it was decided that the planet’s location would remain secret, in order to prevent the Iconians from launching a direct assault.  To this day, we don’t know the planet’s ultimate fate.  For all we know, there could still be an Elorg civilization thriving there—and it is imperative that we find out.”

“So how will Rebena Te Ra help your cause?” asked Tompkins.

“The ancient Khyar-Adun temple is allegedly located on Rebena Te Ra,” said Talyere.  “The scientists there meticulously tracked the movement of every object in the sky.  It is likely the Elorg Homeworld was one of those objects, even if the scientists didn’t realize it at the time…”

In the back of his mind, Christopher knew that this was a very long shot.  But if it was the only way to stabilize the Elorg Bloc, he had to fully commit himself to Talyere’s cause.  “If you need any help deciphering the Iconian database, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Talyere smiled thinly.  “I will keep that in mind, Captain.”

There were still a dozen other things that needed discussion.  Christopher could have very easily kept this meeting going for hours—but much to his chagrin, there was one small discussion that he absolutely had to have with Erin.  And he had already put it off long enough.  “Well, if you two will excuse me,” said Christopher as he headed for the exit, “I have some… …news for Erin…”

As he stepped into the Great Hall, High Overseer Xi’Yor immediately knew that Ra’thenn was not pleased.  The Cerebrate sat quietly in his opulent throne wearing a considerable glower upon his face—and when he finally took notice of Xi’Yor, Ra’thenn’s fiery gaze quickly drilled into the High Overseer’s skull.  “We have wasted many weeks waiting for your final analysis of the Underling Hajal…”

“I am aware of that,” said Xi’Yor, cautiously approaching the throne.  This was not his usual tactic, but Ra’thenn was already in a foul mood, and Xi’Yor did not wish to make it any worse.  “The Underling turned out to be a considerable disappointment.”

Ra’thenn arched a skeptical brow.  “That,” he angrily hissed, “is an understatement, Xi’Yor.  I have reviewed your report.  All you have managed to do is confirm Zeratul’s involvement in the attempt on my life.  That changes nothing!  We are no closer to restoring Eredas today than we were three months ago!”  Brimming with anger, Ra’thenn rose from his seat.  “I should have you terminated…”

But Xi’Yor did not bother to plead for his life.  To the contrary, he flashed Ra’thenn a wicked smile.  “You will not do that,” he insisted.

“What makes you so certain of that?”

“Because without me, you are nothing, Ra’thenn.  Or have you already forgotten who gave you your illustrious position?”

The Cerebrate’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “I owe you a great deal,” he conceded, the words falling from his lips like poison.  “But I will not tolerate your insolence forever.  When I joined forces with you last year, I fully expected to take action against the Federation!”

How quickly Ra’thenn’s memory fades.  “Have you forgotten our assault on Earth?”

“No,” said Ra’thenn, shaking his head.  “But we should have continued our campaign against the Federation.”

Xi’Yor nodded.  “And we will.”

“Yes, I know… After we locate Eredas.”  The exasperation in the Cerebrate’s voice was obvious, and Xi’Yor was suddenly beginning to sense that his control over Ra’thenn was beginning to wane.  

That could not be allowed to happen… So in the blink of an eye, Xi’Yor decided to change his tactics.  “You are aware of my nemesis, Talyere?”

Ra’thenn nodded.  “I am.  He is the Chosen One, the true successor to the throne.”

“Exactly.”  Xi’Yor slowly closed the distance between himself and Ra’thenn, until just a few centimeters separated their faces.  “Talyere is working with Zeratul to remove us from power.  I believe he is also seeking to restore Eredas, and if he succeeds, the people will rally around him, Ra’thenn—you and I will very quickly become obsolete.”

The revelation did not sit will with the Cerebrate.  Not well at all.  His lips thinned and the life seemed to drain out of his face… Only the crimson fury burning in Ra’thenn’s eyes remained.  “Zeratul commands the warship Aldaris with Overseer Artanis.  It has been missing for quite some time, now…”

Unfortunately, the Aldaris was a very powerful ship—retrofitted by the Breen to include weapons not standard on the typical Elorg vessel.  “Capturing the ship will not be a simple task,” said Xi’Yor.  “But we may have an alternative that is just as effective…”

Ra’thenn was listening.

“There is a Federation starship that is very dear to Talyere,” said Xi’Yor, malevolence creeping into his soft voice.  “It is called the Starlight…”

“I am familiar with that ship,” said Ra’thenn.  “It played an integral part in our war with the Federation.”

Xi’Yor nodded.  “Bring it to me…”
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