“Toccata and Fugue”

Chris Adamek


- 2 3 9 9 -

STAR TREK

The Final Frontier
__________STARRING__________

Captain Alan Christopher

Lieutenant Bator

Lieutenant Neelar Drayge 

Commander Matthew Harrison

Doctor Sarah Hartman
Lt. Commander Kendall Johnson

Commander Erin Keller

Lt. Commander Megan Reinbold

Overseer Talyere Rosat

Commander Lucas Tompkins

“Toccata and Fugue”

Stardate 76067.1; January 25, 2399

EPISODE

98

EDITED BY • Peter Bossley

WRITTEN BY • Chris Adamek

ADDITIONAL CHARACTERS
Overseer Artanis

Commander Holly Gabriel

Underling Hajal

Doctor Karzon

Captain Ryan Landsberg

Cerebrate Ra’thenn

Underling Tassadar

Lieutenant Jayla Trinn

Administrator Va’kyr

High Overseer Xi’Yor

Overseer Zeratul

Prologue

“Our next target is Theta Minsar.”  Xi’Yor’s cold, calculating voice echoed amidst the cavernous halls of the Dryad Citadel.  The Overseer stood in the center of the Citadel’s Great Hall, calmly pacing amidst a holographic projection of the Elorg armada’s next destination.  “There is a Federation research facility in orbit of the second planet, allegedly devoted to the study of the ionized particles in the Theta Minsar star.  At present, the facility is poorly defended, but according to the Cortisan Enclave, Starfleet is in the process of retrofitting the outpost with an advanced defense network.”

Xi’Yor wandered amidst the holographic projection until he stood beside the smoldering red world of Theta Minsar II.  Beneath the dark veil of black clouds, crimson seas of magma boiled over much of the craggy surface.  It was easily one of the most hellish planets the Overseer had witnessed—and one he very much wanted to conquer.  

The twin moons of Malis and Irtuk orbited the desolate world.  After eons of abuse from the nearby asteroid belt, the ominous gray spheres were heavily pocked and cratered, but they nevertheless endured—there were even indications of microbial life forms swimming in the seas beneath Irtuk.  The ‘legendary’ bacteria fascinated scientists on both sides of the border, but Xi’Yor could not have cared less.

It was bacteria.  And since it had the misfortune of developing beneath the surface of a moon fated to destruction, the ‘legendary’ importance of the discovery was already a disputable point.  However, the sleek Federation outpost lingering nearby… that was something of a bit more consequence.

Xi’Yor smiled thinly as he peered at the structure orbiting Theta Minsar II.  He suspected it would endure for only a few bloody moments in battle with an Elorg warship—and in his mind, even that was a very generous estimate.

The Federation was still recovering from the magnificently successful strike on Earth—and since its denizens feared another wave of enemy forces was on the horizon, the Federation, in its infinite wisdom, retreated.  Dozens of Federation starships returned to protect Earth, leaving many other planets ripe for invasion—and Theta Minsar II was easily the most vulnerable target.

But that window of opportunity was closing.

“In six days, Starfleet will bring the outpost’s new defense network online.  While it is a certainty we can overpower the outpost regardless of the network’s status, we stand a greater chance of success while it is still offline.”

A flurry of conversation immediately erupted in the Great Hall as the gathered Overseers debated Xi’Yor’s proposal. While Xi’Yor could not make out most of the individual conversations, he would occasionally overhear references to the Federation and its wretched outpost.  He was confident that the Conclave would reach an acceptable decision in a timely manner.  Unfortunately, Xi’Yor would not be present when the Conclave made that fateful decision…

Five seconds later, the High Overseer collapsed, comatose even before his body hit the floor.

Chapter One

“Something is amiss!” 
There were times when Talyere Rosat found himself utterly at a loss for words.  In most of those rare instances, Talyere found himself face-to-face with something so shocking or incredible that the words to describe his feelings simply did not exist.  But as Underling Tassadar’s enlightened observation registered in his mind, Talyere knew that he had not been shocked into silence…

An acrid, metallic haze loomed in the crimson-hued bridge of the USS Endeavor.  An uncontained EPS rupture near the tactical station had been venting plasma into the atmosphere for the better part of five minutes, and though it was quite an unpleasant presence, the battle raging outside the ship served as a significant distraction.  

The alert klaxon sounded at regular intervals, and the ship shuddered almost constantly as a stealthy pair of Elorg corsairs bombarded the Endeavor with weapons fire.  Talyere had expected some sort of welcome on his way back to Kalidar, but this was certainly more than he had anticipated.

“Shields down to seventy-seven percent,” called the frazzled Efrosian female at the tactical station.  Her long white hair was covered with black grime and soot, and there was a considerable gash upon her forehead—but she nevertheless performed her duties well.  “We’ve got a minor hull breach on deck twenty-seven, section 55-delta!”

Commander Holly Gabriel, the ship’s second-in-command, immediately addressed the issue.  “Seal the breach,” she said, her voice smooth as silk, despite the situation.  “And have repair teams get down to deck twenty-four; it looks like structural integrity is failing in section 21-alpha… if we act fast, we might be able to head off a breach before—”

The ship jolted, and one of the stealthy corsairs suddenly streaked across the Endeavor’s flickering viewscreen, leaving in its wake a trail of blazing purple drive plasma.

Captain Ryan Landsberg bolted from his seat in the center of the murky bridge.  “Get a target lock on that ship!” he shouted over a sudden explosion near the aft turbolift.

Stress was evident on the female Efrosian’s face—not only was the ship under siege with weapons, she was under siege with a plethora of orders.  But her grimy fingers danced over the tactical controls with apparent ease, and within moments she announced the fruits of her labor.  “Damage control is taking care of business down below!  We’re free to take care of the Elorg!”

Landsberg flashed a boyish grin.  “Good work!” he exclaimed.  “Fire at will!”

“Yes, sir!” The Efrosian nodded her compliance, and moments later the ship came about, hunting down the damaged corsair like a Talarian razorback—the Elorg knew what was coming, and there was not a thing they could do about it…

Streaks of phaser fire hammered into the corsair’s hull as the Endeavor approached.  Explosions rippled along its shield grid for only a moment before the protective bubble flickered into oblivion, leaving the corsair with nothing more than its nominal hull plating for protection.   It took only a moment for those defenses to fail, and in the blink of an eye, the entire vessel burst into a thousand glittering shards.

Captain Landsberg did not waste any time celebrating.  Even before the wispy orange flames had succumbed to the vacuum of space, he was plotting the remaining corsair’s demise.  “Do we have a lock on the other ship?”

“No sir,” said the Efrosian.

Gabriel glanced at damage reports flitting across her workstation.  “We sustained damage to our aft targeting sensors,” she gleaned from the display.  “The Elorg must know this… they’re currently bearing 1-8-1 mark 1-3, and making every effort to hold that position.”

It was an intelligent, if not incredible strategy.  With the destruction of the lead corsair, the remaining ship knew it was doomed; staying behind the Endeavor would ensure its longevity, but Talyere suspected not for very long.  He turned his gaze upon Tassadar.  “Are you familiar with this class of vessel?”

The Underling’s gaze was still fixed intently upon the static-filled viewscreen, but he nevertheless acknowledged Talyere’s question with a nod.  “Ra’thenn authorized their construction not long after his rise to power.  He believed the Elorg needed a smaller, more maneuverable vessel to compliment the larger destroyers and warships.  Evidently, he should have authorized the construction of something with additional defenses.”

Talyere had to concur.  While the corsairs performed exceptionally well when they were on the offensive, their defensive capabilities were lacking to the point of being pathetic.  “Perhaps one day in the near future, you will be able to share your opinion with Ra’thenn.”

“Perhaps.”  Tassadar considered the ship for only a moment longer before it finally lost its allure.  “If you wish to destroy the vessel, its weaknesses are apparent…  I suspect it will take but a single volley of transphasic torpedoes.”

Talyere brought the suggestion to Landsberg with a simple gaze.  The Captain considered his options for a moment, glanced at some schematics on his personal workstation and then nodded his agreement.  “What the hell… We’ve got a damn fine tactical officer and torpedoes to spare,” he mused.  “Lieutenant Flarineth—fire at will!”

A string of gold-stained torpedoes suddenly streaked across the Endeavor’s flickering viewscreen.  The first few missed the looming corsair by a wide margin, but the remainder of the torpedoes fared a bit better.  While none of them made a direct hit, Talyere estimated at least four of the torpedoes skirted the corsair’s shield grid.  There was some damage done, given the streaks of violet plasma seeping from the hull—but it wasn’t enough to incapacitate the ship.

Or was it?

They weren’t retreating, and had Talyere been aboard that corsair, retreat would have been the foremost thought in his mind.  “Their engines may have been disabled,” he suggested a moment later.

“It’s hard to get an accurate reading,” said Holly Gabriel a moment later.  “Until our sensors are fully repaired, we’re essentially in the dark.”

That was a serious disadvantage, and one that was completely unacceptable.  Landsberg knew this, and took the appropriate actions.  “Lieutenant,” he called back to the Efrosian.  “Fire again!”

She nodded her compliance, and within moments, a second volley of transphasic torpedoes stormed across the viewscreen—only this time they managed a direct hit.  The remaining corsair blew up in a maelstrom of crimson flame.

Landsberg immediately expelled a sigh—not of relief, but of frustration… And it was certainly a well-warranted sigh.  Much as Tassadar had indicated earlier, something was definitely amiss.  Had everything gone as planned, the Endeavor would have rendezvoused with the warship Aldaris more than four hours ago.  But there was still no sign of the Aldaris on sensors, and time was running short.  When the corsairs ultimately fail to return from their mission, additional—more powerful—starships would be sent to investigate…

“We’re less than half a light year from the Elorg border,” Landsberg quietly said to Talyere.  “We can’t take you any further without setting off every checkpoint in this portion of the Elorg’s detection grid.

“And we can’t fend off these corsairs forever,” Commander Gabriel promptly reminded.

Landsberg reluctantly nodded his agreement.  “We’ll wait another hour,” he decided.  “After that, we’re going to have to return to Federation space.”

Talyere understood Landsberg’s logic, and did not protest the decision to leave; he would simply need to find an alternate means of getting to Kalidar.  But lacking Talyere’s wisdom, Tassadar immediately voiced his concerns:  “We cannot simply abandon our mission!”

