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Prologue

PERSONAL LOG, STARDATE 76002.8:  More than a week has passed since the Elorg attack, and the universe is holding its breath, waiting, like the rest of us, for reality to sink in…

The past seven days have been little more than a blur—a surreal sequence of disjointed events that seem so very far removed from reality that none of it seems possible.

Every time I glimpse the blackened and charred remains of Sydney, or hear of the unfathomable death toll, I want to blink my tired eyes and awaken from this terrible nightmare, but to no avail…  Those haunting images remain, emblazoned into my memory for all of eternity—they are the first thing I think about when I wake up in the morning, and the last lucid thoughts that cross my mind before I go to sleep each night.  Perhaps one day, those sullen memories will fade…   But some how, I very much doubt it.  After all, if we do not remember the past, we are doomed to repeat it.

Standing beneath the somber ashen clouds on a bleak and dreary field near the remains of Sydney, Australia, Doctor Sarah Hartman peered into her medical tricorder’s vast database for the information she required.  Under normal circumstances, the simple task usually yielded quick results—a diagnosis, the name of a medication or treatment… It was as mundane a task as one could imagine.  Today, however, was anything but normal.

The brusque January breeze was acrid, filled with tiny particles of dust and the vile, unmistakable stench of death.  No sunlight penetrated the thick deck of roiling clouds; no birds chirped in the nearby trees… The only reality that existed upon this barren plain was a deathly, bone-chilling silence.

Sarah Hartman waited, her blank gaze fixed upon the blinking tricorder…

And she waited.

And waited.

The seconds passed into minutes.  The minutes into hours…  The hours into days… And so on, and so forth, until it seemed an eternity had passed on the dark, dreary plain.  It was then, and only then, did Sarah Hartman get her answer.  Emitting a soft and gentle bleep, the tricorder produced little more than two small pieces of text: Morgan Welsh.

The words blinked on the tricorder screen for only a moment before a more detailed compilation of the data flitted across the screen.  At one point in time, Morgan Welsh had been a beautiful young lady, thirty-three years of age… she was a schoolteacher from Alpha Centauri, recently married… But now she was dead, and her remains—little more than an arm and parts of a head and torso—sat upon the grassy plains near Sydney.

Sarah Hartman solemnly placed a simple marker near the body for identification purposes, and then pulled a pale white sheet over the broken remains.  It flailed in the acrid breeze for a single moment of defiance, but an instant later, calm was restored.  Hartman allowed herself a brief moment to compose her thoughts and then moved onto the next white sheet down the line…

The line that stretched well beyond the dark horizon, flanked on either side by row after row after row of additional bodies…

It is often difficult to understand why certain things must happen.  If we were destined to endure this suffering, it is a certainty there was a reason behind it—the fates do not unleash their fury without cause.

There are some who say the attack was little more than an act of vengeance, the Elorg’s response to defeat in the Great War that ended nearly two years ago.  But the sentiment is nothing more than a substitution for the truth...

For many centuries, whenever the hand of fate dealt a fatal blow, certain factions would come forth with a simple theory, like revenge, to explain away the entire situation.  And for just as many centuries, people have embraced these simple theories—not because they were satisfied it was truth, but because they were eager for a simple solution to a very complex equation… and because they were all of them afraid the actual truth would be far less appealing.

“Two million dead.”  The vile words fell from Talyere Rosat’s ashen lips like poison—a sinister, rotten poison.  “Two million…”

Even from his quarters, thousands of kilometers above the Earth’s surface, the destruction was evident.  A black cloud—a poisonous cloud—hung ominously over the island continent of Australia, and in his mind’s eye, Talyere could see the death and destruction that lingered below.  Buildings fell.  Lives shattered.  The universe changed.  The universe was poisoned…

Poison.

Talyere clenched his fists.  Instinct demanded he storm off and do something to avenge those who had fallen, but he could not move.  His guilty eyes were glued to the destruction below.  The destruction that he himself had caused…

There was little doubt that the wretched Overseer Xi'Yor had masterminded the plot.  Over the years, Talyere had spent enough time with Xi'Yor to know that he did not take well to defeat.  The very moment the Elorg War came to a close two years ago, a small part of Talyere knew that Xi'Yor would strike back.  It hadn’t been prophecy, but it was a very, very strong suspicion.

But instead of acting upon that suspicion, Talyere did nothing.  He sat comfortably aboard the Starlight, lost in meditation on some strange and fruitless search for clarity.  He dined with his friends, had a good old time… He even allied himself with Xi'Yor for a short while after the massacre in the Beremar System!

And all the while, Overseer Xi'Yor had been plotting his next move—but even when confronted with this information, Talyere did nothing.  He could have joined with Underling Tassadar and led the promised army of light into battle against Xi'Yor.  He could have taken the actions necessary to prevent the attack on Earth.  He could have…

Instead, Talyere simply fretted about his destiny, stood by, and allowed Xi'Yor to strike.  As a result, his hands were soiled with the blood of two million people—and he was just as guilty, just as poisoned as Xi'Yor…

There was but a single, saving grace…

Talyere was the Chosen One.  The handpicked successor to the former Cerebrate Z’danorax…  It was his divine right to stand up and lead the Elorg Bloc, to lift the poison from their minds.  He was the antidote to the vile plague that was Xi'Yor—and it mattered not what immense obstacles stood in his way, come hell or high water, the plague of death would be purged.

His burning orange eyes lingered the blackened and charred remains of Sydney, Australia for only a moment longer.  Talyere knew that staring at the destruction—dwelling upon Xi'Yor’s treachery—would do little to further the cause.  “The time for destiny has arrived,” he said, his voice brimming with determination.  And on that stern note, Talyere Rosat turned his back to the death and destruction that had befallen planet Earth and marched on toward his destiny…

War may sometimes be a necessary evil.  But no matter how necessary, it is always an evil, never a good.  We will never learn to live together in peace as long as we are killing each other’s children.

The conflict with the Elorg has endured for many years.  In the beginning, it seemed like a necessary evil, but in retrospect, it was as unnecessary a conflict as any other.  We fight the Elorg because we hate them.  We hate the Elorg because we do not know them… and we do not know the Elorg because we hate them.  It is a terrible, terrible cycle…  But every cycle is meant to be broken.

Warfare may bring about a temporary pause in the violence, but any peace that is forced upon a population with weapons is doomed to failure from the outset.  It is only in the darkest of hours, when the weapons have fallen silent, that the true harbinger of change can be heard above the cries of war…

Hope.

Soon, this magnificent Phoenix will rise from the ashes.  Soon, the universe will be reborn.  Soon we will come to know peace.

But until that day comes, I will hold my breath with the rest of the silent universe… and hope…

“Mommy!  Mommy!  Look!”

Moving as fast as her little feet could take her, Angela Christopher excitedly raced across the living room with a colorful piece of drawing paper in hand.  Once she reached the sleek desk where her Mommy sat, Angela happily submitted the piece of paper for inspection.

At long last finished with her log entry, Erin Keller quickly deactivated the computer terminal and accepted her little girl’s most recent piece of artwork—a simple, but brightly colored landscape.  A happy yellow sun shined down upon a grove of smiling green and purple trees.  Dozens of pink and orange flowers filled the foreground, and single, puffy cloud floated in deep blue skies.

Hopping around beside the desk, Angela excitedly waited for an opinion.  “Do you like it, Mommy?  I worked extra hard on it for you!”

Erin suddenly felt an odd sensation, one she hadn’t felt for an eternity…  a feeling of happiness.  It started off as little more than a notion, a tiny pang that barely filled the void in her soul—but with each moment that passed, the pure innocence radiating from Angela’s happy face brought a tingly feeling into Erin’s heart.  She was alive, and for the first time in a week, she knew it.  

The subsequent smile that crossed Erin’s face was undeniable.  “I love it, Sweetie!  That’s a very good picture!”

Angela’s bright blue eyes filled with joy.  She excitedly hopped up and down, doing a gleeful little dance to celebrate her accomplishment.  It was the highlight of the day in her magical little world…  And Erin was determined to make sure nothing undermined that happiness—because Angela and her happy dreams were the future.  She had to keep the hope alive…

Chapter One

Cerebrate Ra’thenn did not enjoy addressing the Conclave of Overseers.  In fact, it was probably the most dreadful of his many responsibilities.  Though he was once a powerful Overseer, Ra’thenn had never been much of a diplomat; he preferred to conduct negotiations with weapons instead of words.  It was far simpler that way, and he didn’t have to waste precious time listening to the inane opinions on the opposing side.  After all, if the opposition had a valid opinion, there would be no need for conflict or negotiation to begin with.

Much to Ra’thenn’s chagrin, a disruptor was not considered a valid weapon within the hallowed halls of the Dryad Citadel.  Words were the weapons of choice inside the shimmering ivory towers…  But of course, if those precious words failed, weapons could very easily rectify any differences of opinion.  It was Ra’thenn’s hope, however, that he would not have to terminate many of the Conclave members on this day.

Most of the delegates were already assembled in the Great Hall, patiently waiting for the Cerebrate to speak.  They sat in the countless tiers surrounding the main floor, all of them engaged in polite, utterly banal conversations.  For the time being, they were oblivious to Ra’thenn—who sat quietly in his throne, simply waiting for the remaining few Overseers to arrive—but when the time came for him to speak, they would undoubtedly listen.

Xi'Yor was nowhere to be found.  Ra’thenn had personally searched the Citadel several times in search of his second-in-command, but to no avail.  It was possible the High Overseer returned to the Inkhezi to supervise repairs, but that seemed unlikely given the magnitude of this conference.  Xi’Yor would want to see the fruits of his labor—but if the High Overseer did not show his face soon, Ra’thenn would have no choice but to proceed without him.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ra’thenn glimpsed the last of the Overseers wandering into the Citadel.  It took them but a few moments to get settled, and with everyone finally in place, the conversations seemed to conclude, leaving the cavernous Great Hall in silence.  In his mind, Ra’thenn knew that now was the time to act.  Xi'Yor would simply have to add his thoughts at a later date.

