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Chapter 5

Lakat City Ruins, Cardassia

Stardate 76564.2 • July 26, 2399

The heat was oppressive.

While preparing for his journey, Talyere had spent many hours studying the Cardassians and their homeworld.  There were extensive articles on the Bajoran Occupation and the Dominion War, dozens of dissertations outlining the Cardassian political structure, and somewhere amidst all of that information, Talyere was certain he had read something about the heat.  Unfortunately, that small bit of climatology did not do justice to the sticky, scorching air…

The burning sun loomed in the hazy reddish skies, roasting the barren surface with temperatures in excess of fifty degrees.  As he treaded the sweltering, parched terrain, Talyere could feel the sweat oozing from his pores.  “Who among us knew that Cardassia and kel’thuzad were the same place?”

Both Xelos and Zeratul smiled at the sentiment, but given the extreme heat, they chose not to waste their energy on a response.  However, curiosity prompted a more vocal response from Talyere’s human companions, specifically Megan Reinbold.

“Kel’thuzad?” she inquired, easily falling into step alongside the Overseer.

“I believe the Earth equivalent would be… hell,” Talyere replied, though his voice sounded as tired as he felt.  Curiously, Commander Reinbold seemed relatively unaffected by the heat.  “I wasn’t aware humans were so well adapted to this climate…”

“I spent about six years studying Species 8472 at Starfleet’s xenobiology lab in Brisbane,” Reinbold happily explained.  “It can get pretty toasty down there in the summer.”

The only reason Talyere was familiar with the Australian city was its unfortunate proximity to Sydney.  Both cities took damage during the Elorg attack last year, and while Brisbane made a complete recovery, Sydney was completely obliterated.  To this very day, the city was essentially a massive pile of rubble.  It undoubtedly looked very similar to Lakat…

The giant city that once served as Cardassia’s capital loomed on the distant horizon—except it was no longer a city.  Lakat had become a monument to the lives lost during the closing hours of the Dominion War.  Hundreds of thousands—if not millions—of decayed bodies were forever buried beneath the mountains of scorched and twisted metal up ahead…

But amidst all the death and destruction, Talyere knew that his presence on Cardassia represented a seed of hope—not only for the Cardassians, but for the entire quadrant.  Unfortunately, he did not know if his presence alone could inspire that seed to sprout…

If successful, if the Overseer Aladar was freed from the Cardassians, Talyere knew that he had a unique opportunity to unite the Breen against Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor.  The scourge known as war might still fall upon the galaxy, but if the Elorg were forced to fight battles both domestic and abroad, the fall of Kalidar was almost certainly assured…

“We are approaching the rendezvous coordinates,” Captain Harrison announced a few moments later.  Unlike Commander Reinbold, he appeared to be sweltering in the oppressive heat.  His face was beat red, and sweat was almost literally dripping from his tunic.  Thankfully, their time spent on the surface appeared to be nearing its conclusion.

Deep beneath the blazing surface existed an intricate series of interconnecting tunnels.  Their original purpose was long ago forgotten, but many scholars were convinced the Cardassians used the tunnels in their war against the ancient Hebitians.  Whatever the case, those tunnels now served as a clandestine prison—and all sources indicated that the Breen Overseer Aladar was held therein.

Unfortunately, the schematics of the prison were imprecise at best.  When he examined the hand-drawn diagram prior to the mission, Talyere almost had to cringe.  It was obvious the drawings were not to scale, and very likely they were not at all accurate.  Additionally, parts of the Lakat had collapsed into the cavern, making large portions of the prison impassable.  Unfortunately, the schematics neglected to state which parts of the city had collapsed…

The Cardassians had provided a set of rendezvous coordinates, and according to Central Command, a legate by the name of Brunel would meet them in the caverns at that point.  Unfortunately, as his eyes surveyed the barren terrain, Talyere could find no obvious entrance to the caverns.

“Perhaps it is buried?” suggested Xelos.

“Most likely,” said Harrison, carefully studying the available tricorder data.

Zeratul expelled a weary sigh.  “It would have been simpler to transport directly to the coordinates,” he said, kicking up some of the reddish dirt with his booted foot.

And Reinbold’s quizzical gaze immediately fell upon the Overseer.  “Did you see the transporter system on our ship?”

“It was crude,” conceded Zeratul, “but sufficient.”

Reinbold shook her head.  “It was a death trap!”

Zeratul sighed.  He had spent many long hours perusing the computer database, and while the transporter was hardly up to Starfleet or Elorg standards, it would have performed its designated task.  “You are entitled to your opinion,” he said, “even if it is incorrect.”

Reinbold flashed him a faint smile.  “Thanks.”

“You are welcome.”

Nearby, Harrison and Xelos were crouched over a seemingly inconspicuous slab of rock, both of them examining it with their respective tricorders.

“It is dolomite,” said Talyere without the need of a tricorder.

Moderately impressed, Harrison glanced up from the grayish stone.  “I did not know you were familiar with geology.”

That might have been an overstatement.  “When I was an underling, I briefly served as a geologist aboard the science ship Abrakkar.”

“You had geologists in subspace?”  Xelos frowned.  “What for?”

“I have often wondered the same thing,” said Talyere.  Though the Abrakkar would occasionally stumble upon and asteroid that somehow managed to slip into subspace, there was, admittedly, very need little for a geologist in the void.  “No matter… I was not a highly regarded geologist.”

“Well,” said Harrison, brushing aside some of the reddish sand that covered the slab of dolomite, “this fine specimen appears to have occluded our entry to the caverns.”

Reinbold took a moment to examine the rock formation for herself.  “If the five of us work together, we can probably move it…”

Harrison shook his head.  “I don’t know,” he said,  “that is a considerable piece of dolomite.”

“We could always beam it away,” Talyere lightly suggested.

Much as he anticipated, Reinbold quickly dismissed the notion.  “I’m afraid somebody will have a slab of dolomite imbedded in his skull when it rematerializes.”

Certainly not a pleasant thought, but Talyere suspected the chances of such a disaster were nominal.  Even so, his suggestion fell by the wayside—because seconds later, a pulse of blazing violet light suddenly sliced through the humid air, blasting into the dolomite with explosive force.

When the smoke finally cleared a few moments later, the impediment was gone, and Zeratul stood nearby, nonchalantly placing his disruptor back into its holster.  “The problem has been solved.”

Harrison peered into the smoldering hole in the ground.  “Obviously.”  He carefully brushed aside the hot sand, and after a moment, his efforts revealed a rusted piece of metal.

“That’s it,” said Reinbold.  She quickly knelt down beside Harrison to help with the excavation, and within a few minutes, the entire hatch was revealed.

Xelos immediately wrapped his ashen fingers around the rusted handles and, with all his might, pulled open the hatch.

Cardassia’s underside wasn’t nearly as unpleasant as the surface.  The rocky caverns were dank and humid, but not unbearably warm.  There were faint, flickering lights embedded into the cavern’s roof, support beams set into the craggy walls, and a dusty metallic lattice on the floor.  It looked more like a mining facility than a prison—but either way, Talyere was relieved to be free of the oppressive heat.

With Harrison at his side, he carefully stepped into the unknown.  “Any life signs?”

Harrison glanced at his tricorder.  “Two,” he said.  “There is a pair of Cardassians thirty meters ahead.”

“That must be Legate Brunel,” exclaimed Xelos.

“It is likely,” agreed Harrison.  He turned his gaze back to Overseer Zeratul.  “Please refrain from using your weapon if things do not initially go well…”

Zeratul smirked.  “I will consider it.”

And on that note, the quintet headed for the rendezvous.  From that point forward, the cavern was reasonably nondescript.  Talyere noted nothing out of the ordinary, though there were a few impressive stalactites jutting down from the ceiling.  Still, he had no desire to come back and catalog them for the Elorg Archives…  With any luck, Talyere’s first visit to Cardassia would be his last.

As the group forged ahead into the cavern’s murky depths, the pair of Cardassians soon appeared in the rocky passageway.  As far as Cardassians went, they seemed fairly average, though the taller of the two had very pronounced ridges around his eyes… nothing out of the ordinary, but it was a distinguishing feature.

“I am Legate Brunel of the Cardassian Fourth Order,” said the tall Cardassian, flashing a diplomatic smile, “and this is my associate, Gul Menag.”

Captain Harrison matched Brunel’s polite smile, and cautiously approached, extending his hand in friendship.  “I am Captain Matthew Ha—”

“I know who you are,” said Brunel, utterly oblivious to Harrison’s diplomatic overtures.  “And we have the Breen.”

“May we see him?” asked Harrison.

“Menag…” Brunel glanced back at his associate.  “Get the prisoner.”

Brunel was easily a lot more terse than Talyere had anticipated, but he made up for the deficiency with his unprecedented cooperation.  For a moment, Talyere actually thought the mission would reach its conclusion without a single incident… But then Menag brought forth Overseer Aladar from the darkness, and all Talyere’s dreams were torn asunder.

Overseer Aladar was dead… 

• • •

Chapter 6

USS Columbia, NX-97502

Stardate 76547.8 • July 20, 2399

The Alpha-997 protostar had been an interesting, if not a particularly eventful mission.  The young star in the Trill Sector had yielded a few clues about star formation, but none of the information was revolutionary.  As far as Matthew Harrison was concerned, Alpha-997 had been little more than a standard exploratory mission that would go down in history as something not worth mentioning in history books—not that Harrison was looking for such a mention, but the thought occasionally crossed his mind.

However, as the Columbia approached Starbase 54, thoughts of a different nature managed to garner the vast majority of Captain Harrison’s attention.  Just as the Columbia was concluding its study of Alpha-997, Harrison received a short, somewhat urgent message from Alan Christopher.  The Captain didn’t divulge the nature of the situation, but Harrison knew enough of current events to realize that conditions within the Elorg Bloc were beginning to deteriorate.  He would find out soon enough if his hunch was correct.