Landsberg shook his head.  “I’m sorry,” he replied, his worlds seemingly genuine.  “I want to get you two back to Kalidar just as badly as anyone else—I’m all for dethroning Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor—but with the Endeavor in its current state, we’re sitting ducks.  If your people dispatch more of those corsairs, there’s a good chance they’ll blow us to kingdom come and—”

A sensor alert.

The rest of Landsberg’s spiel died in his throat as he rose to address the newfound crisis.  “Report.” he demanded from the Efrosian.

“There’s a transwarp conduit opening off our starboard bow,” she crisply replied.  “It’s an Elorg warship!”

Hands on her hips, Commander Gabriel was immediately standing at Landsberg’s side.  “Status of their weapons?”

“Armed.”

“Damn.”  Landsberg clenched his fists.  “Full power to shields, ready phasers and tor—”

“Sir,” Flarineth hastily interjected, “they are hailing us.”

Landsberg’s curious gaze flitted between Talyere and Gabriel.  And while Gabriel clearly harbored some serious concerns about the warship’s attempt at communication, Talyere indicated they should at least hear with the Overseer had to say.  Landsberg considered his options for a moment and ultimately agreed with Talyere.  “On screen.”

Within moments, the warship looming on the viewscreen vanished, replaced by a curiously pleasant-looking Elorg Overseer.  He flashed a wan smile and immediately turned his burning crimson eyes upon Talyere.  “This is Overseer Artanis of the Elorg warship Aldaris,” he calmly stated.  “You must forgive the delay in our arrival… There was an incident back on Kalidar, and my associates and I had little choice but to deal with it.”

Talyere arched a curious brow.  “Incident?”

Artanis nodded.  “Indeed,” he coolly replied.  “It would seem High Overseer Xi’Yor is on his deathbed.”

Deception was often a tactic employed by the Bloc—in fact, it dated back to the age of Na’zar some two hundred thousand years ago—but after fleeing from the Iconians, the Breen seemed to have perfected the technique.  Not only did they use rumors and lies to build the Breen Confederacy, they became so intimate with deception that outlandish fallacies became a part of daily life. Thus, when news of Xi’Yor’s illness first reached Cerebrate Ra’thenn, he immediately dismissed it as a vile rumor.  But a rumor, it was not.

Not long after word of the High Overseer’s condition reached his desk, Ra’thenn found himself summoned by Kharzon, one of Xi’Yor’s most valued personal physicians.  The summons did not specifically state that Xi’Yor was dead or dying, but Ra’thenn could read between the lines—something was definitely wrong.

And five intervals later, Ra’thenn stood at the foot of Xi’Yor’s bed, brooding over the High Overseer’s pale, lifeless body.  There were tiny beads of sweat upon his brow, and he would moan occasionally…  Technically, Xi’Yor was still alive, but for all intents and purposes, he was dead to the world.

The notion brought Ra’thenn a fair amount of pleasure.  After all, Xi’Yor had threatened Ra’thenn’s life on numerous occasions, and his incessant plotting against the Federation did little to further the Bloc’s greater cause—restoring the Homeworld and all of its glory.  But as the Cerebrate of the Elorg Bloc, Ra’thenn had to set an example for his loyal subjects… and while he was pleased with the prospects for Xi’Yor’s demise, this was nevertheless a terrible, terrible tragedy.

Ra’thenn gently wrapped his hand around Xi’Yor’s clammy fingers.  “What happened to him?” he asked, turning his concerned gaze upon Doctor Kharzon.  “I was under the impression the High Overseer was in excellent health…”

Doctor Kharzon was a large man by Elorg standards; in fact, given the size of his belly, it was obvious Xi’Yor compensated him well for his duties.  He hovered over the elaborate workstation at the opposite end of the bed, meaty fingers carefully tapping a long sequence of commands into the control interface.  “As you know, the High Overseer is not a young man…”

While Ra’thenn did not know Xi’Yor’s exact age, he recalled hearing of the Dii’nysyr Incident in school.  The incident occurred some eighty-five years ago when the renegade crew of the warship Dii’nysyr attempted to spread word of the vile chi-goehs.  But Xi’Yor knew there was but a single deity in Elorg culture, and that deity was the Cerebrate.  He thusly destroyed their ship—but that did little to end the blasphemy of the chi-goehs…  And if eighty-five years had elapsed since that day, the High Overseer could hardly be considered young—but Elorg often lived in excess of two hundred years…  “How old is he?” Ra’thenn wondered aloud.

Kharzon did not answer.  Instead he flashed an enigmatic smile that raised more questions than answers, and promptly continued with his analysis.  “I have found traces of verethandramide, a neural toxin, in his system.  If we do not act quickly, I am afraid the High Overseer will perish.”

“How long?”

“Days,” Kharzon thoughtfully suggested.  “Weeks, perhaps…  verethandramide poisoning is not a common occurrence, mind you.  Consequently, the Circle of Medicine has not devoted many of its resources to curing the affliction.”

That was certainly good news, but Ra’thenn feigned a solemn frown for Kharzon’s purposes—and asked the next logical question:  “How did Xi’Yor acquire this affliction?  Was he attacked?”

Kharzon shrugged.  “I am not yet certain.”  He briefly glanced at the data on his workstation, but came back with nothing conclusive.  “In the past, it was believed those suffering from verethandramide poisoning were inadvertently exposed to extreme amounts of radiation caused by some unknown phenomenon in subspace.”

Ra’thenn frowned.  “Xi’Yor left our subspace realm many years ago…  Certainly that cannot be the cause.”

“The poison could have been dormant for all those years,” Kharzon suggested.  “I will need to perform additional tests before making any conclusions.”

Pleased with everything Doctor Kharzon had said, Ra’thenn was confident he would soon be freed from the wrath of Xi’Yor.  He could restore the Bloc to power without wasting resources fighting the Federation… he could take women to bed without Xi’Yor’s disapproving glares… he would be free to rule over the Elorg Bloc as the divine Cerebrates were meant to rule!  But before Ra’thenn could even think about celebrating his liberation, Kharzon resumed his monologue.

“There is a planet called Al’Kural in the Molgeras Sector,” the Doctor placidly stated as he injected Xi’Yor with some sort of medication.  “If you go there, you will find a small yellow plant, called velnaj, on the northern continent.  If you bring me a sample, I may be able to synthesize some sort of treatment for Xi’Yor…”

Ra’thenn knew there had to be a catch.  It was a statistical improbability for anyone to endure perfect stroke of good luck.  “I will think about it,” he grumbled, hoping his words did not sound too insincere.  “The Molgeras Sector is a considerable distance from Kalidar.  I would hate to be otherwise engaged when the High Overseer’s time has come…”

“Then think quickly,” Kharzon hastily replied.  “Time is of the essence…”

Assuming a solemn, yet highly contemplative façade, Ra’thenn provided the Doctor with a reassuring smile and then made hasty to retreat into the corridor—where his façade shattered.

“Is it true?” asked Administrator Va’kyr, darting from an adjacent corridor and falling into stride alongside Ra’thenn.  She was one of the more competent officers serving aboard the Inkhezi—and with Fel’duin fading into Ra’thenn’s distant memory, she had a great deal of potential.  “Has the High Overseer perished?”

Ra’thenn shook his head.  “No,” he softly replied.  “He has somehow managed to acquire a rare type of neural toxin…  And unless we act quickly, he will be dead in a matter of days.”

“What will you do?” asked Va’kyr.

In his heart, Ra’thenn knew he would allow Xi’Yor to perish—there was so much bad blood between the two of them that it was only a matter of time before Xi’Yor made his move.  Ra’thenn would simply consider this a preemptive strike—but as Cerebrate, he could not afford to show such treachery.  He had to demonstrate his divine greatness… and at least try to make it look like he intended to save Xi’Yor.  “I will dispatch a vessel to Al’Kural immediately,” he stated, hastily explaining the planet’s relevance to Va’kyr.  “If they should fail…”

The Administrator paused as they approached a junction in the wide, open corridor.  “Xi’Yor will perish,” she deviously whispered.  “And at that point, you will be free to appoint someone else to his position.  Someone you can trust implicitly…”

“Someone like you?”  Ra’thenn was skeptical.  While Va’kyr was indeed a glorious woman, she was a simple Administrator—a relative newcomer to the political scene.  And while he would welcome her into bed, Ra’thenn was not so certain he would welcome her into the Conclave of Overseers.  “If you want the position, you must first prove yourself to me.”

Va’kyr flashed a devious smile, and gently allowed her shoulder to brush Ra’thenn’s arm as she waltzed into the junction.  “That can be arranged…”

Ra’thenn was tempted.  Very tempted.  She was a glorious woman, after all…  But the Conclave of Overseers was a highly respected organization—and one did not advance to the higher ranks with sexual favors.  “If you want the position, you will have to earn it like everyone else,” Ra’thenn sternly stated—but so beautiful was Va’kyr… so tantalizing was the twinkle in her ethereal orange eyes… that he could not allow her to slip away so easily.  “However… my personal aide recently accepted a position aboard one of the warships destroyed during the attack on Earth.  That position is open…  and yours if you want it…”

“I accept.”  Her devious grin abruptly vanished, the dazzling twinkle in her eyes was nowhere to be seen, and her lusty demeanor was all but forgotten.  In all likelihood, those emotions had probably been as genuine as the ones Ra’thenn provided for Kharzon…  “I will see you tomorrow morning, Cerebrate.”  And on that cold note, she turned on her heel and left.

Ra’thenn chuckled faintly once he was alone.  “In retrospect, perhaps she would make for a decent High Overseer.”

Chapter Two

Having spent the better part of a week en route to this meeting aboard the Aldaris, Talyere Rosat was anxious to get to work.  He had been considering many elaborate plans for Ra’thenn’s eventual demise, and was eager to share those thoughts with his compatriots.  After all, if there was any chance they could set things into motion prior to reaching Kalidar, they could storm the new homeworld with an immense tactical advantage.

Or not.

While Talyere was more than ready to forge ahead with his plans, the others seemed far more apathetic when it came to this solemn duty.  So instead of meeting to discuss Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor, the group met for supper in Overseer Artanis’ personal dining facility.