Pulling in a deep lungful of the tepid air, it took Ra’thenn only a moment to compose his thoughts.  Once his nerves were calmed and he felt confident he could address the Conclave without fail, he gracefully rose from his lavish obsidian throne and descended the short flight of stairs that led him into the heart of the Great Hall.

Roused by their divine leader’s grandiose entrance, the overseers began to cheer and applaud, happily welcoming their most cherished hero back from the frontlines.  Ra’thenn’s pallid lips formed a faint smile as he accepted the praise—but as his crimson eyes scanned the jubilant crowd, it did not take long for the Cerebrate to spot the thorn in his bed of roses.

It was Artanis, one of the lowly Breen overseers.  And instead of cheering his beloved Cerebrate and showering him with praise, Artanis simply stood with his arms folded, glowering…

Ra’thenn did not dare allow his displeasure to show; he could not allow even a single moment of weakness to penetrate his divine mythos.  He was the Cerebrate, after all, the ethereal embodiment of the Elorg Bloc.  He had no faults, no foibles—he was perfection, whether Artanis chose to believe it or not.

Quickly, Ra’thenn averted his eyes, and stepped into the faint circle of light beating down upon the Elorg emblem carved into the ivory floor.  “Today is a great day for the Elorg Bloc,” said Ra’thenn to the enthusiastic throngs.  “At long last, the day of reckoning has come to pass!  Our quest for vengeance has been satisfied, and the Federation has paid dearly for the war that claimed so many of our brethren.

“More than fifty Federation and Romulan vessels were destroyed in the battle, with dozens of additional ships heavily damaged.  Seven of Earth’s cities were razed to the ground, claiming more than two million lives—a number that is revised upward with each moment that passes.  And of course, fear has touched every single planet within the wretched Federation.  At long last, they have come to know the wrath of the Elorg Bloc…”

More applause, more cheers…  

Prior to the attack, many of those cheering Overseers had expressed doubts about the attack.  In fact, they had expressed doubts about Ra’thenn himself—for many months, his impressive military record was the only thing keeping political anarchy at bay.  The Conclave knew Ra’thenn’s political knowledge was lacking, but they harbored enough trust in his other abilities to overlook his lack of leadership.  And now that honor and dignity had been restored to the Elorg Bloc, all those grievances were forgiven.

Ra’thenn was the Cerebrate, divine and undisputed leader of the Elorg Bloc—and as those wondrous thoughts crossed his mind, Ra’thenn’s smile widened.

With her medical tricorder in hand, Sarah Hartman crept through the dilapidated remains of Sydney, Australia.  The dank, hazy air was still thick with soot and debris and saturated with the acrid stench of death—it had been a disenchanting welcome into the city seven days ago, and even now it sent a chill down her spine.

While she and Alan Christopher (and occasionally a few other crewmembers) had been coming to the surface in search of survivors, with each day that passed, it became obvious that they would find death far more common than anything else…

Each step into the putrid wasteland was a struggle; Hartman’s booted foot crunched a good four or five inches into the smoldering, flaky ash, constantly kicking up plumes of black dust and debris.  “This is unreal,” she whispered as her team wandered past the mangled mess of twisted metal beams that once constituted a building.  And while she was the only one to verbalize her discontent, Hartman knew that she was not alone in her feeling.

She trudged a bit further into the ruined city.  According to her tricorder, she stood near the very heart of the metropolis; a week ago, that would have meant a bustling cityscape filled with elegant skyscrapers and wandering pedestrians, but now, the tallest structures were now blackened, smoldering shells of their former selves… and all of the pedestrians were apparently dead.

“I’m still not detecting any life signs,” whispered Christopher, as he came up alongside Hartman.  He gently tapped the side of his blinking tricorder, hoping it might encourage the data to change, but there was no effect.

In some dark corner in the back of her mind, Hartman knew that they had pulled the last of the living bodies from the debris days ago.  It had been more than a week since the attack—and Hartman knew better than most that it was virtually impossible to survive more than a couple of days without food or water…

But without fail, Hartman and her comrades marched into the morbid graveyard each and every day.  She didn’t exactly know what compelled her to do so; after all, there were a thousand things she’d rather be doing— that needed doing—in sickbay.  Occasionally, she would actually try to get those tasks done, but it did not take long for her interest to fade.

While she was sitting comfortably in her office, glancing at medical reports or cataloging cortical analeptics, billions of people on the planet below were struggling to comprehend the incredible loss of life.  Somehow, it just felt wrong to indulge in something as inane as a status report when entire families were left wondering if a loved one was alive.  Or injured.  Or dead…

So the status reports waited.  The cortical analeptics remained unsorted.  And Sarah Hartman ventured to the surface each and every day.  She knew she wouldn’t be saving many lives—if any—but if she could give a grieving family some closure, it would be well worth her time and effort.

Today, however, seemed like it might be a waste of time.  Hartman didn’t know how many hours had passed since she and Christopher started wandering the myriad streets of Sydney, but if the charred street sign lying in the street was to be believed, they had been walking for quite some time.  “Pyrmont Street…”

Christopher glanced at the map on his tricorder to confirm their whereabouts.  “We’re in the center of town.”  With his free hand, he gestured toward the mountain of rubble in the distance.  “The Exhibition Centre is right over there…”

Not long ago, the Exhibition Centre had been a glittering ivory pearl along the shores of Darling Harbor, an incredibly modern facility filled with exhibition halls, ballrooms, and banquet halls.  But now it was little more than a dilapidated mountain of black and twisted metal, forever lost in a sea of doom.

Hartman shook her head in disbelief.  “How could somebody do this?” she wondered aloud, her voice echoing ominously in the putrid air.

“Xi'Yor is a very dangerous person,” said Christopher softly.

“He’s not a person,” Hartman quickly interjected.  “You should have killed him when you had the chance.”

Almost two years ago, Christopher had his golden opportunity to rid the universe of Xi'Yor once and for all.  Locked in mortal combat with the dreaded overseer on the barren plains of Ciden II, it would have taken Christopher but an instant to end Xi'Yor’s life.  But when their struggle finally came to an end, the Captain hesitated—and Xi'Yor lived to see another day.

 “A very large part of me regrets letting him live,” said Christopher quietly.  “But if I had killed Xi'Yor back then, that would have meant sacrificing everything I believed in.  I would have become just as evil as him…”

Hartman shook her head.  “Are your morals worth two million lives?”

He didn’t answer.  Instead, he focused on the task at hand—surveying the terrain. The light from his beacon slowly crept across the dusty terrain, and Hartman looked on with relative disinterest; she was more interesting in hearing Christopher’s reply.  It was an unfair question, since he couldn’t have known what Xi'Yor was ultimately planning, but… 

The beam of hazy light suddenly swept across a small mound of debris that just didn’t seem to fit in with its surroundings.  Hartman’s eyes studied it for a long moment before deciding that it was worthy of her attention.  It was a small pile, mostly crumbled bricks and mortar, with some sort of drab and ragged fabric poking through in places.  It was probably nothing more than the remains of a flag or something, but curiosity demanded a closer inspection.

Grabbing Christopher’s arm before he could wander too far in the opposite direction, Hartman slowly started to trudge through the sooty debris.  

“What is it?” asked Christopher as he adjusted his course.  “I’m not picking up anything on my tricorder…”

Hartman motioned toward the debris.  Now that she was a bit closer, it was obvious there was something under that pile.  “Might be a body under there,” she whispered.

Each step forward was a struggle.  Flecks of wispy ash mushroomed into the air with each labored footfall.  The soot was six, perhaps seven inches deep, and littered with glittering shards of metal.  And the air… the dank, hazy air was thick with the acrid stench of death.  Gritty dust particles fell like a heavy snow, and it stuck to everything.  Hartman’s uniform was coated gray, her skin was pallid, and the stray locks of hair that fell into her face were equally dismal.  And the grit was ceaseless in its assault; it seemed to penetrate every orifice on Hartman’s body.   Her mouth was full of grit, her nostrils clogged, and her eyes were itchy and dry.

Christopher had not fared much better.  His bright turquoise eyes had dulled considerably, and his sandy blonde hair was now one of a thousand shades of gray.  He trudged along through the dust storm like a zombie until finally he stood beside the debris in question.

The storm had already coat a fair amount of the fabric in a layer of dust, but now that she stood beside it, Hartman could easily pick out the muted shades of pink and purple.  It was unlike any flag she had ever seen, which meant it was probably not a flag…

Carefully, Hartman crouched down beside the exposed fabric and brushed aside some of the dust.  The wispy cloud roiled away in the gentle breeze, revealing just enough of the fabric for Hartman to make a diagnosis.  “It’s a dress…”

A raw lump crawled into Hartman’s throat as she swept more of the vile dust from the mound.  She saw nothing of consequence at first, but gradually, she began to uncover the delicate body of a little girl no more than four years old.  Wrapped in her pretty pink dress and still clutching a tattered teddy bear in her tiny hands, the girl was the sweetest thing—but the look of terror forever etched into the girl’s delicate face was heart wrenching.

Christopher choked back tears.  “That could have been Angela,” he said, brushing a lock of hair from the girl’s terrified face.  “She wanted to visit the zoo, you know.”

Hartman swallowed, forcing the lump in her throat back into her queasy stomach.  Words, however, were nowhere to be found.  She simply stared at the tiny, broken body, shaking her sullen head…

“What were you doing here?”  Christopher quietly inquired.  A single tear rolled down the size of his face, pelting the silent girl’s sooty dress a moment later.  “Were you visiting the zoo with your family?”