After the short trip to the Columbia’s transporter room, Harrison found himself swiftly transported to the starbase, where Captain Christopher stood patiently beside the large, curved console that controlled the transporter systems.

Harrison promptly acknowledged Christopher’s presence with a pleasant nod; the action took a fair amount of restraint, since Harrison truly desired to pause for a moment to reminisce about things past.  After all, it had been quite some time since he had spoken with Alan Christopher, and the two of them never had a shortage of things to say.  Alas, that was a conversation for another day, for Harrison knew other, less pleasant things loomed on the horizon.

“Your message sounded urgent,” said Harrison as he stepped down from the transporter platform.

“It was,” Christopher readily affirmed, a faint grin creeping across his face.  “There’s a clogged toilet on level thirty-four.  We need you guys to repair it right away.”

While serving as the Starlight’s executive officer, Harrison often found Christopher’s sense of humor inappropriate.  But now that he was removed from that humor by both weeks and light years, Harrison was forced to admit, he actually missed it.  Of course, Christopher could never know; his ego would grow exponentially.  Thus, Harrison rolled his eyes in the requisite manner.  “And all this time I had been under the distinct impression there was some sort of emergency…”

A devious grin crept across Christopher’s face.  “Oh, you haven’t seen that toilet,” he playfully mused.  He lingered near the freestanding workstation just long enough to place the interface into standby mode, and then headed for the exit.  “Come on,” he said, “Admiral Janeway is waiting for us.”

Harrison stepped into Admiral Janeway’s office not quite knowing what to expect.  Christopher seemed to indicate something was amiss but said little else on the matter; in the back of his mind, Harrison still suspected the Elorg might somehow be involved—but he could not honestly state that he knew what he was walking into.

Kathryn Janeway was perched on the edge of the nearby sofa, carefully pouring herself a cup of hot tea—green tea, if Harrison’s nose was not mistaken.  The admiral seemed perfectly at ease, as if her newly arrived visitors had come for a social visit; she even flashed a faint smile as Captain Christopher approached.

“Admiral,” he politely greeted.

Sipping at her tea, Janeway nodded her acknowledgement.  Harrison fully expected to get the meeting under way, but as the Admiral set aside her flowery cup, the conversation veered in a completely unexpected direction: “Would anyone care for a cup of tea?”

Instinct told Harrison to decline.  Despite the relaxed atmosphere, he was not here to enjoy himself; he was presumably here for a mission briefing.  …Of course, the tea’s earthy aroma was most enticing.  If the tea was replicated it was certainly an excellent approximation—but something told Harrison that this was the real thing… and that was an offer he simply could not refuse.  “Please.”

Christopher immediately cringed.  “Ugh,” he said,  “I don’t know how you guys can drink that stuff.  It smells utterly wretched, and tastes even worse.”

“It’s an acquired taste,” Janeway crisply admitted.  “I prefer coffee myself, but I had to give it up—doctor’s orders.”  She took a brief moment to pour Harrison his tea, and then carefully lifted both the cup and saucer from the shiny metal tray sitting on the coffee table.

Harrison gratefully accepted the proffered drink.  “Thank you,” he said, smiling as the pleasant aroma drifted into his nostrils.

“Has Captain Christopher explained the current situation to you?” Janeway inquired a moment later.

“He has not,” replied Harrison, carefully sampling his tea—which was almost certainly the real thing.  “I assumed the situation was much too delicate to explain in an unsecured area.”  He wasn’t even going to mention the restroom on level thirty-four.

Christopher gently rested his hands on the metallic rail that separated Janeway’s desk from the less formal sitting area.  “The Breen colony on Reza-Karun was recently destroyed by forces loyal to Ra’thenn,” he said.  “Talyere has indicated that conditions between the Breen and Elorg have subsequently deteriorated, and that a Breen insurrection is a distinct possibility.”

The insurrection did not surprise Harrison in the slightest; the Breen and the Elorg had never been on friendly terms, and this situation was a natural evolution of that conflict.  Unfortunately, the reason for the insurrection managed to evade even Harrison’s wildest thoughts.  “Why would Ra’thenn attack a defenseless colony?”

“The Elorg have a new ship,” Janeway replied.

“The Andrinel-class heavy destroyer,” Christopher promptly continued.  “Reza-Karun was little more than a proving ground.  We believe the Elorg will open a more aggressive campaign against the Federation in the coming weeks…”

“And how will the Columbia be involved in this campaign?” Harrison inquired.  He assumed this is the reason he had been summoned.

Janeway sipped at her tea, but the calm air about her was beginning to evaporate.  She tried to hide it, but it was obvious to Harrison that the Admiral was worried.  “For the time being,” she said, “the Columbia will contribute to the defense of Starbase 54 along with the First, Fourth, and Eleventh Fleets.”

Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “This starbase is so close to the Elorg border, we’d might as well paint a bull’s eye on the hull.  No matter what happens in the coming weeks and months, this place is going to be on the front line.”

“Starfleet has issued a fleet-wide yellow alert until further notice,” continued Janeway.  She gently set aside her empty teacup and turned her pale blue eyes upon Harrison.  “I’m going to be perfectly honest with you, Captain—the Elorg have more resources available to them and therefore, more ships… Should they choose to invade this sector, there is a very good chance the Federation will suffer some sort of defeat.”

Harrison had heard rumors of an Elorg fleet that numbered in the hundreds of thousands—and if there was even a shred of fact buried within those rumors, things certainly looked grim for the Federation.  “It would seem we are in need of additional allies…”

“And that brings us back to the Breen,” said Christopher.  “If there is going to be an insurrection, we need to support them, and make absolutely certain they are on our side.”

“The Prime Directive?”  It was certainly a touchy subject amidst a crisis, but Harrison had to inquire.  Helping the Breen rise in defiance of the Elorg was almost certainly violating the spirit of Starfleet’s most sacred order.

But Janeway shook her head.  “It doesn’t apply.  The Breen have asked for our help.”

“And this is where you come in, Matthew.”  Christopher grinned.  “The Cardassians are presently incarcerating an overseer named Aladar.  It is generally believed that the Breen will follow him, but… he’s about as helpful as a tree stump as long as he’s rotting away in a Cardassian prison cell.”

Harrison did not like where this conversation was headed.  “With all due respect, it might be wise to consider somebody else for this mission.  Admittedly, I am not much of a commando.”

“But you are a Starfleet officer,” said Janeway, as if that was the solution Harrison’s every last problem.  She even managed to crack a faint smile.  “So pack your bags, Captain.  You’re going to Cardassia…

• • •

Six days later, Matthew Harrison stood in a dank, dreary cave countless meters below the barren surface of Cardassia Prime.  Along with Talyere and the others, he simply stared at the lifeless body of the legendary Overseer Aladar.

“We didn’t kill him,” said Gul Menag, though his voice was entirely unsympathetic.

Brunel readily nodded to corroborate Menag’s story.  “The Overseer died of natural causes about three days ago…  You are more than welcome to inspect the body.  You will no doubt reach the same conclusion.”

The body looked reasonably unharmed.  Aladar had a faint bruise over his left eye, a scratch beneath his nose, but neither one of the injuries could have proven fatal.  Unless there were some deeper wounds beneath Aladar’s clothes, Harrison had no reason to doubt the Cardassians.  Even so, the Cardassians weren’t the most trustworthy civilization in the quadrant.  “We shall examine the body when we return to our vessel.  Thank you for your cooperation.”

Brunel provided Harrison a pleasant nod.  “It was the least we could do.”  On the surface, the sentiment sounded somewhat sincere, but Harrison detected a hint of sarcasm buried beneath the subtext.  After all, the Cardassians considered both the Breen and the Elorg bitter nemeses.  When Aladar took to his deathbed, Harrison very much doubted they made an effort to save him.

As the moments passed, an awkward silence began to fall upon the caverns.  Nobody wanted to say anything that might upset the delicate balance of power.  Harrison knew that one misspoken word at this junction might forever alienate the Cardassians.  Or if Brunel uttered something incompetent, there was a possibility Xelos and Zeratul might take it the wrong way, and there was no doubt in Harrison’s mind that the both of them were already upset with the Cardassians…

Obviously, the best course of action was the bring about a swift and diplomatic end to the… “conversation.”  Harrison glanced at Reinbold, hoping she might have a suggestion—but much to his chagrin, she didn’t even notice his glare.

Harrison forced a tactful smile back upon his face.  “Well…”

Brunel’s lips parted to deliver his response, but before he could utter a single word, Zeratul expelled an exasperated sigh.  “This meeting is terminated,” he plainly announced.  “I am returning to our vessel.”

And he wasn’t kidding.  Zeratul quickly tapped a short sequence of commands into the small device on his belt, and then vanished amidst a swirl of shimmering amber light.

Zeratul’s outburst wasn’t exactly the ice-breaker that Harrison had been hoping for, but it was enough to get the conversation back on track.

“We have completed our business,” said Brunel.  “If there are any unresolved issues, I believe they can be addressed at later date.”

“Agreed.”  Harrison wasn’t about to argue.  Brunel had just given him a way out of this dreadful conversation, and he was going to take it.  In fact, so desperate was Harrison to leave, he decided it might be wise to follow in Zeratul’s footsteps; he tapped his communicator.  “Harrison to Poison Ivy: five to beam up.”

That managed to get Reinbold’s attention—but before she had a chance to lodge a protest, the glittering amber transporter beam spirited away the entire group.

• • •

Though she wasn’t a doctor, Megan Reinbold knew enough about medicine to make a decent analysis of the deceased Overseer Aladar.  Well, maybe not a decent analysis, but her familiarity with exobiology gave her an edge that nobody else aboard the Poison Ivy had.

