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Chapter 11

“Gentlemen… we have a problem.”

The sentiment was perhaps the most considerable understatement that Alan Christopher had heard in quite some time.  Both articulate and straight to the point, Admiral Janeway’s words, unfortunately, did little justice to the goings on inside Cardassian space.  As far as Christopher was concerned, they had a problem when Overseer Aladar turned up dead on Cardassia; the complete and utter decimation of the Cardassian fleet, on the other hand, was a full-blown crisis.

The culprit loomed ominously on the viewscreen in Starbase 54’s primary briefing room.  It was a giant, hellish sphere, aglow in some wicked tendrils of haunting green light.  As it plowed through the space-time continuum and into the heated battle, the sphere proceeded to systematically annihilate everything in its path—Elorg and Cardassian alike.

“The Cardassians were easily beating the Elorg,” said Janeway.  She sat at the head of the table, and only occasionally glanced at the incredible carnage that accompanied the colossal sphere.  Even after seeing it dozens of times, the destruction was still difficult to witness.

“The Elorg were both outflanked and outgunned,” Jeremy Talbot quietly continued.  Seated at Janeway’s side, the intelligence officer couldn’t afford to look away; it was his mission to learn everything he could about the ominous sphere.  “For a good twelve minutes, the Elorg took one hell of a pounding.  We don’t know if they simply underestimated the Cardassians’ strength or if some other force was at work… but that Elorg fleet was doomed the moment it reached Cardassia.”

Seated beside Christopher at the opposite end of the table, Talyere readily agreed with Talbot’s analysis.  “For such a momentous occasion, one would expect the Elorg to test the Andrinel in battle—yet I’ve seen only two of them in the available footage.  It is curious, the say the least…”

Christopher had noticed that, too, but he simply assumed the newest additions to the Elorg were otherwise engaged.  Since the attack on Cardassia, there had been several unconfirmed reports of an Elorg skirmish with the Talarians.  But in retrospect, Christopher came upon another conclusion:  “Maybe the Elorg knew the sphere was coming?”

“They have claimed it as their own,” chimed in Overseer Zeratul.  

Janeway frowned.  “But why would the Elorg willingly obliterate a hundred of their most powerful warships?”  She paused for a moment to consider the sentiment.  “No,” she said, shaking her head, “we’re still missing something…”

“Could it be another proving ground?” asked Christopher.  “After all, the Elorg were willing to sacrifice thousands of Breen on Reza-Karun…”

Janeway glanced over to Talbot.  “Do we know anything about the officers that served aboard those Elorg ships?”

“Not much,” replied Talbot.  “But we do know that the attack was sanctioned by Cerebrate Ra’thenn and the fleet was commanded by High Overseer Xi’Yor.”

“Ra’thenn would sacrifice Xi’Yor in a heartbeat,” noted Talyere.

“True,” conceded Christopher, “but Xi’Yor isn’t a fool.  He had to have known a hundred ships wouldn’t be enough to destroy the Cardassian fleet.”

Talyere shrugged.  “Perhaps Ra’thenn gave him false information?”

It was certainly a plausible theory, but before anyone had a chance to expound upon it, Admiral Janeway raised a dismissive hand.  “All of this speculation is intriguing,” she admitted, “but it isn’t getting us anywhere.  We need to focus on what we do know.”

And she certainly had a point.  They could sit around and theorize for the next five hours, but it wasn’t going to do much good.  Without any hard evidence to support those theories, the conversation was little more than a bunch of fluff.  Unfortunately, hard evidence was seriously lacking.

“We know that the Elorg might—or might not—have a powerful new weapon,” stated Captain Talbot.

And that was it.

News from Cardassia was slow to trickle in, and with the Elorg quickly moving to secure their new territory, that meager trickle of information would undoubtedly get shut off completely in the coming days.  The status of Cardassia and its people would remain a mystery.

Something far less mysterious was the Federation’s unfortunate predicament.  The destruction of the Cardassian fleet meant the Federation would have to face any Elorg invasion without one of its most valued allies—and while it was certain the Klingons would provide thousands of ships to the Federation’s cause, the future was nevertheless looking dim.

“We will require additional allies,” said Talyere.

Thankfully, Christopher had foreseen the need for additional allies long before Cardassia’s fall.  “And I know just where to look…”

Janeway cast upon him a most quizzical gaze.  “The Romulans?” she guessed.

He nodded.  “The Romulans…”

Casually strolling through the station’s myriad corridors en route to the Starlight, Alan Christopher was struck with a rather curious realization… he was walking in silence.  That wouldn’t have been unusual had he been alone in his journey, but Christopher had been in the constant companionship of Matthew Harrison since before the meeting with Admiral Janeway.

“You’ve been quiet,” he noted as they approached the junction that would lead to the marketplace.  Already, Christopher could hear the relentless chatter emanating from the throngs of people milling about the station’s commercial core.  “Are you constipated?”

Harrison arched a curious brow.  So bizarre was the question, he had no choice but to respond.  “I am uncertain if I should dignify that with a response,” he calmly stated.  “But if you must know, my bowels are functioning normally…”

In all reality, Christopher was unconcerned about Harrison’s bodily functions.  He just wanted to break the thick layer of ice that had inhibited the conversation… and an odd quip never seemed to fail.  “Should you need to evacuate, I would avoid level thirty-four if I were you…”

“Ah, yes…” Harrison instantly picked up on the conversation thread.  “The clogged toilet…  It would seem the quality of your humor has gone down the drain since my departure from the Starlight.”

Christopher chuckled.  “Very funny,” he said.

“I learned from the best,” Harrison promptly replied.  “Commander Tompkins is a most humorous individual.”

 Relatively certain that he had just been insulted, Christopher decided that the ice was sufficiently broken.  He provided Harrison with a reasonably terse glare in response to the insult, and then allowed the conversation to proceed.  “So, does that sphere have you worried, Matthew?  I don’t think you said two words at the meeting…”

At least some of Christopher’s sentiment must been pretty close to the mark, because Harrison’s mood instantly soured.  As they stepped into the bustling marketplace, a black cloud seemed to form over his head.  “I am worried about many things,” he quietly admitted.

“That’s not like you,” Christopher noted.  In the past, Harrison tended not to worry about his problems—he instead chose to solve them in a methodical and logical manner.  “That’s not like you at all…”

Harrison shook his head.  “I know,” he wearily sighed.  “I was apprehensive about the mission to Cardassia before leaving—and when it suddenly turned into a considerable failure… Suffice to say, it was a stressful event.”

Christopher could relate.  He had seen his fair share of stressful missions gone wrong—from the prisoner exchange that ended in an Elorg attack on Ka’Tula Prime, to the journey into the Zhargosia Sector that brought upon the wrath of the Drusari, Alan Christopher had seen it all.  Stress, it seemed, was his constant companion.

Humor always helped to lighten the mood.  It was the light at the end of Christopher’s tunnel.  Even in the darkest of hours, a decent quip always put him in a better mood.  Harrison, on the other hand, was content to keep focused on the task and hand… but in this instance, the task was out of his hands and beyond his ability to control—a situation that certainly put Harrison ill at ease.  Christopher sensed that change of pace was in order.

“Don’t worry about Cardassia,” he said, providing Harrison with an encouraging pat on the back.  “You did fine.”

“Did I?”  He seemed skeptical.  After all, the entire Cardassian fleet might have obliterated as an indirect result of that mission.

But Christopher knew better.  “Matthew,” he said, “you did everything that you could under extraordinary circumstances—and until we know more about the sphere and the Elorg… it’s useless to place blame.”

This time, Harrison seemed a bit more receptive, but there was obviously a lot on his mind.  He wasn’t about to throw all of his tumultuous feelings out the nearest airlock just because Alan Christopher told him to…  But maybe he could leave them behind for a couple of days?

“The Columbia is going to be in for some minor upgrades the next few days,” Christopher suddenly recalled.  “Maybe a trip to Talon IV will help to clear your mind?”

“You want me to accompany you?”  Harrison paused for a moment to consider his options, but it didn’t take long for him to realize a trip into Romulan space would be infinitely more useful than a few days of sulking aboard the starbase.  “I assume my quarters have been reassigned?”

Christopher nodded.  “Lucas moved in about a week after you left,” he said.  “Since you consider him such a funny guy, perhaps you could bunk with him?  Maybe even trade a few jokes?”