The girl said nothing, and moments later, a faint gust of wind rolled through the area, picking up the uppermost layer of dust and whipping it around the barren wasteland.  Hartman tried to shield the little girl from the maelstrom, but to no avail; the elusive dust penetrated her body shield, and blanketed the girl’s body once more.

As the wind died down, Hartman worked frantically to free the rest of the girl’s body from the dusty tomb, but it seemed to matter how much of the dust she shoved aside, there was always more to replace it.

“No,” said Christopher abruptly.

Hartman paused.  “You want me to stop?”

He shook his head.  “You asked if my morals are worth two million lives…”

“And?”

“They’re not.”

And the dust fell upon the ashen wasteland…

 • • •

“Where were you?”

At the sound of Ra’thenn’s perturbed voice, High Overseer Xi'Yor looked up from the ancient, yellowed pages of The Tome of Na’zar.  He smiled thinly.  “Here,” he said simply.

Without invitation, Ra’thenn stepped into Xi'Yor’s private chambers and approached the sleek ivory desk where the Overseer conducted his studies.  “I checked this room three times,” said Ra’thenn sternly.  “You were not present.”

Given the angered look etched into Ra’thenn’s face, it was obvious the Cerebrate expected an answer—but Xi'Yor could only produce a faint chuckle for his divine and ethereal leader.  “Your concern is poignant, Ra’thenn.  If you show such grandiose concern for all your subjects, the ignorant masses will be groveling at your feet in no time…”

Ra’thenn’s eyes glinted with fury.  “The denizens of the Elorg Bloc already respect me.  It would be wise of you to do the same, Overseer.”  He placed a stern fist on the edge of the desk and undoubtedly assumed the action would send tremors into Xi'Yor’s heart. 

Xi'Yor, however, was not moved by the display.  “Do not allow of that respect to deceive you, Ra’thenn.  No matter what your loyal subjects believe, you are still little more than my pawn.”

“They love me!”  Ra’thenn’s fist clenched.  “I am their Cerebrate!”

“Yes,” said Xi'Yor, nodding malevolently.  “Yes, you are.  And if you would like to maintain that lofty position, I would suggest you do exactly as I say.”

Ra’thenn’s ashen lips immediately parted to deliver his protest, but before a single word was uttered, thoughts of Overseer Fel’duin—and her unfortunate demise—began to cross his racing mind.  Not wanting a repeat of that unfortunate scenario, Ra’thenn quickly molded his protest into something more diplomatic.  “With all due respect, Xi'Yor, I believe that I should have at least some input.”

Flipping through the ragged pages of Nazar’s ancient tome, Xi'Yor shook his head.  “Your input is not required,” he assured the Cerebrate.  “I have everything under control.  Our ascension has only just begun; before long, we will emerge from the shadows of our once great empire, and reclaim our rightful place in the universe.  The Federation will be destroyed—and the Elorg Bloc will be restored.”

Black blood oozed from Ra’thenn’s clenched fist.  Slowly, the Cerebrate opened his hand, revealing the four bloody pits carved into his palm.  “How much more blood must we shed to attain your vision?”

“My vision?”  Xi'Yor’s eyes widened as he gestured toward the yellowed pages before him.  “It is our divine right to reclaim the Bloc!”

Ra’thenn raised a dismissive hand.  “To reclaim the Bloc, yes…” He brought himself closer to the ancient tome.  “But perhaps you could enlighten me, and reveal the sections that sanction our conquest of the Federation?”

Not wanting Ra’thenn’s vile germs to taint the sacred tome, Xi'Yor hastily pulled the book from the table.  “The Federation must fall,” he hissed.  “If we leave them alone, they will continually work to undermine our efforts.”

“But they do not fall within our sphere of interest,” Ra’thenn reminded.  “Once we have returned to the Homeworld, we will never have to deal with them again!”

The sentiment was quite possibly the most inane Xi'Yor’s ears had ever heard.  But in retrospect, Ra’thenn was still young and still very naïve; the larger scope of the universe was still unbeknownst to him.  “The Federation is not a stagnant empire.  It will continue to grow for centuries to come, and at some point in the future, it will fall within our sphere of interest and by that time, our tactical advantages over it may have waned.”

“That could be decades away,” sighed Ra’thenn.  “We have plenty of time to prepare for their invasion.  The Conclave of Overseers will undoubtedly agree with me.”

The Conclave was irrelevant in Xi'Yor’s opinion—but if that was the game Ra’thenn wanted to play, then Xi'Yor was all for it.  “So you will convince the Conclave to restore the Elorg Homeworld?”

“Yes.”

“So that leaves but a single enigma,” said Xi'Yor. “Where is the Homeworld?”

Ra’thenn’s eyes widened with rampant confusion.  “I… I do not know,” he stammered a moment later.

Xi'Yor grinned deviously.  He casually hefted The Tome of Na’zar onto the ivory desktop and resumed his work.  “Learn,” he instructed.  “And in the interim, we shall endeavor to raze the Federation to the ground…”

Chapter Two

A few days ago, the town of Marshallberg, North Carolina was barely a speck on the map.  The average person knew nothing of the tiny town.  It was not a major tourist destination, nor did it possess any extraordinary landmarks or geological features.  A few days ago, it was just another simple town, going through the motions of the daily routine with ease.

That was a few days ago…

Today, the blackened and charred remains of an Elorg warship loomed ominously in the center of the once bustling town.  In the warship’s wake, a massive streak of destruction stretched all the way to shore; anything and everything that had been in the vessel’s path was destroyed.  Hundreds of trees were uprooted, dozens of homes were leveled, and an even greater number of lives were destroyed.

Situated upon a wooden deck attached to one of the luckier homes, Admiral Kathryn stood in silent observation of the incredible sight.  In the back of her mind, she knew that this was only a fraction of the devastation—a mere sampling of the chaos the Elorg brought to the Earth on that fateful day of infamy.  The destruction in Sydney was a thousand times worse than the swath of destruction cut into this sandy shore—but this… this was bad enough.

Resting her hands on the deck’s smooth wooden rail, Janeway expelled a weary sigh.  “I never thought I’d see the day, Tuvok…”

The Vulcan Ambassador stood stoically at Janeway’s side, his hands folded behind his back.  “Indeed, this is a most unfortunate turn of events.”  On the surface, he seemed calm as ever; the average passerby would never suspect him of otherwise—but having known Tuvok for more than twenty years, Janeway could sense his distress.  And a distressed Vulcan was bad news for just about everyone.

“We thought we were invincible,” said Janeway, her silvery hair blowing in the wind.  “We handled the Borg, the Breen, and every other threat that came this way over the past three centuries…  When we learned of the pending Elorg attack, a lot of us simply assumed that we would somehow win.”

“If there is one human trait I cannot understand, it is the constant desire to make irrational assumptions,” Tuvok replied.  “Instead of focusing on factual evidence, I have noticed that humans have a constant tendency to make illogical, and often outlandish, predictions that are based upon little more than circumstantial evidence.  It is baffling, to say the least.”

Janeway chuckled faintly.  “Nobody ever said that understanding humanity was easy,” she quipped, gently patting the Vulcan on the back.  “In fact, I like to think that curiosity about the future is one of humanity’s more endearing qualities.  Only this time… we were a little too complacent for our own good.” 

That would certainly change.  Plans for a counterstrike against the Elorg had already begun to surface at Starfleet Command.  Janeway herself had been personally involved in a few of those planning meetings, but to the best of her knowledge, nothing had been decided upon just yet.  There was still plenty of evidence—circumstantial and otherwise—to sort through before any sort of decision was made.  Only this time, that complacent sense of invincibility was nowhere to be found.

The gentle hum of a transporter beam suddenly floated in the wind.  Janeway glanced up to see a pillar of azure light shimmering near the overgrown shrubberies at the bottom of the deck.  She immediately recognized Commander Matthew Harrison amidst the swirls of glittering light.

“Commander,” she called a moment later, abandoning her position atop the deck to greet Harrison at the stairs.  “I’m glad you could make it.”

“I got here as quickly as possible,” said Harrison from the bottom step.  “What has transpired?”

Janeway gestured to the swath of destruction bisecting Marshallberg.  “Among other things…”

Harrison quickly turned on his heel to see the damage for himself—and his jaw nearly hit the ground when he gazed upon the overturned warship sitting in the center of town.  “Casualties?”

“Nine.”  There was a single shred of good news to come out of Marshallberg in recent days, and that was it.  “We were lucky.  It could have been a lot worse…” Like in Sydney.

“The Elorg did not fare as well,” noted Tuvok a moment later.  “Nine hundred forty-seven dead, over a thousand wounded…”

“We’ve secured most of the prisoners at a temporary penal colony outside Wilmington,” said Janeway.  “Starfleet Intelligence is currently interviewing the lot of them, but as I understand it, most of the higher-ranking members of the crew were killed when the ship crashed into Marshallberg.”

Harrison nodded his understanding, but Janeway could see curiosity glinting in his pale brown eyes.  He wanted to know what he was doing here.

“I don’t want a repeat of the incident at J’larre,” said Janeway, her voice barely a whisper.

Again, Harrison nodded, but enlightenment had yet to reach his mind.  “With all due respect, Admiral… what does this have to do with the likes of me?  I played but a small role in that incident…  You should speak with Captain Christopher or Lieutenant Bator; you may find them infinitely more helpful than I.”

Janeway nodded politely.  “I fully intend to speak with both of them,” she said.  “But for this mission, I wanted you, specifically.”

Harrison’s eyes widened.  “Mission?”

Janeway started to speak, but the words died in her throat when distant voices began to carry in the gentle breeze.  She paused and hastily scanned the area, immediately spotting an elderly couple walking along the beach, chattering away as they pointed at the dark behemoth in the center of town.