It was a quaint starlit room that smelled of krajan cobbler and rha’zya pulp.  There was a small bookshelf near the door, filled with countless ancient tomes that Talyere assumed were Breen in origin—since he recognized none of them.  There was an inviting gray sofa near the window, and a sleek metallic table, filled with succulent Elorg cuisine, in the center of the room. 

The sweet aroma of the rha’zya pulp brought a thin smile to Talyere’s face, and when saw the krajan cobbler to go with the pulp, he had to admit, supper was sounding—and smelling—a bit more appealing.

“Come, Talyere,” said Artanis, his pleasant voice nothing like Talyere had imagined.  He had met with many Breen while on Kalidar, but all of them had seemed cold and aggressive; when he heard Artanis and Zeratul were both of Breen descent, Talyere immediately suspected trouble, but he was willing to believe he might have been wrong.  

Suddenly taking note of the hunger pangs in his stomach, Talyere approached the small rectangular table and seated across from Artanis; Tassadar sat on the left, Zeratul on the right.  Talyere wasted little time filling his plate, taking small portions of almost every dish on the table—he suspected his eyes were bigger than his stomach, but since it had been so very long since he had thoroughly indulged himself, Talyere supposed he could overlook his gluttony.

Zeratul watched intently as Talyere filled his plate.  “So you are Talyere Rosat,” mused the Overseer after a moment.  “I thought you would be taller…”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”  Talyere carefully set his plate on the obsidian tabletop and reached for the rhy’zya pulp, liberally sprinkling the vivid orange seasoning over his food.

“Let us hope it is the only disappointment,” Zeratul replied.  “I have heard many things about you—and not all of them cast you in a favorable light.”

Nibbling at a sumptuous slice of warm khala bread, Talyere could sense where the conversation was headed—and he was more than ready to defend himself and his actions.  “If you speak of my involvement with the chi-goehs, I make no apologies.  The ancient spirits have guided me well over the years…”

Zeratul cringed at the very mention of the chi-goehs.  “There are some who would say seeking that wisdom is blasphemous—an affront to the divine Cerebrate.”  

“It is certain the divine Cerebrate is the primary accuser,” Talyere calmly continued.  “I mean him no disrespect, but it should be noted that Ra’thenn has done little to earn my respect, let alone my worship.  The same can be said for many recent Cerebrates: Z’danorax, Taldarin, Kedris…”

“It is true,” Tassadar interjected.  “As our culture stagnated in the subspace void, the Cerebrates became increasingly enamored with themselves and the glory of their position.  Consequently, they fell into the shadows of the great Cerebrates of old, like Fenix and Xa’yen.”

Artanis cleared his throat.  “And if memory serves, Fenix was not considered divine…”

“He was not,” Talyere confirmed, sipping at a glass of spring water.  “The Cerebrates did not consider themselves divine until after the Great War with the Iconians.  When all hope seemed lost after the Battle of Sorrows, Cerebrate Xa’yen declared the chi-goehs false gods, just as Na’zar had prophesied in his ancient tome.”

“I had no idea,” said Artanis, shaking his head.  

Zeratul chuckled.  “Because the Breen were not sealed inside the subspace void, Ra’thenn does not consider us valid members of the Elorg Bloc.  Consequently, we have been denied access to the Archives, and know next to nothing about the past two hundred thousand years.”

“I have chronicled much of our recent history in my writings,” said Talyere.  “Perhaps you would consider perusing its pages?”

Zeratul seemed unsettled by the suggestion, but Artanis was quick to accept.  “If we are to save the Elorg Bloc, must learn all we can about it…”

“We may have to learn quickly,” Zeratul quickly interjected.  “If the medics are right, and High Overseer Xi’Yor succumbs to his illness, the ensuing political chaos is our golden opportunity to strike at Ra’thenn.”

“Why wait?” asked Tassadar a moment later.

Artanis arched a curious brow.  “What do you mean?’

The Underling’s bright crimson eyes glittered with an inspired fury.  He may have been young and inexperienced, but he was certainly full of ideas.  “Why wait for Xi’Yor to perish?  Why not terminate Ra’thenn now?  When Xi’Yor dies, Ra’thenn will no doubt appoint a new High Overseer—and while I know not who that individual will be, I can assure you, he will be loyal to Ra’thenn.  If we wait to kill Ra’thenn, this new High Overseer will ascend to power, and… then we will be forced to deal with him, as well.”

While the Breen were still sorting through Tassadar’s words, Talyere was much quicker to catch on.  “We have our golden opportunity right now!” he exclaimed.  “If we eliminate Ra’thenn now, power will fall to Xi’Yor… and since he is on his deathbed, the Conclave of Overseers will no doubt appoint a Regent until a new Cerebrate can be elevated to the position.”

An excited smile immediately befell Tassadar’s grayish face.  “Getting Talyere installed as Regent should not pose much of a problem,” he said to the Breen.  “There are many on the Conclave who clandestinely support him, and if you can convince your brethren to do the same…”

“We can seize power,” Zeratul hastily concluded.  “At long last, we shall restore the Breen’s place within the Bloc!  We will finally be equals amongst our peers!”

Though his excitement was tempered by years of wisdom, Artanis was nonetheless encouraged by these developments.  “Two days from now, the Breen will celebrate the Holy Day of Za-el.  The festivities would be much more poignant if we were free to celebrate without fear of retaliation from Ra’thenn.”

Talyere did not want to act with haste—he would have preferred to wait and carefully craft a plan that had no chance of failure.  But this situation was like an avalanche; it had started innocently enough, but now that it was gaining momentum, Talyere felt there was little he could do to control it.  “Then it is settled,” he finally agreed, though the decision came against his better judgment.  “Tomorrow we shall eliminate Cerebrate Ra’thenn.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76067.1: In response to the Elorg attack on Earth, the Starlight has rendezvoused with the Endeavor near Sector 64498 to assemble a new task force aimed at preventing future attacks.  Unfortunately, it would seem our efforts are too little, too late…
• • •

The Endeavor was one of the most advanced ships in the fleet.  A Meridian-class starship, it possessed experimental regenerative shielding, advanced ablative armor, and its engines employed quantum slipstream technology that did not rely upon dilithium for power.  It was supposed to be the future of Starfleet—but as he stared at the Endeavor’s pocked and blackened hull, Alan Christopher didn’t exactly share the rosy vision of the future implied by the Endeavor’s schematics.

“Who said the universe doesn’t have a sense of humor?” Erin Keller playfully inquired, just as the Endeavor’s starboard warp nacelle exploded in a hazy blue burst of drive plasma.

Christopher bit his lip.  “I don’t know if the universe has a sense of humor,” he crisply admitted, “but it’s definitely got irony down to a fine art.”  He rose from the inviting warmth of the command chair and turned his curious gaze upon Bator.  “Status report, Lieutenant…”

The Phobian immediately gleaned the desired data from his console.  “Shields are at twenty-nine percent, phasers and targeting sensors are offline, the starboard warp nacelle is destroyed, there are seven minor hull breaches scattered across the ship—two of which are not contained, life support has failed on decks thirty and thirty-one, and their long-range communication systems are offline.  Shall I continue?”

Christopher shook his head.  Given the ship’s decrepit state, he suspected they could be sitting around for hours listening to damage reports—and those hours could be better spent getting the Endeavor back up and running.  “Open a channel.”

“Channel open.”

“On screen.”  Christopher’s eyes flitted over to the viewscreen, where Captain Ryan Landsberg’s soiled visage appeared just moments later—and though he tried to stifle it, Christopher simply could not contain the smile that crept across his face when Landsberg appeared.  “I though the Endeavor was supposed to be the best ship in the fleet?  It is the Federation flagship, is it not?”

Landsberg grinned, and wiped aside the tiny beads of sweat gathering on his soiled brow.  “This is the best ship in the fleet,” he proudly affirmed.  “Had our roles been reversed, the Endeavor would be picking up the Starlight’s escape pods right about now…”

“Had our roles been reversed,” Christopher hastily interjected, “the Starlight wouldn’t have been in a battle to begin with.”

“Yeah… yeah, you’re right,” Landsberg gamely replied.  “And by-the-way, I like the yellow stripe the guys at McKinley Station added to the Starlight’s hull.  It accents the bull’s eye quite nicely.”

Christopher only smirked—but not by choice.  He desperately wanted to get Landsberg with some sort of clever comeback, but his mind was akin to the vacuum of space—there were tiny motes of brilliance floating about, but nothing truly substantial.  Christopher could only shake his head and concede defeat.  “When I have a comeback, Captain, you are going to be very sorry.”

Landsberg nodded his understanding, but didn’t dwell upon the threat.  “In the interim,” he smoothly suggested, “how about giving us a hand over here?  I know making repairs might be something new to your crew, but you see, we don’t run back to McKinley Station every time there’s a scratch on the hull.”

“And if you keep that up, you won’t have a hull left to repair.  I don’t need to remind you, we’ve still got a full compliment of transphasic torpedoes aimed at your precious hull,” Christopher jokingly replied.  “See you in five minutes.  Starlight out.”

Landsberg brazenly nodded his acknowledgement.  “Endeavor out.”

Lucas Tompkins quickly grabbed the stray hyperspanner sitting on the master control station, tossed it into his jumbled toolkit and practically sprinted toward the exit, eager to head over to the Endeavor and begin repairs.  His haste wasn’t caused by some latent desire to install bio-neural gel packs or replace ruptured EPS conduits… he just wanted to check out the most advanced ship in the fleet with his own eyes.

“Alpha team,” he excitedly called as the doors slid apart, “you’re with me!”

Lieutenants Torbay and Waters swiftly gathered their gear and headed into the corridor, followed closely by Ensigns Burich and Bolivar.  Confident the rest of his team would soon follow, Tompkins hastily turned on his heel to make his own exit—only to find himself face-to-face with Kendall Johnson.  “Whoa!” exclaimed Tompkins, hastily maneuvering out of Johnson’s way.  “Heh… Didn’t see you there, Kendall!  Sorry.”

Johnson dismissed the near-collision with an indolent shrug and made his way over to the workstation in the very heart of main engineering.  “I just spoke with the Endeavor’s science officer,” he said, tapping a few commands into the workstation.  “It looks like… like there might be a problem with the Endeavor’s temporal core.”