Aladar was splayed out on the clunky examination table in the aft compartment; his body, curled in the fetal position, was stiff as a board.  “Rigor mortis certainly hit him with a vengeance,” Reinbold noted as she tried to pose the Overseer into a position more suitable for examination.

“We can use that to help establish the time of death,” Xelos calmly noted.  He stood beside Talyere on the other side of the examination table.  “In most Elorg, joints are typically inflexible for three to five days after expiration.”

Reinbold glanced up from her tricorder, suddenly wondering if she was the right person to conduct the autopsy.

However, Xelos was quick to clarify his position.  “Unfortunately, my knowledge is limited to the basic medical information provided to all members of the military.”

Even so, Reinbold was glad to have somebody with a shred of medicinal knowledge along for the trip.  She glanced down at her tricorder.  “Maximum stiffness is usually reached within twelve to twenty-four hours in a human…”  She again tried—and failed—to reposition Aladar.  “I’d say he’s pretty close to that point… so he’s been dead at least a day or two.”

“That is consistent with the Cardassians’ claim,” Talyere noted.  “Can you determine how he expired?”

Reinbold quickly ran her tricorder over the Overseer’s body, looking for anything out of the ordinary… but aside from the fact that he was dead, nothing of interest really popped up.  “He has all of the bumps and bruises one would expect from an incarceration inside of a cave—but none of them were life-threatening.”  She snapped shut the scanner.  “If you ask me, Aladar died of natural causes.”

“He was 244 years old,” noted Xelos.

“Is it common for Elorg to live that long?” Reinbold inquired.  Despite the fact the Federation had been in almost constant contact with the Elorg over the past five years, they still knew next to nothing about their biology.

“I am 201 years old,” noted Talyere.  “Most Elorg live in excess of 300 years, and it is not unprecedented for healthier individuals to reach 350.”

“The oldest Breen on record was 418 when he perished,” added Xelos.

Reinbold frowned.  That seemed to contradict the Federation’s earlier notions that the Breen were a relatively short-lived species.  Then again, that data was compiled prior to the Dominion War, in a time when everything about the Breen was mysterious.  It was very possible that data was incorrect.

Just then, the thick, metallic doors clanked open, and Captain Harrison strode into the room alongside Zeratul and Izik Frang, Captain of the Poison Ivy.

Izik was a scrawny little Orion.  He was also a self-proclaimed rogue mercenary, and was perhaps the worst poet in the galaxy.  He had an odd, earthy scent about him… and a very unique personality.  “How’s the stiff?”

“Still dead,” said Reinbold.

He shook his head.  “Shame.  Looks like we come all the way to Cardassia for zilch!”  A faint smile crept across his face.  “Good thing I’m not on commission.”

Back on the Starlight, Harrison had been able to tolerate Captain Christopher’s mindless platitudes.  Unfortunately for Harrison, Izik was about thirty times more annoying, and if the mission went on for too much longer, Reinbold suspected that someone was going to get strangled…

Harrison tried his best to ignore Izik, but the Orion seemed to take great pleasure in pushing Harrison’s buttons.  “Get that stick outta your bottom, Captain H! It ain’t all that bad!”

Trying his best to seem oblivious, Harrison stepped closer to the examination table.  “We just vacated the Cardassia System,” he said to Reinbold.  “According to sensors, we should be near Starbase 54 in about forty-eight hours.”

And Reinbold could tell, a long forty-eight hours it would be…

Chapter 7

“Now what are we going to do?”

The past few hours, Captain Harrison had asked himself the very same question a dozen times.  To his apparent consternation, he hadn’t had an answer for himself, and sitting in the Poison Ivy’s mess claustrophobic mess hall, he didn’t have an answer for Megan Reinbold.  “I do not know,” admitted Harrison.  “I had always anticipated the possibility of Aladar’s demise… but never did I imagine he would die of natural causes—we can’t even make a martyr out of him.”

Reinbold sipped at her glass of water.  It was oddly discolored and a bit cloudy… but given the travesty that came out of the replicator when Harrison ordered green tea, the water seemed almost palatable.  “So if there’s a Breen insurrection…”

Harrison sighed.  “We shall play the few cards that we have,” he said.  “Talyere is favored by many Breen…”

“But is he favored by enough?”

“Doubtful.”  With his limited resources, Xi’Yor had been able to single-handedly quell Talyere’s first resistance.  Harrison suspected that with the resources of an entire empire at his disposal, Ra’thenn could very easily annihilate a similar Breen insurrection.

“This puts us in a very bad position,” Reinbold whispered.  “If the Elorg attack…”

Harrison already knew where this was going, and the realization was a painful one  “If the Elorg attack,” he quietly continued, “it is almost certain the Federation will see defeat.  We were entrusted with the safety of the Federation, and we failed…”

• • •

 After meeting with Admiral Janeway, Alan Christopher felt he needed to get away for a little bit—and the sentiment brought on a considerable sigh.  He was less than a week into his new job and he already needed to get away.  That didn’t bode well, especially if the coming conflict was long and drawn out.

In the past two days, Christopher perused more status reports than he had seen in the previous two months.  It seemed he was constantly headed for one meeting or another, and sooner or later, he was going to have to sit down with Starfleet Command to discuss strategies for the looming engagement with the Elorg.  The feelings of dread already panged within Christopher’s heart.

Still, as miserable as Christopher was, he took some comfort knowing that Matthew Harrison was equally thrilled with his new assignment.  “Misery loves company.”

Harrison acknowledged the sentiment with a shrug.  He had long ago traded his wretched tea for a glass of synthale, and now he just sat, peering blankly into the half-empty glass.  “I am not miserable,” he stated.  “I am simply apprehensive.  If you recall, my last covert operation was not a resounding success.”

“It wasn’t a failure, either,” Christopher promptly reminded.  Last year, Harrison traveled to Romulus to meet with the ailing Ambassador Spock.  Unfortunately, the Ambassador was killed by the Tal Shiar before he could share the bulk of his information, and the mission ended with decidedly mixed results.

Harrison seemed to reach the same conclusions.  “I suppose you are correct,” he mused.

“I’m always right,” said Christopher.

“Of course.”  Harrison chuckled.  “I had nearly forgotten.”

Feet resting on the edge of the tabletop, Christopher slid back into his seat and carefully balanced his chair on its back legs.  It was a delicate maneuver, but it occupied just enough of Christopher’s attention to keep his thoughts from wandering back to his work.  “Besides,” he said, getting back to the conversation, “this trip to Cardassia is going to be like a vacation compared to Romulus.”

Curious, Harrison peered up from his glass.  “Oh?”

“Yeah,” Christopher happily confirmed.  “Think about it… you get a nice, relaxing journey to a warm, sunny world far from the troubles of home.  You’re going to have a great time!”

A faint smile managed to curve upward Harrison’s lips.  “I was unaware the Cardassians hired you as a public relations officer.”

“I make all their brochures,” Christopher quipped.

Harrison sipped at his drink.  “You are indeed a man of many talents, Alan.”

“I know.”  Feeling his balance beginning to waver, Christopher took a moment to steady himself.  He would hate to exclude the act of sitting from his list of wondrous talents.

Thankfully, Matthew Harrison did not take notice Christopher’s brief battle with gravity.  He instead downed the remainder of his ale and used his moderately bettered mood as a means to change the subject.  “So, why did you choose me to lead this mission?  There are dozens of better qualified officers…”

The question certainly caught Christopher by surprise, but he wasn’t about to deny the question or Harrison’s subsequent observation.  There were plenty of officers more qualified to go to Cardassia, but there was but a single factor that Christopher considered when making his choice:  “I trust you, Matthew.”

It was as simple as that.

• • •

Captain Christopher had made a poor decision.  In his heart, Harrison had known that all along, but blinded by his faith in Christopher, he allowed himself to believe that he could succeed…  In retrospect, Harrison was beginning to think that his entire tenure aboard the Columbia might have been a mistake.  Technically speaking, he hadn’t done anything wrong… but he hadn’t done anything extraordinary, either.

In fact, the Columbia’s record thus far was relatively undistinguished.  Most of the time the vessel was off on some routine exploratory mission well within the borders of Federation space, and its one true chance to shine—the joint mission with the Dominion—ended much like Harrison’s other more ambitious endeavors: it hadn’t failed, but the end results were by no means considered a success…

Starfleet hadn’t said anything.  Yes, there had been debriefings in the aftermath of both the Romulan and Dominion incidents, but the Admirals at Starfleet Command had been very forgiving.  They trusted Harrison; they had faith in his abilities.  So did Captain Christopher—in fact, he was likely one of the driving forces behind Harrison’s promotion.  But sooner or later, they were all of them bound to realize the error in their ways…

With a heavy sigh, Harrison glanced up at Reinbold.  “I wish we could have done more…”

“We did everything we could.”

“And that was not enough.”  Obviously they couldn’t have prevented Aladar’s demise; Harrison wasn’t going to start blaming himself for something that was completely beyond his ability to control—but in the back of his mind, he was incredibly disappointed nonetheless.  Just once, he would like to provide some good news to his superiors.

Just once.

But as the alert klaxon sounded—much to Harrison’s chagrin—more bad news was on the horizon…

“It’s an Inkhezi-class warship.”  Talyere recognized the archaic curves of the Elorg vessel even before the sensors did—and unfortunately, the vessel was rapidly drawing nearer.  “It appears to be on an intercept course.”

“We are still well within the borders of Cardassian space,” Captain Harrison noted as he and Commander Reinbold stepped into the Poison Ivy’s cramped little bridge.  “What are they doing?”

To that, Talyere had no viable answer.  “Intercepting us, I would presume…”

Thankfully, Overseer Xelos had a more sufficient response.  “The Elorg have always little regard for the Cardassian border,” he explained.  “In recent months, they have begun to violate the border with frequency.”

“No doubt on Ra’thenn’s divine authority,” said Zeratul with a sarcastic grunt.  “…He is a fetid piece of refuse.”