“Shall I apprehend them?” asked Tuvok, already reaching for his phaser.  Despite his promotion to Ambassador, in his heart, Tuvok would always be a security officer.

Though Janeway couldn’t make out the details of the conversation, her gut instinct told her the elderly pair posed little threat to security.  Even so, Marshallberg was now a restricted area; civilians would not be allowed near the city until the Elorg warship’s hulk was removed.  “Don’t detain them, Tuvok… Just warn them away.”

The Vulcan Ambassador nodded his understanding and hastily made his departure, leaving Janeway to her conversation with Harrison.  She slowly returned to her position atop the deck—and though he hesitated for a moment, Harrison eventually followed.

“J’larre was a wakeup call for the Federation,” said Janeway quietly.  “But we slept in…  And now two million people are dead because of it.”

“Captain Christopher intended to expose the Federation’s subterfuge when the Starlight returned to Earth a few weeks ago,” said Harrison.  “But President Makar was already one step ahead of us…”

Janeway had been perusing the good Captain’s log entries in recent days.  He had accumulated some compelling evidence, including the prisoners retrieved from the Tethe-Alla System, but almost all of that evidence—including the prisoners—had somehow managed to disappear.  “Starfleet Intelligence can’t be trusted,” said Janeway.  “That’s why I wanted you, Commander.  I need somebody that I can trust to oversee the operations in Wilmington.”

“Of course,” said Harrison almost immediately.  “But if I may speak freely?”

Janeway nodded. 

“Why me?  Why not Captain Christopher or Lieutenant Bator?  Certainly they are more qualified than I…”

“Perhaps,” conceded Janeway.  “But they are too close to the situation; their objectivity might be clouded by personal feelings.”  Captain Christopher was very involved with the Elorg situation, and Bator was a member of Starfleet Intelligence.  It didn’t really matter how qualified they were, Janeway couldn’t afford to have a crisis in Wilmington.

“The Federation has been wrapping itself in secrets for the past fifty years,” said Janeway evenly.  “At first it was just a few little things—a cover-up here, a scandal there—it was simple housekeeping.  But then there was Cor Caroli V, the incident with the Ba’ku, the Founders’ disease, the Forcena System, the massacre in the Beremar System—the list goes on and on, and I’m afraid if it’s allowed to grow much longer, the whole of these secrets will be the Federation’s undoing.”

Harrison finally seemed to grasp the complexity of the situation.  “We cannot afford any more secrets,” he stated.  “When should I report for duty?”

“First thing tomorrow morning.”  Janeway smiled, and for the first time in a week, it felt like things were moving in the right direction.  It felt like the Federation would survive, and maybe even emerge from this tragedy a stronger, better organization.  Or this could be little more than the beginning of the end…

Only time would tell.

Refits were a wonderful thing.

Erin Keller hadn’t always believed in the sentiment, since they often yielded little in the way of actual improvements (the entire process was just a big headache, as far as she was concerned).  But as the doors to the Starlight’s new and improved astrometrics lab slid apart, she was definitely warming to the motto.

Over the course of the past several weeks, the engineers at McKinley Station worked tirelessly to upgrade many of the Starlight’s systems.  They started with the necessities: new phaser banks and ablative armor, but once that was completed, they went the extra mile, and completely renovated some of the ship’s facilities—astrometrics lab included.

The room was now a giant sphere, and the panoramic viewscreen that once filled much of the lab was expanded to encompass almost two-thirds of the giant curved wall.  Only the wall nearest the door remained exposed, but even that would soon to be fitted with brand new consoles and displays.

Keller took a few steps onto the narrow catwalk before her.  She was eager to explore all of the new technology in the heart of the lab, but when she approached the metallic railing, Keller couldn’t resist the temptation to peer over the edge—and it was a long way down.

There were a bunch of computer processors down below, as well as a few barely accessible workstations, and the holographic projectors needed to display some of the more complex celestial renderings.  All-in-all, nothing of interest…  Keller withdrew from the edge and crossed over to the circular platform in the dead center of the sphere.

Standing quietly at the expansive console therein was Neelar Drayge, diligently pecking away at the myriad controls before him.

Keller carefully gripped the cool, metallic and followed it to the Bolian’s position.  “Hey, Neelar,” she called out upon her approach.

Surprised by Keller’s words, Drayge’s head snapped upward.  “Erin!” he exclaimed.  “I wasn’t expecting you…”

Keller flashed her most charming grin.  “Well, I was expecting you…”

Neelar furrowed his brow.  “What?”

“I realize there is not a lot for you to do with the ship parked in orbit, but it’s still probably a good idea for you should still show up for duty.”  Keller wrapped a gentle arm around the Bolian’s shoulders.  “Don’t you think so?”

Surprise continued to linger on Drayge’s dumbfounded face.  “What time is it?” he asked.

“Sixteen-thirty hours,” said Erin.  “Your shift started an hour ago.”

His cheeks quickly flushed a darker shade of blue.  Drayge took pride in his punctuality, and despite its minor nature, this little incident undoubtedly shamed him.  He politely freed himself from Keller’s grasp and started to retreat.  “I’m sorry, Erin.  I must have lost track of time.”

Keller grabbed the Bolian’s arm before he could wander too far.  “It’s okay, Neelar.  You’re not in any sort of trouble.”

He feigned a smile.  “I didn’t think that I would be.  But still…  It’s been a long day.”

“It’s been a long couple of days,” Keller quickly clarified.  She had pulled more than her share of double shifts in recent days, and she suspected that she would pull a few more before things settled down—but none of that had kept her from reporting to duty on time.  “Is everything okay?  I mean… it’s not like you to lose track of time.  So… if there’s anything you want to talk about, I’m here for you.”

Neelar sighed, clearly troubled by his burdens—but it took him a long moment to admit those troubles to himself.  He hesitated, inching closer to the exit in a subconscious attempt to avoid discussion—but it was ultimately Erin’s reassuring smile that kept the Bolian firmly in place.  He retraced his steps to the console and expelled a long, nervous sigh.  “I can’t seem to contact Talyus…”

“When the Elorg attacked, they knocked out a lot of Europe’s communication network,” said Erin softly.  “Besides, when they attacked France, they didn’t even come close to hitting Paris.  I’m sure your brother is just fine!”

“I wish I shared your enthusiasm,” said Neelar, shaking his head.  “But the last time I talked to him, Taylus said something about visiting Australia for some sort of seminar.  I think he said he was going to be in Sydney…”

Erin’s heart skipped a beat.  With each hour that passed, the death toll in Sydney crept upward—and while there were survivors, most of them had already been accounted for.  It was unlikely they would find any more.  “Maybe he just got lost in the shuffle,” Erin suggested.  It was perhaps too optimistic an outlook, but she wasn’t about to give in to her fear.

“I’ve already checked every hospital and triage facility in Australia.”  He pulled a padd from his pocket for Erin’s inspection.  “Taylus wasn’t admitted to any of them.”

Erin declined the padd.  She trusted Neelar’s abilities, and felt it was unnecessary for her to double-check his work.  Besides, if she started pour over names, she suspected the entire situation just might become a bit too much for her to handle.  “So what were you hoping to do down here?”

“Lock onto his communicator.”  Neelar tapped a few quick commands into the interface, and moments later, the planet Earth swooped across the viewscreen.  It spun on its axis for a moment until Europe was in sight, and then a bright red frame highlighted Australia.  “It’s in the debris field—at the corner of Cathedral and Forbesst.”

“Maybe he dropped it?”

“Erin…” Neelar solemnly shook his head.  

There was definitely a point when Erin would concede defeat—and she had to admit, things certainly looked bleak for Neelar’s brother…  But she wasn’t about to give up just yet.  “Have any of the recovery teams found his body?”

“No.”

Erin gently pushed Neelar aside, allowing her more direct access to the workstation.  If there was one thing she missed about the old lab, it was the expansive workspace they had.  This platform was just too small!  But at least it functioned well.  After only a few seconds of work, the simulation zoomed in on Sydney’s blackened and charred remains.  The computer hastily transposed a blue ring around the city’s edge, and another smaller ring a bit closer to downtown.  Finally, a pair of little red brackets highlighted the corner of Cathedral and Forbesst in the eastern suburb of Woolloomooloo.  It fell right in the center of the two blue rings.

“Recovery teams have already canvassed that area,” said Keller as she looked at the display. “They didn’t find any Bolian remains.”

That was definitely good news, but… somehow it didn’t feel that great.  A cloud of doubt still hung overhead, and until there was some concrete evidence, that cloud would continue to rain on Neelar’s parade.

“Well, if it’s any consolation, I know what you’re going through,” Erin softly stated.  “I’ve lost a lot of close friends over the years—including my brother.  So… if you ever want to talk about it… You know where to find me.”

And for the first time, Neelar cracked a genuine smile.  “Thank you.”

Chapter Three

“You are going to get us terminated!”

A modest look upon his face, Overseer Artanis glanced up from his steaming bowl of tipa stew, his gaze immediately falling upon Overseer Zeratul.  “I will do no such thing,” he calmly stated.  “Everything is under control.”

The assurances, however, did little to convince Zeratul.  He shifted uncomfortably in his seat—and though he made a valiant effort to look at ease—it was likely obvious to everyone in the café that he was upset.  “You openly defied the Cerebrate at yesterday’s assembly!”

Blowing a breath of cool air upon his soup, Artanis nodded his agreement.  He had to admit, at the very least, Zeratul was an observant young man, if not an ambitious one.  “We agreed to defy the Cerebrate, did we not?  Or was I having an hallucination?”

Zeratul picked at his plate of greens, but his nerves kept him from actually eating anything.  “We agreed in principal to rid ourselves of the Cerebrate, yes.  But I am rather certain that all parties involved agreed that the time to act had not yet arrived.”

