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Chapter 35

Megan Reinbold liked to try new things.   Experimentation was a big part of who she was.  It was the reason she transferred to the Columbia.  It was the reason she went out to dinner with Doctor Arayne last night—a big mistake in retrospect.  And it was the reason she was having calamari salad for lunch… another one of those big mistakes.

To put it bluntly, the meal—for lack of a better word—tasted wretched beyond belief.  It was like a stringy, bitter cross between floor cleaner and raw chicken.   Megan didn’t know who decided that squid was edible, but that poor, misguided individual obviously neglected to consult with her.  After one vomitory bite, she set aside her fork and shoved the bowl aside.

“Nervous?” Amy Robinson quietly slipped into the empty chair across from Megan, a slight grin upon her face.  “You’ve got a big day ahead of you…”

In just a few short hours, Megan would embark upon what was no doubt the defining moment of her career.  She would infiltrate Rebena Te Ra and use its astral observatory to penetrate Eredas-Il’s formidable defenses.  That certainly qualified as a big day, but the realization hadn’t sunk in just yet.  “I’m fine,” said Megan.  “It’s your squid that’s bothering me.”

Amy glanced at the uneaten dish.  “Not your cup of tea?”

Megan cringed.  “It has tentacles!”

The notion was enough for Megan to recoil in disgust, but Amy seemed totally unfazed.  “That’s the best part,” she quipped, hand slowly reaching across the tabletop to claim the salad as her own.  “Do you mind?”

“Not at all.”  Megan hastily slid her fork across the table, glad to finally rid herself of the unfortunate experiment.  “That’s the last time I dine off of your menu!”

Amy chuckled, but did not allow idle conversation to keep her from lunch.  For a moment, Megan thought about returning to the replicator in search of something a bit more edible, but the vile calamari had effectively destroyed her appetite.  “I might not eat for the next week,” she muttered.

“It’s not going to kill you,” Amy lightly replied between bites.  “In fact, calamari is very healthy.”

“My health is fine.”  Megan knew that for a fact.  During her unfortunate dinner with Doctor Arayne, she learned every last detail about her superb physical condition.  “Did you know that I have a lovely colon?”

Amy suddenly froze, forkful of calamari just centimeters from her mouth.  “I told you not to go out with him…”

Megan frowned.  “No you didn’t…”

Eyebrow arched, Amy hastily scoured her mind for details.  “You’re right,” she promptly admitted.  “I told Ensign Rashkimar not to go out with him!  I thought you were too busy working in the science lab, so I didn’t warn you.”

At the very least, a word of caution would have been nice—but truth be told, Megan had been busy in the science lab examining every shred of data that Lucas, Talyere, and Erin collected while visiting Rebena Te Ra.  She wanted her mission to go perfectly.  “At least I know that I’m in peak physical form for this mission,” she mused.  “I don’t know what’s going to happen in the coming days, but I’ll be ready for it.”

Amy smiled.  “I have faith in your abilities,” she said.  “You will do just fine.”

The claymore was a simple, yet elegant blade.  One couldn’t help but admire its beauty… and simultaneously respect its awesome lethality.  “It was used by the Scottish for hundreds of years,” said Matthew Harrison as he gently hefted the heavy blade in his hands.  Measuring more than a meter in length, the claymore was difficult to wield—and Harrison thusly kept it mounted on the wall in his ready room.

“It’s a warrior’s blade,” noted Ryan Landsberg.  The Captain of the Endeavor sat comfortably in one of the chairs before Harrison’s desk, slowly downing a glass of Romulan ale. They had chatted idly about things past for the better part of an hour, but in the back of his mind, Harrison knew that Landsberg had not come to reminisce.

“On this eve, we could use a great many valiant warriors,” said Harrison in response.

“We’re three hours away from Rebena Te Ra,” said Landsberg.  “Not to be outdone by the Romulans, the Klingons are sending more ships… but I doubt they’ll reach the front in time.  We’ve got all the valiant warriors we’re going to get.”  He sipped at his ale.  “You ready?”

When he first joined Starfleet, Harrison knew that he might one day be involved in conflict.  It seemed there were always forces of evil standing in opposition of the mighty Federation, and as a Starfleet officer, it was Harrison’s duty to defend against those threats.  Little did he know, those threats would become increasingly numerous.  “I have been in combat before,” he stated.

“But are you ready?” Landsberg repeated.

That was an entirely different matter.  Despite the relative frequency of combat, Harrison found himself ill at ease on the battlefront.  “Our strategy is tenuous and there is but a marginal chance for victory,” he stated.

Landsberg downed the rest of his drink.  “I’ll take that as a big fat NO.”

But Harrison was not yet through.  “I had a dream last night,” he quietly continued.  “Our mighty armada charged through the Gates of Transparent Horn to oppose the forces of darkness.  It was a long and valiant struggle, but we ultimately prevailed…”

Landsberg chuckled.  “Sounds like you need a woman.”

For a moment, Harrison was tempted to broach the subject of Amy Robinson… but he soon thought better of it.  The last thing he wanted to do was extol the greatness of her bosom.  He instead chose to keep true the conversation’s course.  “The Gates of Transparent Horn bode well for our cause.”

“Really?”  Landsberg was not impressed.

“Are you not familiar with The Aeneid?”

“Isn’t that an Andorian subspecies?”

Harrison sighed.  “They would be called the Aenar,” he corrected.  “The Aeneid is an epic poem written by Virgil.  Therein, Virgil mentions the Gates of Horn and Ivory.  True visions pass through the Gates of Horn, whilst deluding lies pass through the Gates of Ivory.”

Now that things started making sense, a slight smile befell Landsberg’s face.  “So your dream was a good sign?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  “Our valiant warriors shall prevail.”

“I’ll drink to that.”  And on that note, Landsberg poured himself another glass of Romulan ale.  “To the Andorians,” he toasted.  

Even though most of his military campaigns ended in some sort of failure—he did preside over the fall of the Romulan Empire—Praetor Tomalak nevertheless liked to consider himself a decent tactician.  His elaborate deceptions on Nelvana III were certainly inspired, and his victory over the USS Titan at Galorndon Core was undoubtedly a high point in his career… but it seemed to Tomalak that no amount of planning could prepare him for the defense of Rebena Te Ra.

Listening posts throughout the Federation indicated that a fleet numbering greater than six thousand Elorg vessels recently vacated Elorg space and was presently orbiting Rebena Te Ra.  Combined with the Phobian and Garidian forces already in the vicinity of the mystical world, the Elorg task force numbered closer to ten thousand.  With the addition of Eredas-Il, the armada seemed invincible.

“I have recalled twelve more Romulan ships,” said Tomalak.  That officially brought the entirety of the Romulan fleet to the Federation’s defense, though it was unlikely twelve additional ships would turn the tide in combat.

Still, Admiral Janeway praised the maneuver.  “The more the merrier,” she quipped.  The Admiral had been devising strategies with Commander Jerras for the better part of an hour, but Tomalak himself just recently arrived.

Tomalak knew little about the Admiral’s new flagship—an Eximus-class starship of the same name—but the astrometrics lab was certainly impressive.  It used advanced holographic technology to display a three-dimensional representation of the galaxy.  When standing in the center of the laboratory, one was completely immersed in the minutiae of interstellar space.

“We can add the Romulan ships to the Seventh Fleet,” said Jerras.  She alluded to a small grouping of holographic starships that hung not far from Tomalak’s face.

Rebena Te Ra loomed nearby.  Surrounded by the aforementioned Elorg fleet, the large Class-P planetoid looked like it was doomed—but Tomalak had faith in his comrades’ abilities.  “I have inspected our current strategy,” he said.  “It is certainly viable, but I assume it can be improved upon…”

“That’s what we’re working on,” Janeway replied as she sipped at her steaming mug of tea.  With her free hand, she motioned toward the Tenth Fleet.  It was the large contingent of starships nearest Rebena Te Ra.  “What if we have the Sixth and Eleventh Fleets join them on the front line?”

“That would give the Columbia more time to get Commander Reinbold to the astral observatory,” noted Jerras, “but it would also expose our starboard flank.”

Jerras made a logical assessment, but Tomalak didn’t entirely agree with it.  “If Commander Reinbold doesn’t get to that observatory,” he said, “we won’t have a starboard flank to expose.”

“He’s right,” said Janeway.  “Do it.”

From her workstation, Jerras made the necessary changes to the tactical display.  The Federation starships flittered around the battlefield accordingly—and the Elorg ships moved in response.  Not surprisingly, the simulation sent them straight into the starboard flank.

“It’s going to be a difficult battle either way,” noted Tomalak. 

Janeway nodded her agreement.  “We have to stick to our guns,” she said.  “We’ve come too far to give up now.  If we are going to hurt the Elorg this is our best chance to do it.”

“I said nothing about retreat,” Tomalak lightly reminded.  “But you are correct.  We will not have another opportunity to assault them as such—and no matter the outcome, after this battle, things could get very… ugly.”

If the Elorg prevailed, and the Federation Alliance was defeated, their massive fleet might be inclined to finish the job started within the Rebena System.  The Federation’s fall would be swift.  On the other hand, if the Elorg were defeated, Tomalak was certain they would resort to some extreme measure of revenge.  Either way, it was going to be bad…

The very same thoughts must have simultaneously crossed Janeway’s mind, because the look on her face was appropriately grim.  “Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.”  She sighed.  “Whatever happens in the coming hours, we’ll find some way to prevail.  It might not happen today or tomorrow or ten years down the line—but we will prevail.”

Tomalak did not share the Admiral’s enthusiasm—but he was not about to argue.  Hope, determination, courage… in the long run, they could become weapons infinitely more powerful than phasers and torpedoes—and in the coming hours, they would need all of those weapons if they hoped to survive.

Chapter 36

Crimson flames ripped through the smoldering hull of a Garidian warbird.  The heavily damaged vessel gradually came about to face its attacker, but the effort was too little, too late.  A second volley of jade-stained plasma torpedoes lashed into the warbird’s hull.  Explosions quickly tore the ship in half, and moments later, the entire vessel shattered into a thousand smoldering fragments.

Nearby, a wing of Elorg warships enjoyed a more successful run on the orbital defense platforms.  Flanked by a pair of Phobian ships, the armada easily weaved through the intricate defense grid, weapons ablaze.  The assault was enough to destroy nearly a dozen platforms…

But before a thirteenth platform could be felled, a cluster of the tiny pyramids darted from combat.  The agile Phobian ships quickly followed—and subsequently met their demise.  As the cluster of renegade defense platforms merged into a single, much larger entity, a surge of verdant death cut into the battlefield.  Both Phobian ships exploded in a brilliant sea of flame.

As the smoldering debris vaporized in the planet’s atmosphere, the orbital defense grid responded accordingly.  Several hundred of the platforms scrambled to merge with their neighbors—and in a few short seconds, dozens of the much larger defense platforms sprouted amidst the chaos.  They all of them turned their formidable weapons upon Eredas-Il…

The deck jolted.  Xi’Yor quickly grabbed hold of his workstation for support, but the unexpected barrage had caught him off guard.  No sooner than his ashen fingers wrapped around the metallic workstation, a second blast sent him careening in the opposite direction.  Xi’Yor stumbled back a few steps before his equilibrium finally gave out.

Xi’Yor’s knees buckled, and he fell to the sooty deck amidst a rain of sparks and debris.  An acrid stench suddenly filled his burning lungs, and his eyes began to water.  All around him, Xi’Yor could sense a newfound danger…

Using his console for support, Xi’Yor hastily pulled himself back to his feet.  “Damage report!”

“Our shields are down to eighty-four percent!” came Dra’venn’s strained and distant voice.  Xi’Yor could barely see the Administrator through the acrid haze.  “We have numerous hull breaches in section thirty-eight!  Emergency forcefields are in place!”

General Ordikan suddenly appeared at Dra’venn’s side.  “Get repair teams to that section immediately!”

Eredas-Il was massive.  A few hull breaches would barely encumber its overall functionality.  As far as Xi’Yor was concerned, they needed to better delegate their resources.  “What is the status of the tactical array?” he demanded, also making his way to Dra’venn’s workstation.

Dra’venn glanced at his console.  “Online.”

Xi’Yor’s gaze immediately flitted toward the viewscreen.  The image was grainy and flickering, but clear enough for Xi’Yor to see his intended target.  “Destroy those platforms.  Now.”

Ordikan did not object, and Dra’venn’s deft fingers quickly danced over his workstation.  Within moments, several pulses of azure light streaked across the viewscreen, all of them slamming into the large pyramid-shaped platform that most recently attacked.  It exploded almost immediately, but the threat was hardly neutralized.  Xi’Yor glimpsed dozens of the deadly platforms looming in Rebena Te Ra’s distant orbit.

His ashen lips slowly parted to order their destruction, but the words died in his throat.

“Overseer,” Dra’venn quietly interjected.  “Are you damaged?”

Xi’Yor frowned.  “What?”

Dra’venn’s concerned orange eyes darted downward.  “You appear to be injured…”

The High Overseer quickly followed Dra’venn’s gaze to the large piece of blackened shrapnel jutting from the side of his thigh.  Despite the obsidian blood oozing from the wound, Xi’Yor felt nothing when he inspected it with his finger.  “It is superficial,” he said.  And on that note, Xi’Yor wrapped his fingers around the shrapnel and gave it a gentle tug.