Izik laughed at the sentiment.  “You took the words right outta my mouth, Z!”  He sat in the cramped little cockpit alongside his navigator, a rotund little fellow named Crimzyltorakksilus Cadrischien—though for reasons that both eluded and made complete sense to Talyere, the alien was frequently referred to as ‘Bob.’

Crimzyltorakksilus was apparently a native of the Gamma Quadrant, a member of a species known only as the Nu.  He looked like an overgrown eggplant, complete with scrawny little arms and legs.  He didn’t say much… and in retrospect, he didn’t do too much, either.  Nevertheless, Crimzyltorakksilus was apparently a highly valued member of the Poison Ivy’s crew.

“How long until they intercept us?” asked Reinbold.

Izik glanced at his sensors.  “At their current speed, in about three minutes.”

“Can we outrun them?” Talyere inquired.

Three minutes wasn’t much of a head start, and Talyere knew that the Poison Ivy was not a very speedy ship, but the notion seemed to inspire Izik Frang into action—and a wide smile summarily spread across the Orion’s face.  “As a matter of fact, we can outrun them.”

Harrison didn’t buy it.  “I need not remind you, we have yet to crack warp six.  An Elorg warship can attain speeds in excess of warp twelve.”

Izik seemed undeterred, despite that one small detail.  “Bob recently installed a highly experimental transwarp drive,” he happily announced.  “Assuming we’re not vaporized in a cataclysmic warp core breach, I can have us cruising along at warp thirteen…  Right, Bob?”

The Nu briefly glanced up from his station.  “Guh!”

Though he didn’t intend to slight Crimzyltorakksilus, Talyere was immediately skeptical.  After all, the Poison Ivy was an ancient Talarian space barge (which was either stolen or salvaged from a debris field, Talyere had yet to decide which).   While he had been willing to tempt fate in the transporter, there was no way Talyere would risk his life at warp thirteen.  “Have you tested these new systems?”

“Once,” said Izik, unconcerned.  “But the computer froze during the simulation.”

“So we can’t outrun the warship,” Harrison readily surmised.  Apparently he wasn’t even willing to consider the transwarp option.

But Izik forced the issue.  “I trust the guy who sold me the components,” he exclaimed. “Got a great deal, too… the system cost a bit less, and puts out a bit more—just like my woman!  It’ll be fine.”

“I would rather not find out,” insisted Harrison, utterly oblivious to Izik’s crude little quip.  “We need another option…”

The sensors bleeped, and Crimzyltorakksilus hastily pointed at his sensor display.  “G-g-guh!”  The Elorg were coming…

Not quite ready for a return to Kalidar, Talyere searched his racing mind for any sort of viable alternative to the transwarp flight.  And he turned to Xelos.  “We are still out of the warship’s short-range sensors—they do not yet know that we are aboard…”

Xelos nodded his agreement.  “What is your point?”

“Since the Elorg crew does not know we are here, it is logical to assume they simply wish to inspect the Poison Ivy’s cargo…”  Talyere suddenly felt that he was on to something.  “If we can somehow conceal ourselves from the warship’s sensors, it is possible they will let us pass without incident.”

“I believe they would be more inclined to eliminate this vessel,” Zeratul loudly interjected.  “After all, it is little more than an assemblage of scrap metal.”

Izik frowned.  “Hey!”

“To date, the Elorg have intercepted 517 mercenary vessels in or near Cardassian space,” Xelos continued.  “More than 450 of them have been destroyed…”

“In theory, we could use some sort of interferametric pulse to confuse the Elorg sensors,” said Reinbold.  “But it wouldn’t fool them for long.”

“So the odds are not good,” mused Harrison.  “How long would it take to implement such a plan?”

Reinbold shook her head.  “A few minutes,” she guessed.  “I’m not used to working with Talarian computers, let alone Talarian computers that have been heavily modified…”

The sensors bleeped again.  “We’ve got less than ninety seconds,” Izik announced just moments later.  His fingers frantically tapped at the cumbersome helm controls, but as far as Talyere could tell, the evasive maneuvers were not of much assistance.  The warship’s arrival was inevitable.

“We could always jump to transwarp,” suggested Zeratul.  He thusly seated himself at the small workstation nearest Crimzyltorakksilus and started to peruse the transwarp systems… but Talyere still hoped to find another way out of the situation.

Obviously growing frustrated, Harrison clenched his fists and started to pace.  “Are there any weaknesses in enemy defenses?” he inquired.

Talyere shook his head.  “We have faced this type of warship dozens of times in the past,” he reminded.  “If there was a weakness, I would have mentioned it by now…  Suffice to say, after tens of thousands of years in service, the Inkhezi-class is flawless in its design.”

“Drat.”

Talyere sighed.  “Drat indeed…”

And the sensors bleeped yet again.  “Talarian vessel,” came an incredibly stern voice over the communication system, “stand down and prepare to be boarded!  This is your only warning.  If you do not comply, you will be eliminated!”

Harrison glanced over to the cockpit.  “Do not respond,” he said to Izik.

“What?”  The lanky Orion was immediately on his feet.  “You heard them!  If we don’t comply, we’ll be eliminated!”

“They will likely eliminate us anyway,” Zeratul tersely interjected.

“Maybe we can negotiate,” Izik tentatively suggested.  “I’m sure they’re open to reason!”

Zeratul chuckled.  “Think again.”

A few days ago, Talyere had asked the chi-goehs for the courage to see his pending trials through to the end.  At the time, he had been adamant about asking very little from the sacred echoes, but in retrospect, Talyere realized he should have asked for their protection in addition to the desired courage…

It wasn’t too late to try.

But the moment Talyere closed his eyes to begin his meditation, the decking began to vibrate.  They were not under attack, but…

“Tractor beam!” called Reinbold.

Harrison’s pacing came to an abrupt halt.  “Can you disrupt it?”

Reinbold glanced at the freestanding workstation behind the cockpit, and almost immediately shook her head.  “It’s too powerful!”

Izik wearily fell back into his seat.  “Well, we ain’t jumpin’ to transwarp now!”  And he started to tap at his workstation…

“What are you doing?” asked Harrison, his voice brimming with concern.

“Waving the white flag, Captain H.  I don’t wanna get eliminated.  The old ticker’s still got a few good years left in it.”

Harrison darted toward the cockpit.  “Do not send that message!” he exclaimed.

“Too late,” Izik replied as he tapped one last command into the computer.  “I just sent it.”

Harrison froze.

Reinbold sighed.

Zeratul chuckled.

And Talyere fell to the deck, his chest bursting with pain.  As the dark haze consumed his eyesight, the last thing he glimpsed was the blazing red discharge from Crimzyltorakksilus’ weapon.

“Nice shooting,” mused Zeratul, just moments before he, too, fell to the deck…

Chapter 8

Megan Reinbold opened her eyes.

Two seconds later, the computer expelled a shrill bleep.  “The time is 1300 hours.”

Every single time Megan instructed the computer to wake her at a specific hour, she always managed to wake up just seconds before the alarm.  That frequently led Megan to the conclusion that she didn’t need an alarm… but whenever she neglected to set the alarm, she would invariably sleep in.

It was a paradox.

But Megan wasn’t about to waste her precious hours studying the curious phenomenon.  She simply assumed her internal clock was better prepared on certain days, and left it at that.

Ready to start her day, Megan quickly shoved aside her bright yellow sheets and crawled out of bed.  Normally she would have been eating lunch at this time of day, but since she worked the late shift last night, it was time for a little midday breakfast.

After a quick jaunt in the sonic shower, Megan hopped into a pale green and gray jumpsuit and headed for the mess hall—but about halfway to the turbolift, Megan found herself diverted elsewhere…

Her communicator chirped.  “Harrison to Reinbold.”

The call was certainly unexpected.  The last time Megan checked the duty roster, today had been designated her day off—and since Captain Harrison didn’t frequently make social calls, Megan was certainly curious.  She quickly tapped the shiny Starfleet insignia upon her breast.  “Reinbold here.”

“Commander,” came Harrison’s soft voice, “please join me in my ready room with due haste…”

A few minutes later, Reinbold strode into Harrison’s office.  Like everything else aboard the Columbia, it was cramped, but sleek in its design.  Captain Harrison sat at his desk, indolently perusing the contents of a book he had undoubtedly pulled from the nearby bookshelf.  It was literally overflowing with books, many of them written in languages Reinbold could only begin to comprehend.

Apparently, Harrison’s comprehension of the material was also limited, because Reinbold duly noted a translation matrix on one of the myriad padds scattered across the Captain’s desk.  He referred to it several times before finally setting aside the text.  “Commander Reinbold,” he softly greeted.  “I apologize for disturbing you on your day off, but unfortunately, duty calls…”

Ever since the Columbia had been diverted to Starbase 54, Reinbold suspected something was amiss.  “The Elorg?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison, nodding agreeably.  “Storm clouds are gathering on the horizon.  The time for war draws near…”

“The Columbia is ready for action,” Reinbold stated.  Technically, the ship had never seen combat outside of tactical simulations, but even then it had proven itself a formidable presence on the battlefield.

Harrison nodded his approval.  “And what about yourself, Commander?  Are you ready?”

That question was infinitely more difficult to answer.  Megan considered herself to be in peak physical shape.  Her mind was sharp as a knife.  Technically speaking, she was ready for war.  But warfare wasn’t always limited to technicalities; for every physical demand placed upon a soldier, there came twenty emotional demands.  “I don’t know if it’s possible to be ready for war…”

“I understand,” said Harrison.  “It is never easy to take a life.  Over the years, I have seen more conflict than I care to recall… and to this day, I am still troubled by the numerous lives I have taken.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing,” Reinbold softly replied.  

“Perhaps…”  Harrison paused, taking a long moment to compose his obviously troubled thoughts. “Unfortunately, the burdens of war shall soon hit home for the both of us.”