Satisfied that his soup was sufficiently cooled, Artanis sampled the simmering broth.  It was thick and hearty, with a strong flavor that, unlike this conversation, sat well upon the tongue.  “You should sample the tipa soup tomorrow, Zeratul.  Perhaps it will clear your mind of the fog that has apparently settled in?”

“My mind is fine,” Zeratul defensively replied.  “I simply believe we are moving too quickly!”

Artanis scoffed at the sentiment.  “In forty cycles, I perform one minor act of defiance—and that is somehow moving too quickly? At that rate, we had might as well wait for Ra’thenn to die of old age…”

Fearing the conversation might be growing too loud, Zeratul drew himself nearer the table.  In a quiet voice, he said, “The Cerebrate already has little regard for the Breen.  Your acts of defiance are doing little to help our cause.”

Shaking his head, Artanis set aside his spoon.  “Are you having second thoughts about this, Zeratul?  Because if you are, now is the time to make your grandiose departure.  I will not think any less of you as an individual, nor will I attempt terminate you.”

Zeratul’s eyes widened and, for a moment, Artanis was certain the Overseer would leave.  But once that moment passed, Zeratul pulled in a nervous lungful of air and reaffirmed his commitment to the cause.  “We must rid ourselves of Ra’thenn and Xi'Yor before they drive our people to extinction.  I was simply hoping we could use a bit more discretion.”

“You did not mention that earlier…”

“My conscience caught up with me.”

“Conscience is the ultimate liability, Zeratul.”  At the sight of a shapely female server, Artanis lifted his spoon and smiled, indicating the meal was sufficient.  The server nodded and promptly wandered away.  “If you want this mission to succeed, I would suggest you leave your conscience behind.  Permanently.”

It was uncommon for Neelar Drayge to approach sickbay.  He didn’t frequently injure himself, nor did he tend to fall ill, which made this particular visit even more unprecedented, for the Bolian was neither injured nor ill.  He had other business with Doctor Hartman—and hopefully she could help.

It was still early, not even 0400 hours.  Normally, Drayge would have been in bed sleeping at such an hour, but given all the errant thoughts running through his chaotic mind, sleep was the last thing his body wanted to do.  Thus, he set out on his little quest for answers.  He wasn’t expecting much, but… not wanting to disappoint Erin, he had to try.

Much as Neelar had expected, Doctor Hartman was in her office.  She looked clean and somewhat rested, and though there was a troubled look upon her face, Neelar suspected it was the kind of sad look that most people harbored nowadays.  Since she was probably about to head down to Sydney, Neelar decided to waste as little of the Doctor’s time as possible. 

He quietly approached her office and just waited in the open doorway for her to notice his presence.  It took only a moment, for her to look up from her computer, and when she did, Hartman motioned for Drayge to enter.

“What can I do for you, Lieutenant?”  She glanced at the chronometer.  “Trouble sleeping?”

Technically, that was one of Neelar’s many problems, but since he didn’t want to be put to sleep just yet, he shook his head.  “I know you have been very busy, but I was wondering if you could do me a favor?”

The sad look upon Hartman’s face quickly morphed into something akin to dread.  “That depends on the favor,” she said.  As a policy, she wouldn’t deny any request without first hearing it out… but when it came to personal favors, Hartman was typically quick to shoot them down.

Neelar hoped that this particular favor would be different.  “My brother was visiting Sydney when the Elorg attacked,” he quietly explained.  It was difficult getting the words out, but it needed to be done.  “I haven’t been able to contact him, and… well… he’s officially listed as missing, but in my heart I know he’s probably dead.”

“What do you want me to do?” asked Hartman.  Her voice had warmed a bit, but that was likely little more than a conditioned reaction.  She still had her reservations about the favor.

And so did Neelar.  “I have been checking the data from all of the hospitals, looking for news about him, but… with millions of injured people all around the planet, those lists don’t really get updated too much.  His body could have been discharged days ago, and… well…” Now it was either rotting in some morgue or locked in a stasis tube or something else entirely.  Neelar didn’t really want to think about it.  He just wanted his brother back.  “I was hoping you might cut through some of the red tape for me?  You know, help me find him.”

Hartman deactivated her computer terminal.  Neelar didn’t know if that was a good sign or not, but he assumed he would soon find out.  “I can’t promise you anything, Lieutenant… but I’ll see what I can do.”

Neelar smiled.  “Thank you, Doctor.”

It took a lot to get Talyere Rosat nervous.  In the past, he’d faced countless great perils without so much as an unsettling thought—Garidians, Velora, Yelss… the list went on—but as he sat in the Starlight’s ready room, Talyere had to admit, he was nervous.

He sat congregated with Captain Christopher, Admirals Nechayev and Janeway, and a few other high-ranking Starfleet officials whom he was not familiar with—one of them was an Andorian, the other Bajoran.  Neither one of them seemed to have a very pleasant air about them, but considering the nature of this mission, pleasantries were not a requirement.  As such, they wasted no time getting down to business.

“Mister Rosat,” said Nechayev, calmly clasping her hands upon the shiny obsidian tabletop.  “Captain Christopher informs me that you intend to ‘fulfill your destiny.’  I assume this indicates your readiness to ascend to the Elorg throne?”

Talyere wasn’t going to commit himself to the position of Cerebrate just yet.  As the Chosen One of Cerebrate Z’danorax, he had the power to elevate almost anyone to Cerebrate… but before he could do that, he needed to regain some power within the Bloc—and that meant the destruction of the current government.  “Removing Xi'Yor and Ra’thenn from power are my primary goals,” said Talyere.  “But if it becomes absolutely necessary, I will assume my rightful position as Cerebrate.”

Nechayev smiled thinly; those were apparently not the words she had been hoping to hear.  Still, the prospect for such dramatic changes within the Elorg Bloc was so very appealing that she could not force the issue.  “We would like to see you elevated to the position,” she simply replied.  “You would be doing the Federation many great favors…”

Undoubtedly.  Over the years, Talyere had proven himself an invaluable ally to the Federation.  Having him installed as leader of the Bloc would be one of the greatest political victories observed in recent history.  “I have not discounted the possibility,” he assured the Admiral.  “But you must understand, this is not a decision one should make on a whim.”

“Decisions can be difficult things,” Janeway thoughtfully interjected.  “Especially ones that bring about massive changes… like this one.”

“By default, people do not like change,” replied Talyere.  And by ascending to power, he would be altering virtually every aspect of his life.  He would trade in his humble existence as a simple advisor to the Federation for one of the most powerful positions in the galaxy.  He would be respected and revered by every last denizen of the Elorg Bloc, showered with gifts, and honored for more than a month each year.  He would be expected to help stabilize the Alpha Quadrant and rebuild a fractured Empire…

He would be Cerebrate.

And though Talyere was certainly an advocate for change, that much change would overwhelm even the strongest individuals.  “Change has a considerable impact on the mind,” he mused.  “To the fearful, it is threatening, because it means things may get worse.  To the hopeful, it is encouraging, because things may get better.  To the confident, it is inspiring, because the challenge exists to make things better.”

“And which one are you?” asked Janeway.  Though she seemed genuinely curious about the answer, Talyere knew that she was also testing the waters, trying to gauge his position.

But Talyere wasn’t ready to reveal his hand just yet.  “I am undecided,” he cryptically replied.

Janeway smiled.

Nechayev forged ahead.  “About Xi'Yor and Ra’thenn.  How do you intend to dispose of them?”

Talyere shook his head.  “I have only recently decided to move against them,” he said.  “I will have to consult with my allies in the Bloc before taking any sort of action—but they will be terminated.  It is the only way I can bring about the desired changes to our political structure.”

“If you don’t mind, we would prefer them alive,” said Janeway.  “The war crimes tribunal has been itching to try Xi'Yor ever since the Merrimack was destroyed.”

The Andorian Admiral abruptly cleared his throat.  “And since his elevation to Cerebrate, Ra’thenn has been a considerable thorn in our side.”

Talyere provided them with a sympathetic gaze.  “While I understand your thirst for justice, I cannot make any assurances, Admirals.  Elorg mandates supercede Federation law, and if I am to properly overthrow the Cerebrate, I must challenge him in the zagah’tulina.  For the loser, death is the only acceptable outcome in that ritual.”

“But, four years ago, you lost the zagah’tulina,” reminded Janeway.  “Clearly, there is some sort of precedent that allows for alternate outcomes…”

“Talyere lost the challenge because Xi'Yor cheated,” said Christopher.

“That is true,” confirmed Talyere.  “When he issued the challenge four years ago, Xi'Yor’s intent was not revenge, but reconnaissance.  He wanted to extract all of the Federation secrets held within my mind—and to do that, he needed me alive.  If I were to issue a challenge and subsequently fail to terminate my nemesis, that would only serve to undermine my authority.”

Confused, Nechayev knitted her brow.  “If Xi'Yor cheated, how did he maintain his position?  I assume it was through his continued acts of subterfuge.”

“Correct.”  Talyere nodded faintly.  “Without his veil of mendacity, Xi'Yor would still be a meager underling.”

Janeway smiled thinly.  “Well, let’s hope Overseer Xi'Yor is fearful of change—because things are about to get a lot worse for him…”

Nechayev nodded her agreement.  “Consult with your allies inside the Bloc.  Do whatever is necessary to remove Xi'Yor and Ra’thenn from power.”

“Because of the Prime Directive, we can’t officially provide support for your mission,” continued Janeway.  “But unofficially, you will have access to all the resources you may need to complete your mission.”

“We have granted Captain Christopher authorization to assist you to that effect,” said Nechayev.

“So I will continue to use the Starlight as a base of operations?” asked Talyere.