“Anything major?”  Though he was eager to get over to the Endeavor, the potential for some sort of temporal incident easily tempered Tompkins’ excitement.  “I don’t want the ship to vanish while we’re over there…”

“It won’t,” said Johnson, his pale green eyes pouring over the immense list of data crawling across the workstation.  “We just need… we need to replicate a chronometric flux converter and… that’s it.  Repairs shouldn’t take more than… ten minutes.”

Though Tompkins considered himself fairly knowledgeable when it came to temporal mechanics, he always yielded to Johnson’s suggestions—and if the temporal core needed a ten-minute repair job, it would certainly get one.  There was just one problem: “What the hell is a chronometric flux converter?”

“A prototype for a temporal field discriminator,” said Johnson as he downloaded the schematics into a padd.  “In theory, it should convert any randomly divergent chroniton particles into a harmless anyon particle.  That should nullify any temporal anomalies and keep us from drifting into another timeline.”

For many years, Tompkins had been under the impression that a chronometric beacon did the exact same thing, but apparently he was wrong—and since he wasn’t eager for a temporal headache, he simply plucked the padd from Johnson’s hand and wandered over to the replicator to create this chronometric flux converter.

A lot of times he would input the data himself, often adding a few unique touches of his own to the design—but since the converter was so very theoretical, Tompkins didn’t want to screw it up.  He simply transferred the request to the replicator and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Until he caught some movement in the corner of his eye; someone was wandering around the warp core.  Tompkins briefly glanced up to see who was there—only to find Jayla Trinn debating the contents of her padd with Commander McGuire.  Though he couldn’t make out any of the words, it was clearly a pleasant conversation; Trinn would smile… McGuire would laugh—they certainly weren’t discussing the antimatter injectors…

“Lucas!”

At the sound of Johnson’s voice, Tompkins’ mind snapped back into focus.  His eyes turned back to the replicator just in time to see a small gray device materialize in the basin.  It was a round, with tiny spherical emitters ringing the edge; there was a small (yet complex) keypad on the top of the unit, and a glowing circle on the bottom—presumably the power cell.  

Tompkins hastily plucked the device from the replicator and handed it to Johnson for inspection.  “Well?”

The science officer played with the LCARS display atop the device for a few seconds, a thin smile flitting across his face.  “That… that will work just fine.”

“Good.”  Tompkins’ gaze wandered back toward the warp core, and while he intended to make a brief visual survey of the particle injectors, he couldn’t help but notice Trinn still chatting pleasantly with McGuire.  Unsettled by the sight, Tompkins grabbed the converter from Johnson’s hands and hastily stormed toward the exit.  “Let’s get over to the Endeavor.”

The nanosecond Ryan Landsberg flitted away from the Starlight’s viewscreen, Alan Christopher’s mind started searching for some sort of witty revenge.  When he stepped off the transporter platform in the Endeavor’s transporter room, he wanted to floor Landsberg with his retort—he wanted to make Landsberg come to regret that slew of clever insults…  But when the hazy blue light began to fade, and Christopher could feel himself standing on the Endeavor’s transporter platform, he knew revenge would have to wait.  He had nothing.

Landsberg stood behind the transporter control station, arms folded across his muscular chest. “Welcome aboard the Endeavor, Captain,” he said, his voice cordial.  

Christopher nodded his acknowledgement as he vacated the transporter padd—and almost instantly he could feel he was on a larger starship.  The transporter room literally felt like a cavernous chamber; in reality, it was probably no more than a meter or two larger than the Starlight’s own transporter room, but the difference was noticeable—to Christopher, at least.  

“Like what you see?” asked Landsberg, apparently aware of Christopher’s awe.  “You should see the bathroom in my ready room—it’s a thing of beauty.”

“I try not to judge a starship on its bathroom and transporter facilities,” mused Christopher as he approached the transporter console.  “That’s kind of like judging a book by page twelve—you just can’t do that sort of thing.”

“Right,” said Landsberg, rolling his eyes at the sentiment.  With a few keystrokes, he put the transporter console in standby mode—and since it seemed pointless to stand around in the transporter room all day, he motioned for the exit.

Christopher followed Landsberg into the dimly lit corridor and nearly choked on the acrid air. It smelled of smoke and tasted of metal, an unpleasant combination to say the least.  A few of the walls were scorched black, and there was soot and debris still scattered across the deck—but there were repair teams visible at almost every junction.  “How many ships did the Elorg send after you?” Christopher wondered aloud.

“Only two,” Landsberg replied.  “But they put up a hell of a fight…”

Prior to his arrival, Christopher perused Landsberg’s report on the corsairs—but given the apparently meager specifications, he wouldn’t have expected such a devastating assault.  “Apparently the Elorg have been working diligently to build a powerful fleet of ships…”

“According to Tassadar, Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor have committed almost all of the Bloc’s resources to rebuilding the Elorg fleet,” said Landsberg.  He ducked beneath a dangling EPS conduit and then made a quick left turn into a more hospitable corridor.  The air was still thick and acrid, but at least the lights were on.  “There are already seventy of those corsairs in service, with more on the way…”

“That is not good,” Christopher sighed.  “At that rate, they could have thousands of starships by the year’s end.”

“There are twelve shipyards operating in the Hazor Cluster,” Landsberg continued, quoting from the same Starfleet Intelligence report that Christopher had read several weeks ago.  “Eight of them are devoted to building warships and destroyers; the rest pump out fighters and corsairs as fast as possible.  At that rate, they could have tens of thousands of ships by the year’s end…”

The Federation could handle thousands of ships.  It had done so in the past, and it was a certainty that such an epic conflict would arise sometime in the future… but tens of thousands of ships?  That did not bode well at all. “I hope Talyere’s mission is a success…”

“So do I,” said Landsberg under his breath.  “So do I…”

Chapter Three

It was morning, and vibrant beams of golden sunlight streamed through the Dryad Citadel’s domed ceiling, casting long, intricate shadows upon the Great Hall’s ivory floor.  In the center of the cavernous hall, the glittering rays of sunshine beat down upon the Cerebrate Ra’thenn like a spotlight, warming his pale, ashen skin and welcoming him into the new day—and with Xi’Yor’s demise drawing nearer, a new day it would be.

“I am told the High Overseer’s condition has worsened overnight,” Ra’thenn said to the assembled Conclave.  Normally he didn’t enjoy addressing the Conclave of Overseers, but today… today was different, somehow.  Perhaps he was growing accustomed to diplomacy?  Either that, or he was caught in the euphoria of Xi’Yor’s pending demise.  Whatever the case, it was one less burden resting upon his shoulders.  “The medics have assured me, Xi’Yor’s time is limited.  Should you wish to pay your final respects to him, I would suggest you do so today, while he is still well enough to hear them.”

The news of Xi’Yor’s deteriorating condition caught many of the Overseers surprise; evidently they expected the wretch would somehow manage to survive—and while there was a chance the herbal medicines on Al’Kural would prove successful, the destroyer en route to the distant world was about to have an unfortunate warp core breach.  A shame, really, because some of Ra’thenn’s more valued men were aboard the ship…  He would have rather spared those men to sacrifice in a more useful mission, but Ra’thenn knew that he could not afford to get sloppy now.  It would have been quite obvious if he sent all his enemies away on that doomed ship…

He shrugged those thoughts aside and, with Xi’Yor no longer present to meddle in his plans, Ra’thenn decided that now was finally the time to unveil them.  Turning on his heel, he began to pace along the sunlight’s blazing rim, his body weaving in and out of shadow.  “I knew Xi’Yor for many years,” he continued, hoping his segue would be sufficient to drive the meeting onward.  “And while many of us may feel the need to honor his likeness with tributes, it is certain the High Overseer would like nothing more than the continuation of his work.  I can think of no better tribute.”

“Our ships are ready for deployment,” said Overseer Katall, one of the more prevalent members of the Breen faction.  “If all goes well, we can conquer Theta Minsar by tomorrow afternoon.”

While his affinity for Katall was nominal, Ra’thenn did not immediately dismiss the Breen Overseer.  His intentions were just, after all.  “Theta Minsar is not within our sphere of interest,” said Ra’thenn, calmly clasping his hands behind his back.  “It may pose some indirect threat to this territory in the short-term, but our primary goal is the restoration of the Elorg Bloc and its Homeworld—not the defense of the Breen’s false empire.”

The harsh sentiment brought a cringe to Katall’s face, but he knew better than to protest.

“The High Overseer’s illness was certainly clouding his thoughts in recent weeks,” added Administrator Va’kyr from the shadowy fringes of the Great Hall.  “In his mind, Theta Minsar was probably a viable target—but as the Cerebrate has stated, we cannot lose sight of our ultimate goal…”

Katall’s bright orange eyes widened a bit as he peered across the hall at Va’kyr.  He knew enough not to contradict Ra’thenn, but this newcomer was fair game.  “And just who are you to be reminding us of our goals… Administrator?”

A lesser individual would have backed away from those terse words, but Va’kyr took no obvious offense from Katall.  To the contrary, she seemed to enjoy hearing his condescending voice.  “I am the Cerebrate’s aide,” she proudly stated, at long last stepping into the light.  The golden sunshine fell upon her ashen skin like water, cascading from her shapely body and casting long, dusty shadows across the bricked floor.

And it was then that Ra’thenn found himself thoroughly impressed with the Administrator.  Not only was she aesthetically pleasing, she came into the Great Hall filled with drive and ambition, and a seemingly unwavering sense of loyalty to both Ra’thenn and the Elorg Bloc…  She had certainly had potential—but Ra’thenn was not about to jump to any conclusions.  As he noted yesterday, Va’kyr was also manipulative, and this show of loyalty could be nothing more than a continuation of that theme.  He would proceed with tempered enthusiasm, and a great deal of caution.

“Have your ships patrol the Federation border,” Ra’thenn dismissively said to Katall.  “At the first sign of trouble, eliminate the threat—destroy Theta Minsar if you must… but keep in mind our primary goal.”

The Overseer nodded respectfully.  He knew his place.  “Of course, Cerebrate.”  He shifted in his seat for an uncomfortable moment; clearly he wished to say something more, but his years of accumulated wisdom kept his mouth shut—for a moment.  “If I may, Cerebrate…”

Ra’thenn rolled his eyes.  “Yes?” he beckoned, making his displeasure known with a long, disapproving sigh.