It didn’t budge.

Evidently, additional force was required.  Xi’Yor gently placed his hand around the twisted metal.  It was still warm to the touch; he could grasp the shrapnel for only a few seconds before the searing heat forced him to withdraw.  Yet his leg felt nothing more than a dull ache…

Something was not right.

Xi’Yor frowned.  Ignoring the pain, he grabbed hold of the scorching shrapnel and, in one quick motion, removed it from his leg.  One inch of bloody, twisted metal emerged… then a second… and then a third blood-soaked inch of blackened metal…  and Xi’Yor’s beating heart suddenly jumped into his throat.

The disease.  Aevedar Syndrome.  It finally chose to make its deadly move—and it picked a very inopportune moment to do so.

Bloodstained shrapnel in hand, Xi’Yor turned his fearful gaze upon Dra’venn.  “It is time,” he said, making a valiant effort to hide the trepidation in his voice.  He could hear tiny rivulets of blood dripping onto his booted foot; they were counting the hours Xi’Yor had left to live…

  “Understood.”  Dra’venn tapped a short sequence of commands into his workstation, and without any additional preamble, he vacated his post.

Xi’Yor followed.

Not long after word of the Federation attack—and infiltration of Rebena Te Ra—reached Talyere, the Overseer promptly decided his presence would be required on the surface.  He had been there before, and would no doubt be able to explain the Federation’s return far better than Commander Reinbold alone.

Unfortunately, Talyere had not the experience to get to the surface alone.  He thusly turned to Creya for assistance… and her proffered shuttle.  

And she could see her opportunity to depart unfolding before her very eyes.  Evidently Xi’Yor’s injury required him to report to the medical bay.  It was a fortuitous turn of events, as Creya had devised few viable alternatives for her own departure from the command deck.  If she was going to meet Talyere in the shuttlebay, this was her best chance.

She discreetly started for the other exit, desperately hoping that Xi’Yor’s departure would draw sufficient attention.  If the chi-goehs were truly listening, Creya hoped they would grant her another minor miracle…

But they didn’t.

Not less than a meter from the exit, Ordikan’s booming voice stopped Creya dead in her tracks.  “Va’kyr,” he called, “where are you going?”

Because she was armed with only the most wretched of excuses, Creya stopped dead in her tracks.  Scouring her brain for something relevant, she very slowly turned on her heel until finally she said, “I am going to help with the repairs in section thirty-eight.”

Ordikan grunted.  “I need you here,” he firmly stated.

So much for the chi-goehs…  Creya clenched her fists and gracelessly marched back to her workstation.  “Then I guess I’m not going anywhere,” she muttered.  There was no hope for escape now.  Talyere was on his own.

Creya was tardy.

Usually, Talyere did not mind waiting.  Most of the time, he was a very patient man, able to endure even the slowest-moving storms with ease.  He welcomed the respite from the chaotic universe, and used it as an opportunity to order his thoughts, meditate, and appeal to the chi-goehs.  Unfortunately, these circumstances were anything but usual.

Talyere could no longer afford to ignore the chaotic universe.  He had to reach the astral observatory on Rebena Te Ra—and he had to do it soon.

Suddenly, his console bleeped.  Talyere initially thought another Elorg warship had been destroyed; he had programmed the computer to track the battle’s progress; every time a vessel was destroyed, the computer would notify him.  But as he glanced at the tactical display, Talyere quickly realized that was not the case.  Someone was sending him a message.

With a few simple keystrokes, he immediately accessed the shuttle’s communication system to find a short text message waiting.  Its contents did not bode well for Talyere.

Or Megan Reinbold.

A faint tingling sensation washed over Lucas Tompkins’ body as a glittering violet light returned him to his holding cell.  Once certain his body was solidified, Tompkins strode over to Jayla Trinn.  She was seated beside Angela Christopher on the cold, clammy deck, making yet another attempt to soothe the little girl’s nerves.  Tompkins wasn’t entirely certain the attempt was successful, but it was possible an escape plan might better her mood.

“It’s time.  We’re getting out of here,” Tompkins loudly announced.  “Talyere is in position.  The Federation fleet is almost here.  It’s time to rock and roll.”

The news did indeed bring a smile to Jayla’s face.  “The power surge is as ready as it’s going to get,” she said, gently running her fingers through Angela’s mess of blonde hair.  “And so are we.”

“Heh.”  Tompkins smiled.  “Glad to hear it.”  He started for the exposed conduits to help initiate the power surge, but before he could move more than a few steps, Jayla brought him to a halt.

“How did you manage to transport back?” she inquired.  “The guards had to physically deliver you last time…”

Tompkins quickly pulled a tiny computer chip out of his pocket.  “We were able to match the frequency of the holding cell’s forcefield,” he explained.  “Unfortunately, every cell has a different frequency.  We still have to bust out of here the old-fashioned way.”

“Then let’s do it,” Jayla announced, her voice loud enough for everyone to hear.  Of course, given Bator’s modifications to the power nodules, Trinn had no way to know if the escape plan was even going to work.  Still, she kept those thoughts to herself. 

From her post at the edge of the forcefield, Flora Sanders peeked into the corridor.  “The coast is clear,” she called, and on that note, Drayge and Ashton went to work.

Jayla gently set Angela on the deck. “Stay here,” she calmly whispered.  “Wait for Justin and your Daddy to come and get you…  Do you understand?”

Big blue eyes welling with tears, Angela nodded her acknowledgement.  “I’m gonna be really brave,” she squeaked.

The lights suddenly flickered.  “Get ready,” called Ashton.

“We’re almost there,” added Drayge.

Tompkins afforded Angela one last look.  She was so small and vulnerable… keeping her safe in the coming moments might prove difficult, but he was just as determined as Jayla to make sure nothing happened to the girl.  “Stand back,” he said, extending a watchful arm to keep both Angela and Jayla out of harm’s way.

Tendrils of electric energy suddenly arced through the open conduit.  Both Drayge and Ashton took a few steps cautionary backward, just as sparks began to spurt from the grimy wall.

The EPS conduits were beginning to overload.  A disconcerting hum filled the clammy air, and Tompkins could feel the deck vibrating beneath his feet.  If the guards weren’t already alerted to the situation, they would be soon…

A huge explosion suddenly rocked the deck as a plume of roiling flame tore the nearby wall asunder.  Tompkins instinctively hit the deck as sparks and twisted metal danced in the smoke-filled air.  Fiery ash and smoldering soot pelted his back and legs, but Tompkins was sure he escaped serious injury.

“The forcefield is down!” Ashton called—but that was the extent of the good news.  “None of the other forcefields were lowered!  We’re the only ones that are freed!”

That was just what Tompkins didn’t want to hear.  Still, he immediately scrambled to his feet and prepared himself for the great escape—even if it was doomed to failure.  “Where are the guards?”

Sanders poked her head into the corridor.  “Coming,” she frantically called.  “Five of them.”

It wasn’t an unprecedented number, but most Elorg protectors were both massive and heavily armed.  Getting past them wasn’t going to be easy.  “We have to get to their weapons,” Tompkins announced.  “Otherwise they’re going to mop the floor with us.”

Booted feet clanked on the metallic deck, and Tompkins instantly knew that everything was about to go to hell.  In the coming moments, he was either going to become a hero… or a stain on the deck.  He was desperately hoping for the former over the latter.

Jayla suddenly appeared at his side.  “Do you believe in luck today?” she inquired.

Typically, Tompkins would have negated the question and moved on.  He didn’t usually place a lot of faith in something as random as luck… but in this one rare instance, him was willing to make an exception.  “Lady Luck is the only ally we’ve got today,” he replied.

The heavy footfalls drew nearer.  Voices, angered, but indistinct, filled the air.  

Jayla flashed a wan smile.  “Good luck, then…”

Tompkins pulled in a lungful of the smoky air.  “We’re going to need it,” he sighed.

Just moments later, the Elorg arrived.  Tompkins wasted no time getting into the fray.  With little regard for his own safety, he lunged headfirst into the nearest guard and, to his surprise, brought the giant protector to the ground.  The oaf wheezed as the air exited his lungs, and Tompkins scrambled to wrap his hands around the protector’s bulky disruptor.

But the protector would not part with his weapon so easily.  Tompkins frantically tugged at the disruptor, but the Elorg’s meaty fingers were wrapped around the weapon like a python constricting its prey.  It wasn’t going to come loose anytime soon…

With Flora Sanders at her side, Jayla Trinn hastily approached the second Elorg guard.  Teeth bared, he came at her with a fierce lunge.  Jayla managed to sidestep the maneuver, but the guard didn’t lose his footing for a second.  He quickly came about and drilled his fist into Sanders’ jaw.  She stumbled back a few steps and recovered just in time for the Elorg’s boot to smash into her chest.  Sanders screamed and fell to the deck.

In quick succession, Tompkins jammed his elbow into the Elorg’s chest, and then smashed his fist into the fiend’s pallid face.  The protector grunted, but the damn weapon didn’t come loose…

As Sanders’ unconscious body skittered across the deck, Ashton grabbed a piece of shrapnel from the holding cell.  He bounded across the battlefield and drove the twisted metal into the giant protector’s back.  The Elorg groaned—and then fell over dead.

A wicked blue light suddenly flashed overhead, accompanied by the unmistakable sound of a disruptor discharge.  A second blast followed, and Tompkins knew he had to get that weapon.  “Drayge!” he shouted amidst the chaos.  “Get your ass over here!”

Impressed by Ashton’s success, Drayge likewise grabbed a shard of contorted metal from the ground—but before he could come to Tompkins’ aid, another disruptor blast stopped the Bolian dead in his tracks.  He stumbled back a few steps and watched helplessly as the ball of crackling energy smashed into Ashton’s body.  When the blue light faded, there was a bloody, gaping cavity in Ashton’s chest.  Moments later, he collapsed, dead before he hit the deck.

Tompkins drilled his angry fists into the protector’s face.  Black blood trickled from the Elorg’s many wounds, yet he still refused to relinquish his weapon.  “Give it up, you bastard!”

Makeshift weapon in hand, Drayge suddenly realized that he could still help Commander Tompkins’ cause—and perhaps at the same time avenge Ashton’s untimely demise.  He bounded over the dead Elorg’s body and rushed to Tompkins’ side.

“Can you get the disruptor?”

“I can try,” Drayge replied.  Mustering all his strength, he took his little piece of twisted metal and drove it into the Elorg protector’s skull.  Thick black blood immediately began to cascade down the protector’s ashen face—and his grip on the weapon finally loosened.

Tompkins hastily ripped the disruptor from the Elorg’s meaty hands.  His mission was accomplished, but the battle was far from over.

An alert klaxon sounded, and Bator stopped dead in his tracks.  He knew Eredas-Il was in the midst of a heated battle, but never before had he heard such an odd sounding klaxon.  He turned to Garenna.  “What’s going on?”

She was already placing tools back inside her repair kit.  “Intruder alert,” she frantically replied.  “We have to take cover!”

Bator glanced at the unfinished repairs to their assigned EPS conduit.  “What about that?”

Garenna shook her head.  “It will have to wait!”  She snapped shut her tidy gray kit and slowly started down the corridor.

Bator did not immediately follow.  To the best of his knowledge, Eredas-Il was working to dismantle Rebena Te Ra’s unmanned defense perimeter.  Confident as the enemy was in its defenses, Bator highly doubted the intruders came from the surface—which meant this was an internal threat.

The Starlight crew.

The moment Bator saw the damaged power conduits near the brig, he knew his friends were trying to escape.  He hadn’t said anything at the time because he doubted the plan could succeed—but he was apparently incorrect in his assumption.  The crew was, at the very least, making a valiant effort to escape… and this was Bator’s opportunity to help.

But did he want to?

The Starlight had been his home for many years, and he considered much of the crew as friends.  Even so, he was an outsider.  They never treated him as such, but Bator nevertheless could feel that he didn’t belong.  He didn’t have any really close friends, nobody that he truly cared about.  His rank and position remained unchanged for the duration of his tenure aboard the Starlight… The ship would go on without him…

Eredas-Il would not.

So he gathered his tools and headed off in pursuit of Garenna.

“Get reinforcements to the brig!  Immediately!”  Ordikan’s angered voice stormed across the command center like wildfire.  The anger was not unjustified.  The battle with Rebena Te Ra was hardly the decisive victory he had prophesied, and now there were intruders in the lower levels.  Things were certainly looking grim.

Creya Rosat intended to make them a little bit worse.  Situated at the tactical station, her deft fingers flew over the control interface.  “Security teams are en route,” she called to the General.

Without a pilot to take him to Rebena Te Ra, Talyere’s situation was unfortunate.  He briefly considered piloting the shuttle himself—but his skills were merely sufficient at best, and in the midst of a raging battlefield, he was unwilling to accept merely sufficient…

Talyere thusly found himself negotiating Eredas-Il’s long, narrow corridors in search of the brig.  Given the size of Eredas-Il, that in itself was a monumental task.  Talyere was vaguely aware of the brig’s location; he had glimpsed a schematic of the lunar base during one of his conversations with Captain Harrison.  Unfortunately, the tiny schematic did not do justice to the moon’s enormity.  What looked like a few centimeters on the schematic were undoubtedly a few kilometers of actual ground to cover.