Harrison abruptly raised a dismissive hand.  Funny as Tompkins might have been, he absolutely did not want to live with him.  “Guest quarters will suffice.”

And Christopher smiled.  “You… Me… Lucas… Together again.  It’ll be just like old times!”

Chapter 12

While Erin Keller considered every moment of every day a gift, she always found herself happiest in the morning.  It was the start of a brand new day, full of unknowns and excitement—anything could happen!  Of course, most of the time, nothing too exciting actually occurred, but… the potential was always there.  This morning, however, seemed to be brimming with an energy that told Erin today was destined to be something out of the ordinary.

She was not disappointed.

Right off the bat, while en route to the mess hall for breakfast with Neelar and Bator, Erin saw the first signs of her extraordinary day taking shape.  Well, technically, she heard the first signs of her day taking shape—in the form of an errant rumor on deck seven.  Both intrigued and excited, Erin hurried to the mess hall to spread the potential news.

After grabbing a mug of hot chocolate and an apple from the replicator, Erin wandered over to her customary table, where both Neelar and Bator were already seated.  Neelar was picking at the remains of his breakfast—it looked like it might have been an omelet—and Bator was sipping at his smoldering brown mug of grulog.

“You’re late,” noted the Phobian, just as Erin sat.

But Erin shook her head to refute the accusation.  “I’m not late,” she happily insisted, “I’m early for tomorrow.”

Bator didn’t believe it for a second.  “So you had no intention of showing up today?”  He chuckled.  “If you don’t want our company, Erin, just say so…  Neelar and I will understand.  Besides, there are plenty of other attractive young women on the ship for us to converse with.”

“Most of them more available than you,” added Neelar as he shoved the last bit of his omelet into his mouth.

Erin bit into her apple.  It was crisp and sweet, just the way she liked it.  “Speaking of available women…  I heard a very interesting rumor on my way here.”

Neither Bator nor Neelar were particularly interested in hearing every last drop of hearsay that Erin happened upon—and she thusly kept her gossiping to a minimum… but this little morsel was definitely not something that Erin could keep to herself.  Assuming that it was true, this little gem was big!

Neelar shook his head.  “Is Lieutenant Kinsey still interested in Bator?”  That had once been a hot topic of discussion at the breakfast table, but like most rumors, it didn’t lead to a truth.

This rumor was even more audacious, but there was just enough plausibility for Erin to almost take it seriously.  “I overheard Ensigns Hodkiss and Bossley talking about Jayla,” said Erin, her voice little more than a conspiratorial whisper.  “They seem to be under the impression she’s getting married!”

Neelar’s jaw dropped.  “Married?!” he exclaimed, not even bothering to match Erin’s hushed tone.

Bator rolled his eyes.  “Don’t worry Neelar, we weren’t being discreet or anything.”

Suddenly realizing that he might have been a little loud in his exclamation, Neelar sheepishly sank down into his seat.  “Sorry.”

“It’s no big deal, Neelar,” said Erin in response.  “In a few hours, half the ship will know.”  In fact, Erin suspected her estimate was a bit generous, given the Starlight’s crew.  Rumors, especially juicy ones, tended to spread like wildfire…

Erin started to take another bite of her apple, but before she could bring it to her mouth, she suddenly felt her head dive backward—someone was yanking on her ponytail!  As her head continued on its journey backward, the culprit quickly came into view:  “Alan!”  

She clenched her jaw.

He grinned.  “Hey.”

Only slightly annoyed, Erin reached back and wrapped her fingers around Alan’s arm.  “Hey,” she politely replied.  “Can I help you with something?”

Alan considered his options for a moment before finally shaking in head.  “No,” he said.  “Just visiting.”

“Then why don’t you visit someone else?” Erin playfully suggested.  “Neelar, Bator, and I were attempting to have a civilized conversation!”

Alan frowned.  “Are you insinuating that I’m an uncivilized fool not worthy of your company?”

“No,” Erin lightly replied, “but now that you mention it…”

Alan laughed.  He could always appreciate a good joke, even if it was at his expense… and that was one of the reasons Erin loved him.  Alan would go to extreme measures to take care of his friends, even if it meant his beloved ego would have to take a hit.  Still grinning, he pulled an empty chair from the adjacent table and seated himself beside Erin.  “So… who’s getting hitched?”

“Nobody,” said Neelar, innocently shaking his head.

Bator grunted.  “You’re not fooling anyone, Neelar.”

He glanced to Erin for confirmation, and while she very much wanted to tell Neelar that he was a decent liar, well… that in itself would have been a lie.  “To be honest, Neelar, Angela is a better fibber than you.”

Alan chuckled.  “Maybe she can give you a few tips,” he mused.  Reaching across the table, he wrapped his fingers around Erin’s steaming mug of hot chocolate and brought it to his lips.  “Thanks, Honey…”

Erin frowned.  It was not the theft that caught her off guard—that was typical of Alan—but the affectionate nickname.  “Honey?” she repeated.  She didn’t exactly loathe the designation, but it was certainly unexpected.

“Would you prefer Old Woman?”

“Old?”  Erin shook her head.  “I’m twenty-nine, thank you very much!”

Bator arched a skeptical brow.  “Still?”

Erin ignored Bator’s quip and instead focused upon Alan and his sudden proclivity for little nicknames.  “You’ve never called me Honey before… I was just wondering where it came from, that’s all.”

“I’ve decided that everyone needs a new nickname,” said Alan as he took another sip of Erin’s hot chocolate.  “It should make things interesting around here.”

Erin was suddenly very eager to hear Alan’s definition of interesting.  In just the past few months, the Starlight had been witness to temporal anomalies, space-dwelling organisms, and a dozen other interesting phenomena.   “There has been no shortage of excitement if you ask me…”

Alan grinned.  “I didn’t ask you.”

Erin rolled her eyes.  “You should have.”

“So,” Bator interjected (and not a moment too soon), “what is my new nickname?”

Alan pondered the question for only a moment, but as his lips parted to deliver a response, the lights dimmed a few notches, and the alert klaxon began to sound.  An instant later, Bator’s nickname was little more than a distant memory…

“Report.”  Captain Christopher strode onto the bridge sounding both confident and well-rested… which was odd, considering must have woken up around 0300 to meet with Admiral Janeway an hour later (the Admiral was slated the leave for Earth shortly thereafter).  In the back of his mind, Lucas Tompkins knew that he would have been far less pleasant had their positions been reversed.

Thankfully, their positions were not reversed, and Tompkins reported for duty at 0700, a much more agreeable hour.  Still, his day thus far was not without excitement.  “We’re picking up a distress signal,” said Tompkins as he rose from the command chair.

“Source?” Christopher inquired.  He stepped closer to the mission operations console behind the command chair—but instead of accessing the computer, he merely wrapped his fingers around the metallic railing.

Tompkins shook his head.  “Unknown.”  The signal was very faint, and while the Starlight had detected it not long after leaving Starbase 54, it took a few hours for the computer to realize it was a distress signal.  “There’s a lot of subspace distortion in the signal—and it’s coming in on a frequency that isn’t usually monitored by our listening posts.”

“The signal is heavily fragmented,” confirmed Erin Keller as she assumed her customary position behind the operations console.

Still hanging on the rail, Christopher turned his attention to Keller.  “Can you clean up that signal, Honey?”

Keller provided the Captain with a weary sigh.  “Yes, Pookie.”  And then she rolled her eyes.

There was definitely some sort of story behind the sudden outflow of affection, but Tompkins wasn’t entirely certain he wanted to hear it.  Still, he had the distinct feeling that, like it or not, he would hear the story eventually.

Moments later, the turbolift doors parted, and Captain Harrison hastily strode onto the bridge.  “Forgive my tardiness,” he stated.  “I was attempting to catch a few hours of extra sleep before we reached Talon IV…   I had nearly forgotten the Starlight’s penchant for excitement.”

Commander Keller chuckled, and her bright brown eyes quickly darted over to Captain Christopher.  “I told you so!”

He dismissed the sentiment with a weary grumble, and then made his way toward the command chair.  “I assume everyone here knows Captain Harrison… he has kindly decided to join us for this mission.”