“How do you intend to restore the Bloc to its former glory?  I know we will soon have all the firepower necessary to do so, but without the Homeworld it seems pointless even to try…”

His patience running thin, Ra’thenn forced a wan smile upon his face.  “There are some who believe the Iconians sealed the Homeworld in our subspace realm—and that it still exists in some isolated void, far from the memories of our people.”

Katall furrowed his brow.  “With all due respect, Cerebrate, the Breen have been searching for the Homeworld for two hundred thousand years.  We have found no evidence to support that theory…”

Of course, having founded their little Confederacy, the Breen had little impetus to restore the Homeworld to its former glory—they were content with the status quo.  

Ra’thenn was not.

“There is a planet called Rebena Te Ra,” he said, his words slow and haughty.  “If it can be found, we may be able to locate the Homeworld…”

“It sounds like a long shot,” sighed Katall.  “A waste of our resources.  We should concentrate on securing our current borders before we head out in search of our former borders.”

Unfortunately, the Elorg Bloc’s current borders were meaningless to Ra’thenn.  The planets therein contained no relics from Elorg past; there was no history or birthright; it was little more than an amalgamation of star systems conquered by the pathetic Breen Confederacy—and Katall was a fool for defending it.

“We will set out for Rebena Te Ra tomorrow morning,” Ra’thenn stated, making an utterly unilateral decision.  While it was not frequently done, he did have the power to circumvent the Conclave… and since it was unlikely his proposal would survive the debating process, Ra’thenn decided his divine intervention was justified.

Katall, and many of his brethren, felt otherwise.  After a few shell-shocked moments of silence, Katall rose from his seat, jaw slightly dropped.  “Cerebrate, tomorrow we celebrate the Holy Day of Za-el…”

“What is that?” asked Ra’thenn.  As far as he knew, it was the middle of Ti’mul, the planting month.  There were no sacred days of worship for many weeks.

“Za-el was one of our greatest heroes during the Molgeras Conflict a thousand years ago,” Katall wistfully recalled, as if that brief interlude might explain everything away.  “He slew a hundred of our Hebitian oppressors with his bare hands and led our people into the golden era of prosperity and enlightenment that lasted well into this current century…”

And while it was a fascinating tale, it was not one chronicled in the Elorg Archives, and thusly of little consequence to history.  “The Elorg Bloc does not recognize… Za-el as a hero,” Ra’thenn sternly replied.  “Our people were never suppressed by these… Hebitians, nor we ever had a conflict with them.  Consequently, tomorrow is just another day…  Your men will report for duty as ordered.”

Katall angrily shook his head.  “You cannot deny two hundred thousand years of Elorg history simply because your half of the empire was locked away in some subspace void!”

Ra’thenn raised a dismissive hand to silence the insolent Breen.  “It is not Elorg history,” he strongly affirmed.

“Then what is it?” asked Katall.

Ra’thenn’s eyes narrowed to slits as he leaned over the balustrade to be nearer Katall.  “Breen,” he hissed.  “And the very mention of Breen history in these hallowed halls is an affront to true Elorg throughout the galaxy!  We know our history, and you are not a part of it!”

“You are being unreasonable!” Katall irately exclaimed, slamming a clenched fist upon his desk.  “Your father never denied us as you do!”

Ra’thenn could feel his blood beginning to boil.  Katall’s hours were numbered, that much was certain.  Such lecherous insolence would not be tolerated.  “My father was a fool,” he hissed.

Katall was not intimidated in the slightest.  “And what does that make you?” he begged, rising from his seat to challenge Ra’thenn more directly.

And Ra’thenn was ready for the challenge.  He clenched his fists and… and realized he was the Cerebrate.  And he had tolerated Katall’s insolence far too long; the Overseer was not even deserving of the zagah’tulina… but his question did deserve an answer.  Ra’thenn drilled an ominous gaze into Katall’s shimmering orange eyes and uttered one simple word:  “Divine.”

An instant later, a streak of ragged purple light soared over Ra’thenn’s shoulder and plowed into the Overseer Katall’s chest.  He screeched as the disruptor blast incinerated his innards and then fell to the floor, in a shower of thick black blood…

Pleased, Ra’thenn glanced back to see Va’kyr holding the weapon that ended Katall’s life.  He smiled and nodded his thanks to the Administrator.  “Well done.”

She returned the smile, and then slinked back into the shadows from whence she came, leaving Ra’thenn to conclude his business with the Conclave.

Returning to his glimmering beams of sunshine as if nothing had happened, Ra’thenn quickly assumed a more pleasant, reassuring tone.  “We leave for Rebena Te Ra tomorrow morning,” he calmly stated.  “And should any of you wish to celebrate the deeds of a greater being prior to our departure, you need not look any further than these hallowed halls…” Ra’thenn gracefully peered into the lustrous beams of golden sunlight, basking in its euphoric warmth.  “I am this empire’s only true hero,” he loudly proclaimed to the firmament above.  “The one true god!”

And high atop the ivory towers outside the gleaming citadel, the haunting, sonorous bells began to chime.  It was the dawn of a new day…

• • • 

Much as Kendall had predicted, repairs to the Endeavor’s temporal core took only a few minutes.  The process went as smoothly as Lucas had anticipated, and after ten minutes, he was en route to main engineering to check out the trouble with the magnetic constrictors.

“I said that it would be painless,” mused Kendall as the pair stepped into a turbolift.

“Main engineering,” Tompkins barked once the doors slid shut behind him.  He shifted his weight around for a brief moment and then shook his head to refute Kendall’s sentiment.  “Heh… For all we know, something did go wrong, and we wound up repairing that damn thing fifty times…”

Johnson considered the possibilities for a moment, but he didn’t seem too convinced of Lucas’s theory.  “None of my instruments detected a temporal anomaly,” he insisted.  “We are still in the exact same timeframe.”

“What if your instruments changed with the timeline?” Lucas inquired, grinning devilishly. 

Kendall sighed.  “They didn’t.”

And a few moments later, the turbolift chugged to a stop.  The doors slid apart with a whisper, revealing the myriad corridors of deck twenty-five.  After a short walk, the pair arrived in main engineering—and it took Lucas only a moment to realize the warp core’s constant, reassuring thrum was quite absent… as was the warp core itself.

Instead, the heralded quantum slipstream reactor loomed in the center of the room.  Lucas was eager to take a look at the Endeavor’s heart and soul, but given the crowd of repair teams nearby, he suspected his tour would have to wait.  Instead, Lucas wandered over to the large circular workstation in front of the warp core.

According to the sensors, damage to the Endeavor wasn’t as bad as it looked.  Sure, the hull was scorched black and there were a hell of a lot of blown EPS conduits—but when one looked beyond that grimy surface (and the hull breaches, and a few other problems), the ship was in relatively good shape.  Which was unfortunate, because Lucas really didn’t want to return to the Starlight just yet.

“We should be back up and running in about three hours,” said the officer manning the other side of the console.  The voice sounded familiar to Tompkins and while the sensors were interesting, curiosity demanded he put a face to that voice.  He casually glanced upward—and there stood Ryan Landsberg, grinning.  “You’ve been here three hours and you don’t even bother to pay respects to the Captain?”

Tompkins furrowed his brow.  “Three hours?”  He glanced back at Kendall, who was already delving into his tricorder for answers.

If Landsberg noticed the confusion, he made no mention of it.  Instead, he continued both his work and the conversation.  “I was looking forward to meeting up with you and Matthew again…”

Tompkins hadn’t actually anticipated such a meeting.  It had been more than two years since Landsberg took command of the Starlight, and while they exchanged messages once and awhile, a grandiose reunion was never mentioned.  Not that it would have been possible in the first place.  “Commander Harrison is still on Earth,” he said, pecking away at his own side of the console.  “He’s working with Commander Reinbold to do… something with the Elorg prisoners we captured during the attack.”  He shrugged.  “I don’t know…”

Landsberg did not bother to inquire further.  Evidently, he already knew about Harrison’s temporary reassignment, or he didn’t particularly care.  Either way, that part of the conversation was over.  “How are things on the Starlight?” he asked.  “Did Matthew get himself a woman yet?”

Lucas shook his head.  “Not unless you count the holographic type.”

“Damn.  I knew he wouldn’t listen.” Landsberg shook his head.  “What about you?”

That struck a chord.

Tompkins analysis of the Endeavor’s structural integrity field came to an abrupt and decisive end when his distracted mind commanded his fingers to increase the field by fifty-five thousand percent. As one might imagine, the simulated ship was obliterated.

Landsberg arched a curious brow.  “That bad?”

As he reached into his memory for some recent sexual encounters, Lucas very quickly realized that no such memories existed.  “Worse than bad,” he grumbled, suddenly recalling his unpleasant encounters with Lieutenant Jamie Waltman.  “She-man the Enforcer is after me…”

The situation took a bit of explaining, and with each moment that passed, the look on Ryan Landsberg’s face turned into something between horror and disgust.  “Man, you had it made when I was in command, Lucas… whatever happened to Jayla?”

Tompkins bit his lip.  “She moved on.”

“So why haven’t you?”

In retrospect, that was actually a pretty good question.  But much to his chagrin, Lucas had no good answers.  “I don’t know,” he said with a shrug.

Fortunately for Tompkins, Landsberg was filled with wisdom today.  “Well,” he said as he reinitialized the structural integrity simulation, “if you ask me, I think you might be growing a little too complacent for your own good.”

Tompkins paused, and shot Landsberg a curious gaze.  “What are you?  A counselor, now?”

“Still a Captain,” he said, pointing to the pips. “But I’m sure a counselor would reach the same conclusion.  So when was the last time you volunteered to lead an away team?”

Tompkins’ mouth immediately opened to respond, but no words came out.  “I can’t say,” he admitted a moment later.  He had serviced Earth’s defense grid not too long ago, but that wasn’t exactly an away mission.

“And when was the last time you considered transferring from the Starlight?” asked Landsberg.

“Never.”  Not once in the past seven years had the thought even crossed Tompkins’ mind.

And Landsberg nodded agreeably.  “And… what if I told you there was an opening for a chief engineer aboard the Endeavor?”

Tompkins’ excited eyes immediately wandered back over to the quantum slipstream reactor.  It was a hell of an opportunity and he would have liked nothing more than to get inside that bad boy and see how it worked… But the Starlight was Tompkins’ baby.  He helped build the thing from the ground up… he couldn’t possibly abandon it now.  “They need me aboard the Starlight.”