But he wouldn’t have to worry about such things, because he suddenly found himself face-to-face with several dozen Elorg protectors…

Another wave of defense platforms appeared on the viewscreen, but General Ordikan duly noted that the number of targets was gradually beginning to decline.  The fleet had nonetheless taken heavy damage, but he was confident that Eredas-Il would prevail.  “Sixty-three percent of the planetary defenses have been destroyed,” he gleaned from his console.

Unfortunately, that did little to counter Va’kyr’s grim status report.  “We have lost 978 starships,” she said.  It was a far cry from sixty-three percent of the fleet, but 978 vessels was still a considerable loss.

Ordikan turned his gaze upon Fornath.  The pathetic little Garidian lingered at a nearby workstation, quietly watching the battle unfold.  “Can we deploy the Afflicted technology?”

He checked his sensors.  “I believe so.”

Ordikan nodded.  “Do it,” he said, and his attention swiftly came back to Va’kyr.  “Status of the intruders?”

Va’kyr glanced at her sensors—but a sensor alert silenced her even before she began to speak.  “A fleet of starships has entered the star system,” she said, just as a second sensor alert sounded.  

“Elorg?” guessed Ordikan.

Va’kyr shook her head at the sound of the third sensor alert.  “Klingon,” she quietly reported.  “I am also detecting large numbers of Federation and Romulan warp signatures…”

It was a bold and brilliant maneuver on the Federation’s behalf—but Ordikan was not concerned.  

Yet.

“How many ships?”

Va’kyr was still shaking her head.  “Unknown,” she replied.  “At least seven thousand.  More are continuously entering the system.”

The communication system suddenly crackled, and the wretched face of Admiral Janeway appeared on the viewscreen.  “Elorg fleet,” she sternly announced, “this is Admiral Kathryn Janeway of the Federation Starship Eximus.  Stand down your weapons and withdraw from this star system at once.  This is your only warning.  If you do—”

With a simple keystroke, Ordikan terminated the transmission.  “Va’kyr,” he tersely called, “open fire.”

As Va’kyr’s deft fingers brought death to the Federation fleet, Ordikan suddenly thought himself victorious.  It was a bold premonition… and as fate quickly demonstrated, premature.

The Garidian frowned.  “General,” he called.  “The Afflicted technology…”

“What about it?”

Fornath trembled.  “It’s… gone!”

• • •

The procedure was both delicate and experimental, though Xi’Yor was mainly concerned with the latter of the two difficulties.  The Elorg medics serving aboard Eredas-Il were competent, and under Dra’venn’s supervision, they were certain to complete the procedure successfully.  Whether or not the procedure actually worked remained a mystery.

Captain Christopher and his young companion had proven worthy test subjects.  Though they yielded only marginal results, the data collected was enough for the medics to refine the process—and the recently acquired Afflicted technology was bound to help in that refinement, whether or not it provided miraculous results.  At this point, Xi’Yor would accept marginal results—because no results meant his untimely demise.

From the relative comfort of his biobed, the High Overseer glanced at Dra’venn.  “I will prevail.”

Chapter 37

Eredas-Il slowly came about as hundreds of Federation, Klingon, and Romulan starships descended upon the colossal lunar base. Hundreds of phaser beams and thousands of torpedoes streaked across the raging battlefield, calling forth massive explosions as they ripped into Eredas-Il’s ancient hull.

Perched on the very edge of his command chair, Matthew Harrison nervously watched the fleet go into combat.  The initial strike most certainly caught the Elorg off guard, but now that the plan was afoot, the enemy’s response would be wicked.  As such, time was of the essence.  “Commander Meade,” he called to the helm, “set course for Rebena Te Ra!”

“Aye, sir.”  Meade’s deft fingers flew over the control interface.  “Course set.”

“Engage!”  Harrison gradually slid back into the comfort of his seat, though his unsettled nerves would have preferred to remain on the edge.  Comfort seemed like an unnecessary luxury in the heat of battle.

Seconds later, the Columbia lurched forward, gradually maneuvering through the immense fleet of starships, toward the pristine blue and green sphere that dominated most of the viewscreen—Rebena Te Ra. 

Butterflies danced in Harrison’s stomach.  Even though he would not be joining Commander Reinbold on the surface, so very much depended on this mission that his thoughts constantly flitted back to Cardassia—back to his last significant mission… and significant failure.

The battlefront might have been much different had Harrison managed to contact the Breen.  In fact, there might not have been a battlefront to speak of, for the prophesied Breen insurrection could have cut off the demon’s head before it had a chance to strike.  But that never happened, because the Elorg instead captured Harrison and his companions…

Thankfully, the thoughts of ill content were short in duration, for a flash of azure light suddenly streaked across the viewscreen.  Harrison’s attention instantly snapped back to the present.  “Report!”

“An Elorg warship is on our tail,” called Turathan Karalis from the tactical station.  “Shields are down to ninety-four percent!”

Robinson grabbed hold of her seat.  “Evasive maneuvers!”  Like Harrison, she was hoping they might squeak past the warship without wasting precious time in combat.

But it appeared they were not so fortunate.  Despite Commander Meade’s competent maneuvering, the warship’s assault continued.  The shields flared, the deck rumbled, and Harrison knew they would have to stand and fight.  His gaze turned to Karalis.  “Transphasic torpedoes,” he ordered.  “Fire!”

The Andorian happily complied.
A torrent of golden light suddenly burst from the Columbia’s aft torpedo launcher.  The glittering torpedoes streaked across the raging battlefield; all but one of them smashed into the pursing Elorg warship’s hull, calling forth a massive wall of flame that stopped the mighty hunter dead in its tracks.

The lone remaining torpedo started to curve back toward the warship, but it instead found a target in an approaching Phobian craft.  The squid-like vessel was obliterated upon impact, its smoldering remains shooting to the battlefield amidst a roiling sea of orange and yellow flame.

But the Elorg warship was not easily destroyed.  It slowly fired up its engines and started after the Columbia…  However, it did not get very far.  A giant Romulan warbird suddenly eclipsed the Elorg vessel, easily blowing it to smithereens with its mighty disruptors.

Praetor Tomalak’s smiling face suddenly appeared on the Columbia’s viewscreen.  “You’re welcome,” he said before flittering away… but it was not a voluntary end to the transmission.

“What happened?” asked Robinson, just as the deck started to tremble.

But Harrison could see the source of their difficulty even before Turathan Karalis could open his mouth.  A giant tendril of blazing white energy suddenly arced across the battlefield.  Harrison immediately suspected the Elorg had deployed the lethal weapon that destroyed the Cardassian fleet—but when a second tendril appeared amidst the raging battle, he realized that was not the case.  The disturbances were coming from Rebena Te Ra.

“An energy storm of some sort?” guessed Harrison.

Antennae twitching, Karalis shook his befuddled head.  “It is a massive temporal distortion,” he stated.  “The source is apparently the temple at Khyar-Adun… The astral observatory.”

First Administrator Ceniir had always known that he had only begun to tap into Khyar-Adun’s infinite wonders.  In the past the Elorg tended to use the temple as a sanctum, a mere shrine to the chi-goehs.  While the cause was indeed worthy, the Elorg summarily denied themselves access to the temple’s vast and wondrous resources.  Ceniir tried to reverse these problems during his time in power, but the wheels of progress turned slowly, and reform was slow to come.

Thankfully, the Iconians chose not the treat Khyar-Adun as sacred ground.  While they respected the Elorg’s wishes, and treated the ancient temple with reverence, they nonetheless scoured Khyar-Adun for all the information they could find.  Indeed, the Iconians were the primary users of the astral observatory high atop the temple, and it was Malganis, not Ceniir, who devised the plan to merge Rebena Te Ra with the rest of the universe.

The Iconian now stood before Ceniir in the opulent stone temple at the tower’s base.  “Five of my best acolytes successfully initiated the merger,” said Malganis, his verdant eyes glimmering with pride.

Ceniir knew not the details of the plan.  He assumed it involved a combination of both the observatory’s technology and the Iconians’ impressive psionic abilities, but until the merger was complete, he would not bother Malganis for the minutiae.   Besides, there were still other matters in need of attention.  “I have just spoken with Administrator Archimonde at the citadel on Veilus Promontory,” said Ceniir.  “He reports the battle with the Elorg fleet goes well.  The orbital defense platforms have taken heavy damage, but we are holding our own.”

Malganis nodded his approval.  “That is good news,” he replied.  “This installation cannot be allowed to fall into enemy hands.”

Ceniir agreed completely.  The younger species might unwittingly destroy themselves—and the entire planet, for that matter—should they gain access to the astral observatory.  To the contrary, the older species would willingly use the observatory’s resources to wreak havoc; the Elorg and the Phobians were presently the perfect example of that.  “The denizens of this galaxy are not yet ready to accept the burden of responsibility this planet has to offer.”

Redemption was beginning to look less and less likely.  Sitting on the pale blue sofa in his quarters, Bator was left with the distinct impression that his life aboard the Starlight was nearing its conclusion.  Though the crew evidently managed to work around his repairs, Bator nevertheless made their escape more difficult by repairing the damaged systems nearby.  Adding insult to injury, when the crew finally did make their escape, he did nothing to assist them.  If he wanted to return to the Starlight, Bator suspected the welcome would not be warm…

A few weeks ago, that might have bothered him.  The Starlight was practically the only home he had ever known, and despite his outsider status, Bator had little desire to leave…  But now that Ordikan and especially Garenna had shown him that there was more to life than Starfleet, Bator found that he wasn’t particularly bothered by his newfound renegade status.

“I was always an outsider,” he quietly noted.

Garenna sat at the nearby table, diligently sorting through her cluttered repair kit.  Still, much of her attention stayed with the conversation.  “Perhaps that is why I have taken a liking to you, Bator.”  She chuckled softly.  “Before Ordikan found me, I was living with the Fen Domar.”

Bator shook his head.  “I am not familiar with them.”  

Given the frown that summarily shaped Garenna’s lips, Bator suspected his lack of familiarity was a good thing.  “A thoroughly unpleasant people,” she stated.  “I was very much an outsider to them.  I belonged there as much as you belong aboard that ship of yours.  The Starlight, is it?”

Bator confirmed the sentiment with a slight nod of the head, but Garenna continued without interruption.  “You belong here,” she said.  “You belong with your people, Bator.”

The words sounded incredibly similar to the propaganda spouted by Ordikan, but that was to be expected if the good general had also saved Garenna.  Still, Bator couldn’t help but wonder how much she knew about the man.  “I am glad Ordikan saved me,” said Bator, hoping to make a smooth transition into the new subject.

Garenna smiled.  “He’s a great man.”

“He is indeed.”  Though Bator hardly had enough information to form an opinion about Ordikan, he nevertheless chose to agree with Garenna for the sake of argument.  “Unfortunately, I have spent little time with the General.  I would like to hear about him.”

Bator fully expected Garenna to resist.  As she delved deep into her thoughts, it certainly looked like she was going to suggest Bator study him in person—but much to his surprise, Garenna was more than happy to oblige.  “Many years ago, he came to us from beyond the unknown,” she replied.  There was a curious glimmer in her eyes when she spoke.  “He helped rebuild the republic and delivered us into this brave new world…”

Excited as Garenna was to speak about Ordikan, her information was decidedly vague and generally useless.  Evidently she was blind to the fact the man was not even a Phobian.  Had he not revealed his true form to the others?  If that was the case, then what was he doing?  Bator suspected Ordikan’s reasons might be related to the “error in judgment” the General mentioned… But clearly, Garenna did not have the answers.  Nor would she have the chance to provide her half-answers…

“Bator…” As if on cue, the General’s gravelly voice boomed over the intercom.  “Your assistance is required on the command deck.”

Apparently he was becoming more trustworthy.  Given the continued maintenance work, Bator was beginning to question his status aboard Eredas-Il—but this summons seemed to indicate progress would soon be made… And not a moment too soon.  There was more to General Ordikan than was initially obvious, and Bator intended to find out what, exactly, was going on.

He tapped his communicator.  “I’m on my way.”

• • •

Tompkins fired his pilfered disruptor, and in a flash, the last of the Elorg protectors was dead.  The bastards weren’t nearly as menacing when forced to fight from afar.  While they obviously spent a lot of time training for hand-to-hand combat, their marksmanship was utter crap.  Not that Tompkins was complaining; that one small foible just saved his ass.

He turned to Jayla.  “Ready?”

She didn’t look it, but Jayla nevertheless nodded her agreement.  “We probably don’t have a lot of time,” she said.  “The last power surge we initiated brought Bator and his cronies running after just a few minutes.”

“It’s been at least five,” Kendall guessed.  He was still trapped in his cell, but that situation was easily resolved.

“Stand back.”  Lucas pointed his weapon at the small keypad beside the cell and opened fire.  A blast of blue light smashed into the wall, destroying the keypad and effectively lowering the forcefield that kept Kendall and Erin imprisoned.

“Thanks,” said Kendall as he stepped into the corridor.

Erin slowly followed in his footsteps.  She was still a little pale, and obviously weakened by the extended incarceration… but she looked a hell of a lot better than she did a few days ago.  Tompkins couldn’t help but wonder why Ordikan helped her… but he suspected that mystery would most likely go unresolved.

Jayla quickly came to Erin’s side.  “Are you okay?”