Janeway nodded.  “That arrangement has worked well for the past four years.  I don’t see any reason to alter it.  Besides, you’re already familiar with the Starlight and its crew; adding an unstable element into the situation, like a new set of people for you to work with, would only complicate things.  And I think things are already complicated enough as it is.”

Talyere was definitely inclined to agree.

“As I stated before, I don’t know anything.”

If the Elorg had a mantra, that was it.  Since his arrival in Wilmington several hours ago, Matthew Harrison had watched Starfleet Intelligence interview more than a dozen of the prisoners pulled from the wreckage in Marshallberg.  A few of the higher-ranking officers had some captivating information to share, but it was nothing Harrison considered Earth shattering—besides, he suspected the information was false to begin with.

The remaining prisoners were simple underlings.  The vast majority of them had no useful information, and the few that did tended to share “secrets” that had been common knowledge to the Federation for years.  Even so, the meticulous intelligence officers would not relent, demanding the same information from every last one of the underlings.

A commander by the name of Hitoshi Mitsuda asked most of the questions.  Harrison was not familiar with the man, but he seemed reasonable enough.  He was stern, but not rude, and though he would occasionally raise his voice, never would he lose his temper.  On occasion, Mitsuda would have an assistant help him with the questioning, but in this instance, he worked alone.

“Maybe we should start over,” Mitsuda calmly stated as the Elorg prisoner reiterated his stance for the fifth time.  “I need your name.”

As he watched the prisoner consider the question, Harrison had a vague recollection of the man, but… that was it.  He somehow felt familiar; it was probably nothing more than mere coincidence.  After all, Harrison had likely encountered hundreds of Elorg over the years; some of them were bound to look familiar at this point.

The Elorg sat quietly in a simple metal chair bolted to the floor in an otherwise nondescript holding cell.  There were a few computer terminals mounted on the gunmetal gray walls, a simple desk in the corner, and an adjacent door.  That was it.

Harrison sat behind the desk, simply waiting for the Elorg’s expected response…

“I know nothing.”

Many of the other prisoners had been uncooperative to the point of belligerence, but this one easily took the cake.   They had been interviewing him for nearly an hour, and he had yet to admit to his name…  Harrison was tempted to suggest they move on to the next prisoner, but Mitsuda clearly believed he could make some progress.

Circling the underling’s chair, Mitsuda expelled a long sigh.  “It’s only your name…”

“And it is mine to protect,” said the Elorg defensively.  “I have nothing more to say.”

“Your shipmates have indicated that you are a bridge officer,” said Mitsuda evenly.  He held out a padd containing many of the other prisoners’ statements, but the underling declined the opportunity to inspect it.  “According to them, your name is either Ki’thys or Mylere.  You’re either the helmsman or the tactical officer.  And you transferred aboard the ship last week… or was it last month?  As you can see, the accounts are rather conflicting.”

The Elorg seemed so utterly removed from the questioning that Harrison had to wonder if he even heard Mitsuda’s words.

“So which is it?” asked Mitsuda.  “Ki’thys?  Or Mylere?”

The Elorg dismissed the question with an indolent shrug—and for a single curious moment, his glittering crimson eyes met with Harrison’s gaze.  “I want to see Talyere.”

Harrison’s eyes widened with surprise.  A few of the other prisoners had addressed him, but none of them had made such a request.  In fact, there was no indication that the others were even aware of Talyere, let alone the fact that Harrison had access to him.  So what made this underling different?

Curious, he rose from his seat and approached Mitsuda.  “What do you think?” he asked.

Mitsuda considered the question for only a moment.  “He has the right to consul—and since you are here to ensure Federation laws are upheld… you have every right to oblige the prisoner.”

Harrison turned his gaze back to the curious underling.  Unlike most of his brethren, this individual’s skin was a pale shade of gray.  His crimson eyes seemed to burn like a pair of binary stars, and everything else about him—his speech, his posture, his clothing—indicated he was something more than a mere underling.  “We have met before, have we not?”

The crimson eyes narrowed.  “Briefly.  I am the individual you rescued from Minos Tureth all those months ago.”

In the opening days of last year’s Romulan conflict, the Starlight came upon a derelict Elorg ship.  While there had been no survivors on the ship itself, a few Elorg managed to flee in the escape pods—which were thusly intercepted by the Romulans.  The Starlight ventured deep into Romulan territory to rescue them from the moons of Minos Tureth—and now that his memories had been restored, Harrison immediately recognized the Elorg sitting before him.  “Tassadar?”

He affirmed the question with a faint nod.  

“What are you doing here?”

“I am being interrogated.”

“Obviously.”  Intrigued by these developments, Harrison began to pace.  “But what were you doing aboard that warship?  I was left with the impression you would be working to rid of Xi'Yor…”

“That was the arrangement,” said the underling quietly.  “But after my return to Kalidar, Xi'Yor’s distrust of me only deepened.  After several cycles, I knew he would make another attempt on my life, so I fled aboard one of the warships headed for Earth.”

“Why join the invasion?” asked Mitsuda.  

“I needed to get to Earth,” explained Tassadar.  “And it is absolutely imperative that I speak with Talyere.”

Mitsuda frowned.  “You could have said something earlier…  It would have made things much easier for you.”

The Elorg shrugged off the notion.  “Occasional hardship is good for the soul,” he said simply.  “Now… I must see Talyere.”

Chapter Four

Talyere Rosat was being hunted, but his nemesis was not one in the traditional sense.  He could run, but he could never stand and fight his pursuer; he could occasionally evade the looming fiend for a short while, but no matter what actions he took to defend himself, the hunter always caught up.  It was an incredibly futile chase, and now… now the enemy was closing in, ready to make the kill.

That enemy was fate, and the sudden appearance of Underling Tassadar was an unmistakable harbinger of Talyere’s pending defeat.  There was no escape from the fates… None at all…

After learning of Tassadar’s presence, Talyere immediately ventured to Wilmington to meet with his confidant.  He was eager to hear of the news brought from Kalidar, but… less than eager to join the underling inside an interrogation chamber.  Over the years, Talyere had spent more than enough time locked inside such a facility—and the prospect of returning to one was less than appealing.

It took some doing, but Talyere was ultimately able to have Tassadar moved from his holding cell in North Carolina, to a more proper facility—Starfleet Command.  

The provided room was a bit small, but more than sufficient for Talyere’s needs.  It was a standard office overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge.  There was a desk near the window, a few abstract paintings on the wall, and a large, gaudy plant near the door.  In the corner of the room, near the replicator and waste extraction, was a small gray sofa—and it was here that the meeting would commence.

Tassadar sat calmly on the sofa, sipping at a cup of steaming krindar juice.  He smiled as the warm beverage’s warm, fruity flavors danced upon his tongue—but the moment quickly passed.  “Excellent,” he said.  “It tastes as if the krindar berries were picked fresh from the Selepation Cave on the Homeworld.”

The Selepation Cave was a massive chasm that seemed to sprawl endlessly beneath the rugged surface of the Elorg Homeworld.  Over the eons, geological activity caused parts the cave to collapse, creating vast sunken forests within the cave—and it was there that the legendary krindar berries would grow.

“I programmed the parameters into the Federation database myself,” said Talyere, somewhat proud of his accomplishment.  He had always thought his rendition of the juice was decent, but… it was not until now, that another Elorg sampled it, did he know for certain.  “I am pleased you approve.”

“Perhaps one day, we will visit the Selepation Cave ourselves… then we will enjoy the real thing,” said Tassadar lightly.

It was a comforting thought, if not a very plausible one.  The location of the Elorg Homeworld was lost to the ages hundreds of thousands of years ago.  Though there were still many that believed the Homeworld still existed, in his heart, Talyere knew that it had been destroyed.  “The Iconians were quite thorough in the annihilation of our species,” he quietly reminded.  “It is doubtful they spared the Homeworld.”

“We have no proof that it was destroyed,” reminded Tassadar, taking another sip of his drink.

Talyere shook his head.  “To the contrary, we have no proof that it still exists.  When the Iconians banished us to subspace, they did so with incredible vehemence. Entire planets were banished to that awful netherworld… but was the Homeworld one of those planets?”

Tassadar considered the question for a long moment.  “I do not recall seeing Homeworld,” he finally admitted.  “But our people were spread out over thousands of light years…”

A faint smile crept across Talyere’s face.  Tassadar was still quite young—and very optimistic.  He would make a fine leader one day, but not until he obtained a bit more wisdom.  “We had two hundred thousand years to explore our subspace realm, Tassadar.  Never in that time did we detect our Homeworld.  It was either destroyed by the Iconians after the Battle of Sorrows… or it is still out there… somewhere… lost to the ages.”

But instead of relenting to Talyere’s superior logic, Tassadar shook his head.  “The homeworld may not be lost.”

Skeptical, Talyere arched his brow.  “Oh?”

Tassadar nodded.  “Prior to my departure from Kalidar, Cerebrate Ra’thenn sent me on an errand to Xi'Yor’s chambers.  I was to deliver some sort of interrogation device for the High Overseer to inspect—however, Xi'Yor was not there.

“Eager to make my departure, I simply set the device upon his desk—but as I began to retreat, I inadvertently glimpsed some notes the High Overseer had been making.  While his handwriting was difficult to read, I could discern several paragraphs about the Homeworld.”

The skepticism in Talyere’s mind was beginning to fade… and while hope was beginning to blossom, he could not deny the curious sense of concern brimming just beneath the surface.  “If Xi'Yor claims the homeworld for himself, he will be seen as some sort of messiah—the savior of our people.  That cannot be allowed to happen…  What did you glimpse on those few pages?”

Again, Tassadar sipped at his drink.  “The High Overseer apparently believes the Homeworld was banished to a separate subspace realm—and that it may still exist therein.  Most of the remaining text was incomprehensible, but… I was able to discern several mentions of a planet called Rebena Te Ra.”