“Do they?” asked Landsberg.  “Like it or not, man, you’re replaceable.  The Starlight will go on without you.”

“Heh…” Tompkins frowned.  “That’s harsh.”

“Hey, it’s true.”

With the structural integrity simulation back online, Tompkins began to play with the settings again—only this time he was certain to keep the field below fifty-five thousand percent.  “So if I want that position…”

Landsberg shook his head.  “Oh, there is no position available,” he admitted a moment later.  “That was just an example; I wanted to give you a little something to think about.  My chief engineer isn’t going anywhere—but if she does leave, you’ll be the first to know.”  And a coy smile fell upon his face.

Tompkins had but a single, sarcastic word for Landsberg:  “Bastard…”

Landsberg raised his hands defensively.  “Hey, I’m just lighting the fire under your ass.  Consider it a favor…  Now you can do me a favor, and fix my damn ship!”

“Yes, sir!”  More than ready to get down to work, Tompkins nodded his acknowledgement.  But as he started for the quantum slipstream reactor, Tompkins knew he would a lot more than damage repairs on his mind…

Chapter Four

Talyere Rosat was beginning to loathe the sands of time.  His thought process was not a hasty one; he liked to stop and think about his every action—consult with the chi-goehs if necessary—to make absolutely certain he was on the right path.  But those wretched sands of time were proving themselves to be the ultimate enemy, for each and every time Talyere had a major decision to make, time would always seem to run out.

It was obvious, now more than ever, that they needed to remove Ra’thenn from power.  But assassinating the Cerebrate in a timely manner was not an easy task, and with his armada slated to leave for Rebena Te Ra in less than a day, the complexity of the task was only compounded.

“We could level the Dryad Citadel,” suggested Artanis after what seemed like an eternity of silence.  “The measure is undoubtedly a bit extreme, but it would take care of all our problems.”

“And us,” said Talyere, the warning in his voice apparent.  “We may have some friends in high places, but if we eliminate the most valued structure in the Bloc, we will very quickly lose those friends and become acquainted with all our enemies.”

“The Aldaris would be destroyed long before the flames consumed the Citadel,” mused Zeratul.  “No,” he affirmed, “if we are going to terminate Ra’thenn, we must do so on a smaller scale.”

“Shoot him,” said Tassadar flatly.  While everyone else had retreated to the sofa and chairs, the Underling remained seated at the supper table, indolently picking at the remainder of the food.

“That is our best option,” Talyere agreed.

“It is,” Artanis confirmed.  “But it is highly unlikely any of us will be able to approach the Cerebrate, especially in light of recent events.”

“I was his former aide,” Tassadar reminded.  “I might be able to approach him.”

Zeratul sent the Underling a skeptical gaze.  “But would you be able to kill him?  You may be on our side, Underling, but your time spent with the Cerebrate certainly instilled some loyalty.  As Artanis has so frequently pointed out, a conscience is a significant liability.”

“What about another member of the Aldaris’ crew?” asked Talyere.  “One of them must be capable of this dark deed…”

Artanis shook his head.  “This crew is almost entirely Breen,” he said, “and I very much doubt the Cerebrate would avail himself to a lowly Breen underling.”

“We could poison him,” suggested Zeratul.  “That would be more difficult, and unfortunately … that would take time to orchestrate.”

“Time we do not have,” reminded Talyere.  And despite his loathing for Kendall Johnson, he almost wished the science officer and his temporal gadgets were present, if only to avail them a few more hours. 

But then, without scientific intervention of any sort, the breakthrough arrived.  Nibbling at a sumptuous green niva berry, Tassadar sighed and wearily threw his suggestion into the open: “What about Underling Hajal?”

Hajal had been Overseer Fel’duin’s personal aide.  As far as Ra’thenn was concerned, Hajal was a pure Elorg officer, and since they were both of them affected by the Overseer’s untimely demise, it was possible Ra’thenn would speak with Hajal.

Talyere smiled faintly.  He did not like to take arms, especially against his own people, but desperate times meant desperate measures.  This last resort was an utterly necessary evil.  “Bring him to us…”

High Overseer Xi’Yor was deathly pale and emaciated.  Lying in his bed, the warm sunlight shimmering upon his motionless body, he was barely a shadow of his former self.  And soon, he would be even less than that.  He would be dead…

Leaning his body over the ailing Overseer, Ra’thenn smiled.  “You pathetic wretch,” he whispered.  He knew not if Xi’Yor could hear those words, but even if he could sense them on some level, Ra’thenn would be pleased—because truer words had never been spoken.  “When we first met, I thought you were a great man, Xi’Yor.  I thought you would be the savior of our people…  ”

The Overseer gasped weakly.  For a moment, Ra’thenn thought he saw Xi’Yor’s eyes flutter, but it was little more than light and shadow playing upon the Overseer’s ashen face.

“But I must admit, you have been an incredible disappointment to me, Xi’Yor.  Instead of my ally, you have been the constant thorn in my side.  You threaten my life at a whim and dismiss my divine plans as child’s play… But I am the Cerebrate.  I embody our people and its ideals.  And I know what is best for our future…”

Carefully, Ra’thenn wrapped his fingers around Xi’Yor’s clammy hand.  “You helped me eliminate my father, and I consider that no small favor, Xi’Yor.  Without your assistance, I would still be the meager Overseer in command of the Ven’dyr.  Consequently, I owe you a considerable debt of gratitude; in many ways, I do owe you my life.  But since that is not a viable option, I will reward you with the next best thing…

“Once my agenda has been completed—once the Homeworld is found and the Elorg Bloc is restored to its former glory, we shall obliterate each and every parsec of Federation space.  No lives shall be spared; no planets shall go unpunished… it will be a conquest worthy of your name, Xi’Yor.”

On some subconscious level, Xi’Yor had undoubtedly heard those words.  His slow, labored breaths grew a bit more ragged… and was that a glint of a smile upon his pallid face?  It was hard to tell.  But Ra’thenn was content to believe his words did get through to Xi’Yor.

He clenched the High Overseer’s hand and smiled warmly.  “You are a loathsome individual, Xi’Yor.  And while I owe you much, I still despise you with every fiber of my being.  I will be pleased when you finally expire…  Nevertheless, the great deeds you have accomplished over your life cannot be denied—and while I would find some perverse pleasure in banishing you to kel’thuzad for all of eternity—those great deeds have undoubtedly earned you my forgiveness.”

With his free hand, Ra’thenn gently grabbed Xi’Yor’s shoulder—but before he could give the High Overseer his divine blessing, Ra’thenn heard footsteps approaching his position.  He quickly peered over his shoulder to see a meager little underling approaching; the man seemed familiar, but Ra’thenn could not place a name to the face.

The underling stopped more than a meter from the foot of Xi’Yor’s bed.  “Forgive the intrusion, Cerebrate,” he nervously stammered.  “I was not aware you were present…  I simply wanted to pay my respects to the High Overseer before he perished.”

Ra’thenn nodded his approval.  “Xi’Yor was a great man,” he said.  It was more of a mantra than a truth, but it was the popular opinion of the Bloc.  Ra’thenn could not start to contradict it now.  “He will be missed.”

The Underling shrugged.  “I shall not miss him.”  

And in that instant, a glimmer of recognition flared in Ra’thenn’s mind.  “You are Hajal,” he proclaimed.  “You were Overseer Fel’duin’s assistant.”

The underling nodded his agreement.  “She was a glorious woman,” he quietly admitted.  “She will be missed.”

Despite the Administrator Va’kyr’s incredible allure, Ra’thenn had to admit—his new aide was nothing when compared to the greatness that was Fel’duin.  “She was a very… special person,” he wistfully admitted.  “I still mourn her passing.”

Hajal nodded.  “As do I.”  He took a few steps closer to the foot of the bed, and peered upon the Overseer Xi’Yor with disdain.  “I have dreamt of his demise for many long nights…  Today, my dreams shall come true, and tonight, for the first time in a month, I shall sleep well, knowing the Elorg Bloc is at long last headed in the right direction.”

Ra’thenn nodded his agreement.  “Xi’Yor was a visionary,” he admitted. “But his obsession with the Federation kept him from achieving the ultimate goal shared by all true Elorg.  But now that he is nearly gone, I am free to lead our people into the golden era prophesied by Na’zar…  We shall prevail.”

The underling looked on with apparent interest.  Since Fel’duin’s demise, he was undoubtedly kept from the machinations of the Conclave, and was utterly unaware of the great deeds to come.  “My armada will begin searching for Rebena Te Ra tomorrow morning,” said Ra’thenn quietly.  “Finding that legendary world is the first step in securing our future.  It is believed the secrets held therein will reveal to us the location of the Elorg Homeworld—and how to restore it.  It will be an epic voyage… but it is just the beginning.  I wish I could tell you more, Hajal, but… since you are no longer close to the Conclave, I cannot divulge that information.”

The underling nodded.  “I understand,” he said—and then his communication device bleeped.

“Hajal.”  A stern male voice suddenly filled Xi’Yor’s bedchambers.  Again, Ra’thenn found feelings of familiarity washing over his body, but again, he could not immediately associate the voice with a name or a face.

The underling politely excused himself from his conversation, and tapped the tiny communicator on his belt.  “Yes?  This is Hajal…”

“Underling,” came the voice, “I am glad we could find you.  We have another mission for you.  It is of the utmost importance…”

Hajal’s eyes filled with confusion.  “Who is this?” he promptly demanded.

The voice chuckled.  “Don’t you remember your friends, Hajal?  We certainly remembered you…”

“Zeratul?”

The voice did not confirm Hajal’s suspicion, but having encountered the lowly Breen Overseer on a few occasions, Ra’thenn knew that Hajal was correct.  It was Zeratul.  But what did he want with a loyal subject of the Elorg Bloc?

“The time has come,” said Zeratul evenly.  “We need you to eliminate the target—the one we spoke of on Alterac all those months ago…”

Horror suddenly blossomed within Hajal’s orange eyes.  Trembling with fear, he glanced at Ra’thenn and shuddered.  “Now is not a good time, Zeratul.”

“Nonsense,” said the Overseer.  “We will meet with you in an hour.  I’m sending you the coordinates.”

Hajal shook his head. “It matters not.  I am going to be dead in an hour,” he protested.