“Does he want his old seat back?”  Tompkins had known prior to leaving Starbase 54 that Harrison had come aboard the Starlight, but he hadn’t realized the ship’s former first officer was coming along for the mission.  In retrospect, Tompkins wished the realization hadn’t been so harsh a quip, but Harrison didn’t seem to mind.

“I have not come to dethrone you,” Harrison politely replied.  “I am merely an observer on this mission.”

And that was a situation that Tompkins could live with.  After all, he liked Harrison; he would hate for them to clash in some stupid struggle for power.  Jayla would have undoubtedly classified such behavior as juvenile.

Jayla…  Tompkins had to grin.  Now that was an interesting thought.  He couldn’t even remember the last time he even thought about factoring Jayla Trinn into his actions.  She was a distant memory as far as Tompkins was concerned.

“I’ve managed to clear up some of the distortions,” said Keller a few seconds later.  With a few keystrokes, her deft fingers brought the distress signal to the viewscreen…

But Tompkins was hardly impressed with the end result—it was little more than the shadowy outline of some nondescript humanoid.  Pixilated artifacts blotted out most of the image detail, and when the alien spoke, there wasn’t even a hint of movement. 

“…Adun… ner mah… e jaro…”

And that was it.  It was heavily garbled and barely audible… and perhaps most distressing, the universal translator had been unable to work its wonders.

“Impressive,” said Christopher.

“It almost sounds Elorg in its origin,” noted Harrison, “but if that were the case, the universal translator would have provided some sort of translation.”

Keller shook her head.  “The message is so badly garbled, the computer can’t make any sense of it—but if it’s any consolation, all five words do translate into Elorg.”

“Anything interesting?” asked Tompkins.

“Nope.”  She tapped a few additional commands into her workstation.  “En taro adun is a standard and generic greeting.  The rest of the words are basic conjunctions: and, but, if…” 

“In other words, they’re not going to do us any good,” surmised Harrison.

“Precisely,” said Keller.

It was certain the information wasn’t going to explain every last problem, but Captain Christopher managed to find one useful detail.  “Why say ‘hello’ if you’re sending a distress signal?  It doesn’t make any sense… ‘Hello, our ship is about to blow up!  Please send help!’”  He chuckled.  “No sense at all…”

“Well,” continued Keller, “I’ve managed to trace the signal to 36-Gemini—a remote star system deep inside the Romulan Neutral Zone.”

“Former Neutral Zone,” Bator promptly corrected.  The Treaty of Talon officially abolished the barrier late last year.

Drayge glanced back from the helm.  “It should be noted… there aren’t any Elorg ships in the vicinity of 36-Gemini.”

“That’s well beyond their territory,” noted Tompkins—though he supposed it could have been a remnant from the first war with the Elorg.  Romulan space had been under heavy attack at that point, and it was certain more than a few Elorg ships were destroyed.  Of course, it failed to explain why nobody picked up the signal until now, more than two years after the said conflict.

It was a mystery… and Captain Christopher was already starting to cringe.  “Obviously something is going on in 36-Gemini,” he said.  “Unfortunately, we can’t afford to delay our mission to Talon IV…” His gaze immediately fell upon Tompkins.  “Lucas, I want you to take a shuttle and stroll on over to 36-Gemini… See what’s going on.”

He grinned at the prospect.  Since his tenure as the Starlight’s first officer began, Tompkins had seen (much to his chagrin) very little in the way of action.  In the back of his mind, he knew that was about to change—and with Commander Keller in tow, he headed for the shuttlebay.

As he stepped into one of the many small courtyards outside the pristine ivory towers of Dryad’s Citadel, High Overseer Xi’Yor could not deny the recent improvement in his mood.  Prior to the invasion of Cardassia, he rarely left the confines of the Citadel; he was contently to waste away his days plotting and scheming in the darkness of his chambers.  The monotony was occasionally broken by a visit to the Great Hall to meet with the Conclave of Overseers, but the future of the Elorg Bloc had been looking bleak.

Then came the invasion of Cardassia.

In one fell swoop, Xi’Yor personally oversaw the Cardassian fleet’s demise, and consequently placed the Elorg Bloc back on the path to greatness—and he found a piece of Eredas in the process.

Once long ago, Eredas-Il was the dominating feature in the nighttime sky on Eredas.  At first, the stark gray moon was little more than an ominous hunk of rock, cast into the Eredas System by forces beyond Xi’Yor’s ability to comprehend.  But as the centuries passed and the Elorg became a more viable civilization, they began to colonize their only moon—at first, with crude artificial domed environments, but later generations transformed the moon into a single, giant biosphere.

Many years later, when the Great War with the Iconians fell upon the Elorg Bloc, Eredas-Il was evacuated.  Instead of a lunar colony, it served as one of the most heavily fortified installations in the Beta Quadrant.  It was generally believed Eredas-Il was captured or destroyed by the Iconians in the Great War’s twilight hours, but nobody knew for certain.

Until now.

The courtyard was bleak.  A simple white balustrade encircled the bricked walkways, and a grotesque marble statue of Fenix, the first Cerebrate, loomed in the center.  As he walked, Xi’Yor’s booted feet crunched the dead and dying leaves that had fallen from the nearby trees; it was nearly winter on Kalidar’s southern hemisphere, and the forested world was looking rather drab.

But the landscape was of little concern to Xi’Yor.  He had come to meet with the enigmatic General Ordikan.  Despite having met with the man several times in recent weeks, Xi’Yor still knew next to nothing about his most powerful ally; as he constantly cloaked himself in shadow, Ordikan’s species was not even known to Xi’Yor.

That would change soon enough… but much to Xi’Yor’s chagrin, not as soon as he hoped.

Out of nowhere, Ra’thenn stepped onto the bricked pathway just a few meters behind the High Overseer.  “I underestimated you, Xi’Yor,” he calmly stated.  “Your work on Cardassia was impressive…”

“I have more resources than you think, Ra’thenn.”  Xi’Yor had little desire to speak with the Cerebrate.  His tolerance for Ra’thenn’s insolence was long ago exceeded; in retrospect, Xi’Yor knew that he made an error in judgment when he helped elevate Ra’thenn to power.  He would have been much better off claiming the Cerebrate’s position for himself.

Ra’thenn stepped closer.  “I would like to hear about your myriad resources, Xi’Yor.”

Unfortunately for Ra’thenn, Xi’Yor did not intend to reveal his source.  General Ordikan was one secret that Xi’Yor intended to keep entirely to himself.  Thus, he shrugged aside Ra’thenn’s request and made a discreet, but conscious effort to distance himself from the asinine Cerebrate.

The effort was insufficient; Ra’thenn quickly followed.  “That was not a mere suggestion,” he stated, this time placing a bit of force behind his words.  “You will reveal to me your sources.”

Xi’Yor was almost taken aback by the intensity brimming in Ra’thenn’s every word.  It seemed that, once in a great while, the Cerebrate had the potential to become a rather fearsome entity—but rarely was his mind focused enough to harness that potential.  He was far too absorbed with his illusions of grandeur.  As such, Xi’Yor was hardly moved by Ra’thenn’s terse overtures.

“My resources are my own,” Xi’Yor sternly replied.  “I will use them at my discretion.  In the interim, I would suggest you concentrate on our invasion of the Federation.  We cannot restore the Elorg Bloc without first eliminating that particular threat…”

“And what about Eredas?”  Ra’thenn’s wicked tone suddenly turned sarcastic.  He had always been skeptical about Eredas’ revival, and considering the extreme lack of progress made in recent months, Ra’thenn’s doubts tended to grow stronger with each day that passed.

Xi’Yor was almost tempted to mention the discovery of Eredas-Il—it certainly had the potential to sway Ra’thenn’s opinion…  But Xi’Yor didn’t want to take any risks with his new ally; all of the information provided by Ordikan could be considered highly confidential.  Xi’Yor knew he would be wise to keep it as such.  “I am still confident in the restoration of Eredas,” he instead replied.

“The feeling is not mutual.”

“And that is unfortunate.  For you.”

Ra’thenn started to provide his response, but the words never made it to his lips.  Instead, the Cerebrate’s attention fell upon the underling cautiously approaching from within the Citadel.

“Cerebrate!” he politely called.  “We have begun to design your new throne, but the specifications you provided require some clarification.”