Erin took a moment to assess her condition.  “I do believe so,” she said.  Her voice was a far cry from her cheerful standard, but that was certainly understandable.  “I’ll feel much better once we get home.”

Tompkins couldn’t have agreed more.  “Once we free everyone else, we’ll head for the Starlight.  Talyere’s daughter showed me the exact route we’ll need to—”

The doors suddenly clanked apart.  In tandem with Drayge and Jayla, Tompkins whirled about to face the dozens of Elorg protectors hastily filtering into the brig.  He immediately hefted his weapon and prepared for another long and bloody struggle…  but there were so many guards that Tompkins was summarily forced to concede the battle would undoubtedly be brief.

That was, of course, until Talyere made his way to the front of the crowd.  Smiling faintly, the approaching Overseer said, “I still have a few friends in the Bloc.”
A wave of relief immediately fell upon Tompkins.  So he wasn’t going to die after all.  He carefully lowered his weapon and made his way to Talyere’s side.  “I am glad to see you.”

“And your little friends,” chimed Erin, though her description of Talyere’s companions was dead wrong.  Those guys were big enough to crush her—and everyone else in the room—like a bug.  Tompkins was very glad that he wouldn’t have to fight them.

Talyere allowed his faint smile to widen, but the concern etched into his face betrayed him.  This was not the happy reunion that it appeared.  “Unfortunately, our reunion will have to wait,” said the Overseer, his voice filled with urgency.  “Once General Ordikan realizes what is happening, his response will be both swift and deadly.”

“Then let’s get out of here,” said Keller.

“My associates will help you get back to the Starlight,” said Talyere, but he was already creeping back toward the exit.  Evidently he had other plans.

Tompkins needed to know what those plans were.  At this point in the game, he couldn’t afford to not know what was going on.  “You headed for Rebena Te Ra?” he guessed.  

Talyere stopped dead in his tracks.  He did indeed confirm the sentiment, but Tompkins could tell there were still unspoken words on the tip of his tongue.

“But…?”

Again, Talyere hesitated, but the gravity of the situation soon forced candor upon his tormented soul.  “You must come with me,” he finally stated.  “Creya is no longer able to venture with me to the surface.  I need you to take me in her stead.”

Though Drayge was easily more qualified for this mission—piloting a small craft through a battlefield was extremely difficult—Tompkins instinctively knew that his place was at Talyere’s side.  There was a certain haunted quality to the Overseer’s voice… It wasn’t something that Tompkins could easily explain, but he just knew that he had to be at Talyere’s side.

As the Elorg protectors moved into the brig to grant freedom to the Starlight crew, Tompkins turned to his comrades.  “I’m going to go,” he said to them.

But before he could leave, Tompkins had to ensure the crew would be in good hands.  Normally, the chain of command would easily dictate who would take control of the situation—but with the Captain and Commander Keller both somewhat out of commission, there was no clear-cut leader.

Neither Kendall nor Drayge could handle the job.  Kendall was just flat-out bad at command; Drayge was still highly unsettled by the recent battle, and thusly useless when it came to making decisions.  Jayla might have been a good choice, but she would most likely be needed in main engineering when they got back to the ship.  So that left…

“Sarah!”

Nursing a small wound on her elbow, the newly freed Doctor stepped out of her dingy cell alongside Justin and the Captain.  “What?”

“You’re in command until I get back.”  Tompkins started to make his retreat, but soon realized his words were in need of a slight revision.  “Heh… That’s assuming I do come back.”

The sudden promotion was hardly welcome news to Hartman.  Sickbay was her domain, and she probably wanted to get back to it as soon as possible—but as far as Tompkins could tell, none of the crew had life-threatening injuries.  Hartman’s capable medical staff—or even the EMH—could easily tend to any injuries.  Meanwhile, her level head would be an asset on the bridge.  Still, as a deep scowl transformed her soiled face, the Doctor sent Tompkins an icy glare.

He returned the favor, and then sprinted out into the corridor alongside Talyere.

It was immediately obvious to Tompkins that the brig was located in a much newer section of Eredas-Il.  The corridors were wide and well illuminated, and the walls were in almost pristine condition.  They clearly employed the Gothic architecture favored by the Elorg in more recent times.

After negotiating several nearly identical corridors, Talyere purposely strode into one of the many turbolifts Tompkins had witnessed in his travels.  Why Talyere chose this particular lift was unbeknownst to Tompkins, but he wasn’t about to argue—or inquire.  He simply assumed Talyere knew what he was doing.

“Level 520.”  At Talyere’s command, the lift immediately set into motion. 

Fast motion. 

Tompkins could feel the forces of gravity tugging at his body—but such force and speed was to be expected.  Given the enormous size of Eredas-Il, it might otherwise take days for one to traverse the facility.  Even so, the turbolift ride was a lengthy one; incarceration had long ago robbed Tompkins of his ability to accurately keep track of time, but he suspected they were in motion for at least three or four minutes.

When the lift finally stopped, Tompkins fully expected to find himself standing at the beginning of another trek through Eredas-Il’s maze-like corridors. Instead, the doors slid open to reveal the exact opposite.  Tompkins stood within a small observatory that looked down upon an incredibly massive spaceport.

The spaceport was similar in design to the large docking facilities aboard most Federation starbases—only this thing was much, much larger.  At glance, Tompkins saw at least a dozen starships, including the Starlight, several Andrinel-class warships, a Phobian vessel, and—much to his surprise—a bioship virtually identical to those employed by Species 8472.

The squid-like vessel had not escaped Talyere’s attention, either.  A curious glint in his eyes, the Overseer shrugged and suggested, “It might be a relic from the conflict that destroyed the Phobian Republic…”

“Or a sign of things to come,” Tompkins grimly added.  He doubted the Phobians would keep something as powerful as a bioship as a memento—especially with the Garidians hanging around.  The Garidians had been quite eager to capture the bioship that appeared along Klingon border a few years ago.

“Either way,” Talyere interjected, “the bioship is not our primary concern—though we should alert Starfleet as soon as we return.”

“Agreed,” Tompkins replied.  His gaze lingered on the gangly bioship for a moment longer, but Talyere made absolutely certain the mission to Rebena Te Ra was foremost on Tompkins’ mind.

“Let us proceed,” said Talyere, gracefully motioning toward the narrow set of doors at the far end of the observatory.

Taking that as his cue to get moving, Tompkins swiftly headed for the exit.  Talyere following in his footsteps, the pair stormed into yet another generic corridor—but this one wasn’t nearly as empty as the previous fifty corridors Tompkins had seen.  Two shadowy figures loomed just a few meters up ahead—and one of them was Xi’Yor.

They were both of them armed, but neither Elorg possessed a weapon that could hope to compete with the massive disruptor Tompkins stole from the protector back in the brig.  That bad boy could vaporize both Xi’Yor and his companion in the blink of an eye.  In fact, Tompkins was very tempted to do so…

But not just yet.  “Abandoning ship?” he suggested to Xi’Yor, making absolutely certain his impressive weapon was extremely visible to the High Overseer.

Not so eager to confront Xi’Yor, Talyere lingered a few footsteps back.  No doubt, the High Overseer’s death threats were still fresh in his mind.  Thankfully, those thoughts had not clouded his logic.  “Xi’Yor would not flee from battle,” said Talyere.  “He intends to claim Rebena Te Ra…”

Eyes glinting with evil, Xi’Yor sneered at the paltry sentiment.  “I intend more than you could possibly imagine.”

As far as Tompkins was concerned, the words rang true.  He had absolutely no idea what Xi’Yor was planning—only that it probably did not bode well for the Federation.  But Talyere was evidently a bit more imaginative, for he cut straight to the point.  “You intend to become Cerebrate…”

“My time in this universe is limited,” said Xi’Yor.  “Deception is no longer a luxury I can afford.  By the time this battle has reached its conclusion, I will control the entirety of the Elorg Bloc.  It will be a crude victory, but…”

Talyere shot him.

A gleaming flash of azure light suddenly streaked across the corridor, striking Xi’Yor square in the chest.  It wasn’t enough to kill the High Overseer, but it was more than enough to close his mouth.  Stunned by the blast, Xi’Yor stumbled back a few steps.  When he recovered a scant moment, he carefully brushed aside the ashes on his tunic—but he said nothing to Talyere.  Instead, Xi’Yor sprinted toward the large set of doors up ahead.

Tompkins was about to open fire, but Talyere suddenly set out after the High Overseer.  In that instant, he realized the struggle for power in the Elorg Bloc was about to reach its apex…

Chapter 38

The command deck was in shambles.  A thick smoke hung in the acrid air; giant bulkheads were strewn across the deck, all of them blanketed in a thick layer of ash and soot.  Static-filled glimpses of the battle flittered on the giant viewscreen; and General Ordikan stood diligently at his barely functional workstation, still barking orders to the few officers that remained.  “Va’kyr,” he shouted across the command deck, “where are those weapons?”

She shouted something in response, but the loud hiss from a nearby EPS leak kept Bator from hearing it.  Still, whatever she said did little to pacify Ordikan’s fury.  Bator could not even begin to imagine how the command deck took so much damage… but he would do what he could to see Eredas-Il through the catastrophe.

“General,” called Bator as he stepped into the fray.  “How can I be of assistance?”

Given the command deck’s decrepit state, Bator assumed the he had been summoned to make repairs.  He was already opening his repair kit when Ordikan turned away from his workstation with his response.  “I need you at tactical,” said the General.  “You served the Federation well aboard the Starlight.  Now you can serve your people…”

Ordikan gestured toward the tactical station with one of his meaty hands, no doubt ushering Bator to the controls.  Upon closer inspection, however, Bator suspected that his repair skills might nonetheless come in handy.  The workstation had no interface to speak of—only a few partially lit controls and a half-dead sensor display.  If Bator was going to serve his people, he wasn’t going to do it from there.

“Is there another workstation I can access?”

Ordikan cast his scrutinizing gaze upon the smoke-filled command deck.  Unfortunately, most of the other workstations were either completely destroyed or on fire—well on their way to becoming completely destroyed.

Bator frowned.  “What happened?”

“The planetary defense grid managed to destroy one of our primary shield generators,” said Va’kyr as she approached from her decrepit workstation.  “We took heavy damage while our shields were down.”

“Can you repair it?” asked Ordikan.

Given enough time, Bator knew that he could restore the command deck to pristine condition.  But that could take days, or even weeks.  The battle would be long over by then.  “I might be able to restore some sort of functionality to the tactical station,” Bator guessed.

Ordikan nodded.  “How long?”

Bator shrugged.  “We’re about to find out.”

Talyere quickly tensed as Commander Tompkins haphazardly thrust their tiny shuttle into the midst of battle.  On sensors, the raging conflict between Federation and Elorg forces seemed like a well-organized tactical encounter.  There was a clear strategy on both sides of the conflict.  While Federation forces attempted to shield the Columbia from harm, the Elorg constantly bombarded Rebena Te Ra’s defense perimeter with a vast assortment of deadly weapons.

Unfortunately, those well-defined tactics tended to blur on the front lines, and as Tompkins piloted the shuttlecraft through the battle, Talyere could only describe the scene before him as utter chaos.  Colossal starships burst into crimson flames as torpedoes and phaser beams sliced across the heavenly starscape.  Smoldering debris littered the path before them… as did a giant Elorg warship.

“It is heavily damaged,” Talyere gleaned from sensors, “but it nevertheless poses a grave threat to our shuttle.”

His deft fingers frantically pecking away at the controls, Tompkins dismissed the sentiment with a simple shrug.  “We’ll be fine,” he insisted.

Talyere was not so sure.  “I need not remind you, this shuttlecraft is unarmed…”

“It’s also an Elorg shuttle,” Tompkins reminded.  He tapped a short sequence of commands into the helm, and the shuttle gracefully rolled around a dying Romulan warbird.  “The Elorg won’t fire on one of their own ships.”

Moments later, the looming Elorg warship returned to sight—only now it was a lot closer.  Talyere could easily see the extensive damage to the vessel’s ablative armor… and several lifeless crewmembers floating amidst the debris—but before Talyere had a chance to comment on those unfortunate souls an immense flash of green light streaked in front of the shuttle.

Talyere suspected they were under attack—but when a Klingon bird of prey stormed into the battlefield, he immediately knew that was not the case.  A giant plume of flame summarily burst through the Elorg warship’s hull, spewing twisted metal and fiery debris into space.  The shuttle jolted as a piece of flaming conduit smashed into the shields—but Commander Tompkins quickly maneuvered the tiny craft away from the explosion and any subsequent encounters with the wreckage.

“We’re not going to beat Xi’Yor to the surface,” Tompkins grimly realized once they finally cleared the Elorg warship.  “His shuttle’s already entering the upper atmosphere…”

THUMP-THUMP!

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

Talyere 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!

At the sound of his beating heart, Talyere forced the unpleasant vision from his thoughts.  The chi-goehs were telling him something, but he didn’t know what.  Or why.  But with Rebena Te Ra looming just a few thousand kilometers away, Talyere the time to decipher the enigmatic vision grew short.

He turned to Tompkins.  “Commander…”

“What is it?”  He didn’t even glance up from the controls—not that Talyere wanted him to.  A considerable engagement loomed just up ahead—hundreds of starships—Federation and Elorg, Klingon and Garidian—all of them engaged in one massive battle for Rebena Te Ra.