“What?”

In the moments that followed, Captain Harrison spoke of Reza-Karun, the possibility of a Breen insurrection, and his mission to Cardassia.  Some of the news had caught Reinbold by surprise, but none of it compared to the bombshell that Harrison dropped near the end of his spiel: “I want you to join me on Cardassia.”
• • • 

Several fiery pulses of crimson light streaked across the cockpit.  Megan Reinbold watched as both Talyere and Zeratul were felled by the wicked blasts, but before she had a chance to panic, Reinbold’s survival instinct took over.  She immediately pulled the phaser from her belt and retraced the disruptor blasts to the cockpit.

Crimzyltorakksilus stood calmly near his seat, weapon still in his hand.  He made no attempt to explain himself, nor did he take any efforts to defend himself as Reinbold approached.  He just stood, his beady little eyes peering up at her…

“What the hell are you doing?”

“He was just following my order,” Izik flatly interjected.

Reinbold looked to Harrison for some assistance, but he seemed distant.  This incident did not bode well for their mission, which in Harrison’s mind, was already on the path to failure.  He would come back to his senses eventually, but not soon enough.  Thus, Reinbold yanked the phaser from his belt and pointed it at the devious little Orion.  “Why?”

Flashing a nervous grin, Izik tried to back himself away from the weapon, but so restricted was the cockpit, he had nowhere to run.

“Normally, I would suggest an interrogation,” Xelos calmly stated as he came up alongside Reinbold, “but unfortunately, we have other matters to deal with…”

And as if on cue, five pillars of gleaming azure light swirled about the Poison Ivy’s bridge.  “The Elorg,” said Reinbold, clenching her jaw.

Four of the five intruders were rather large and very heavily armed.  Reinbold assumed they were protectors, and that she had a very small hope of disarming even one of them.  The fifth Elorg was of a more average build, and while she was also armed, her weapon was little more than a simple disruptor.  She gracefully strode past the bulky protectors and approached Xelos.

“Va’kyr,” he snarled, disgust in his voice evident.

She violently shoved the disruptor into his torso.  “Overseer Va’kyr,” she tersely corrected before blowing a massive hole into his chest.  Giant rivulets of black blood spewed into the air as Xelos’ squirming organs sagged out of his writhing body and plopped onto the deck.  Unfazed by the carnage, Va’kyr shoved his lifeless body to the deck.

Sickened by the Overseer’s utter disregard for life, Reinbold was tempted to retaliate… but a second glance at the four protectors looming nearby kept her from taking any sort of action that could be perceived as violent.  “What do you want?”

Va’kyr barely acknowledged the sentiment.  “I do not speak to lesser forms of life,” she hissed.  Easily shoving Reinbold aside, she stepped closer to the cockpit.  “You.” Her fiery orange eyes drilled into Izik’s skull.  “You have ten seconds to explain your presence in this territory.”

Reinbold briefly suspected her life would end about eleven seconds later, but much to her surprise, the scrawny little Orion provided a surprisingly intelligent response.

“I’m a bounty hunter,” he effortlessly explained.  “I just captured these Elorg scum a few days ago near the Badlands…  I was going to turn them over to the Orion Syndicate, but I’d be willing to negotiate.”

Unfortunately, if Va’kyr believed a word of Izik’s story, her face didn’t show it.  She just stood, peering down upon the Orion with a terribly malicious gaze.  “What about the humans?”

Izik nodded.  “They were with the Elorg,” he said.  “Starfleet officers.  The Syndicate wanted them, too.”

“And why is the female armed?”

Izik chuckled lightly.  “Actually, we was just in the middle of a little prisoner escape,” he said.  “If you hadn’t come along, they would’ve been able to get back to the Federation completely unharmed!”

“Then it is fortunate your vessel was intercepted,” Va’kyr icily replied, not at all humored by Izik’s little story.  “In exchange for all of the prisoners and your vessel, I will allow you to live.”

“That is very kind of you!” Izik happily replied… though Reinbold was beginning to question the intelligence she had just moments ago attributed to the Orion.  While he managed to save himself, everyone else was apparently left to the Elorg… that was definitely not something Reinbold was looking forward to.

They had to escape…

Unfortunately, she didn’t think that was going to happen.  At least not anytime soon.

Va’kyr turned to her protectors, somehow inspiring them into action without uttering a single word.  The four protectors, eager to perform their duties, immediately started for Reinbold.  Knowing she couldn’t hope to defeat them in hand-to-hand combat, she surrendered at once.

Ten minutes later, Reinbold found herself splayed out on the floor in a dark little room aboard the Elorg warship.  Harrison was about a meter away, also sprawled out on the cold, metallic deck, but Talyere and Zeratul were nowhere to be seen.  Reinbold suspected they were situated in a more secure location… or an interrogation chamber… or worse…  Whatever the case, she didn’t want to dwell.

Unfortunately, the Elorg were not the most accommodating hosts.  As far as Reinbold could tell, her new home was a simple metallic box.  Nominal lighting and ventilation, no facilities, no replicators, no beds… no exit, for that matter.  Much as she hated to do so, Reinbold had no choice but to dwell, for there was nothing else to do.

“No…”

At first, Harrison didn’t seem to hear Reinbold’s voice, but since there was a considerable echo in the room, the constant reverberation eventually got to him.  “No?” he curiously prompted.

“You asked if I was ready for the war,” Reinbold politely reminded.  “After some additional thought, I would have to say the answer is a definite no.”

“And how did you reach this conclusion?” asked Harrison, shifting uncomfortably on the deck in a futile attempt to get comfortable.

Reinbold rested her head on the wall.  “I’ve never been in a war,” she admitted.  “During most of the Elorg War, I was stationed on Earth.  While you were risking your life on the front lines in the Kilka Sector, I was in a lab studying Species 8472…”

“A worthy cause,” noted Harrison.

“I briefly served aboard the Kensington towards the end of the war,” she continued, “but we never saw any action…  I spent most of last year’s conflict with the Romulans on Zirat, hundreds of light years from the fighting.  Aside from the few battles we waged aboard the Starlight, I haven’t seen much in the way of combat.”

“And this concerns you?”

Reinbold shrugged.  “It didn’t until about twenty minutes ago, when I was staring down that Overseer’s disruptor…”

“At least your thoughts were coherent,” Harrison quietly muttered.  “I was shamefully incompetent at that point.  I expect it will cost me my rank.”

“You’re being too hard on yourself.”

He shook his head.  “I think not.  I have spent much of my adult life preparing to become a starship captain.  I have quite literally trained for years to attain such an illustrious status… and when the time came for me to put that training to good use, I was sorely inept.”

“I’ve been through a lot of that very same training,” said Reinbold.  It wasn’t easy, and though she hadn’t progressed nearly as far as Harrison, she knew enough to share her insights.  “Try as they might, Starfleet can’t prepare you for everything.  They can’t plot every single detail of every single mission… the universe is an uncertain place.”

“Perhaps a bit too uncertain for my liking.”

Harrison liked control.  Reinbold knew that from experience; she imagined he was the sort of person to enter a conversation constantly trying to plot every possible outcome.  He was probably doing it right now.  “We both have a lot to learn,” she said.

Harrison glanced up at Reinbold.  “About war?” he guessed.

Reinbold shook her head.  “About the universe.”

• • •

The moment his weary eyes parted, Talyere Rosat knew he was in an interrogation chamber. The incredibly harsh lighting was a good indicator of his location, but it was the metallic chair Talyere found himself strapped to that confirmed his suspicions.  …Perhaps his return to Kalidar was not as imminent has he had previously thought.  Talyere knew that he would be lucky to survive the next few hours.

“Zeratul?” he called, though he didn’t expect a response.  The Elorg did not frequently incarcerate valuable prisoners in the same chamber.

Even so, Talyere got his response.  “The Overseer is not available,” said Va’kyr as she stepped into the blazing circle of light around Talyere’s chair.  “My esteemed colleagues are currently extracting all of his memories.  He will be terminated shortly after the procedure is completed.”

Talyere suspected he would endure a similar fate once Va’kyr was through with him.  “What do you want from me?”

“You are Talyere Rosat,” said Va’kyr.  She stood directly before him, arms clasped behind her back.  Her gaze was more curious than malevolent… but unfortunately, Talyere did not know enough about Va’kyr to ascertain what that curious gaze indicated.

He decided to remain elusive.  “I will neither confirm nor deny that sentiment.”

Va’kyr shook her head.  “I had the medics extract a DNA sample while they treated your chest wounds,” she tersely stated.  “You are Talyere Rosat.”

“Perhaps…”

She stepped closer, the harsh lighting nearly bleaching all the detail from her ashen face.  “This is not your first incarceration,” she reminded.  “Unfortunately for you, I am not nearly as patient as the High Overseer, nor I am not content to play mind games.  If you do not comply with my order, I will have you terminated.  Zeratul will provide all the information I require.”

“Then you shall have to terminate me,” Talyere sternly replied.  He did not intend to provide Va’kyr with a single bit of information.

But Va’kyr did not accept that answer.  “You have not heard what I have to say.”

Talyere shook his head.  “I have no desire to hear your words.”

“Unfortunately, you have no choice but to listen.”  Va’kyr flashed a seductive smile.  “I require your assistance.”

“Oh?”

She nodded.  “It would seem we have a problem.”

“What sort of problem?”  Talyere was more skeptical than curious, but he had no choice but to hear out his captor.

Va’kyr was rather blunt in the description of this problem.  In fact, the single word rolled off her tongue like poison: “Xi’Yor.”