Xi’Yor had intended for Ra’thenn to authorize an invasion of the Bajoran System.  Despite the disagreements over Eredas, the conversation was certainly headed in that direction… but this underling provided an obstacle that Xi’Yor had not anticipated.  Instead of discussing tactics, Ra’thenn now spoke of fabrics and design—and as he wandered back toward the Citadel with the underling, it immediately became obvious to Xi’Yor that his conversation with the Cerebrate had reached a rather abrupt conclusion.

But it mattered not.

Xi’Yor no longer needed Ra’thenn.  He had in General Ordikan an ally more powerful than Ra’thenn could have ever aspired to become—so it was at long last time for the divine Cerebrate Ra’thenn to make his grandiose departure…

Chapter 13

When he boarded the Starlight several days ago, it had been Talyere’s intent to examine the mysterious message that Overseer Va’kyr sent to him.  While there were many resources available to him aboard the Aldaris, the Starlight was much better equipped to handle such a heavily encrypted message.

Or so he thought.

After two days of work in one of the auxiliary science laboratories on deck eleven, Talyere found his progress extremely limited.  He had been able to restore a few blocks of data, but the vast majority of the message remained shrouded behind countless layers of encryption.  Talyere couldn’t even begin to fathom what Va’kyr might have to say that would require such secrecy, but it was quickly becoming obvious that he wasn’t going to uncover those secrets on his own.

Talyere had been hopeful that his third day in the science lab—this time with Commander Keller—would provide the breakthroughs he had been searching for… but much to his surprise, Talyere instead found himself on an away mission to some distant alien world.

Talyere knew nothing of 36-Gemini.  To the best of his knowledge, the planetary system had not been a part of the Elorg Bloc; in fact, it was a great distance from the borders established two hundred thousand years ago.  As such, it seemed a most unusual place to find a transmission on an Elorg frequency—but sure enough, the transmission was undeniably Elorg in its origin.

“The transmission is coming from the second planet,” Talyere carefully gleaned from his computer terminal.  He sat beside Doctor Hartman at the auxiliary science station in the cramped cockpit of the Shuttlecraft Darwin; Commander Tompkins diligently manned the helm, while Commander Keller wandered about shuttle performing a multitude of tasks that appeared rather superfluous (at least to Talyere).

“That is a rather unique planet,” noted Keller, peering over Talyere’s shoulder to view the sensor data for herself.  “It looks like it rotates very slowly.”

“Unfortunately,” Hartman continued, “there are large quantities of omicron particles in the atmosphere.  I can’t get a clear reading on the surface.”

“Omicron particles?”  Keller furrowed her brow.  “That’s strange…  Omicron particles don’t frequently hang out in a planet’s atmosphere.”

“Well,” said Hartman, gesturing toward the data, “this planet must be special.  I’m reading high concentrations of omicron particles—especially in the southern hemisphere.”

Omicron particles were not unknown to Talyere, but he did not know enough about them to understand their significance.  “What could cause these omicrons to appear?”

Keller shrugged.  “A whole bunch of things,” she replied, not quite realizing that her answer was incredibly insufficient.

Thankfully, Commander Tompkins hastily rectified the error.  “Many advanced tactical arrays employ omicron-based systems.  If the planet was attacked, there would probably be residual omicron particles in the atmosphere.”

“And a distress call,” surmised Keller.

“But is the planet worth attacking?” asked Talyere.  The Federation’s official summary of 36-Gemini was surprisingly short.  Aside from the few generic observations provided by deep-space telescopes, there was next to nothing that would indicate 36-Gemini was strategically valuable.

“Until last year, 36-Gemini was deep inside the Neutral Zone,” reminded Tompkins.  “No starship—Federation or Romulan—has approached that star system in almost 250 years.”

The Elorg were not bound by such restrictions.  In fact, they crossed the Neutral Zone with frequency during their rampage across Romulan space.  Even so, if a derelict Elorg ship was stranded near 36-Gemini, that did little to explain the omicron particles.  Unless…

“Is it possible the Elorg tested their new sphere on a planet?”  Talyere’s mood soured at the very notion.

“Why would they attack some backwater world hundreds of light years from their space?” Hartman prompted.  “I’m sure there are hundreds of Breen worlds they are eager to get rid of, all of them much closer to Kalidar.”

The questions were many, but the answers were decidedly few—and the constant theorizing was getting them nowhere.  “We should arrive in about four hours,” Tompkins noted.  “Hopefully we’ll get some answers then.”

With his duty shift in its final hour, Alan Christopher was more than ready to call it a day.  The journey to Talon IV took the Starlight from one edge of the Federation to the other, meaning a rather uneventful two-day voyage through the heart of Federation territory.  Aside from the enigmatic distress signal, there was not a single peep on the Starlight’s sensors…

“I hate long trips,” he grumbled, lazily leaning back into the command chair.

“I would hardly describe a two-day voyage as extensive,” mused Harrison.  With Lucas Tompkins gone, he assumed his former role as the ship’s first officer.  At first, it was weird to see Harrison back on the bridge, but Christopher quickly adapted to the change.

“Twenty years ago, a trip from Starbase 54 to Talon IV would have taken weeks,” Neelar Drayge politely added.  “We have been spoiled by the transwarp drive.”

When the transwarp drive first went online a few years ago, Christopher readily recalled the awe he felt when the Starlight crossed the Kilka Sector in just under two hours.  Now that same voyage seemed like eons.  He sighed.  “Spoiled indeed…”

“Speaking of spoiled,” Harrison lightly interjected, “I visited your holodeck last night.”  Shaking his head, he chuckled.  “Primitive…”

Harrison, of course, had been spoiled in recent months by the state-of-the-art holomatrix aboard the Columbia.  Christopher had been witness to the new technology only a handful of times, and while the new hardware was certainly impressive, the end result was strikingly similar.  “The Starlight’s holodeck can still put on a good show…”

Harrison was unconvinced.  “I found the artificial intelligence was a bit lacking,” he said, “and some of the environments were obviously created using inferior technology…  And I need not mention the 0.68 microsecond lag in the simulation during the Siege of Dun Morogh.”

Since the computer had to control more than fifty thousand characters during the aforementioned siege, Christopher had no problem with a 0.68 microsecond lag.  Unfortunately, he didn’t have a chance to say as much, because the ship suddenly started to tremble—and a quick glance at the viewscreen indicated the transwarp conduit was in serious trouble.

“We’re approaching the Jan’tral Sector,” Neelar Drayge summarily announced.

The young Bolian did his best to steady the ship, and the turbulence lessened, but Christopher knew that it was only a temporary fix.  In the coming minutes, the Starlight was going to be ejected from its transwarp conduit and no amount of fancy maneuvering could change that…

Nearly a year ago, Christopher had personally ordered the destruction of a major transwarp conduit that bisected the Jan’tral Sector, hoping the disruption would force a nearby Tholian ship into normal space.  It worked, and the Starlight was ultimately able to intercept the Tholians… but every last transwarp conduit within thirteen light years was rendered useless.

“How long until our transwarp conduit destabilizes?” Harrison summarily inquired, his gaze falling upon Jayla Trinn.

The Trill glanced at the wealth of data flitting across her engineering workstation.  “Less than fifty seconds,” she quickly surmised.

The conduit already looked incredibly ragged, and with each second that passed, its condition seemed to deteriorate.  Christopher clutched the arms of his command chair, just in case the transition from the transwarp conduit into normal space was not a smooth one.  “Are you detecting any warp shallows in the vicinity, Jayla?”

The engineer very quickly brought up a schematic of the Jan’tral Sector.  At first, it didn’t look like anything out of the ordinary… but as Trinn pecked away at the control interface, the computer highlighted dozens of large areas that no doubt represented the dreaded warp shallows.  “There are 659 shallows in the Jan’tral Sector,” she gleaned from the schematic.  “If we interact with any of them, we won’t be able to exceed warp three…”

“Drat!”  Harrison clenched his fists.  “Perhaps we should have taken a detour?”

“Perhaps.” The thought had occurred to Christopher, but the damage to subspace extended well beyond the Jan’tral Sector.  Circumventing the damaged space might have saved some time… but the Starlight was just as likely to encounter warp shallows in the adjacent sectors.  Thus, Christopher was content to take the most direct route to Talon IV, even if it meant a few more hours of travel…

And since Christopher’s duty shift was about to end, he didn’t mind the lengthened journey.  He had dozens of things to do on the home front, and this lull in the action would provide just enough time to… laze around on the sofa and play Metrix.  Or something.