It was difficult for Talyere to take his attention from the battle, but he had no choice.  If the fate revealed to him by the chi-goehs proved unavoidable, he needed to make absolutely certain there was a plan in place.  “This might seem odd,” Talyere tentatively continued, “but I might begin to act… peculiar when we reach Rebena Te Ra.  Should that happen, I want you to terminate me.”

“What?!”  Tompkins could hardly believe his ears.  Utterly stunned, he shoved himself away from the helm and turned his disbelieving gaze upon Talyere.  “Kill you?  That’s insane!”

Truer words had never been spoken, but Talyere had no other solution—aside from aborting the entire mission.  That, obviously, was also insane.  But Tompkins had a point—death was a bit extreme.  “Perhaps you could incapacitate me,” Talyere instead suggested.  And he left it at that.  “The Columbia is 300 kilometers to port,” he casually gleaned from the sensors.

Tompkins was obviously not as willing to drop the subject.  He tried on several occasions to inquire further about Talyere’s odd request—but with Rebena Te Ra growing ever closer, there was no time to explain.

“Trust me,” was Talyere’s only response.

• • •

The battle was going as well as Admiral Janeway could have hoped.  Much as she had anticipated, the Elorg fleet was putting up one hell of a fight; the orbital defense perimeter was constantly pounding away both sides of the conflict; but one thing Janeway hadn’t anticipated was Eredas-Il and its hand-off approach to the battle.  Evidently the lunar base had had an unfortunate encounter with the defense perimeter, and needed some time to lick its wounds.  It was an opportunity not lost upon the Admiral.

“Gentlemen,” she said, slowly rising from her command chair to confer with Captain Landsberg, General Martok, and Praetor Tomalak on the viewscreen.  “Our primary target seems to be in a bit of trouble…”

“Eredas-Il’s shields are down to seventy-four percent,” said Landsberg.  “And most of its support craft have been destroyed.”

“Only three vessels are dedicated to its protection,” Martok gleefully added.  “The rest have been destroyed.”

“Unfortunately,” Tomalak interjected, his tone a bit more sobering, “our starboard flank is starting to crumble.  We cannot afford to divert our resources to Eredas-Il.  Not yet, anyway.”

“We need the information from Rebena Te Ra,” Janeway readily agreed.  Approaching Eredas-Il without that data was tantamount to suicide.  Those three starships guarding Eredas-Il were inconsequential, but should the colossal base suddenly come back online… things might turn very ugly, very quickly.

“The Columbia just launched its shuttlecraft,” noted Landsberg.  “They should rendezvous with Talyere on the surface in about five minutes.”

By Janeway’s estimate, that meant they should have their tactical data within the hour—assuming that all went well on the surface.  “We’ll hold the line for now,” she decided.  “But the moment that tactical data starts coming through…”

“…we head for the moon,” Tomalak concluded—just moments before all three transmissions went dead…

Janeway abruptly turned on her heel to face Lieutenant Hitoshi at tactical.  “What happened?” 

A pulse of wicked green energy suddenly flashed across the battlefield, and in the blink of an eye, Eredas-Il was alive.  Flanked by countless torpedoes, hundreds of phaser beams streaked away from the colossal sphere, smashing into the Federation fleet with explosive force.

Fleeing the destruction like a flock of frightened birds, the Federation starships lost any sort of formation they might have had—not that such organization could have saved them.  A wall of roiling fire ripped through the battlefield, tearing apart anything and everything in its path—Phobian and Garidian ships included…

Meanwhile, Eredas-Il drew ever closer to the front lines.  As it rained chaos upon its mortal nemeses, a large orifice opened near the bottom of the deadly sphere…

 Ordikan grinned.  He knew not what Bator had done to inspire such an incredible increase in Eredas-Il’s offensive capabilities, but the result was nothing short of a miracle.  “Our tactical systems have been fully restored,” he happily announced.

Bator immediately poked his head up from the underside of his workstation.  “Several of the ODN relays beneath this workstation were fused,” he replied.  “I repaired the damage—but did nothing to the tactical systems…”

Of course.  Ordikan should have known the problems were too extensive for Bator to repair in the few short minutes he had been at work.  Still, the prompt restoration of the tactical station was an impressive feat.  “My associates must have repaired the tactical system,” Ordikan calmly replied.

Bator paused.  “Associates?”

They were most effective in the heat of combat.  Ordikan should never have doubted them.  In fact, he should have relied upon them a bit more—but not too much.  Bator was already asking too many dangerous questions.  Questions that Ordikan was not yet ready to answer.

“Va’kyr,” he called across the command deck, “I grow tired of this conflict.  Activate the weapon… Destroy them all.”

Alan Christopher felt like crap.  Really, there was no other way to put it… because he also smelled of crap, as well.  He had absolutely no idea how long the crew had been in captivity, but it was certainly long enough for things to start smelling unpleasant.  He was certainly looking forward to a nice hot shower when they finally got back to the Starlight.

Unfortunately, that was about the only thing he had to look forward to.  Christopher had been so out of it the past few days, he knew little of the current situation.  Whatever Xi’Yor did back in that medical facility, he was quite thorough in his administrations.  Christopher could barely walk in a straight line, let alone lead the Starlight into battle.

And so, for the first time in recent memory, Christopher was sidelined.  He still had to get Angela and Justin to relative safety aboard the Starlight, but if Sarah had her way, he would have no part in the battles to come.  The Doctor wasn’t going to get her way, of course.  As long as his heart was beating, Christopher would be on the Starlight’s bridge when the time for combat came—but he would kindly defer to Sarah for guidance.  Of course, they had to first reach the Starlight…

With Angela snug in his muscular arms, Christopher ran through the narrow along Justin Reinbold and the rest of the crew.  The pace seemed unreasonably slow, but the terrain was unfamiliar and moving five hundred people through a maze of narrow corridors was never a hasty event.  Even so, Christopher could tell they were making good progress.

“The spaceport is up ahead,” shouted Hartman.  She was very near the front of the group, along with Neelar, Jayla, and most of the Elorg guards.

Justin huffed at the news.  “Good,” he wearily moaned as he wiped the tiny beads of sweat from his brow.  “I’m beat…”

Despite the fact Christopher had Angela in his arms, he was only marginally fatigued.  “You need to hit the gym when we get back home,” he mused.

To that, Justin had no response.  He just sighed, and forged ahead along with everyone else—as did Christopher, for he finally glimpsed Erin Keller in the crowd up ahead.  Amidst the chaos of the escape (and his frequent bouts of unconsciousness), he hadn’t been able to converse with her in the brig.  But that was about to change.  “Hey, Honey!” he playfully called.  

Erin stopped dead in her tracks.  A few people bumped into her, but she didn’t seem to notice—or care, for that matter.  When she finally came about, the smile upon Erin Keller’s face was immeasurably joyful.  “Alan!” she happily exclaimed.

Angela was equally thrilled.  “Mommy!”

Moving as quickly as his aching feet would take him, Alan rushed to Erin’s side.  He immediately wrapped his free arm around her waist and planted a firm kiss upon her lips.  “Long time, no see…”

She stepped back, still smiling.  “I’m so glad to see you.”  Her gaze immediately shifted to Angela.  “And you, Sweetie!”

Angela grinned.  “Are we going home, Mommy?”

Erin nodded.  “You bet…”

There were still about a million things that Alan wanted to say to her, but his mind was so utterly jumbled, he knew not where to start—not that this was a prime location for conversation in the first place.  As such, he dropped the very notion and gently urged Erin forward.  “Let’s go.”

The trio quickly caught up with the rest of the crew, who seemed to have finally reached the spaceport and were subsequently gathered at the windows looking into the facility.  Christopher easily weaved through the throngs of people until he stood between Sarah and Jayla at the front of the crowd.

They said nothing.

And Christopher knew why.  Inside the giant spaceport, just below a massive Elorg warship, was the Starlight in all its glory.  Though slightly damaged, the ship was certainly a beautiful sight, and Christopher couldn’t help but smile.  Unfortunately, the grin wasn’t going to get him anywhere.  “What are we standing around for?” he suddenly prompted.  “Let’s go kick some serious ass!”

Given the crew’s jubilant cheers, they undoubtedly agreed with the sentiment.  The Elorg would soon come to regret the day they captured the Starlight…

“We detected a small crafted headed for Khyar-Adun,” said Malganis.  The imposing Iconian stood beside First Administrator Ceniir in Celbarai’s opulent library—the very same library that Lucas Tompkins visited in his first journey to Rebena Te Ra.  Only this time, it seemed different… It somehow seemed older—as did Malganis himself.  That was strange, but Tompkins chalked it up to his imagination, for nobody else seemed to notice.

“The craft was most likely Xi’Yor’s shuttle,” said Talyere.  “Where did it go?”

“It was destroyed,” replied Ceniir.

“However,” interjected Malganis, “two life signs materialized at the base of Khyar-Adun moments before the shuttle’s destruction.”

“The bottom?”  Talyere frowned.  “Why did they not transport directly to the observatory?”

“It might have something to do with the chronometric distortions,” suggested Megan Reinbold.  She sat comfortably upon the plush black sofa near the crackling fire pit in the middle of the room.  “The Columbia detected numerous temporal anomalies in the vicinity…”

Ceniir’s bright orange eyes widened.  “Not long after your previous visit,” said the Elorg, “we took it upon ourselves to rectify our temporal situation.  Studies suggested that we might soon become so far removed from the timeline that we effectively cease to move forward.”

“We are using the technology in the astral observatory to correct the error,” said Malganis.

“Heh…” Tompkins was impressed.  “That must be one hell of a computer system.”

“It is advanced beyond your ability to comprehend,” said Ceniir.  Quickly realizing the severity of his words, the Elorg paused, and said, “To be perfectly honest, it is beyond my ability to comprehend…”

Malganis grunted.  “That is why we must defend the temple at all cost,” he said.  “It cannot fall into enemy hands…”

“What about a friend’s?” Talyere thusly inquired.  “We need to access the computer in the astral observatory.”

Ceniir arched a quizzical brow.  “Why?”

“We hope to defeat your attackers,” said Talyere.  “Once we have used the computer to scan Eredas-Il for its weakness, we will depart.”

“And hopefully, take the Elorg with us,” added Reinbold.

Though Malganis seemed indifferent, Ceniir took a long moment to gather his thoughts.  For a while, Tompkins suspected the Elorg would deny the request, a feeling endured when the man finally spoke.  “Unfortunately,” he said with a sigh, “the chronometric distortions have forced the evacuation of the temple.  Even if I did grant you access to the astral observatory, the temporal side-affects would prove catastrophic.”

Thankfully, Reinbold was prepared.  She quickly pulled a small, triangular device from her pocket.  “When the Columbia detected the temporal anomalies, I decided to bring a few chronometric beacons with me,” she said.  “We’ll be safely shielded from any anomalies in the temple.”

Ceniir briefly inspected the beacon.  Though he didn’t put it under much scrutiny, he was apparently pleased with what he saw.  “Very well,” said the Elorg.  “We will transport you to the base of the temple.  After that, you are on your own…  I wish you the best of luck.”

There was that word again.  Luck.  As much as Tompkins hated it, luck nevertheless seemed to play a considerable role in galactic events.  And as long as it was on his side, Tompkins finally decided that it wasn’t such a bad thing after all.  Besides, at this point, they needed all the luck they could get…

Talyere Rosat was running.

Xi’Yor—and the astral observatory—was just up ahead, and as his booted feet treaded the crumbling bricked staircase coiled around a seemingly endless abyss, he instinctively knew that he had to run faster.  He absolutely could not allow himself to succumb to the evils left in his dusty wake…

“We’re almost there,” called Megan Reinbold, her voice strained by their rapid and continuous ascent.  “Just two more levels!”

Everything was unfolding just as Talyere had envisioned.  The astral observatory, the hunt for Xi’Yor… all of the had been prophesied by the chi-goehs nearly one year ago.  Still, the reason for their wisdom remained elusive—and much to Talyere’s chagrin, time had run out.  He would simply have to deal with the future as it came…

Leading the group up and around the winding staircase was Lucas Tompkins.  And while Commander Reinbold seemed to know what was going on, the determined look on Commander Tompkins’ face was all the assurance that Talyere needed to continue.  Beneath the layer of soot on his face was the façade of a man obviously in control of his destiny.  Talyere was counting on that…  

As the trio approached a small landing atop the endless chasm, Tompkins immediately withdrew his tricorder and scanned a small patch of dilapidated brick on the wall.  For a brief moment, he seemed perplexed by the data flitting across his screen, but after planting a few decisive commands into the scanner, his tension eased.  The bricks fizzled away, replaced by a complex computer terminal that seemed out-of-place in this ancient setting.

On the sight of the new workstation, Megan Reinbold hastily delved into her tricorder’s archives.  She worked in silence for a fraction of moment, her actions almost immediately eliciting a series of small pictograms that matched those on the workstation.  She showed the data to Tompkins, who subsequently input this new data into the computer.

It accepted the new information with a flat chirp, and hastily started to process its new commands.  After a few moments, Talyere could see a glint of ashen light swirling in the bottom of the abyss.  Curious, he started to maneuver himself a bit closer to the edge, but Reinbold’s arm held him back.

“We’ve come too far to see you drop into the abyss,” she said wryly.