And Talyere’s interest was suddenly piqued.  “I’m listening…”

Chapter 9

From the outset, Alan Christopher knew that the mission to Cardassia was going to require resources beyond those available to Starfleet and the Federation.  There was no way they could hope to waltz into Cardassian space without the Elorg taking notice.  Any Federation starship would be attacked and destroyed before it got halfway to Cardassia…

An undercover operation was the only viable alternative, and while Christopher had envisioned utilizing one of the Starfleet’s smaller craft—preferably one of the long-range shuttles equipped with a cloaking device—Admiral Janeway and Captain Talbot had a different idea…

That idea just docked at Starbase 54… and the moment he saw the vessel’s registry, Christopher knew they were in for trouble.  “The Poison Ivy?”

“It’s a Talarian frigate,” Jeremy Talbot calmly explained as he and Christopher strolled through a series of corridors en route to docking bay twelve.

“I know what it is,” Christopher sarcastically retorted.

“Then you should know that it’s a proven design,” Talbot replied as they reached a junction in the corridor.  He quickly made the left turn that would lead them directly to the docking bay.  “I don’t see the problem…”

Christopher wanted to suggest the problem was Talbot’s eyesight, but better judgment kept him from doing so.  “I was just hoping for a ship with a little more firepower…”

“It has firepower,” said Talbot.

“It’s a frigate!”

Talbot shook his head to refute the sentiment.  “Apparently the owner made some modifications to the tactical array.”

“Owner?”

“Some Orion mercenary named Izik Frang.”  Talbot shrugged.  “He does a lot of… business along the Cardassian border—mainly smuggling—but he’s been known to sell weapons on occasion.  He generously offered his services to the Federation when we threatened to shut down his operation and throw him into jail.”

“Can we trust him?”

“No.”

“Lovely…”

• • •

Izik Frang liked his new quarters.  The Nathreziim wasn’t the most opulent vessel he had ever seen, but it was certainly a step up from the Poison Ivy.  It had a decadent, Gothic feel; the furniture wasn’t too terribly comfortable and the lighting was poor… but Izik imagined he could live comfortably aboard the Nathreziim for quite some time.

Unfortunately, he strongly suspected that he wasn’t welcome.  There were guards—or protectors, as the Elorg called them—constantly stationed outside his quarters, and they weren’t very pleasant.  They never allowed Izik to leave his quarters, not even to grab a bite to eat.  That particular restriction wouldn’t have been so bad if the replicator could produce something other than Nutritional Supplement 47.  It was gray.  And gelatinous.  And about as tasty as chalk.  Bob seemed to like it, though…

“I wonder what they’re going to do with us,” Izik wondered aloud as he plopped down on the foot of his lumpy bed.  “You don’t think they’re going to keep us here forever, do you, Bob?”

Bob was standing nearby, like he was wont to do.  He didn’t do much of anything else in his free time.  The Nu were a very peculiar species.  “Guh…”

Izik nodded his agreement.  “I hear ya, buddy…”

Just then, the doors clanked apart.  Izik glanced up just in time to see one of his beloved protectors storm into the room.  “We are approaching your new home.”

“What?”  Izik glanced at his sleek surroundings.  “I thought this was my new home!”

The protector shook his head.  “You thought wrong.  In five cycles you and your companion will be deposited on Shagra’nel.  It is an uninhabited planetoid near the Elorg border.  You shall remain there until you perish.”

“Perish?”  Izik’s eyes widened.  “Hey, I thought my life was spared?!  I thought we had a deal?!  What’s up with that, man?”

The protector grunted without responding, and then headed back into the corridor from whence he came.  Evidently the deal was off.  And as the doors clanked shut, Izik decided that it was time to revert to Plan A.

He slinked off the bed.  “Bob,” he said, “what do you say we bust outta this joint?”

Bob seemed to smile.  “Guh!”

Matthew Harrison had no way to know how much time had passed since the Poison Ivy’s capture, but he was fairly certain it had been more than a day.  “They have yet to feed us,” he noted.

Megan Reinbold glanced up from the floor, which had somehow managed to keep her attention for much of the duration.  “Did you miss your afternoon tea?”

“As a matter of fact, I did,” he lightly noted.

Reinbold smiled.  “Maybe we should complain to room service?”

“I intend to do just that.”  Unfortunately, Harrison wasn’t entirely certain they would actually meet their captors.  After all, the Elorg did consider humans to be a lower form of life.  There was a fair chance they would simply allow their undesirable prisoners to perish.

Reinbold was apparently thinking the same thing.  “Why don’t they just kill us and get it over with?”

Harrison shrugged.  “Perhaps they intend to feed us to the incubus?”

She arched a curious brow.  “Incubus?”

“They are feral beasts kept aboard some Elorg vessels,” Harrison explained.  “They have occasionally been used to infiltrate enemy vessels.  The Starlight, for example, was infested when we made first contact with the Elorg.  The incubus drained power from ship systems and caused considerable chaos.  I suspect our partially rotted carcasses would make for a decent meal.”

Reinbold cringed.

“Phagophobia?”

“A fear of being eaten?”  She shook her head.  “Sure, it’s an unpleasant thought, but I don’t live in mortal fear of being devoured.  Do you?”

“No, of course not,” replied Harrison.  The notion was utterly ridiculous.  At this point in time, he was more concerned about necrophobia, the fear of death.  Of course, he could never say as much in front of Reinbold.  He wanted to preserve the few shreds of dignity he had left.

The plan was a simple one, really.  In fact, it was quite brilliant as far as Izik was concerned.  All he had to do was sit back and relax, perhaps keep the protectors occupied for a bit.  His role in the escape was rather minute, but he absolutely had to maintain the illusion of calm.  Bob was depending on it.

The two of them stood very near the small access hatch in their new quarters.  It took some doing, but Izik managed to manually override the decryption sequences keeping the hatch sealed.  The Elorg might eventually detect the security breach—in fact, Izik suspected it wouldn’t take long… but with any luck, Bob’s mission would be equally swift.

Izik carefully pulled the heavy metallic hatch from the wall and then turned to his valued companion.  “Ready?”

Bob waddled closer to the opening in the wall.  “Guh!”  And in the blink of an eye, he vanished into thin air…

• • •

Having been held in an interrogation chamber for the better part of a day, Talyere wasn’t exactly warming to Va’kyr’s few charms—but her proposal was certainly interesting.  It was unfortunate that he could not trust the Overseer.  According to recent reports from Kalidar, Va’kyr was just as devious as Xi’Yor… and perhaps more disturbing, her wants and desires continued to remain a mystery.

After their last conversation, Va’kyr had generously granted Talyere two cycles to consider her proposal—but since it was obvious she intended to terminate Talyere if he did not cooperate, those two cycles were little more than an unusual form of torture.  Not quite as effective as Xi’Yor’s constant beatings, but… very imaginative.  Talyere was able to conjure many different demises in his mind’s eye, all of them rather grotesque.

And now that those two cycles had elapsed, Talyere was one step closer to having those dreams fulfilled—because one misspoken word in the coming conversation would undoubtedly prove fatal.

Va’kyr arrived right on schedule.  She did not bother to confuse Talyere into thinking ten intervals had passed.  She did not lie to him about the fate of his friends and allies.  She just barged into the chamber and bluntly drove the conversation to its point:  “What is your decision?”

Talyere gazed into her blazing orange eyes.  It had been said that the eyes were the doorway into one’s soul… and if that was the cause… Va’kyr had no soul.  Her eyes bore little more than the cold hatred that came with most everyone on Kalidar.  “I have decided that you are an unknown variable,” Talyere replied.  “I cannot trust you.”

She clenched her fists.  “Then you refuse my generous offer, Overseer?”

Talyere shook his head.  “I did not say that,” he quickly replied.  “But you have thus far given me few reasons to believe that we are on the same side.  Your record on Kalidar, for example, is particularly violent… and you are the Cerebrate’s mate…”

She cringed at the very mention of her beloved mate.  “Ra’thenn is a fool,” she angrily hissed.  “He is, on occasion, a pleasurable diversion… but for the most part, he is a mere puppet—and I am pulling the strings.”

Talyere did not doubt Va’kyr’s ability to manipulate any given situation to her favor.  He truly believed she could control Ra’thenn—and if she could control the Cerebrate, she could just as easily control this conversation.  “You are doing little to curry my favor.  Besides, if you are as powerful as you claim, you have no need for my services…  You can eliminate both Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor—and claim the Elorg Bloc for yourself.”

She reached for her weapon.  “Then you would rather I terminate you?”

Talyere flashed a faint smile.  “You won’t do that.”  It was a brazen accusation, but he had his reasons…

Va’kyr, however, seemed to disagree with Talyere’s assessment.  “You have already tempted me,” she angrily hissed, violently jamming the weapon into Talyere’s chest.  “Do not make me pull the trigger.”

She seemed dead serious.  Had the circumstances been different, Talyere would have feared for his life.  But, as he glanced at Va’kyr’s weapon, he feared for little more than another bruise on his chest.  “Your weapon does not have a power cell,” he calmly stated.  “Unless you intend to bludgeon me with that disruptor, you couldn’t hope to tear a hole in my clothing, let alone my chest…”

“What?!”  Va’kyr immediately withdrew the weapon to see for herself—and sure enough, the power cell was quite absent.  That was not a mistake commonly made by an Overseer appointed to the Conclave…

Suddenly feeling the tables turn, Talyere took yet another considerable risk.  “Who are you?”  It wasn’t a simple question… it was a demand.  Talyere was taking control of this interrogation.

But Va’kyr didn’t respond—she didn’t even have a chance.  The ship suddenly shuttered, and before he realized what was going on, Talyere found himself back aboard the Poison Ivy…

One moment, Megan Reinbold had been bathed in the darkness of her cell.  The next, she was back on the bridge of the Poison Ivy, Harrison at her side.  Izik Frang and Crimzyltorakksilus Cadrischien were both at their respective positions inside the cockpit, and Talyere stood beside Zeratul very near Xelos’ bloody corpse.  Confused didn’t even begin to describe her state of mind.  “What’s going on?”