Talyere was vaguely familiar with the planet.  It had been an Elorg colony at one point in time, but it fell to the Iconians during the war.  They subsequently colonized the world, making it one of the few planets in the galaxy where both Elorg and Iconian technology could be found.  Rebena Te Ra was also the location of the legendary Khyar-Adun Temple—an incredibly ancient structure that predated the Elorg civilization… 

“Unfortunately, Rebena Te Ra is more of a mystery than the Elorg Homeworld,” mused Talyere.  “It passed into legend long before the Battle of Sorrows.  Nobody even knows if the planet truly existed…”

THUMP- THUMP!

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

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!

* * *

The first time he saw that vision in his mind, Talyere dismissed it as little more than a dream—a faint reminder of his destiny—but he did not give it much regard.  It was a dream, and a very enigmatic one, at that… but this sudden recurrence prompted Talyere to reconsider is initial analysis.  This was no simple dream… not at all… it was something much more than that—perhaps a very literal message from the chi-goehs…

“Aside from a few passing references, Na’zar made no mention of it in his sacred tome,” Tassadar plainly continued, oblivious to Talyere’s momentary lapse in consciousness.

From the very first mention of Rebena Te Ra, Talyere knew that The Tome of Na’zar would not hold many answers.  It was a mythical planet of legend—and since Na’zar was primarily concerned about creating a legend for himself, Rebena Te Ra was virtually ignored.  But in light of his vision, he knew there were answers out there.  “We must consult with the chi-goehs before we take any drastic actions,” said Talyere.  “Their ancient wisdom shall lead the way to our success.”

Now it was Tassadar’s turn for skepticism.  “What are you planning to do, Talyere?  Seek the Homeworld for yourself?”

“No,” he said, adamantly shaking his head to nullify Tassadar’s sentiment.  “I intend to seek the Homeworld for our people—Breen and Elorg alike.”

“But what about Xi'Yor and Ra’thenn?”

Talyere’s smile returned at the onset of Tassadar’s naivety.  “If your findings are true, then Xi'Yor and Ra’thenn will also be seeking the Homeworld—and perhaps even Rebena Te Ra.  And since our fates are so very intertwined, I am certain we will encounter Xi'Yor along the way—and when that time comes, we will deal with the malevolent Overseer… but first, we must return to Kalidar.  I believe my army of light awaits?”

An energetic smile blossoming upon his face, Tassadar hastily finished the remainder of his krindar juice.  “It does…  And today, it shall draw the line against the darkness, for it is the beginning of the end.”

Talyere nodded.  “And what an end it shall be…”

Erin Keller stared blankly at tomorrow’s duty roster.  It wasn’t uncommon for her to peruse the daily schedule, or make a few minor adjustments on occasion—she was the ship’s second officer, after all.  She had the authority to make whatever changes were needed… but typically, those duties fell to the ship’s captain and first officer.

Unfortunately, neither one of them had been much of a presence in recent days.  Matthew had been in meetings with Starfleet Command for most of the past week; he would occasionally stop by the bridge to check in, but with his reassignment to the penal settlement in Wilmington, he had practically vanished.  But at least Erin knew that he existed…

Alan, on the other hand, seemed to have fallen out of existence.  It had been more than five days since anyone had seen him on the bridge—and an even longer amount of time had elapsed since Erin saw him at home.  Despite her incredible optimism, even Angela was beginning to worry—and if Angela had worries, then something was very wrong.

As she sat in the command chair, Erin had to admit, something was wrong: the bridge seemed more like a morgue than the center of activity.  Aside from a few brief status reports, not a single word had been uttered in days.  The crew walked around like zombies, and if they were anything like Erin and her duty roster, they didn’t accomplish much of anything.  Morale was so utterly low that nobody seemed to care…

Normally, Erin made it a point to try and cheer everybody up.  She had tried with Neelar, and succeeded, to an extent—but a single person could not combat the malaise that had befallen the crew.  Neelar’s mood eventually soured, and Erin had to admit, hers was headed in that same direction.

She wearily tossed the duty roster into Matthew’s empty chair and rose to her feet.  Having sat for the past few hours, it felt good to stand—but what Erin really wanted was to smile and laugh.  To have a good time…  But hope was fading so very fast that none of that seemed like it would happen.  Erin phlegmatically wandered over to her station, where Megan and Lucas were working on some sort of analysis.  “Hey guys… what’s going on?”

Megan shrugged.  “We’re working on a way to better shield the temporal core,” she said, her voice lacking any sort of emotion.  “According to Kendall, there was a slight destabilization in the core during the battle last week.”

“We could have blown ourselves into next week if the core fractured,” Lucas continued, pecking a few commands into his part of the console.

Erin bit her lip.  She was very familiar with the ship’s temporal systems, and though she suspected everything was under control, as the ship’s commanding officer, she had to make certain.  “This isn’t going to be some sort of a problem later on, is it?”

Lucas shook his head.  “I think we’ve already fixed the problem—and if Kendall can get his temporal shielding operational, we should be able to shield the core from just about any sort of external malfunction.”

“Temporal shielding?”  That was news to Erin… Maybe she should have listened a bit more closely when Kendall spoke.  Where was Kendall, anyway?

“He’s been working on it for the past few weeks,” said Megan.  “In theory, it should protect the ship from changes to the timeline if there is some sort of temporal disaster.”  Content with the explanation, she sighed, and went back to work.

And the saddest thing was, Erin was content to leave the conversation at that…  Where had all the friendly banter gone?  Everyone used to joke around so much!  

But not anymore.

Erin flashed her friends a wan smile and slowly wandered back to the command chair.  Maybe she could get through the duty roster?  Or…

She tapped a few commands into the console between the two command chairs.  “Computer,” she said, “locate Captain Christopher.”

The computer bleeped, and promptly stated, “Captain Christopher is not aboard the ship.”

“Is he on the surface?”

“Affirmative.”

“Lock onto his communicator and beam him into the ready room.  It’s time I straighten that boy’s head out…”

One moment, Alan Christopher was sifting through the debris in Sydney—and the very next, he found himself standing in his ready room, staring into Erin Keller’s sad brown eyes.  There was apparently something bothering her… but it would have to wait until later.  There were still hundreds of thousands of people lost in the debris, and Alan had to do something about it.  “This isn’t a good time,” he said.

But before he could even think about heading back to the surface, Erin’s fingers wrapped around his biceps, effectively holding him in place.  “Make it a good time,” she said, her strong words betraying the sadness in her eyes.

He frowned.  “Is something wrong?”

The words obviously pained Erin.  Her shoulders immediately sank and her face turned sullen as tears welled in her eyes.  Without saying a single word, she guided Alan to the sofa and forced him to sit.

Something was wrong—that much was certain.  “Is Angela okay?” 

Erin nodded.  “Angela is fine.  She’s at school right now, playing with her friends.”

A wave of relief immediately washed over Alan’s body—he couldn’t fathom what he would do if something ever happened to Angela… and he was glad that he didn’t have to find out.  But his relief was fleeting, for there was obviously something bothering Erin.  “Are you okay?”

“More or less.”  Erin quickly brushed aside her tears.

“Then what’s the problem?”

Erin’s response was both swift and vicious:  “You.”

At least she didn’t waste any time with her little enigmas—but then again, the sentiment was an enigma nonetheless, for Alan was quite certain he was fine.  “Did Sarah find something in my medical exam?  Am I about to fall over dead?”

“No,” said Erin, wrapping her fingers around Alan’s hand.  “You’re not going to …fall over dead for quite some time—but I’m still worried about you.”

He squeezed Erin’s hand, hoping the action would comfort her.  “And why is that?”

Erin pulled in a deep lungful of nervous air.  “Well… whenever something bad happens, you don’t react very well,” she said, gently resting her head upon Alan’s shoulder.  “Like when Rachael died, you removed yourself from society and went off on that little quest to kill Xi'Yor—it was really quite stupid of you.”

He chuckled faintly.  “Thanks.”

Erin shook her head.  “It wasn’t a compliment, Alan…”

“I didn’t think it was.”

Erin gently lifted her head and peered into Alan’s eyes.  “You’re doing it again.  You’re isolating yourself… staying on the surface for fifteen, sixteen hours every day.”

Somehow, Alan knew that the conversation was going to head in his direction.  Even though she was human, Earth was never Erin’s home—and because of that, she could never truly understand what it was like to watch an evil empire burn that home to the ground.  “They need me down there.”

“And we need you up here!”

He shook his head.  “Matthew has everything under control, I’m certain of it…”

Any kindred spirits in Erin’s face suddenly vanished.  “Alan… Matthew has been reassigned to oversee the Elorg prisoners in Wilmington.  I’ve been running the ship for the past few days!”

Reassigned?  Alan gulped.  “Apparently I’ve missed a few things here and there,” he admitted.  “But I’m sure you’ve got everything under control, Erin.”

She shook her head.  “I can run the ship, Alan—but like it or not, I’m not the Captain.  And right about now, this crew needs its Captain!  While you’ve been toiling around on the surface, morale on this ship has plummeted!  They’ve taken your absence as a sign of despair!  In fact, I don’t think very many people expect to survive the coming months—after all, it can’t be a good sign if the Captain bails out!”

Alan shook his head.  “Erin,” he said sternly, “you don’t understand.  You can never understand what it’s like…”

Confusion rippled through her eyes.  Clearly, she didn’t understand.  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You’ve never had a place to call home,” he quietly explained.  “And so you don’t know what it’s like to—”

“Alan,” she abruptly, and quite angrily interjected.  “The Starlight is my home.  It’s our home!  And it’s the only home I’ve ever truly had…  But that doesn’t mean I don’t sympathize with what happened on Earth—or on Ka’Tula Prime.