Even now, Talyere found no humor in her witticism.  He was far too concerned about the chi-goehs to concern himself with humor.  Still, Talyere wisely decided heed Reinbold’s warning.  He stepped aside.

A blur of light suddenly streaked up from the abyss with a gust of stagnant air—and when it came to rest, some sort of glass turbolift hovered ominously before them, simply waiting for the group to step inside.

Satisfied that this was indeed the intended effect of his actions, Tompkins climbed the few remaining stairs and stepped inside the glass turbolift.  Reinbold excitedly followed, taking the ancient steps two at a time until she stood beside Tompkins.  Talyere, for his part, found himself feeling a bit frail…

Age, it seemed, was finally catching up with him.  Talyere hardly considered himself old, but truth be told, he was not as young as he used to be.  The stress of the past few weeks, combined with the arduous trek toward the astral observatory… it wall was all beginning to take its toll.

The doors immediately clanked shut behind him—and even before he could get his footing, the glittering tube shot skyward, blasting through the ceiling and into the deep blue skies of a rugged, mountainous world.

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 his visions, he always wondered what the structure might have been.  Never did he imagine it was the sacred temple of Khyar-Adun…

A minute later, the lift came to a decisive halt.  By Talyere’s estimate, they were hovering several kilometers over the citadel—but his companions, who insisted he hurry to their side, promptly interrupted his calculations.

“Come on,” said Reinbold, waving Talyere out of the lift.  “We don’t have a lot of time left!”

Talyere knew the raging battle in the stars above had undoubtedly deteriorated since his departure from Eredas-Il.  If they did not hurry, there was a distinct possibility the entire fleet might be destroyed.  But a part of Talyere wanted to stall.  He wanted to figure out what the chi-goehs were telling him—but apparently, his face betrayed him, and the contention harbored within his soul made itself known.

“Is something wrong?” asked Reinbold.  When he didn’t answer immediately, she took a moment to consider the question herself.  “You’ve been acting a little strange recently—much quieter than usual.  Are you sure you’re up to this?  We don’t know what’s up ahead… and if you’re don’t think you’re ready for it, maybe it would be best if you—”

Talyere shook his head.  “No,” he stated firmly.  “I am fine.  Let us proceed.”

The manic lift had deposited them just outside the doors of a small fortress floating high above the ivory citadel.  It was the astral observatory, an ancient, rustic design similar to the grounds below, but in far better shape.  Apparently, there were few who dared to venture here…

Eager to reassert himself as the confident leader of this group, Talyere ascended the few steps leading to the pair of massive doors up head.  They were made of grayish stone and lavishly decorated with carvings of dragons and tears; the eons had weathered away many of the descriptive pictographs, but… the beauty remained.

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

THUMP-THUMP!

The doors opened.

And the future unfolded…
THUMP-THUMP!

Chapter 39

The wait was torturous.

Little more than half an hour had passed since Megan Reinbold’s departure, and already Matthew Harrison was on edge—because until Reinbold reported back with news of her scan, the Columbia was essentially a sitting duck.  They couldn’t break orbit and join the battle.  They couldn’t provide tactical data to the rest of the fleet.  In fact, they couldn’t do anything that might endanger the Columbia—because if the mighty starship fell, Reinbold’s report might go unnoticed…

So, Harrison was left with little to keep him occupied.  Reading through the tactical data and sensor information was certainly interesting, but it did little to soothe Harrison’s mind.  He simply could not tolerate sitting back while his comrades fought, in many cases, to the death.  But he had no choice; this mission absolutely could not result in failure.

Thus, Harrison sat.

And waited.

And waited some more.

“How long does it take?” asked Amy Robinson.  With Reinbold gone, she stood dutifully behind the operations station, arms folded beneath her breasts.  “It’s just a simple sensor sweep…”

If it were a simple sensor sweep, they could have performed the maneuver from the Columbia.  “Obviously,” said Harrison, “there is more to the procedure than is immediately apparent.”

“Well,” interjected Ian Meade, “I hope it doesn’t take much longer.”

“As do I,” concurred Harrison.  “As do I…”

Just then, a faint glimmer of light streaked across the viewscreen.  Harrison was about to dismiss the phenomenon as another chronometric distortion, but when the shields flared in the presence of a second streak of light, he immediately knew they were under attack.  It was a potentially deadly diversion.

“Three Phobian destroyers,” called Turathan Karalis from the tactical station.  “They are all of them on a direct intercept course.”

“Curses…” Harrison clenched his fists.  He knew not if the Phobians were aware of Reinbold’s plan—but either way, they were perilously close to foiling it.  “Lock onto the lead ship, and fire at will!”

In one quick maneuver, the Columbia broke orbit and barrel-rolled its way into combat with the approaching Phobian vessels.  With Rebena Te Ra as a backdrop, the Columbia launched an incredible volley of transphasic torpedoes into the fray—easily blowing the first of the three squid-like vessels to smithereens.

Smoldering hunks of metallic debris shot through the roiling firestorm.  Most of it vaporized amidst the chaos, but one particularly large shard of death emerged from the cloud directly in the Columbia’s path.  Unable to avoid a collision, the starship plowed straight into the debris.  The shield grid flared upon impact, and the craggy piece of charred metal shattered into a thousand pieces.  The Columbia briefly veered off course, aimlessly careening through the hazy debris field until finally it was within striking distance of the other two Phobian vessels.

The enemy quickly unleashed a gangly barrage of bluish-green phaser fire, but their presence on the battlefield was nevertheless short lived…

Christopher ignored the pain.  His head was again starting to throb, and for a moment, it felt as if he might collapse back into the deep sleep that kept him far removed from recent events—but as he stepped through the claustrophobic airlock and into one of the Starlight’s dimly lit cargo bays, Christopher suddenly found the will to suppress those ill feelings.

“It’s good to be home,” he said, his voice sounding a thousand times stronger than he actually felt.

Angela was already smiling.  “Yay!”

But Hartman made absolutely certain the celebration was brief.  “We have a job to do,” she reminded, forcefully stepping past Christopher to retake her rightful position at the front of the group.

“The ship doesn’t look too badly damaged,” noted Christopher. 

Jayla Trinn quickly made her way to the large freestanding workstation situated beside a dozen or so blue cargo containers.  With a few quick keystrokes, she was able to provide the definitive analysis.  “Most of the computer database has been decrypted—all of our information on Rebena Te Ra is gone… Parts of the starboard warp nacelle and the temporal science lab have been dismantled… We’re missing twelve torpedoes, all of our transwarp coils—”

As the rest of the crew filtered into the cargo bay, Hartman stepped in front of Trinn’s console.  “But the ship is intact?”

The Trill nodded.  “More or less.”

It was enough for Hartman.  “Then let’s get to the bridge.”

Despite the opulent enormity of Khyar-Adun, the astral observatory was surprisingly simple.  It was a large, circular room; there were a few serpentine sculptures on the wall, a large blue and yellow tapestry hanging from the domed ceiling…  It looked more like a medieval castle than the apex of scientific development—but Megan Reinbold knew well that looks could be deceiving.

Following in Lucas Tompkins’ footsteps, she carefully stepped into the cavernous observatory.  “It’s bigger than I imagined…”

“Heh…” Tompkins skeptically glanced up from his tricorder.  “It’s also floating fifty kilometers above the surface.  I can’t for the life of me figure out how.”

“Artificial gravity?” suggested Reinbold.

But Tompkins shook his bewildered head.  “No,” he said.  “This bad boy is just floating.”

“Odd.”  Reinbold shrugged, but she didn’t waste too much of her brainpower considering the oddity.  She had plenty of other things to worry about, let alone floating fortresses.  Walking alongside Tompkins, she gradually approached the observatory’s sole computer workstation.  

It was a circular console in the very center of the room.  At its center was a large holomatrix that presently displayed the weather conditions on Azati Prime—a Class-O world almost eight hundred light years away.  

“Looks like rain,” said Tompkins as he cleared the planet from the display.

Reinbold chuckled.  Given Rebena Te Ra’s temporal misalignment, the weather forecast was undoubtedly several thousand years out of date.  “Why don’t we take a look at Eredas-Il?” she suggested.

Much to Reinbold’s chagrin, she got no further than the suggestion.  The sound of footsteps immediately drew her attention elsewhere… and before she knew it, the shadowy figure of High Overseer Xi’Yor loomed on the opposite side of the workstation.  

“I am afraid your work must go unconcluded,” said Xi’Yor, his malevolent eyes little more than slits.

Tompkins immediately hefted his bulky weapon and pointed it directly at Xi’Yor, but Reinbold quickly threw her hand on the emitter.  “Don’t,” she whispered.  “There are so many stray tachyons in this room, you just might blow us into last week.”

“Heh…” Tompkins carefully lowered the weapon.  “I knew that.”

Reinbold grinned.  “Sure you did.”

The light moment quickly passed, and Tompkins immediately took control of the situation.  “Talyere,” he called, “protect Megan.  I’ll take—”

“No.”  Talyere’s terse interjection caught Reinbold by surprise.  Never before had she heard him so adamant about anything—and in retrospect, he had been acting odd recently…

Slowly, Talyere abandoned his position on the fringe of the drafty observatory and stepped ever closer to Xi’Yor.   “The High Overseer is here to take control of the Elorg Bloc,” he announced.  “What about the Conclave of Overseers, Xi’Yor?  You cannot proceed without their blessing…”

A dark grin crossed Xi’Yor’s pallid face.  “They are here,” he stated.  “Once the battle is concluded, I will have the surviving Overseers perform the Rite of al-Agon.”

“They won’t do it,” said Talyere—and it was then that he noticed the knife dangling from Xi’Yor’s belt.  The aquiline blade was sharp, utterly lethal… and virtually identical to the weapon Talyere saw in his vision.

“You are sorely mistaken if you believe that you can stop me, Talyere.”  Xi’Yor chuckled.  “Even if the Conclave submits to your eternal greatness, you are nevertheless my guarantee.”

“What?”  Talyere didn’t understand—and he was left with the distinct impression that Xi’Yor wasn’t about to explain.  Lacking most of the answers he so desired, Talyere knew that his options were few.  He didn’t want to blindly forge ahead, and risk setting into motion the events that would lead to Reinbold’s demise…  But to the contrary, he knew that had to do something.

And that something was delay.

Talyere clenched his fists.  Heart thundering in his chest, he brought his lips to Xi’Yor’s ashen face and uttered the fateful words that might spell his doom:  “I challenge you to the zagah-tulina.”

A fight to the death.  The prospect brought a decisive smirk to the High Overseer’s lips, for he truly excelled in hand-to-hand combat.  They both of them knew that Talyere had lost their previous engagement, and Xi’Yor was no doubt hoping to repeat his performance.  And so, without even a moment of hesitation, he accepted.  “En taro adun…”

Moments later, they clashed…

As the ground shuttered beneath his feet, Ceniir could tell the merger was beginning to take place.  It was a truly fascinating event—certainly something he would never again witness… but at the same time, Ceniir was not at all eager to relive the past few days.  So much strife and complication added to the simple pleasures of daily life.  He would be glad to put it all behind him and begin anew, this time in sync with the rest of the universe.

A few tiny pebbles suddenly broke loose from the library’s arched stone ceiling.  One or two of them pelted Ceniir’s back, but Celbarai’s library was structurally sound.  It would take more than a meager earth tremor to level it.  Thus, Ceniir returned to his chair and calmly thumbed through The Tome of Na’zar’s yellowed pages in search of his favorite passage…

But something was missing.

At first, Ceniir couldn’t quite place the oddity.  Everything seemed to be perfectly fine—but then, by happenstance, he glanced at the fire.  It was frozen in place…  And now that he was infinitely more aware of his surroundings, Ceniir suddenly noticed that dozens of little pebbles hung motionless in the air just a few meters away.

Something was either very right.  Or very wrong.  And as Malganis strode into the library from the main citadel, Ceniir tended to assume the latter.  The bulky Iconian strode into to library once, twice, three times before finally uttering a slew of distorted words that were completely incomprehensible.

“What?”  Ceniir frowned, just as Malganis entered the library yet again.  And again, he uttered the same unintelligible babble.

But as quickly as the odd temporal distortions appeared, they vanished.  The flames started to crackle and Ceniir breathed a sigh of relief as Malganis started to move—but that relief was only fleeting, for Malganis strode out of the room in reverse.  He quickly glimpsed his surroundings, and watched as the pebbles that had just moments ago fell from the ceiling streaked back up into the bell tower.

And then the room started spinning.  Lines gradually distorted into a blur of homogenous light.  Ceniir could feel his stomach recoil, and his balance began to fade.  He glimpsed flashes of Malganis and Talyere… the humans briefly came to him…

And then it all stopped.

The room was still.  It was dark.  The fire was gone.  Ceniir could feel grit beneath his feet, and when he finally found the courage to stand, he immediately found Malganis at his feet.  The Iconian was clearly dead, covered in a thick layer of dust and debris.  Ceniir carefully brushed some of the soot from his friend’s bulky uniform… but he felt no flesh beneath the coarse fabric.

Carefully, Ceniir turned Malganis on his side.  All that remained was his skeleton…

• • •

For a moment, Creya believed her eyes were deceiving her.  One moment, she was tracking almost a thousand of the orbital defense platforms.  Many of them were in the process of merging into a more lethal form, and Creya dutifully prepared Eredas-Il for the coming onslaught…  But just moments before the expected wave of enemy fire arrived, her sensor readings vanished.