He turned to Harrison.  “Primitive as it might be, wouldst thou like to journey forth into the holodeck tonight?”

“What about Angela?”

With Erin gone, that would have left the little girl without supervision, but Alan had long ago taken care of that small problem.  Holodeck or not, he was going to have the evening to himself.  “She’s spending the night at Erika’s.”

Harrison frowned.  “I was under the impression Angela was too young for a sleepover?”

Christopher shook his head.  “Erin was under that impression,” he corrected.  “And since Erin is not here… Well… what she doesn’t know isn’t going to hurt her.”

“Naturally.”  The grin upon Harrison’s face was faint, but definitely present.  He knew a conspiracy when he saw one.  “I shall meet you at your quarters at 1800 hours.”

The deck trembled, the lights flickered, and Christopher assumed they were on their way out of the transwarp conduit.  A glance at the viewscreen revealed the assumption was only partially correct.  While the transwarp conduit had indeed expelled the Starlight in a burst of verdant light, the event paled in comparison to the sight that appeared in the conduit’s wake…

“A Garidian warbird,” Bator sternly announced.

But the Phobian was mistaken.  Christopher could see three more warbirds looming in the distance, and dozens more decloaking nearby.  “What are they doing this close to Federation space?”

“It looks like an invasion,” Harrison unnecessarily replied.  In the back of his mind, Christopher knew what the warbirds were doing.  He just didn’t want to believe it.

“Sensors detect seventy warbirds,” Bator grimly announced.  “More are decloaking.”

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “This is not good,” he quietly muttered.  Not only was his evening ruined, it was very likely the next few days would be equally unpleasant.  “Red alert!”

“Have the Garidians detected us?” asked Harrison.  Obviously the Starlight could not fend off seventy Garidian warbirds.

Thankfully, Bator shook his head.  “No,” he stated.  “The transwarp conduit’s wake has obscured us from their sensors, however, that advantage is not likely to last.”

“How long?” asked Christopher.

Bator checked his console.  “Twenty seconds.”

Christopher had been hoping for at least a few minutes to cobble together some sort of plan, but twenty seconds would have to suffice.  After all, there was nothing like a looming deadline to inspire the creative process.  “Jayla.”  He paused, and then appended the sentiment.  “Or should I say Mrs. McGuire?  Are there any warp shallows nearby?”

“There’s a large one bearing 181 mark 3,” she gleaned from the sensors.  “And ‘Lieutenant Trinn’ will suffice.”

Christopher grinned… but his attention stayed with the warp shallow. It might have been close, but it was facing in the wrong direction; Christopher still intended to reach Talon IV.  “Are there any bearing 000 mark 0?”

“No,” said the Trill, “but we’ve got one bearing 017 mark 5.  It’s almost half the length of this sector.  If the Garidians approach, they’ll have to drop down to warp three… or less.”

That was a small advantage. Because their warbirds were much, much older than the Starlight, the warp shallows would hinder their engines to a greater extent.  Unfortunately, seventy warbirds still had a fairly good chance of intercepting the Starlight even at reduced speeds.  If they were going to reach Talon IV, the Starlight had to remain intact and undetected.

“Cut power to all nonessential systems,” Christopher ordered, “and lay in a course to follow that warp shallow.”

“And see if you can mask our warp trail,” added Harrison, just as the lights began to dim.  “If the Garidians cannot see where we have been, there is a lesser chance they can—”

The stars on the viewscreen suddenly rippled around the massive edges of a decloaking warbird—and Christopher’s heart leapt into his throat.  Evidently their tactical advantage had expired sooner than Bator had anticipated.  His nerves building, Christopher bolted from his seat.  “Hail them.”

And moments later, Praetor Tomalak flitted onto the viewscreen.  The Romulan leader smiled.  “Captain Christopher,” he greeted, voice as cordial as ever, “as you can see, we are having a slight problem with the Garidians…”

“Slight?”  Christopher arched a curious brow.  If seventy ships indicated a slight problem, he didn’t even want to know what constituted a major problem.

Tomalak provided a hearty chuckle.  “I will explain once we reach Earth.”

“Earth?” Christopher repeated.  “I was under the impression we were going to meet on Talon IV?”

But the Praetor shook his head.  “Talon IV is no longer a Romulan colony,” he calmly stated.  “In fact, there are no longer any Romulan colonies.  The Garidians annexed Minos Tureth this morning, giving them complete control of the Romulan territories.”  

Christopher sighed.  A slight problem indeed…

Over the years, Erin Keller had seen dozens of encrypted messages.  Some of them had been relatively easy to crack, others virtually impossible.  Much to her chagrin, Talyere’s message from Overseer Va’kyr fell into the latter of the two categories.  After more than three hours of tinkering, Keller’s efforts had yielded next to nothing—only one block of data had been freed, and it contained nothing more than a string of seemingly random numbers.

Keller very much wanted to continue her work, but her bleary eyes were having trouble making sense of the data, and her mind was slowly turning to clay.  She needed to take a break—and on that note, she pushed herself away from the computer and turned to Talyere.  “We’re going to have to run this through the Starlight’s computer when we get back,” she said.  “The shuttle’s resources are way too limited.”

Talyere was obviously crestfallen, but he understood the computer’s limitations.  “I have waited this long for answers,” he said.  “I can endure another couple of days.”

And that was exactly what Keller wanted to hear.  As much as she wanted to help Talyere, she could only do so many things at once—especially on a cramped shuttle with limited capabilities on an uncertain away mission.  This was simply one less thing for her to worry about—and worry was certainly an apt term…

A flash of blazing violet light suddenly swept through the cockpit, followed in close succession by a bit of turbulence.  It was hardly a traumatic event, and both Keller and the shuttle were quick to recover… but it was certainly a curious happening.  Her bleary eyes were immediately sorting through the new sensor data.  “We just passed through some sort of energy burst,” she said.  “It barely registered on sensors… though I suspect it was an ion storm in its formative stages.” 

Tompkins was quick to concur.  “The particle density was about right,” he said.  “Heh… It was probably nothing to worry about.”

 He was probably right, but Keller wasn’t inclined to dismiss the phenomenon so quickly.  “I’ll keep an eye on it just in case,” she said.

In the meantime, they had plenty of other things to keep them busy, including 36-Gemini.  The mysterious planet was finally in range and thoroughly intact—a majestic sphere of blue and green, wrapped in a shadowy veil of wispy white clouds.  “If the Elorg weapon was deployed here,” said Keller, “it didn’t work.  There is no sign of an attack.”

Talyere frowned.  “And the distress signal?”

It was still transmitting.  “It’s emanating from a large structure on the southernmost continent,” she gleaned from the sensors.  “There is less distortion now that we’re closer to the source.”

“Then let’s hear it,” said Hartman.

With a few simple keystrokes, Keller brought up the communication controls—and moments later the once garbled distress signal sounded throughout the shuttle’s cabin.

“This is Ceniir, First Administrator of Khyar-Adun.  We are under attack, and require assistance!  I repeat: we are under attack!  Aggressors of unknown origin have violated our claim to this world and…”

The message ended in static.

There was a momentary silence.  Since the universal translator had been able to work its wonders, the message made a lot more sense this time around—but while Keller was pondering the new translation, Talyere was having a revelation of his own.

“Khyar-Adun,” he whispered, his voice filled both with fear and awe.  “That is the temple erected by the ancients long ago… on Rebena Te Ra.”

Now that she thought about it, Keller could recall hearing something about the Khyar-Adun Temple… but it was the mention of Rebena Te Ra that had her attention.  “Let’s not jump to any conclusions,” she said, trying to maintain her calm.  “Ceniir did not say he was at a temple…”

Talyere nodded his agreement, but it was obvious to Keller the motion was nothing more than an attempt to pacify her nerves.  After eight months of searching for Rebena Te Ra, never had they come this close to finding the legendary world; Talyere was certainly entitled a few moments of awe…

…And that was all he was going to get.

Another pulse of blazing violet light suddenly streaked through the shuttle’s interior—only this time, Keller was reasonably certain they had not been witness to an ion storm.  “We’re under attack!”