“We’ve all been affected by the attack—and it’s your job to make things better!  If you want to help search for survivors, fine!  But your first duty is to this ship and this crew—and as your second officer… and as your wife, I have to tell you, Alan, you’re not doing a very good job!  So maybe… just maybe you are the one who doesn’t understand!”

He paused.  “Harsh words…”

It was supposed to be his attempt to lighten the mood, but Erin was hardly moved.  “Alan,” she whispered.  “I love you… and I just don’t want you to go off and do something stupid!”

“Me?  Stupid?”

Erin nodded.  “They go hand in hand, sometimes, little buddy—especially when it comes to Xi'Yor.  And I don’t want a repeat of last time.  No vendettas.  No nothing.”  And at long last, her icy façade shattered—she cracked a faint smile.  “I want you to be there for me.  For Angela.  And for the rest of the crew.  We need you, now more than ever, Alan… so you have to promise me that you won’t take matters into your own hands.”

In the back of his mind, Alan knew that Erin was right.  Whenever something terrible happened, he could deal with the event… but the aftermath was always difficult and unpleasant, especially for him.  As a result, those legendary cases of stupidity arose…  He would always try to ground his actions in ethics or something, but when it came down to it, Alan simply wanted revenge.  

But there were times when his wants and needs paled in comparison to those of his friends.  This was apparently one of those times… and where was he?  On the surface, avoiding his duties—and given his recent admission to Sarah, Alan suspected it wouldn’t have taken much longer for him to undertake his vendetta.  That was no way to live—mindlessly hunting down one man because he had the nerve to hurt Alan Christopher…

“There will be a reckoning with Xi'Yor,” whispered Christopher.  “I don’t know when, and I don’t know how… but that day is coming—and when it finally arrives, only one of us will live to see its end… But we’ll worry about that day when it gets here.

“In the interim… I suppose I might be able to… ‘get my head out of my ass,’ as Sarah likes to say, and tend to my duties aboard the ship.”

Erin grinned.  “You know, that might be a good idea!”  At long last warming to Alan’s presence, she wrapped an arm around his muscular shoulders and planted a gentle kiss upon his cheek.  “We could all use some of your lame jokes around here…”

He raised a curious brow.  “Lame?”

Erin nodded.  “Hey, if you ever tell a good joke, I’ll be the first to let you know!  But until then, the rest of your material will suffice.”

“I’m quite funny, I’ll have you know.  Back on the Discovery, the crew thought I was hilarious at times.”

“Was this before or after the mutiny?”  Erin joked.

“After,” said Alan flatly.  “I had a lot of witty quips on my way out the airlock…”

And for the first time in recent memory, Erin laughed aloud.  Hope was back in business…

Chapter Five

Neelar Drayge needed a distraction.  He had tried venturing into the holodeck, but after only a couple of minutes, grew tired of target practice.  He thusly switched to something more to his liking—an historical reenactment of the Taldura Civil War, one of the most pivotal conflicts in Bolian history.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t nearly as exciting as he remembered…

So he left the holodeck behind, and returned to his quarters to read a good book.  Unfortunately, he already perused most of the good books in his quarters, and though he was tempted to pick up the copy of The Wheel of Time loaned to him by Commander Harrison, but… the fantasy genre just didn’t appeal to Neelar, especially now.  His mind was elsewhere—with Taylus…

And while it was okay to occasionally remember the fallen, it was never a good idea to dwell.  So Neelar forced himself to forge ahead.  He had taken a few days off, so going to the bridge was out of the question… there was a lot on his mind, so he considered talking to Erin—but he didn’t want to plague her with his problems.  So he started to draw…

When he was a young child, Neelar frequently drew little pictures, as most young children did.  But unlike most young children, Neelar pursued the interest beyond grade school.  His artwork impressed many professors in high school, and a few of them felt strongly that Neelar should continue to refine his skills—believing he might someday be an artist of some stature.

But with the Romulan War raging so very near Bolarus during his teenage years, Neelar found himself drawn to Starfleet.  He wanted to protect his home, not only from the Romulans, but also from any other threats to the Federation—and as a result, his drawing fell by the wayside… 

As he sat in his quarters inking some abstract geometric shapes into a sheet of paper, Neelar found it hard to believe that five years had passed since his arrival on the Starlight—and nine years since he last sat down to draw a picture.  “Where does the time go?”

Neelar knew not where the time went, but it had taken much of his skill with it.  The drawing on the page before him wasn’t terrible.  The shapes were well defined and aesthetically pleasing, but… the image was a far cry from the masterpieces of old.  Crestfallen, he crumpled the sheet of paper in his fist and threw it onto the floor.

But before he had a chance to wallow in that pool of misery, his communicator bleeped.  “Hartman to Drayge!”

The Bolian immediately tapped his communicator.  “Drayge here.”

“Lieutenant,” came Hartman’s utterly neutral voice.  “You might want to report to sickbay…  I have news about your brother.”

Five minutes later, Neelar Drayge strode into sickbay.  He was fully prepared to see Taylus’ lifeless body sprawled out on one of the biobeds… or something along those lines—but in the back of his mind, Neelar had hope that Taylus somehow managed to filter through the cracks—and that he was alive and well after all.

The look on Sarah Hartman’s face was difficult to read, though.  She wasn’t overly grim, but she was far from elated.  So as he approached the Doctor, Neelar didn’t really know what to expect—but he prepared himself for the worst.  He was ready for it…

“I did as you asked,” said Hartman plainly.  She was sifting through the cortical analeptics at the island workstation in the center of the lab.  At first, Neelar thought she was organizing them, but after a moment, it became obvious that she was looking for something.  “It took a hell of a lot of doing, Lieutenant, but I was able to get some definitive information about your brother’s fate.”

“And? What did you find?”

Her face had yet to turn grim—and hope suddenly fluttered in Neelar’s beating heart.  There was no reason for it, really.  Hartman hadn’t dropped so much as a hint as to Taylus’ fate—but Neelar just knew that his brother was alive.  Taylus was alive!  Everything was going to be okay…

Hartman sorted through her supplies a moment longer, ultimately pulling a vial of listazine from the table.  “Your brother is alive, Lieutenant…”

Neelar smiled—it was a small grin at first, but as the reality of the situation sunk in, that smile grew into all-out jubilation.  Good news, at last!  “Thank you, Doctor!  When can I seem him?”

Hartman shook her head.  “Don’t thank me just yet, Lieutenant.”  She jammed the listazine into the butt of a hypospray.  “Your brother is alive… but he’s not well.  His upper thoracic region sustained a lot of damage during the attack, and his cranium took quite a blow.  There is some brain damage, but I think the vast majority of that can be repaired…”

“But?”  Neelar’s elation quickly began to fade.

Hartman place a faint smile upon her face and then wandered into her office with the hypospray in hand.  “I would like to try a new combination of cortical analeptics,” she said to her patient—probably Taylus.  “If you would come sit on one of the biobeds, we can begin the treatments right away.”

“Of course, Doctor.”  The voice belonged to Taylus.  It was strong and stern—if there was something wrong with him, his voice gave no indication of it.  Perhaps Doctor Hartman was pulling some sort of joke?  Neelar knew not—but he was about to find out.

A moment later, Hartman emerged from her office with Taylus following close behind.  He was dressed in a simple gray tunic, standard for any patient in sickbay.  He certainly looked well enough; had there not been a cortical monitor attached to the base of his skull, Neelar wouldn’t have suspected anything was wrong.  He flashed Taylus a faint smile as they approached the biobed—but Taylus did not reciprocate.

In fact, he said nothing at all.

Neelar frowned.  “Doctor?”

“Just a minute,” she said, helping Taylus climb onto one of the biobeds.  “We’re going to have a lot to talk about…”

The frown upon Neelar’s face only deepened.  “What do you mean?  What is wrong with him, Doctor?”

Visually upset by the banter, Taylus turned his unfamiliar gaze upon Neelar.  “Who is that man, Doctor?  Why is he bothering us?  Is he one of your associates?”

Hartman carefully injected the hypospray into Taylus’ neck.  “He is a friend of yours,” she calmly explained.

“Friend?” exclaimed Taylus.  “I’m sorry, Doctor, but you’ve made a terrible mistake.  I’ve never met that man before in my life!”

And in that instant, Neelar realized what the Doctor meant when she said they would have a lot to talk about.  Taylus was certainly alive—but all was not well…

Ra’thenn was a fool.

It had not taken Xi'Yor long to reach the conclusion, but unfortunately, it had taken just long enough.  For many years, Xi'Yor had admired and respected Ra’thenn’s abilities; as commanding officer of the Ven’dyr, Ra’thenn performed many great deeds.  During the war, he was responsible for the destruction of countless Federation starships—and prior to the war, he performed his duties well in the subspace pocket.  Thus, he seemed the perfect person to install as Cerebrate…  And that was perhaps the worst assumption Xi'Yor had ever made.  

Once elevated to Cerebrate, Ra’thenn took it upon himself to develop an agenda of his own—an agenda that diverged from the path Xi'Yor had long ago created for the Elorg Bloc.  While it was certainly possible to control Ra’thenn with threats and lies, Xi'Yor suspected that the implicit trust between the two of them would soon become an issue.

And in the absence of that trust, Xi'Yor knew he would have to terminate Ra’thenn…

But, as he learned with Z’danorax, terminating the Cerebrate was no easy feat.  Thus, if he was to devote his time and effort to the destruction of Ra’thenn, Xi'Yor would need to know beyond the shadow of a doubt, that the Cerebrate could not be trusted.

But as the throbbing pain of Aevedar Syndrome began to echo in the myriad caverns of Xi'Yor’s mind, he was forced to wonder if he would survive long enough to test Ra’thenn.  Suddenly feeling a bit tired, Xi'Yor closed his heavy eyelids…

Sleep overtook him immediately.

Death was not looming far behind.
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