Zeratul paused.  “Why do you say that?”

Ra’thenn cleared his throat.  “Because your target is already in range…  Overseer Zeratul.”

And then there was silence.

Hajal licked his pallid lips as he considered his next action, but with his life effectively over, there was obviously not much left to consider.   His vivid eyes ablaze with an infernal shade of orange, he scanned the room for something—anything—that could be used as a weapon against Ra’thenn.  And after a moment, he spotted an ancient jen’talak mounted on the wall near the window.  Its once lethal blades were blunted to the point of uselessness, but Hajal knew that when wielded properly, even a dull blade could kill.

He sprung out of his stupor and with all his might, yanked the rustic jen’talak from its mount—but so brittle was the weapon, it snapped in half—and the bladed edge was still on the wall.  Hajal now held a broken stick in his hands…

And Ra’thenn, standing on the opposite side of Xi’Yor’s bed, trained his disruptor—set to kill—upon the nearly defenseless underling.  “Working in collusion with the Breen, are we, Hajal?”

He shook his head.  “It’s not what you think!”

Ra’thenn arched a curious brow.  “So you intended to borrow that jen’talak with the intent of eliminating someone else?”  He shook his head.  “Unlikely.”

With his utterly pathetic pretext already failing, Hajal knew his options were few—so instead of wasting time fabricating a new plan, he acted upon the few options already available to him.  In the blink of an eye, he lunged over Xi’Yor’s deathbed—briefly eclipsing the shimmering rays of sunshine—and plunged the broken sword into Ra’thenn’s chest.

The Cerebrate’s eyes widened with fear as he gazed upon the massive weapon protruding from his chest.  Blood began to seep through his clothes and trickle from his mouth…  Moments later, his knees buckled, and Ra’thenn fell to the ground.

Hajal watched dispassionately as the Cerebrate collapsed.  “I will not mourn your passing, either…”

But before Hajal could turn to leave, the doors to Xi’Yor’s bedchamber slid apart…  The underling quickly came about to see Kharzan and Va’kyr looming in the open doorway.

“What is going?” demanded Va’kyr—and then she spotted the Cerebrate wriggling on the floor in excruciating amounts of pain.  “What did you do?”

Hajal shrugged.  “I did you a favor,” he simply said.  “Think about it…”

And she did—for less than a second.  “You’ve done me no favors,” said Va’kyr a scant moment later.  She aggressively wrapped her hand around Hajal’s shoulder and dragged him toward the exit.  “Kharzon,” she said on her way out the doors, “tend to the Cerebrate’s wounds…”

The medic nodded his acknowledgement and hastily went to work—and from the warmth of his alleged deathbed, High Overseer Xi’Yor smiled.  “That went well,” he mused, easily emerging from his slumber.  Propping himself upon his elbows, he glanced down at the fallen Cerebrate Ra’thenn—and the large pool of thick black blood beneath his body.  “It is unfortunate we had to ruin the carpeting to achieve this result…”

Kharzon glanced up from the Cerebrate’s bloodied torso and nodded his concurrence.  “The carpeting can be replaced,” he said.  “Lives cannot.”

Chapter Five

“You pathetic wretch…”

The words floated in the air like magic, echoing endlessly in the black void that filled Ra’thenn’s eyes.  He blinked, hoping to erase the darkness and return to the golden sunlight, but to no avail—the darkness remained.  “Where am I?” he demanded.  The words sounded weak and distant—it wasn’t even his voice.  “What happened to me?”

“You faltered…”

“Me?”  Ra’thenn gasped.  “Impossible!  I am the divine Cerebrate!”

The ethereal voice chuckled.  “No,” it said, sounding quite pleased with the sentiment.  “You are quite mortal, Ra’thenn.”

He shook his head to refute the sentiment, but as he did so, Ra’thenn could practically feel his brains sloshing around inside his head.  Pain quickly jolted down his spine and seemed to settle in his chest.  “What happened!” he again demanded.  “Am I dead?”

“No,” said the voice, its pleasure fading.  “The doctors have assured me you will survive.  Had the jen’talak entered your chest just a few centimeters higher, your ventricle would have been severed and death would have been immediate.”  The speaker sighed.  “How unfortunate.”

The haze in Ra’thenn’s eyes was beginning to clear.  He could see light and shadow moving overhead.  Nothing concrete, but he was definitely in a room; the sun was shining, and there were people nearby—and the speaker… he loomed just overhead.  “Who are you?”

The speaker chuckled deviously.  “The thorn in your side—the pathetic wretch who so frequently threatened your miserable life…”

Ra’thenn’s haze vanished, and he suddenly realized he peered into the burning orange eyes of Overseer Xi’Yor.  “You… you’re not dead!”

A malevolent grin graced the High Overseer’s face.  “I was never ill in the first place,” he admitted, his treacherous voice echoing amidst the cavernous confines of Ra’thenn’s bedchambers.

The Cerebrate could feel his mouth begin to dry.  His pulse quickened and an odd sensation began to coil in his stomach.  “You… were not ill?”

Xi’Yor shook his head.  “It was a ploy,” he confessed, seating himself beside Ra’thenn.  “A test of your loyalty—and you failed, Ra’thenn.  You failed miserably.  Not only were you content to let me die, you completely disregarded my orders.  Seeking Rebena Te Ra is one of our objectives, but… the Federation must come first.  As I have already indicated, it poses a far greater threat.”

Now it was Ra’thenn’s turn for some treacherous maneuvering.  “Unfortunately, my armada is already prepared to begin the search for Rebena Te Ra.  They will be leaving first thing in the morning…”

But Xi’Yor shook his head.  “That was three days ago,” he stated.  “I have instead ordered the armada to the Theta Minsar System, as was originally planned.  We will attack the station, retrieve the Federation database, and then study it.”

“Study?”  Ra’thenn tried to sit erect, but the pain in his chest kept him from moving more than a few centimeters in any direction.  “We cannot afford to study…”

Xi’Yor placed a firm hand upon Ra’thenn’s chest, effectively holding the weakened Cerebrate in place.  “We can afford to do anything I deem necessary,” he forcefully stated.  “We need the Federation database—and I intend to get it.”

“Why?” asked Ra’thenn.  “What is in that database?”

Xi’Yor only smiled.  “A few more centimeters would have ended all my problems,” he grumbled.  “A shame, really.”

And then he left…

Hours later, a trio of Elorg warships stormed through the spinning verdant maw of a transwarp conduit, descending upon the Theta Minsar System in a furious storm of azure phaser fire.  Flames ripped through the Federation defense perimeter encircling Theta Minsar II; a small fleet of starships responded to the assault, but the Elorg forces hopelessly outgunned them.  Three of the little starships exploded even before their shields were up—and the remaining ships would be disabled soon enough.

Looming in orbit of the smoldering red world was Starbase 204, a massive circular research facility with more than enough firepower to defeat the Elorg fleet.  And sure enough, blazing transphasic torpedoes ripped through the angry cosmos, and fiery orange phaser blasts soon followed, exploding upon the Elorg fleet with incredible force—but the Elorg were not deterred, and soon, the Elorg descended upon the starbase amidst a torrent of icy blue phaser beams.  A rampant inferno summarily engulfed one of the station’s outer docking rings, and a wide smile cracked Xi’Yor’s placid face.

Sitting comfortably in his sleek obsidian command chair, the malevolent Overseer turned his gaze upon the operations officer cowering over his workstation in the aft section of the bridge.  “Administrator,” he called, “the instant the station’s defenses have been neutralized, beam their computer core into cargo bay sixteen.”

The Administrator nodded his understanding, and the battle continued…

“Alan,” said Erin Keller from the Starlight’s bridge.  “I’m picking up a distress call from the Theta Minsar System—it looks like Starbase 204 is under attack.”

Christopher bolted from the warmth of his command chair.  “Elorg?”

Keller nodded.  “Three ships, all of them Inkhezi-class warships.”

Christopher bit his lip.  The Inkhezi-class warships were the behemoths of the Elorg fleet.  It would take at least twelve Federation starships to disable one of them…

“The Endeavor and the Starlight are the closest starships,” chimed in Neelar Drayge a scant moment later.  “But even at maximum speed, we’re more than twenty-minutes away…”

Two starships weren’t going to make much of a difference in that battle—Christopher knew that beyond a shadow of a doubt.  But they had to try.  “Set a course for Theta Minsar,” he said.  “Maximum warp.”

Drayge’s deft fingers danced over the helm.  “Course set,” he announced a few seconds later.

Feeling the butterflies beginning to flutter around in his stomach, Christopher promptly returned to his seat.  “Engage…”

And with a verdant flash, the Starlight and the Endeavor jumped into transwarp.

“We need a new plan,” said Artanis, wearily pacing near his chair on the bridge of the Aldaris.  “If we are to eliminate Ra’thenn, it is going to be much more difficult than simply approaching him with a weapon.”

“Indeed,” said Talyere.  Out of habit, he assumed the workstation directly behind the command chair.  On an Elorg ship, that was the tactical station, and while Talyere was not a brilliant fighter, he could certainly operate the console efficiently.  “And I have begun hearing rumors about Xi’Yor’s fate…  He may not be dying after all—and if that is the case, our attempt on Ra’thenn’s life has just given him all the impetus he needs to further his persecution of the Breen.”

Tassadar, seated at the helm, could only shake his head in disgust.  “Nothing went according to plan,” he grumbled.

Time was the ultimate enemy—Talyere was certain of that now, more than ever.  Had Talyere been able to consult with the chi-goehs one last time, had he been able to think things through a bit more thoroughly, things might have turned out differently.  But now they were stuck with the unpleasant consequences of their actions—both Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor would live to see another day.  But they were not out of options just yet.

“Xi’Yor does have an illness,” said Talyere.  “He spoke of it when we were searching for Tracker Melas a few years ago—and at some point in the future, it will claim him…”

Artanis nodded agreeably.  “His recent actions have seemed more desperate than usual,” he admitted.  “Perhaps his time is nearing after all?”

Talyere shrugged.  “I suppose it is possible.  Xi’Yor gave no timetable for his demise, but… one could assume this increase in aggression is indication of his status.  He wants to rule before he dies.”

“So what do we do in the meantime?” asked Zeratul.  “Wait?”