Moments later, another pulse blasted through the planet’s atmosphere and plowed into the shuttle, rocking the tiny ship back-and-forth.  While Tompkins made an attempt to steer the Darwin out of harm’s way, Keller tried—and failed—to bring the weapons online.  The control interface was already failing when the next blast struck, and by the time the fifth energy pulse smacked into the ship, Keller’s console had gone dark.  “Weapons are gone!”

“The damn weapon is draining all our energy!” exclaimed Tompkins.  “I’m losing helm control!”

“Environmental systems are offline,” Hartman announced in between pulses—but that was the least of their concerns…

Just a few moments ago, the planet—Rebena Te Ra—had been a fair distance away… but when she looked through the window a second, Keller duly noted the verdant world now filled the entire field of view.  “Lucas…” she nervously called.

“I see it!” he shouted, deft fingers flying over the dying helm controls.  “The damn planet’s gravity is pulling us in…”

In a last-ditch effort to save the ship from its doom, Keller scrambled into the back of the cockpit.  She haphazardly ripped a few pieces of covering away from the wall to reveal the emergency backup system.  It was little more than a few bio-neural gel packs and a small computer console, but it was enough for Keller to transfer all available power to the helm controls.  “Try it again!” she shouted back to Tompkins.

One-by-one, the helm controls were restored, and Tompkins’ fingers almost literally hammered into the interface.  Rebena Te Ra veered out of sight as the shuttle banked hard to port…  But another violet pulse shot up from the swirling clouds below, drilling into the shuttle’s exposed underside.

The gel packs beside Keller suddenly went dead.

The rest of the shuttle systems soon followed.

And the Darwin resumed its course toward oblivion.

Chapter 14

“Hang on!”  Lucas Tompkins frantically worked the failing controls, desperately hoping that he might be able to pull off some sort of engineering miracle.

The planet’s atmosphere constantly buffeted the shuttle, and wisps of crimson flame danced around its sleek edges.  Even if Tompkins had some sort of miracle in mind, the ship’s constant rattling kept him from concentrating—the controls jerked one way, his eyes went the other… 

And smoke was starting to fill the cockpit.  Hartman did mention the environmental controls were offline.  Damn…  Growing increasingly frustrated, Tompkins drove his fist into the helm—and immediately came to regret the action… It probably did more damage to his hand than the uncooperative computer.

“We’ve got a…” Keller started to say something, but the ship suddenly took another hit.  Tompkins couldn’t tell if it was that damn weapon or the atmosphere, but it was enough to silence Keller.  She instead stumbled into the seat beside Tompkins to deliver her report.  “We’ve got a total systems failure,” she said.

The acrid smoke was starting to restrict the air supply; Tompkins could feel his lungs beginning to burn.  He tried to ignore the tingling sensation—and with the ship in its damaged state, Tompkins found was reasonably easy to ignore his own damage.  “We’ve still got thrusters,” he said.

Keller coughed.  “Is that enough to get us to the surface?”

“I’ll be damned if I know,” said Tompkins with a shrug. Without sensors, their altitude was a total mystery.  The only certainty was that the ground drew closer with each second that passed.

Spewing puffs of black smoke and crimson flame, the shuttlecraft Darwin burst through the wispy cloud deck and streaked across Rebena Te Ra’s pristine azure skies.  As it angled toward the snowbound lands below, beams of amber sunlight glistened on the shuttle’s damaged hull.  To a distant bystander, the shooting star was no doubt a momentous and pristine sight to behold, within the confines of the dying craft, it was anything but…

Sarah Hartman scrambled out of her chair as her station burst into flames.  A few bits of shrapnel grazed the side of her face—she could already feel blood trickling down her cheek—but as she landed on the gritty deck a few feet away, she was confident she escaped serious harm.

For now.

As she climbed back to her feet, Hartman could see through the acrid haze before her a fairly decent glimpse into the future—the ground.  The wintry terrain was dotted with snow-covered trees and browning bushes.  Birds fluttered from the icy branches, deer scampered through the frigid wood… and the shuttlecraft Darwin was hurtling directly into the thick of it.

“I’m trying to level our descent!” shouted Tompkins.  His fingers raced over the helm controls, but from her vantage point, Hartman could not see anything left to control…

Still, Hartman felt compelled to share her opinion: “Try harder!”

Tompkins shot her an icy glare.  “Do you want to pilot this damn thing?”

The Doctor did not get a chance to respond…

As the shuttle’s unsteady descent through the glacial atmosphere continued, flames suddenly burst through the starboard warp nacelle.  They roiled in the crisp winter air before dissipating… but seconds later, the nacelle belched forth another great plume of crimson flame.  This time, the roiling flames consumed the damaged warp nacelle—culminating in a massive explosion that blew the entire nacelle from the ship.

Spewing copious amounts of smoke and glittering blue drive plasma, the nacelle plummeted to the ground—exploding a second time as it crashed into the snowy earth.  In its wake, the nacelle left little more than a blackened and charred crater in the ground…

As the Darwin rampantly streaked over the warp nacelle’s smoldering impact crater, Erin Keller was left with one very unflattering thought:  “Shit!”

But the nacelle was the least of her concerns—without inertial dampers, the ship was starting to tear itself apart, and much to Keller’s chagrin, the effect was not limited to the Darwin.  She could already feel gravity tugging at her body, and with their velocity rapidly increasing…  She didn’t even want to think about the impact crater the Darwin might leave behind.

The helm was dead.

Tompkins was still franticly working at the controls, but Keller could see his efforts were futile.  Every last ounce of power had been drained from the ship, and now their fates rested entirely in the gods above…

Assuming they existed.

In the back of the cockpit, Talyere was already muttering some sort of incantation—an appeal to the Elorg gods.  It was obvious he believed they existed.

But Keller had never really given the gods much thought.  In fact, being the scientist that she was, she tended to dismiss them as little more than myth…  but now that she stared death in the face, the prospect of an afterlife was somehow appealing—because Keller really didn’t want to get vaporized.  At this point, divine intervention would have been a welcome surprise.  Thus, she took a page from Talyere’s book, and joined him in his appeal to the chi-goehs…

Millions of tiny, glittering snow crystals flew into the pristine blue sky as the Darwin skirted the snowy treetops.  Panicked birds fluttered away from the frozen branches, pinecones and browning needles flew into the frigid air, and furry little squirrels bounded to the ground below…  Trees bent and bowed, branches snapped…  and crimson embers took root as the Darwin violently made its way into the snowbound forest.

The port warp nacelle burst into flames as grazed a giant conifer; sheets of glittering snow and roiling flame danced amidst the ancient tree.  It ominously teetered in the gentle breeze for only a moment before forces of nature pulled the coniferous behemoth to the ground.  

Lucas Tompkins gave up.  Finally realizing that his efforts weren’t going to save the Darwin from its doom, he wearily shoved himself away from the long-dead helm controls… And not a moment too soon.

A giant tree branch suddenly shattered the forward viewport, and a painful blast of frigid air stormed into the cockpit.  Snow and ice and twigs and pinecones pelted Tompkins in the face; a few snow-coated pine needles crept into his mouth and nostrils… and a fleck of ice must have struck him in the eye, because he wasn’t seeing much of anything.

He heard Keller scream…

And then everything just faded away…

After violently decapitating a few of the smaller conifers on the edge of the glacial forest, the Darwin was nearing the end of its tumultuous journey.  The smoldering craft plowed through a few giant snowdrifts before at long last skittering onto the terra firma that was Rebena Te Ra—but no sooner than the Darwin struck land, it plowed over a snowy knoll and careened onto the frozen surface of an inland lake…

The wayward craft rapidly spiraled across the frozen lake, kicking up shards of snow and ice as it made its way toward the distant shore…  And a few moments later, the Darwin arrived.  Both friction and gravity had worked their wonders, and at long last, the shuttlecraft found its grave in the side of a giant snowdrift at the frozen lakeshore…

“The Garidians first attacked six days ago,” Tomalak quietly explained.  For a man who just lost everything, he was surprisingly calm.  “The outer colonies fell quickly, and without much resistance… Talon IV and Minos Tureth provided greater opposition, but the Garidians nevertheless prevailed.”