“Bator,” she called, “are the sensors working?”

The Phobian was still conferring with Ordikan and Fornath on the battle plans, but he kindly took a moment to oblige Creya.  “They are fine,” he gleaned from his console.  “Why do you ask?”

Since her eyes apparently hadn’t failed her, Creya didn’t quite know what to think of the situation.  “Every last defense platform has suddenly gone offline,” she noted.

Ordikan’s beady eyes widened.  “What?”

Fornath was already tapping at the controls.  “It is confirmed,” he announced just seconds later.  “They are all offline.”

Visibly stunned by the sudden change in fortune, Ordikan stepped away from his workstation.  “What is going on?” he demanded, his voice hinting the situation was quite possibly too good to be true.  “

But every last shred of sensor information indicated the opposite.  “Their power cells failed,” said Creya.

“All of them?” asked Bator.

“Yes.”  Creya checked the sensors again just to make certain.  “According to my data, the power cells have been inactive for nearly a decade.”

“How is that possible?” demanded Ordikan.

“It might have something to do with the massive temporal anomalies emanating from the surface,” suggested Fornath.  The Garidian vaguely alluded to a schematic on the flickering viewscreen—but Ordikan paid little attention.

“Activate the temporal shielding!” he ordered, just as the first shockwave began to rattle the decking…

Xi’Yor backed off, circling Talyere like a vulture hunting its prey.  His quick, methodical strikes were hardly damaging to Talyere—but just disconcerting enough to keep him on the defensive.  The situation was hardly conducive to victory, but Talyere was hoping that he could stall just long enough for fate to intervene.

If the Conclave of Overseers arrived as Xi’Yor had prophesied, Talyere could assert himself as the Chosen One—and he knew many would support him.  However, if the Conclave remained elusive, Talyere hoped the fight would distract Xi’Yor just long enough for—

Xi’Yor moved, quickly striking at Talyere’s jaw with one stealthy maneuver.  Lost in thought, Talyere was unable to avoid the collision, and Xi’Yor’s clenched fist soon landed in his face.  Stunned by the impact, Talyere stumbled to his knees.  As he crawled back to his feet, Talyere suddenly took notice of Xi’Yor’s mysterious companion, lurking in the shadows.

Xi’Yor grinned.  “Don’t worry, Talyere.  For the time being, Dra’venn is merely an observer.”

The sentiment did little to soothe Talyere’s wary soul.  There was treachery in Xi’Yor’s voice, and that never boded well.  Talyere quickly scrambled back to his feet—and hoping to gain the upper hand, he charged straight at Xi’Yor…

When Xi’Yor saw what was coming, he darted out of harm’s way and swiftly came about—forcefully driving his elbow into Talyere’s back.

Talyere gasped as the wind exited his lungs.  He tried to climb back to his feet, but duly noted Xi’Yor’s booted foot firmly entrenched upon his back.

He laughed.  “I taught you better than that, Talyere…  But you never did listen.  You always had a mind of your own…” The foot came down even harder.  “And look what that unfortunate trait has brought you…”

Talyere grunted.  “It has brought me to the top of this empire!” he rasped.  The heel of Xi’Yor’s boot was digging into his spine, and he was still completely out of breath—but Talyere refused to yield so easily.

“You embrace the chi-goehs.  You ignore Na’zar’s teachings.  And now you stand in defiance of the Elorg Bloc itself.”  Xi’Yor dropped to his knees, and brought his pallid lips to Talyere’s ear.  “You are a traitor…”

Talyere shook his head.  “We cannot forever embrace ideals that are thousands of years old,” he hissed.  “If the Bloc is to endure, we must move forward…  We must shed our links to the past—forget the Homeworld and our former territories—and build the Bloc anew from…”

“Within Breen space?” Xi’Yor angrily seethed.  “That place is tainted…  The Breen are merely shadows of the Elorg I have come to know.  It is our duty to restore Na’zar’s vision of the Bloc!”

Caught up in his speech, Xi’Yor’s grip suddenly loosened—and Talyere used the error to his advantage.  He swiftly freed himself from Xi’Yor’s grasp, smashed his elbow into the High Overseer’s face—and started down to road to victory.

• • •

Feeling an odd twitch in his stomach, Tompkins sighed.  “Hurry,” he said to Reinbold, his eyes constantly shifting from her struggle with the computer, to Talyere’s struggle with Xi’Yor.  As far as he could tell, it didn’t look very promising on either front…

“I am hurrying.”  Reinbold had keyed countless commands into the computer, but none of them seemed to access the sensors.  Tompkins was about to pitch in and help, but his attention was already divided.  He needed to be on guard, not tinkering with the computer…

So he waited.

With the temporal shields performing satisfactorily, the threat of a massive temporal incursion was greatly reduced—and Ordikan was suddenly in a very, very good position.  The powerful defense platforms were no longer an issue, Eredas-Il was well on its way to being fully restored… and soon, the Federation task force would be little more than a distant memory.  He turned to Va’kyr.

“Status of the weapon?”

She glanced at sensors.  “We finally have enough power.  The weapon is charging.”

The weapon was powerful beyond words.  It could obliterate tens of thousands of starships in a single blow—in fact, Rebena Te Ra was not entirely safe—but the battle would be easily won in the aftermath of its catastrophic discharge.  Furthermore, and perhaps most important, Ordikan would be one step closer to atonement.  He grinned.  “Fire when ready…”

The Endeavor and the Eximus blasted through the front lines, followed closely by the Valdore and no less than a hundred other starships.  As it approached the front of the pack, the Valdore easily sliced in half a dying Elorg warship before taking out several smaller Phobian vessels.  But Eredas-Il loomed in the distance… it was almost ready to strike.

As she navigated the computer’s numerous menus, Megan Reinbold was finally starting to figure out what she needed to do.  With a few simple keystrokes, she at long last brought up the sensor data—and with a few simple commands, an in-depth scan of Eredas-Il commenced.

She grinned, and turned her excited blue eyes upon Tompkins.  “It won’t be long now,” she said.

The computer suddenly bleeped.

Va’kyr’s blazing orange eyes wearily darted downward to confirm her greatest fear—the weapon was fully charged.  She had never before witnessed the weapon in action, but according to the reports, it allegedly took a great deal of time to for it to charge.  Evidently those reports were dead wrong… because all indicators were flashing their readiness.

As was Ordikan.  The giant Phobian lurched over Va’kyr’s console, gracelessly peering at the wealth of data flitting across the numerous displays.  “Fire…”

Va’kyr had no choice but to comply.

A colossal pulse of green light suddenly burst through Eredas-Il’s craggy hull.  The verdant wave spread across the battlefield like a raging flood—stopping each and every nearby starship dead in its tracks…

A tiny red dot suddenly appeared on the surface of the giant moon.  Reinbold duly noted a giant spike in Eredas-Il’s energy output, but it mattered not—because it was the blinking green triangle that held most of Reinbold’s attention.  “I’ve got it!” she exclaimed.

Tompkins nearly jumped out of his skin.  “Transmit the data to the Columbia!”

The bridge was dark.  Sensors were dead, and at last check, Eredas-Il was up to no good.  Suffice to say, Matthew Harrison was not at all encouraged by the sudden shift in fortune.  If there was a single shred of good news, it seemed that the Elorg fleet was not immune to Eredas-Il’s maneuvering.  The battle was, for the time being, over…

Then the tactical station bleeped… and in the blink of an eye, a new battle began.

“We are receiving a transmission from the astral observatory,” said Karalis.  “Commander Reinbold has found a weakness.”

Harrison sighed.  Unfortunately, it came a little too late.  “Do we have enough power to make use of our newfound advantage?”

“No,” said Karalis.  “Primary systems are offline.  Secondary systems are limited to life support and basic computer functions.”

Though basic, there was enough function for Amy Robinson to analyze the newfound data.  “It would seem there is a single power distribution node deep within the moon that is virtually unshielded.”  She tapped a few commands into her barely functional workstation to reveal a cutaway of Eredas-Il on the viewscreen.

Harrison glanced at the data—and it certainly seemed the node’s destruction would unleash catastrophic damage.  Perhaps not enough to destroy the lunar base, but more than enough to render it inoperable…

 “Unfortunately,” said Robinson, “we have no way to attack it.”

A quirky grin suddenly crept across Harrison’s face.  “I have an idea…”

Sarah Hartman stormed onto the Starlight’s bridge—and was rather surprised to find it in relative working order.  There were a few EPS conduits exposed, and the tactical station looked like it had been thoroughly analyzed—but for the most part, everything was intact.

“It’s good to be back,” mused Christopher.  He immediately headed for the command chair, but Hartman quickly grabbed his muscular biceps—stopping him dead in his tracks.

“Sickbay.”  It wasn’t a suggestion.

Christopher nonetheless started to protest, but the chirping tactical station abruptly cut off his words.  

“We’re being hailed,” Lieutenant Courtney Rose announced just moments later.  “It’s Captain Harrison…”

In tandem with Christopher, Hartman came about to face the viewscreen.  “Put him through,” she ordered, simultaneously casting Christopher an ominous glare that let him know just who was in charge.

A few seconds later, Captain Harrison flitted onto a static-filled viewscreen.  He uttered a few garbled words before the computer was finally able to compensate for the distortions.  “Captain,” he said amidst the fuzz, “we have a mission for you…”

The merger was almost complete.  Though his computer workstation long ago disintegrated, Ceniir could just feel the planet falling back into alignment with the rest of the universe.  Unfortunately, the planet itself was also falling apart.  From within the library, he could see once mighty buildings collapse as great clefts formed within the snowbound earth…

It had not been his intent to bring about such destruction.  To the contrary, Ceniir strongly desired to save Rebena Te Ra.  Never in his wildest imaginings did he believe the merger would have caused such chaos.  But then again, Ceniir was not a scientific man.  He tended to leave his fate in the hands of the chi-goehs.

But Malganis… 

The Iconian spent a great deal of time within the astral observatory’s hallowed halls.  Much of its technology remained a mystery, but Malganis studied enough of it to know what he was doing.  The man was not one to leave his life to chance.  When he initiated the merger, he must have known the consequences…

Malganis nodded his approval. “This installation cannot be allowed to fall into enemy hands.”

Ceniir agreed completely.  The younger species might unwittingly destroy themselves—and the entire planet, for that matter—should they gain access to the astral observatory.  To the contrary, the older species would willingly use the observatory’s resources to wreak havoc; the Elorg and the Phobians were presently the perfect example of that.  “The denizens of this galaxy are not yet ready to accept the burden of responsibility this planet has to offer.”

The only way to save Rebena Te Ra was to destroy it.  Unfortunately, Ceniir knew would not live long enough to find out.

A moment later, he turned to dust…

• • •

Xi’Yor launched himself at Talyere, driving his thick skull into Talyere’s chest.  In a flurry of fists, they both of them fell to the cold, stone floor.  Talyere was certainly surprised by the maneuver—but having spent so much of the battle scrambling away from Xi’Yor, his escape this time seemed almost too easy.

Kicking at Xi’Yor’s bloodied face, Talyere crawled over the High Overseer’s struggling body and rolled to relative safety.  He swiftly climbed back to his feet and immediately started at Xi’Yor, still on the ground less than a meter away…

But something suddenly glinted in the light.  Talyere paused—and saw Xi’Yor’s blade on the ground.  Amidst the tussle, it somehow freed itself from the High Overseer.  Without thinking, Talyere grabbed the weapon and hurtled toward Xi’Yor.

He tried to escape, but for once, agility did the High Overseer little good.  Talyere’s booted foot crashed into Xi’Yor’s face.  Xi’Yor merely grunted as his head hit the ground—and Talyere was immediately on top of him, forcefully holding the long blade to Xi’Yor’s throat.

A smile crept across Xi’Yor’s face.  “Do it,” he challenged.

Talyere hesitated.

Xi’Yor did not.  With a force Talyere had never before experienced, Xi’Yor wrapped is clammy hands around Talyere’s head.  The moments that followed felt like an eternity, and as some dark energy passed between the two of them, Talyere felt utterly helpless.  A cloud filled his mind…

And then it happened.

Megan Reinbold approached.  “What are you waiting for, Talyere?”  Concern etched into her face, she drew nearer.  “Kill him!”

THUMP-THUMP!

Chapter 40

The battle stopped, and for a fleeting moment, Talyere and Xi’Yor looked like some sort of living sculpture.  They did not move.  They did not breathe.  Something was wrong.  Reinbold reached for her tricorder.  “I don’t get it,” she said to Tompkins.

He shrugged.  “Are their chronometric beacons working?  Does Xi’Yor even have a beacon?”

Reinbold checked her tricorder.  “Yeah.  On both accounts…” Unfortunately, there was a lot of other data present on the screen that she didn’t quite understand.  She handed her tricorder over to Tompkins.  “What do you make of these readings?”

Tompkins immediately grabbed the tricorder—and was equally perplexed by the data.  “What the hell?  They seem to be in a state of flux…”

Slowly, Reinbold stepped closer to Talyere.  She couldn’t quite explain what was going on, even with the data right in front of her.  “I’m reading some very odd neural activity,” she noted.  With a few quick keystrokes, she commanded her tricorder to begin collecting a bit more medical data.  It wouldn’t quite duplicate the functionality of a medical tricorder, but the new data might be helpful.