“No,” said Talyere, shaking his head.  They had waited long enough—too long, in fact.  “We can no longer afford to sit by idly.  Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor will be hunting us from now on.  Consequently, we cannot rest until that threat has been nullified—so we default to our original plan.”

“Rebena Te Ra?” suggested Zeratul a bit skeptically.

Talyere nodded his confirmation.  “Exactly.  If we can restore the Elorg Homeworld before Ra’thenn, then command of the Bloc will fall to us.”

Tassadar shook his head.  “But we don’t have any idea where that planet might be!”

“But the Iconians just might,” Talyere enigmatically replied.  “Just last year, an Iconian ship crashed inside Romulan territory.  Because of the Federation’s ongoing conflict with the Romulans, we were unable to investigate—but now that the aforementioned conflict has been resolved… it may be possible to return to the crash site and inspect the wreckage.”

“What about the Romulans?” asked Zeratul.  “Won’t they protest our presence in their space?”

Talyere shook his head.  “The Federation has granted us its resources,” he reminded.  “And Captain Christopher has close ties with Praetor Tomalak.  Approaching Romulan space should not be a problem…”

The plan was a bit far-fetched.  Talyere could see that everyone was skeptical—in fact, he himself was skeptical…  But it was their last best hope for peace, and that was undoubtedly providing the momentum needed to forge onward.

Artanis’ pacing came to an abrupt halt.  “Tassadar,” he said calmly, “find the Starlight.  We’re going to visit the Romulans…”

Great plumes of fire burst through the hull of Starbase 204, wrapping around the starbase like a blanket until ultimately, its smoldering hulk hung dead in space.  In a fury of confusion, escape pods jettisoned into space, shuttles streaked away from the station, and the remaining few Federation starships hung close to beam out survivors.

Amidst the chaos, two additional starships streaked into the raging battle, blasting phasers and torpedoes at the looming Elorg warships.  Two of the massive warships were virtually unfazed by the assault, but the third ship was beginning to waver; flames seeped from its smoldering hull and its shield grid was beginning to flicker…

But the battle was going well.  Despite the faltering warship Lathal, Xi’Yor knew there was little the Federation could do to keep him from his data—and with the sudden arrival of the Starlight into the fray, the situation was that much better.  He looked forward to destroying that wretched ship one day; exhilarated by the fight, he rose from his seat.  “Status report…”

The underling at the helm didn’t even look up from his console.  “The Lathal has sustained moderate damage, but they are still capable of fighting” he said.  “Eleven enemy targets remain, including the starbase.  We should be able to retrieve its computer core shortly.”

The deck rumbled slightly as three of the lowly Federation starships launched a brief assault on the Inkhezi.  Damage was obviously nominal, but Xi’Yor was displeased nonetheless.  His response was both quick and lethal:  “Destroy them.”

An instant later, a massive barrage of ragged blue phaser beams streaked across the viewscreen.  The offending Federation starships deftly maneuvered around the blasts, but Xi’Yor would not give up so easily—and the second barrage quickly did them.  He smiled as all three of them exploded in a crimson maelstrom of debris. 

 “Evasive maneuvers!”  Alan Christopher’s words ripped through the bridge like fire, but then again, with one of the Elorg warships looming directly ahead, now was not the time for calm.

Tapping frantically at the helm, Drayge’s deft fingers were little more than a blur as he input the maneuver into the computer.  Moments later, the stars on the view screen swerved hard to port, and the ship weaved out of harm’s way.  

Several blue phaser blasts quietly made their way into the corner of the view screen, and while most of them missed by a wide margin, several of them struck the one remaining Intrepid-class starship.  As the Starlight raced away, Christopher caught only a glimpse of the fiery demise suffered by that starship’s crew.  But now was not the time to dwell upon the dead—and eager to keep his mind elsewhere, Christopher turned to Bator.  “Status?” he called out.

“Shields are down to eighty-nine percent,” said the Phobian, “and every EPS conduit on deck six, section twelve has exploded.”

“Sick bay reports only one casualty,” added Keller.

At least there was some good news.  But as Starbase 204 crept into sight, it was obvious that the bad news far outweighed the good…

With fires and hull breaches consuming every millimeter of Starbase 204’s surface, the massive station at long last began to fracture.  Flames mushroomed through the docking ring, spewing glittering sparks and debris into space.  The command module blew away from the hull, the subspace antennas shattered… And Xi’Yor knew it was time. Without even consulting his computer or his officers, he sat back in his command chair to give the battle’s final order: “Energize!”

A massive wall of flame ripped through the center of the station, and the ensuing ball of fire ensured the battle was over.  The entire starbase exploded, sending a massive shockwave into space.  Escape pods were tossed around like pebbles, and even the Inkhezi felt the blast—but the mission was accomplished.

“We’ve got their computer core,” called one of the underlings a moment later.

Normally, Xi’Yor would have stayed to finish the job—after all, there were still plenty of targets left on the battlefield.  But there were still many problems back on Kalidar that needed his attention, including the lowly Underling Hajal—and since he was eager to interrogate the Cerebrate’s would-be assassin, the Federation would get a break today…  Moments later, Xi’Yor gave the order to retreat.

CAPTAIN’S LOG, SUPPLEMENTAL:  With the help of the surviving starships, the Starlight has secured the Theta Minsar System.  Unfortunately, the Elorg beat us to the punch yet again.  And while I am happy to report casualties were fairly light, the Elorg managed to destroy eight starships and Starbase 204 before retreating.  They have us on the run, and unless the Federation can get its act together, skirmishes like this are only going to become more commonplace…

After finishing his log entry, Alan helped Erin tuck Angela into bed and then hit the shower.  Warfare was dirty work, and even though there wasn’t much filth on his body, Alan nevertheless felt dirty.  And while it would never fully clear Alan’s memory of the many battles he endured, the sonic shower would at least wash those unpleasant memories into a place far, far away.  Then he could sleep at night—and sleep was an absolute necessity, for there were many, many trials to come…

On the other side of the ship, Lucas Tompkins was preparing for a quiet night of his own.  But instead of reading the latest technical manuals or dreaming of getting some bedroom action, the Starlight’s chief engineer found himself perusing some of the available positions that just might require his expertise.

He felt a bit guilty at first.  After all, the Starlight had been his home for seven years… But Ryan had been right—his growth as an individual had reached a standstill.  It was time for a change…  He just needed the courage to see that change through to the end.  And so, his research continued…

As pair of large metallic doors clanked shut behind him, Overseer Xi’Yor’s eyes peered into the darkness for his prisoner.  It took a moment, but he could just barely see Underling Hajal, strapped to hard, metallic chair, writhing in his restraints.  But suddenly, a set of intense white spotlights sliced through the darkness and shined down upon the pathetic Underling.
“I know the Breen sent you to assassinate Ra’thenn,” said Xi’Yor, circling his prisoner like a vulture.  “I know that Zeratul was involved… and I know that you are not going to leave this room alive.  Now, if you would like to make your death a simple one, you must simply tell me everything you know about Zeratul…  His allies.  His location.  Everything.”

As far as Xi’Yor was concerned, it was a simple request that required no consideration; answer the questions, and die quickly.  But the prisoner was apparently eager for a long, excruciating demise—and that suited Xi’Yor just fine.

He smiled thinly, and stepped into the searing circle of white light.  “According to your military records, you currently reside with your family on Salturis V.  A world heavily populated by the Breen, if memory serves…”

And Xi’Yor’s memory was not faulty.  He had inspected those records himself.  Salturis V was an ancient Breen colony, dating back thousands of years—and to this day, more than ninety-five percent of its denizens were Breen.

Until today.

Xi’Yor brought his ashen lips to the underling’s ear.  “I must inform you Hajal, that because the Breen sent you to assassinate Ra’thenn, every last city on Salturis V has been eliminated.”

The news brought an incredible look of horror to Hajal’s face.  He shook his head to refute the claim, but in his heart, he knew Xi’Yor spoke the truth.

“Seven hundred million dead,” said Xi’Yor flatly.  “It was most unfortunate, but we had to demonstrate to the Breen that their insolence would not be tolerated…  And if you do not begin to cooperate, Hajal, I don’t have any qualms about eliminating seven hundred million more.  The Breen are second-class citizens as far as I am concerned.”

The seven hundred million did not particularly faze Hajal—so much death was little more than a statistic to most Elorg, and Xi’Yor had known that coming in to the interrogation.  But he did what he could to deconstruct his prisoner’s psyche, and that was a fairly decent beginning.   But it was not nearly enough.

Xi’Yor retreated into the darkness and tapped a short sequence of commands into the panel near the wall.  The doors clanked open with a mechanical symphony, and a small boy, no more than three years old, stood at the shadowy threshold.

Now Hajal was concerned, for he instantly recognized the child.  “My son!” he nervously exclaimed.  “What is he doing here?”

“Dying.”  Xi’Yor hastily ushered the boy inside.  “And since you are apparently fond of the jen’talak…” The High Overseer wandered over to the small desk in the corner of the chamber, where more than a dozen of the ancient weapons were stacked.  Without much regard for the blades, he pulled one from the pile and then returned to the young child’s side.  

And at long last, the child suspected something was wrong.  Tears streaming down his face, the child began to run away, but Xi’Yor’s hand was already around the boy’s neck.  The Overseer quickly hefted the pathetic child into the air and easily pinned him to the wall with one hand.  Then, he raised the jen’talak and drove the jagged blade through the boy’s chest.

Bones snapped.

Organs exploded.

And blood dripped down the wall as the weapon drilled into the wall.

The child expelled a few ear-piercing screams before death finally claimed him… and then Xi’Yor turned his wicked, malevolent gaze back upon Hajal.  The underling was fighting back tears of sadness and anger—and Xi’Yor suspected he might be a bit more willing to talk.  “The rest of your family is waiting outside,” said the Overseer, just in case Hajal was hoping to continue his defiance.  “So perhaps now you would like to speak of Zeratul?”

Hajal peered solemnly at his son’s lifeless dangling upon the jen’talak’s sharp blade.  Brimming with dozens of emotions, he pulled in a lungful of air… and spit in Xi’Yor’s face.

Wiping the stringy spittle from his brow, Xi’Yor retreated a few steps.  “As you wish…” He grabbed another jen’talak from the table and then summoned another member of the Underling’s family…

One way or another, Xi’Yor would have his answers.

• • •
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