This was certainly not the news Christopher had wanted.  When he set out to meet with Tomalak, he had anticipated finding an ally in the Praetor, not a refugee.  The unfortunate turn of events meant the Federation’s considerable disadvantage continued to grow.  If the Garidians chose to work in collusion with the Elorg, there was no force within the Federation powerful enough to stop them.

Christopher wearily slumped down onto the sofa in his ready room.  “Starfleet is not going to like this,” he sighed.

They were still about three hours from Sector 001, and while Christopher had sent Starfleet several reports on the Garidian threat, he wasn’t about to reveal the unfortunate state of the Romulan Star Empire on any communication channel.  If the Elorg were to intercept the message, it would undoubtedly spur them into action.

Still, Tomalak seemed unreasonably calm.  “The situation is certainly dire,” he agreed, “but I am confident we will prevail.”

Having spent so much time with Erin Keller in recent years, Christopher was a bit more optimistic than he used to be—but evidently he had yet to reach Tomalak’s level of confidence… Either that, or Tomalak had yet to see the reports on Elorg fleet movements.  “There are tens of thousands of Elorg ships poised to invade the Federation—they could strike at any moment.  Some sort of new super weapon recently obliterated the entire Cardassian fleet… and the Garidians are on the cusp of a new campaign.”  The situation was so utterly preposterous, Christopher actually managed to chuckle.  “Forgive me if I don’t share you enthusiasm.”

In his continued defiance of logic, Tomalak flashed a faint smile.  “All is forgiven, Captain—and soon, you will understand why…”

What had started as a reasonably ordinary day very quickly managed to make the transition into the extraordinary.  In the back of his mind, Bator had known the relative calm would not last, but not even in his wildest imaginings did he anticipate a Garidian invasion—and that single event seemed to indicate the morning’s relative calm would not be returning for quite some time.  Everything was about to hit the fan…

And with that in mind, Bator knew that sleep would soon become a luxury.  For reasons beyond his ability to comprehend, disaster liked to strike in the middle of the night…  It was always more unsettling when something unfortunate happened, but when it happened at night, it just seemed worse… Perhaps it was because the night was usually considered a time of peace and quiet?  Bator knew not… but he was almost tempted to start sleeping during the day.

When he reached his quarters, Bator immediately headed for his bed.  His eyelids were already heavy, and his muscles were beginning to ache; sleep would undoubtedly take hold with haste—but even before he could seat himself on the edge of the bed, Bator glimpsed a curious wraith moving in the shadowy fringes of his bedroom.  For a moment, he suspected the combination of his tired mind and active imagination provided the wraith… but then it spoke to him.

“Mister Bator,” it called, its voice deep and ethereal, “I am called Ordikan, and we have much to discuss…”

Dozens of light years away, the Garidian fleet was on the move.  Their massive warbirds gracefully rippled into nothing—but while they were hidden from sight and sensors, their destination was anything but secret.  Slowly, they advanced through the cosmos, across the border, and into Federation space…

When he finally came back to his senses, Talyere Rosat was greeted by an unpleasant blast of frigid air.  Snowflakes danced on the tip of his tingly nose, and a thick layer of frost coated the blackened and charred debris that rested upon his body.

Slowly, so not to disturb any injuries he might have accrued, Talyere reached for the piece of charred conduit sitting on his abdomen and shoved it aside.  It was very cold to the touch, indicating to Talyere that the shuttle had been sitting idle for quite a long while.  Thankfully, as he brushed aside the remainder of the debris on his tunic, Talyere was reasonably undamaged.  He had a few scrapes and bruises, but nothing that would require immediate medical attention… which was most fortunate, as Doctor Hartman seemed rather occupied with Commanders Keller and Tompkins.

“Can I be of assistance?” Talyere inquired.  He slowly pulled himself to his feet and wandered over to the cockpit were both Keller and Tompkins lay unconscious on the frigid deck.

Hartman was scanning the both of them with her medical tricorder, but it had not been immune to the energy pulses that downed the Darwin.  The scanners bleeps were muted sounded rather weak.  “Commander Tompkins is going to be fine,” she said, “but I’m definitely going to need some help with Keller…  I don’t know what is wrong with her.”

Keller had a large bruise on her forehead, and there was a fair amount of blood on the front of her uniform, presumably from an injury that was not easily visible.  “What can I do to help?”

Hartman briefly glanced up from her tricorder.  “I assume Rebena Te Ra is inhabited?”

Honestly, Talyere did not know.  The distress signal certainly came from the Khyar-Adun Temple, but it remained to be seen if the First Administrator Ceniir was a permanent resident.  “It is safe to assume we are not alone on the surface,” he instated stated.

It was good enough for Hartman.  “We need to find the others,” she said.  “Hopefully they will be able to treat Commander Keller’s injuries.”

“Hopefully they are willing to treat the injuries,” Talyere quietly corrected.  “The Elorg are not known for their compassion.  There is a fair probability they will allow her perish.”

Hartman frowned.  “Why?”

Another question that was not easy to answer.  “I do not share in this opinion,” Talyere forewarned, “but many Elorg regard humans as lower forms of life.”

The sentiment did not sit well with Hartman, but having spent several days in the company of Cerebrate Ra’thenn earlier in the year, she resigned to the fact that hatred was still a force to reckon with.  “Fighting over a damned line on a map is one thing,” grumbled the doctor, “but we should at least have the civility to get past racial boundaries.”

Talyere whole-heartedly agreed.  “But unfortunately, old hatreds do not quickly come to pass.”  And on that solemn note, he stepped through a large hole in the side of the shuttle and set out into the glacial unknown…

It was good to be back aboard the Starlight.  Though there had been considerable changes since his tenure as first officer, Matthew Harrison nonetheless felt right at home.  Perhaps a bit too much at home…  the Columbia was almost a distant memory, and not one that he was eager to reminisce about.

Unfortunately, Harrison knew that his return to the Columbia was inevitable.  Like it or not, he was the ship’s captain, and with a potentially bloody conflict on the horizon, his services in that capacity would soon be required.  In the back of his mind, he knew that he didn’t have anything to worry about; he was certainly qualified for the position, and though he hadn’t been incredibly successful, he had only been a Captain for a few months…  Legends were not born overnight.

And then he paused.

Standing in the middle of a corridor on deck five, Harrison realized that… he had no idea why he was standing on a corridor in deck five.  He had started out on the bridge, intent on doing something…  And a quick glance at the padd in his hand revealed his destination should have been the science lab—on deck eleven.  How he wound up on deck five was a total mystery, but Harrison quickly rectified the error; a few minutes later, he strolled into the science lab.

“Commander Johnson,” he said, rapidly approaching the science officer.  

Johnson glanced up from his console.  “Captain Harrison,” he greeted, feigning a diplomatic smile.  “It’s… it’s good to see you.  What… what can I do for you?”

That was also a good question.  Harrison quickly—and discreetly—perused the contents of his padd before finally handing it over to Johnson.  “The Captain desires a new method to penetrate Garidian cloaking devices,” he said.  “Praetor Tomalak has provided detailed schematics for the D’deridex-class warbird.  It should prove most useful.”

Johnson plucked the padd from Harrison’s hand.  “I’ll get started right away,” he said, already diving into the wealth of new data.  

Normally, Harrison would have left Johnson to his work… but Harrison knew better than most that this was not a normal day.  “How are you doing, Commander?”

Moderately surprised by the overture, Johnson’s quizzical gaze almost instantly fell upon Harrison.  “Uh… not too bad,” he tentatively replied.

Harrison was equally tentative.  After all, he typically frowned upon such fraternization.  “I wished to ask you something… of a personal nature.  If you don’t mind, of course.”

Since it wasn’t in Johnson’s nature to disagree, he nodded his assent.

Unfortunately, Harrison felt most uncomfortable asking Johnson anything of a personal nature, even with permission.  Such fraternization probably violated more protocols than Harrison wanted to know.  Even so, he and Johnson were in curiously similar situations, and Harrison was eager to hear Johnson’s opinions.  All he had to do was get the conversation going…

“I realize you and I have never been close,” Harrison started, “but I know you well enough—and I have seen you grapple with your myriad problems over the years.  You did not always make the correct decisions, but in the end, I believe you have nevertheless managed to evolve into a better, more confident individual.”