It wasn’t.

Despite the influx of new information, Reinbold was baffled as ever.  She was no doctor, and her limited medical knowledge kept her from making a sensible analysis.  “We’ll have to get this data to Doctor Arayne,” she said.  “Hopefully he’ll be able to—”

Talyere suddenly flinched.  Reinbold instinctively glanced away from her tricorder, hoping Talyere’s sudden actions might provide some answers—but much to her chagrin, his curious actions only compounded the mystery.

Without uttering a word, Talyere easily freed himself from Xi’Yor—and it seemed, for a moment, that the struggle was over.  But something didn’t feel right.  Talyere’s gaze seemed far too ominous for Reinbold’s liking.  He still held the knife within his hand… and when Reinbold stepped away from the imposing Elorg, Talyere readily followed.

“Talyere,” she quietly stated, “what are you doing?”

He didn’t reply… and a split second later, Reinbold felt a stab of pain in her abdomen.  Rivulets of crimson blood fell to the ground as the blade pierced flesh…

Megan Reinbold screamed.

And Talyere smiled…  With perverse pleasure, he thrust his weapon deep inside her pathetic body and watched as the life drained from her eyes.  She tried to fight back, tried to hold on to the last vestiges of life within her body—but Talyere wouldn’t allow her to endure.

Slowly, he twisted the bloody knife.  He could feel the sharp blade slicing through organs and scraping against bone—and at long last, he could feel Megan Reinbold come to regret her brazen defiance of the Elorg Bloc.  She would—

Talyere suddenly glimpsed a flash of light out of the corner of his eye.  He immediately dropped Reinbold’s lifeless body to the ground, just in time to see a phaser beam plow into his chest.  His heart fluttered, his knees buckled, and then everything went dark.

Alan Christopher liked a good challenge.  He liked them even more when there was a good chance of victory.   Much to his chagrin, the challenge brought forth by Captain Harrison did not fall into that category.  It was a long shot, practically a suicide run, and as he sat in his command chair, Christopher was having second thoughts.

“This should be interesting,” Drayge murmured as he carefully plotted the Starlight’s course into the computer.

“No kidding.”  Christopher clenched his teeth, and tried not to think about all of the dire outcomes that were well within the realm of possibility.  He just had to focus on the mission.  “Are the torpedoes ready?”

Lacking a functional tactical station, Lieutenant Courtney Rose stood dutifully behind the mission operations console.  She wasn’t nearly as experienced as Bator—in fact, Christopher barely knew her—but at this juncture, Rose was infinitely more trustworthy.  “Transphasic torpedoes are standing by,” she gleaned from the console.

“This had better work,” Hartman muttered.  She wearily plopped down into the chair next to Christopher and sighed.  “I don’t want to go down with the ship.”

Christopher cast her a devious glare.  “Does that mean I’m back in command?”

“Only if we fail.”

A light smile fell upon Christopher’s lips as they parted to deliver the order to open fire—but the words died in his throat.

“Alan,” Erin Keller suddenly interrupted.  “I’m detecting something curious on sensors…”

Christopher paused.  “Oh?”

Keller nodded, and with a few quick keystrokes, she brought the haunting image of an alien bioship to the viewscreen.  “It’s about seven hundred meters off our port bow,” she said.  “Definitely 8472…”

Hartman frowned.  “What the hell is it doing here?”

“It could have something to do with the Phobians,” suggested Drayge.

It made sense.  Species 8472 was responsible for the destruction of the Phobian Republic.  Maybe they captured a ship?  Unfortunately, they didn’t have time to theorize.  “Beam it into cargo bay two,” said Christopher.  “We’ll worry about it later.”

Within moments, the squid-like craft on the viewscreen was spirited away amidst a swirl of glittering azure light.  Once Christopher was confident the transport cycle completed, he turned back to Lieutenant Rose.  “Fire!”

As the Starlight crept toward the spaceport’s exit, a string of transphasic torpedoes darted away from the ship.  The first wave of golden death smashed into the damaged hull of an Elorg warship, easily destroying the decrepit ship.  A second volley soon followed, plowing through the warship’s fiery wake and smashing into the spaceport’s pristine metallic hull.

A giant explosion mushroomed from the wall, spewing twisted metal and debris into the crowded spaceport.  A gaping hole soon appeared, as the roiling flames gradually dissipated into nothingness to reveal the still-smoldering innards of Eredas-Il.  Nearly a dozen decks were exposed, all of them aflame and in a state of utter disarray. 

Ordikan’s console suddenly went dead, and this time Bator suspected there was nothing he could do to repair it.

“There was a cataclysmic explosion in the spaceport,” Fornath gleaned from his barely functional console. 

The giant Phobian dutifully approached the Garidian.  “What happened?” he demanded, voice booming throughout the poorly illuminated command center.

The Garidian shook his head.  He was clueless to the cause—but Bator had been watching the sensors a bit more closely.  He knew what was wrong.  “The Starlight,” he said.  “I believe they fired a transphasic torpedo into the spaceport’s inner hull.”

With unexpected grace, Ordikan turned on his heel to face Bator.  “What?”

Without internal sensors, it was impossible for Bator to confirm his theory—but he wouldn’t have to.

A pulse of blue light suddenly hit Ordikan in the chest.  His entire body flickered as his particle synthesis generator failed—and soon, Ordikan’s true and ghastly form returned.  Damaged organs seeped through his craggy exoskeleton, waves of pain fluttered in his beady red eyes, and his neural spines began to quiver…

Bator immediately reached for his weapon and followed the blast back to its source—Overseer Va’kyr—but before he had a chance to open fire, Bator found himself locked in the gentle blue haze of a transporter beam.  He tried to free himself, to somehow disrupt the annular confinement beam—but to no avail.  When he was finally released from the transporter beam, he stood in the Starlight’s brig.  Overseer Va’kyr stood diligently on the other side of the forcefield…

The Starlight swiftly maneuvered through the maze of starships docked in the spaceport.  Most of them were damaged Elorg warships, but several Phobian and Garidian vessels were also present.  The Starlight destroyed the ships it could, and danced around those beyond its ability to swiftly dispatch.  Up ahead, the exit loomed…

The spaceport’s giant doors were still closed, and Christopher highly doubted the Elorg were inclined to open those doors—if they even had the ability to do so.  The spaceport’s lighting grid was already failing, and all signs indicated similar failures throughout the once mighty lunar base.

“Eredas-Il has been disabled,” reported Lieutenant Rose.

But that wasn’t enough.  So dangerous was this weapon, Christopher was not at all satisfied with merely disabled.  He couldn’t risk the Elorg launching another massive attack.  “Load another volley of torpedoes,” he ordered.  “We need this thing obliterated!”

“We also need an exit,” Hartman reminded.

Christopher couldn’t have agreed more.  “Load forward torpedo tubes.”  He turned to the good doctor.  “We’re going to make ourselves an exit…”

Plowing through the fiery remains of a dying Garidian warship, the Starlight launched dozens of torpedoes into the spaceport.  The first few torpedoes smashed into the derelict ships still docked with the spaceport.  Most of the vessels simply exploded, but one torpedo merely clipped one of the Elorg warships.  Flames shot through the warship’s hull—it violently separated itself from the docking clamps, collided with the neighboring Garidian ship, and then smashed into the spaceport’s hull.  Both vessels exploded upon impact—and the spaceport’s hull began to fracture. 

Sarah Hartman watched as ragged orange phaser beam sliced in half a Garidian warbird.  The derelict ship was powerless to begin with, and thusly refrained from bursting into flame.  The warbird’s two halves simply parted amidst a smattering of tiny explosions—effectively making way for the Starlight’s departure.

“That’s the last ship between us and the exit,” Drayge subsequently confirmed.

A piece of the Garidian ship suddenly crashed into the Starlight’s shields.  Hartman flinched as the deck jolted beneath her feet—but the shield held, and the Starlight continued toward the exit unscathed.  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” she grumbled.  There was so much debris littering the giant spaceport, Hartman was almost certain some of it might conspire to destroy the Starlight.

The exit now loomed dead ahead on the viewscreen.  It was a colossal, round hatch several times larger than the Starlight—and it was still closed.

But not for long.

A single transphasic torpedo darted away from the Starlight.  The tiny wisp of golden light sailed through the giant spaceport like a twinkling star in the midnight sky.  But the serenity was ironic, for the twinkling little star suddenly went nova.  A giant, roiling explosion ripped into Eredas-Il’s metallic hull—and the Starlight subsequently stormed into the fire.

When it emerged on the other side of the firestorm, an entire fleet of starships was present to greet the Starlight: Federation, Klingon, and Romulan starships…  The massive armada was thousands of vessels strong; they swiftly fell into formation behind the Endeavor and approached Eredas-Il, weapons ablaze.

Hundreds of phaser beams sliced through the ancient moon’s craggy hull; thousands of torpedoes lashed into the obsidian metal.  And the moon began to crumble.  Colossal sections of the blackened and charred hull peeled away from the infrastructure; explosions rippled through the buckling hull…

A great plume of glittering flame suddenly arced away from the smoldering sphere’s northern hemisphere.  The billowing mushroom cloud vehemently ate away at the craggy hull until finally, Eredas-Il seemed to fracture.  Giant rifts parted the moon’s barren surface, decimating the technological infrastructure and sending massive shockwaves into space.  Embroiled in a raging wall of crimson flame, the lunar leviathan summarily shattered into a fiery cloud of dust and debris.

Eredas-Il was destroyed.

 Erin Keller checked the sensors once, twice, three times, just to make absolutely certain her eyes hadn’t deceived her—and apparently, they hadn’t.  “Eredas-Il is completely destroyed,” she said, both shocked and awed by the leviathan’s explosive end.  In all honesty, she hadn’t expected the moon to fall so easily…

But the moon was old, and its technology was incredibly dated.  Logically, the sphere’s destruction made perfect sense.  Unfortunately, Keller was not in a very logical mood.  Even with the revealing sensor data flitting across her workstation, she found the entire situation difficult to swallow.  “We did it…”

“The remainder of the Elorg fleet is retreating to Garidian space,” added Lieutenant Rose.  It seemed that, for the first time in very long while, the Federation actually scored a decisive victory.

“How many Elorg ships are left?” asked Christopher.  He was more curious than anything else; the Starlight was damaged, as was almost every other ship in the Federation’s armada.  Obviously, they could not hope to oppose the Elorg fleet in their current state.

Keller glanced at her sensors nonetheless.  “Just under three thousand.  We still outnumber them, but I strongly suggest we follow their lead—and retreat.”

Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “We are in no condition to fight,” he said, just as the tactical station started to bleep.

“We’re being hailed,” announced Lieutenant Rose.  “It’s the Columbia…”

Time stood still.

Though every last computer seemed to indicate that Rebena Te Ra somehow managed to align itself with the rest of the universe, Lucas Tompkins found he existed in a temporal void.  Everything around him was so completely surreal, unfolding like a terrible nightmare that just wouldn’t end.

“I don’t know what happened,” he repeated for what had to have been the hundredth time—in this instance, for Captain Christopher and Doctor Hartman.  “Talyere seemed to snap…  Out of nowhere, he just killed her.”  Even Tompkins was surprised by his haggard voice.  It was hard to believe that he was actually saying those words.

Megan was dead.

“Talyere was acting a little strange,” admitted Tompkins.  “He warned me that something might happen…”

Christopher’s bright blue eyes briefly darted over to Megan’s broken body.  The bloody knife was still jutting from her abdomen, and the ghastly sight quickly forced the Captain to avert his commiserating eyes.  “Doctor Arayne mentioned some strange tricorder readings?”

The Columbia’s chief medical officer was one of the first people on the scene.  The Bolian did his best to save Megan Reinbold, but his efforts came too late.  By the time he arrived, Megan was already gone.  With all hope lost, he immediately shifted gears, and set out to solve the mystery of Megan’s death.

“We detected some strange neural readings just before Talyere made his move,” said Tompkins.  “We couldn’t explain them…”

Doctor Hartman briefly conferred with her tricorder.  “Those readings are gone now,” she said.  “Talyere’s neural readings are perfectly normal.  I’ll know more once we get him back to the ship.”

Captain Christopher was already shaking his head in disbelief.  “This is not like Talyere,” he grimaced.  “What could have turned him?”

Tompkins was very eager to find out.  Unfortunately, he would not get that chance.  Seemingly out of nowhere, a shimmering violet light abruptly spirited away Talyere’s motionless body.  Both Tompkins and Christopher reached for their communicators, hoping the Starlight might somehow block the transport—but to no avail.  Talyere was gone before either one of them could utter a single word.

Just moments later, Xi'Yor’s companion gracelessly stepped from the shadowy fringe of the forlorn observatory—he had not been there before, Tompkins checked.  He must have transported away during the battle—and back just moments ago.  Or something like it.  Tompkins’ didn’t care to speculate.

Oblivious to the numerous phasers pointed at his person, Dra’venn flashed a devious smile.  “I am afraid Talyere will not be joining you.”

And on that cryptic note, Dra’venn beamed away in a swirl of violet light. 

Xi'Yor’s limp form soon followed.

The battle was won, but the war was far from over…
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