“We’re bustin’ outta this joint,” Izik exclaimed, his deft fingers flying over the helm controls.  Unfortunately, Reinbold could see little more than a stark metallic wall in front of them.  They were still aboard the Elorg ship.

“How did we get back here?” Harrison inquired, addressing Reinbold’s other concern.

“Bob has some pretty crazy tricks up his sleeve,” Izik happily replied as the Poison Ivy began to lift off.  It was hardly a smooth ascent, but given they were still inside a crowded shuttlebay, Reinbold wasn’t about to complain.  Besides, her attention was suddenly consumed by Crimzyltorakksilus’ vanishing act—in the blink of an eye, the little purple-skinned alien simply flitted out of existence, only to return just moments later.

“Guh!”

Reinbold was immediately impressed.  “He must be able to generate some sort of bioelectric field that can alter his spectral wavelength,” she surmised.  “He must have crawled back to the ship and beamed us all aboard!”

While Izik didn’t immediately confirm any of Reinbold’s hypothesizing, he certainly took credit for the amazing rescue.  “I came up with the plan,” he said.  “Pretty good, huh?”

“That remains to be seen,” Harrison curtly replied.  “I need not remind you, we have yet to escape the Elorg vessel.”

“Not a problem,” said Izik.  And he reached for the weapons console.  “The Poison Ivy has twenty-eight photon torpedoes.  Now, they’d be useless against the ablative armor on the outside of the Elorg ship, but… the inside is a completely different story!”

“You intend to destroy the vessel from the inside out?” prompted Harrison.  He was skeptical, but Reinbold knew better.

“It is a viable plan,” she said.

“It might not destroy the vessel,” Talyere added, “but it will no doubt incur heavy damage.  They will be unable to pursue us…”

It was obvious to Reinbold that Harrison wasn’t entirely convinced, but Talyere’s word carried a lot of weight.  He couldn’t simply dismiss the Overseer’s sentiment.  “Then by all means,” he said.  “Open fire!”

The deck was rumbling as Va’kyr angrily stormed onto the Nathreziim’s bridge.  “What happened?” she tersely demanded.  Things with Talyere had been going unexpectedly well, right up until the very end.  And then…  “My prisoner vanished while I was interrogating him!”

Unfortunately, the wretched little underling at the helm was not able to provide an adequate response.  He franticly searched through the sensor logs, but after about ten seconds, he had yet to proffer an explanation.  Va’kyr was not about to waste another ten seconds of her life.  She withdrew her weapon—this time fully charged—and blasted a hole into the underling’s back.

The deck jolted yet again, and as the dead underling fell from his chair, Va’kyr was still without an answer.  Growing impatient with the insolent fools, she killed two more of them, hoping it might inspire the others into action…

And sure enough, answers began to surface.  “The prisoners somehow managed to return to their vessel,” said the underling at tactical.  “They have opened fire.”

Va’kyr sat in her seat.  “Disable them.”

The underling shook his head.  “They are still in the shuttlebay.”

The lights flickered as another shockwave pervaded the Nathreziim.  In the distance, Va’kyr could hear explosions shredding the ship’s myriad bulkheads to pieces.  But before she could unleash her fury upon the wretched little craft, the turbolift doors opened, and Administrator Latiir stormed onto the bridge.

“Overseer!” he frantically called.  “We have just completed our analysis of Overseer Zeratul’s extracted memories!”

As much as Va’kyr wanted to inspect this new data, she had no choice but to designate it a secondary concern.  “I will examine it later,” she said as the deck rumbled beneath her feet.  Sparks and debris rained down from the ceiling, fires erupted throughout the bridge.  The Nathreziim was certainly a powerful ship, but it simply could not withstand an attack from within…

But Latiir could not wait.  “The Breen are conspiring with the Cardassians,” he shouted over the rampant explosions.  “We must inform the Conclave of Overseers!”

And they would.  The conclusion of Va’kyr’s discussion with Talyere would have to wait until their next encounter.  “Open the shuttlebay doors!” she cried.  “Let them go!”

As the shuttlebay doors crept apart, giant explosions ripped through the Nathreziim’s craggy black hull.  The entire aft section of the ship was smoldering, plumes of violet drive plasma spewed from the starboard warp nacelle.  The vessel was literally on the verge of tearing itself apart—but amidst the fiery chaos, the Poison Ivy emerged from the shuttlebay in relatively good condition.  Headed in opposite directions, both ships summarily jumped to warp…

Chapter 10

Though the Conclave of Overseers met with frequency, an emergency session was indeed a rarity.  Despite his lofty position within the Elorg’s ruling body, High Overseer Xi’Yor knew not what this elusive threat might have been.  He had heard rumors of an advanced Federation warship headed for Kalidar, of a Borg attack on the Elorg fleet near Tal Qirat…  One panicked underling seemed to be under the impression the Iconians had invaded.

Xi’Yor, however, did not believe a word of it.  The Federation had in its possession many warships, but none of them could hope to defeat the orbital defense platforms orbiting Kalidar.  It would take an entire fleet of vessels just to reach the Kalidar System, and another fleet to disarm the defense platforms.  The Federation’s resources were not that vast, and their leaders were not that bold.  They would wait for the Elorg to strike…

The notion of a Borg invasion was equally ludicrous.  The last major incursion was more than twenty-five years ago, when a single Borg vessel attacked the Sol and Typhon Sectors.  There had been a few Borg sightings in the subsequent years, but it would seem the Collective’s desire to assimilate the Alpha Quadrant had temporarily diminished.

…And Xi’Yor refused to even speculate about an Iconian attack.  The very notion was preposterous.  As far as he was concerned, they were an extinct species.

Still, there was apparently a threat to the Elorg Bloc.  However, considering the wretched Overseer Va’kyr called for this emergency meeting, Xi’Yor remained skeptical.  It was most likely some sort of ploy to keep the Conclave in a state of flux.  As long as she had the Conclave’s attention, Va’kyr was free to pursue her own agenda without interference.  Xi’Yor knew not what that agenda might have been, but not even Ra’thenn would stop her…

“She is up to no good,” he murmured as he headed for the Great Hall—but when he reached the exit, Xi’Yor duly noted the doors neglected to open.  Suspecting more of Va’kyr’s treachery, he immediately reached for the manual override… but then the lights dimmed… and for a moment, Xi’Yor almost expected great tendrils of energy to erupt from the controls…  But Xi’Yor would not allow himself to be felled by a malfunctioning doorway.

Slowly, he backed into the darkness.  Once confident he would not fall into some sort of death trap, Xi’Yor came about in search of a light beacon.

He instead found the shadowy visage of General Ordikan, his new and mysterious ally.  “Va’kyr brings word of a Breen conspiracy.”

Xi’Yor arched a curious brow.  “Conspiracy?”

Roaming in the shadowy recesses of Xi’Yor’s chamber, Ordikan began to weave a very interesting tale.  “Several Breen factions intend to unite and overthrow the Cerebrate,” he calmly stated.  “One of the more powerful factions, led by one Talyere Rosat—I believe you know him—recently met with the Cardassians.”

Xi’Yor wanted to believe this information.  Ordikan certainly seemed sincere, but he was little more than a shadowy wraith.  “How can I believe you?”

“Go to the Great Hall,” Ordikan replied.  “Once you are satisfied that I am telling the truth, inform the Conclave that you will personally oversee the invasion of Cardassia.”

“How many starships will this invasion require?  I am certain I can requisition hundreds of vessels if necessary.”

In the distance, Xi’Yor could see Ordikan shake his shadowy head.  “None.”

Xi’Yor frowned.  “None?”

“You heard correctly.”  Ordikan gracefully darted deep into the shadows until the slightest traces of his figure vanished.  “We will speak again.”

“Indeed we will…” Xi’Yor was more curious than anything else.  He knew not how to defeat an enemy without ships, but apparently he would soon find out.

Shortly after Ordikan’s disappearance, Xi’Yor’s chamber returned to normal.  The lighting returned, the doorway was once again functional, and he was free to attend the emergency session in the Great Hall.

Most of the Conclave was gathered in the Great Hall when Xi’Yor arrived.  Given the meeting was called on such short notice, not all of the Overseers were able to attend… but the vast majority was present, including the wretched Va’kyr and incompetent Ra’thenn.  The pair stood congregated in the center of the Great Hall, chatting idly with the esteemed Overseer Tiron.  Etiquette demanded Xi’Yor join them.

“I understand there is an emergency,” said Xi’Yor as he approached.

But Ra’thenn calmly shook his head.  “It is actually a trivial matter,” he stated, virtually dismissing the entire conversation with a simple flick of his wrist.

“The Breen?” Xi’Yor suggested, testing the waters.

Va’kyr immediately glanced upward.  “Yes,” she said, the surprise in her voice betraying her neutral façade.  “How did you know?”

“I have my sources,” he cryptically replied.  Ordikan was certainly gaining credibility.  “And those sources indicated the situation was not as trivial as the Cerebrate would have us believe.”

“The Cerebrate is a modest man,” said Va’kyr.

“Any Breen conspiracy will be quelled long before it reaches Kalidar,” Ra’thenn calmly replied.  “Those mongrels do not stand a chance.”

“And what of their Cardassian allies?” asked Xi’Yor.

Ra’thenn shook his head.  “The Breen have no such alliance.”

“Yet.”  Xi’Yor stepped closer to the Cerebrate.  “The Breen did meet with the Cardassians.  If they were to forge some sort of alliance, it would not bode well for our cause…  However, I can personally eliminate the Cardassian threat once and for all.”

Va’kyr scoffed at the sentiment.  “You would need a fleet of starships to penetrate their defenses!  I’m afraid our resources will be needed elsewhere in the coming intervals…”

Xi’Yor shook his head, desperately hoping that Ordikan’s words had more substance than his shadowy body.  “I need no support,” he stated, trying to sound confident.  “No ships.  Nothing.”

Ra’thenn chuckled.  “How, then, do you intend to destroy the Cardassian fleet?”

That was a good question—and Xi’Yor truly wished he had the answer.  Unfortunately, those answers would elude him until his next meeting with Ordikan.  “You will see…”

Evidently, the cryptic reply was not enough to convince Ra’thenn.  “I am sending one hundred vessels to Cardassia,” he stated.  “Use them well.”

Xi’Yor shook his head.  “I won’t need them.”

And as he left the Great Hall, nobody was confident in the mission’s success.  Not even Xi’Yor…

• • •

A fiery maelstrom of crimson light swirled in the starry heavens as a pair of Cardassian warships blasted through the smoldering remains of an Elorg destroyer.  The ragged yellow phaser beams sliced in half the ancient destroyer, and the vessel exploded instantly in a cataclysmic burst of fire and debris.  Both Cardassian ships swiftly charged through the roiling crimson flames, already in search of a new target…

And there were plenty to choose from.

Nearby loomed more than a hundred Elorg vessels, all of them intent on the destruction of Cardassia.  Most of the hulking destroyers were already engaged in fierce combat.  The orbital defense grid ceaselessly pummeled the invading Elorg with a potent barrage of plasma torpedoes; hundreds of agile Cardassian warships danced across the raging battlefield, easily laying waste upon the ragged Elorg fleet…

Legate Brunel was almost tempted to chuckle as he watched the Elorg lines crumble before his very eyes.  When news of an approaching armada reached his desk, the Legate was immediately concerned; after all, less than a year had passed since the Elorg managed to launch a devastating attack on Earth.  Considering the multitude of intelligence reports that indicated a constant buildup of Elorg forces, Brunel had been expecting an attack of epic proportions.  But this was almost laughable.

“Our shields are down to eighty-six percent,” announced the young glinn at tactical.  “Weapons are still near maximum, and we have sustained no structural damage to the hull.”

A smile finally managed to crack Brunel’s face.  He couldn’t help it.  “The Elorg underestimated us,” he happily mused.  “When they set out to invade our territory, the Elorg saw a weak, beaten people on Cardassia Prime. They weren’t expecting this sort of resistance.”

Even the glinn could see the beauty of the situation.  “And now the Elorg will pay for their ignorance,” he quipped.  “We have destroyed seventeen of their warships; nine others are heavily damaged… and their starboard flank is beginning to crumble.”

 “Good,” said Brunel, watching intently as two Cardassian attack wings converged upon the Elorg’s starboard flank.  By his estimate, the entire battle would be over within the hour—and never again would the Elorg dare challenge the mighty Cardassian Union…  Brunel suspected that he would soon find himself promoted to the head of the Cardassian First Order.  “Should we break out the kanar now… or wait until the last Elorg vessel has been destroyed?”

The glinn at tactical chuckled in response, but kept his attention primarily focused upon his constantly bleeping workstation.  With so many vessels approaching and exploding outside the ship, it was almost a symphony of harsh, computerized notes…

…And as Brunel watched the Elorg’s starboard flank go up in flames, that symphony suddenly hit a sour note.  Something was wrong.  “What is it?”

Brunel was expecting reinforcements, or something similar, but given the baffled look upon the young glinn’s face, the trouble was something else entirely.  “I can’t be certain,” he said, shaking his head in confusion.  “There is some sort of intense gravimetric distortion forming off our port bow…”

Intense waves of gravimetric energy were already slamming into the ship, rattling the deck and disturbing the prevalent sense of triumph that had pervaded the bridge.  Brunel grabbed hold of his command chair.  “What sort of gravimetric distortion?” he demanded.

The entire deck suddenly trembled, and the lights flickered in response.  “It’s a singularity of some sort,” gleaned the glinn from his console.  “And it’s massive!  More than four-thousand kilometers in diameter!”

“What?”  For a moment, Brunel thought his ears betrayed him, but when he saw the data for himself, it could not be denied.  There was a massive anomaly of unknown origin forming very nearby…

Colossal distortion waves spread from the center of the blossoming anomaly, obliterating anything and everything nearby.  Dozens of Cardassian ships simply exploded as the verdant waves of death blasted across the raging battlefield—but this pestilent shockwave was only the beginning…

Massive tendrils of energy suddenly surged through the swirling epicenter, violently ripping a giant hole into the very fabric of space—and from this new gateway came forth an evil unlike anything known to exist.  An enormous, hellish sphere burst through the chaotic threshold, spewing death and destruction in every conceivable direction.

A massive wall of roiling fire swept across the battlefield, consuming Cardassian and Elorg ships alike—and when all was said and done, not a single ship remained.  Cardassia Prime once again teetered on the brink of destruction…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76570.7: As the Poison Ivy returns to Federation space, we are beginning to receive unconfirmed reports of a large-scale Elorg attack on Cardassia.  Once confirmed, these attacks could signal the beginning of a renewed conflict with the Elorg Bloc… 

“And I am partially to blame.”  Though he didn’t add the sentiment to his log entry, Matthew Harrison certainly felt the burden of responsibility falling upon his shoulders.  Had the mission to Cardassia not been such a complete and total failure, things might have turned out differently.  The Cardassians might have been better prepared to defend themselves, or could have avoided an attack altogether… And Harrison didn’t even want to think about the Breen.  They were likely being exterminated by the millions.

Meanwhile, tens of thousands of Elorg warships prepared for an invasion of the Federation.  The question was no longer if the Elorg would attack, but when—and Harrison strongly believed the devastating first blow would come sooner, rather than later…

He shook his weary head.  “What have I done?”

On the bridge, Talyere and Zeratul stood at the freestanding workstation behind the cockpit, silently observing the almost constant flow of information about the attack on the Cardassians.  And the news was not good.

While Cardassia itself appeared to have been spared, the vast majority of its fleet was utterly decimated by a giant sphere of some sort.  At first, it seemed like the Elorg had a new weapon, but after only a moment of study, it became obvious that the Elorg ships had also fallen victim to the sphere.

“A new adversary?” suggested Zeratul.

Talyere shook his head.  They didn’t know enough about the sphere to pass judgment—but the initial impressions certainly did not bode well.  “Whatever its political alignment, the sphere poses a considerable threat to both the Elorg, the Federation… and every other civilized world.”  He sighed.  “Hopefully there will be more information available to us when we reach Starbase 54.”

Zeratul grunted.  “We will see.”  He was not the most patient individual Talyere had every met, but in this instance, Zeratul’s desire for immediate action would have to take a back seat to bigger concerns.

“We should rest,” said Talyere.  He tapped a few commands into computer to deactivate the screen.  “We have both of us been shot and interrogated today.  Certainly that warrants a brief hiatus.”

Zeratul’s solemn gaze still lingered on the inactive console.  “We must remain vigilant,” he stated.  “The war does not rest.  Neither should we.”

The man had a point, and Talyere wasn’t about to argue.  With a few keystrokes, he restored the display and left Zeratul to his work.

And while it was Talyere’s intent to return to his quarters, he got no further than a couple of steps.

“Hey,” Izik quietly called.  The Orion quickly vacated his position at the helm and rushed to Talyere’s side.  “About the hole in the chest…”

Talyere shook his head.  “It was merely a stun.”

Izik nodded.  “I know.  I just wanted to… you know, apologize.  I didn’t wanna to take you down or nothing, but… I was trying to make that whole prisoner revolt thing seem a smeg more convincing.”

“I understand,” said Talyere.  Despite Izik’s crude sense of humor and rather unfortunate grammar, he was beginning to warm to the little Orion.  “You performed admirably throughout the mission.  Without your quick wit, we would have perished.”

“Some of us did,” Izik solemnly reminded, his head nodding back toward the stain on the floor where Overseer Xelos fell.

Talyere wanted to say something profound.  It was the perfect moment for such wise words—but even before his ashen lips could part, there was a sensor alert.

“We’re receiving a file,” said Reinbold as she wandered down into the cockpit.

“What sort of file?” asked Talyere.

She shook her head.  “It’s encrypted.”

Curious, Zeratul began to examine the incoming file for himself.  “I cannot determine its point of origin,” he stated.  “But it appears to be from… Overseer Va’kyr.”

Izik frowned, his concerned gaze immediately falling upon Talyere.  “What could she want?”

Talyere did not know.  It was certain there was more to Va’kyr than was immediately obvious.  She was vile and treacherous, but beneath that harsh exterior was an agenda that was ambiguous at best.  Was she an ally?  An adversary?  Talyere shrugged.  “I intend to find out…”

As the playback on his holographic display froze on the image of Cardassia, High Overseer Xi’Yor had but a single comment for Ordikan: “Very impressive, General.”

Lurking in the shadowy recesses, Ordikan chuckled.  “I thought you would be impressed.”

Technically speaking, Xi’Yor was beyond amazed.  Words could not describe his euphoric sense of awe.  Never before had he seen such an awe-inspiring force.  “I am interested to hear more about this weapon of yours…”

But Ordikan shook his head.  “It’s not a weapon,” he stated.

If it was not a weapon, then it certainly had impressive destructive properties.  “What is it?”

“Don’t you recognize it, Xi’Yor?”

He shook his head.  “Should I?”

Though there were no consoles near Ordikan’s position, the shadow somehow managed to manipulate the holographic display above Xi’Yor’s desk.  The attack on the Cardassian fleet quickly reversed until the massive sphere filled the entire image.  “That is the past,” he cryptically stated.  “That is Eredas-Il.”

The words hit Xi’Yor like a brick wall.  “Eredas-Il?” he repeated, just to make certain his ears had not betrayed him.  “The moon that once orbited Eredas?”

“They are one in the same,” Ordikan replied.  The words would forever change the galaxy, for the Elorg Bloc was one step closer to fulfilling its destiny—and at long last, Xi’Yor was in direct control of that fate…

He grinned.
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