Given the blank look upon his face, Johnson obviously had no idea where this conversation was headed.  Honestly, Harrison wasn’t entirely certain of the direction himself, but he initiated the conversation, and felt obliged to finish it.  “I have recently come to doubt some of my own abilities,” Harrison finally stated.  “I suppose I was curious about your recovery…  How did you come to terms with your limitations?”

Johnson blinked, taken aback by the question.  “The wrong way,” he quietly replied—and he left it at that.

Harrison was certainly curious, but he wasn’t about to force anything out of Johnson—besides, they both of them had a lot of work to do, and idle conversation was hardly productive.  Thus, Harrison dropped the matter, and went about his business.  “Contact me once you have completed your work.”

The blue skies and plentiful sunshine were curiously deceptive, for they were typically associated with fair weather conditions—but as he made his way through the knee-high drifts of freshly fallen snow, Talyere found the weather anything but fair.  The sun provided only meager amounts of heat; by Talyere’s estimate, the temperature was most likely several degrees below freezing.    Thankfully, the wind was light and the air both fresh and crisp… but that did little to make his journey more pleasant.

He had been walking for the better part of an hour, searching for anything that might indicate a civilization—ancient or otherwise—nearby… And to his apparent consternation, Talyere stumbled upon little more than an endless expanse of wintry forests and fluffy white snow.

Tiny red birds fluttered in the azure skies overhead, tiny paw prints dotted the wintry terrain… and then there was the giant swath of fiery destruction that bisected the nearby forest.  But none of it boded well for Talyere’s cause.  The frosty air was utterly silent…

…Which is why the two hooded figures that suddenly approached from behind came as such a surprise.  Talyere heard little more than two or three footsteps crunching into the snow before a large, clawed hand fell upon his shoulder.

“I do not recognize you.”  The powerful voice was both deep and booming, but it didn’t seem very threatening.  Yet.

Reasonably confident a powerful set of muscles went with the voice, Talyere decided to cooperate. “I am Talyere Rosat,” he stated.  “My vessel crashed while responding to a distress signal…”

The alien’s grip on Talyere’s shoulder lessened.  “The signal sent by First Administrator Ceniir?”

“He indicated there was an attack.”

“Your response was certainly hasty,” replied the alien.  “We sent that message only a few hours ago.”

“My vessel was nearby,” Talyere explained.  “I assume the attackers have been quelled?”

“To an extent,” said the hooded alien.  “The attacking starships are gone, but the aliens still occupy the temple.”  He paused for a moment.  “Did you come alone?”

“No,” said Talyere.  “The others are still with the ship.  Some of them are injured.”

“The village of Al Atrun is not far from here,” said the second hooded alien.  Talyere could glimpse a few of his features in the shadows of the hood—the man was obviously not Elorg in his origin.  “We can treat your comrades there.”

And then the pieces began to fall into place.  Talyere suddenly noted that his new companions had left very few footsteps in the snow. In fact, aside from the few they made while chatting with Talyere, there no visible footprints aside from the few Talyere made whilst trekking through the woods.  No wonder he hadn’t heard them approach; these men were no simple humanoids… They were demons of air and darkness—they were Iconians…

Chapter 15

Al Atrun was a quaint little farming hamlet nestled in the foothills of the Celbarai Mountains.  All told, there were about twenty small huts on the outskirts of the little village; none of them were particularly remarkable in their architecture.  They were each of them their own little gothic, snowbound villa—or in other words, typical of Elorg design.

The citadel in the center of town was a bit more ornate.  At its heart was a single bell tower whose pointed, snow-covered steeple soared high into the cerulean sky… but it paled in comparison to the splendor and glory of the Dryad Citadel on Kalidar.   Nevertheless, Talyere found himself thoroughly impressed… if this citadel was meant for a small farming hamlet, the Khyar-Adun Temple must have been extravagant beyond words…

• • •

Something was not right.

As she opened her bleary eyes, Erin Keller instinctively knew that she was no longer aboard the Darwin… but she didn’t know why she had left the shuttle—or where she was at for that matter.  As she looked upon her surroundings, she saw… very little.  The light hurt her eyes, and the few details that she could discern were not at all helpful.

She could see a plant of some sort.  There were people lingering nearby.  And there was a ceiling fan overhead; the chilly air gently caressed Erin’s exposed skin…

Which led to another striking conclusion—her clothes were gone.  Not all of them.  She still had most of her uniform on, but her jacket was gone.

“You were injured.”  Doctor Hartman’s terse voice suddenly BOOMED in Erin’s head—and she cringed in response to the overload of audio information.  The Doctor’s blurry face suddenly appeared before Erin.  She cast a faint smile and then continued speaking, this time her voice a bit quieter:  “The Darwin was destroyed… you must have been hit by some sort of energy discharge.”

“What?”  The last thing Erin remembered was…  

Well…

She knew that she had been aboard the Darwin, but that was it.  If they had been on some sort of mission, it was completely unbeknownst to her.  “I can’t remember any of it,” she admitted.  Her haggard voice sounded about as bad as she felt.

“Your injuries were severe,” said the Doctor.  “If Malganis and his associates hadn’t rescued us… you would have died.”

Died?!

“Yikes…” Erin tried to sit up in her bed—it was actually rather cozy—but when she started to move, the entire room began to spin.  The plant meshed with Sarah’s face… Sarah in turn, blurred into the wall… and then everything became a blurry haze.

Sarah very quickly placed a comforting hand upon Erin’s shoulder.  “You’re not out of the woods just yet,” she said.  “Al Atrun has only limited resources…  if we don’t get you back to the Starlight soon, there’s still a pretty good chance that you… won’t recover.”

Erin managed a smile.  “I’ve been dead before,” she quipped.  And she had—literally.  But that had been a clone, placed aboard the Starlight by the Yelss with the sole purpose of dying.  This time the threat to Erin Keller very was real.  “Where is Al Atrun, anyway?”

“It a small village on Rebena Te Ra,” said Hartman.  She didn’t provide any more details, and Erin suspected that was because Rebena Te Ra was a considerable distance from the Federation… and without a shuttle to get back…

Erin’s pulse quickened.  “We’re not going to get back to the Starlight soon, are we?”

Sarah pursed her lips, but she couldn’t bring herself to respond.  She didn’t have to…

Though it was hardly the worst day of Lucas Tompkins’ life, he had to admit… today certainly came close.   Not only did he manage to destroy a shuttlecraft, he was lost on some ancient Elorg planet and under the supervision of several Iconians—and considering the Starlight’s recent encounter with Illidan, the situation was not one that Tompkins was comfortable with…

And then, of course, Erin wasn’t doing so hot.  Sarah hadn’t provided many details, but Lucas could hear the sadness brimming in her quiet voice—and that amount of emotion could force its way through Sarah’s considerable barriers, Lucas knew that he had reason be worried.  His instinct told him to go and see Erin, but… both Sarah and Talyere seemed to indicate that was a bad idea.  So he remained with Talyere and Malganis (their Iconian savior) in the library down the hall.

The library sat at the base of the bell tower.  It was a large, circular room, bathed in the pale golden light cast off from the fire that crackled in the center of the room.  Bookshelves were carved into the elegant stonewalls, all of them filled beyond their capacity with texts that were ancient beyond Lucas’s ability to comprehend.

A rickety, spiraled staircase curved along the contours of the room, gradually ascending high into the drafty bell tower.  There were a few desks and chairs scattered throughout the room, but Lucas found himself most comfortable on the large black sofa nearest the fire.

“My men have inspected the wreckage of your craft,” said Malganis, indolently sticking the burning logs with a ghastly, serpentine poker.  “The vessel is damaged beyond repair.”

Lucas chuckled.  He had assumed as much when he saw the warp nacelles falling off, but it was good of the Iconians to check.  “That shuttle was a piece, anyway…”

“A piece?”  Talyere casually glanced up from the thick blue book that had held his attention for the past hour.  “A piece of what?”

“Of shit,” Lucas happily explained.

“Naturally.”  Talyere smiled faintly, his gaze shifting from Lucas to Malganis.  “I have spent nearly five years with the humans… you would think I would be more familiar with their antiquated colloquialisms.”

The Iconian matched Talyere’s grin—but as he seated himself in the large black chair opposite Lucas, it was obvious he had something else on his mind.  “Admittedly, I have never heard of… humans.”

“They inhabit an unremarkable star system approximately ninety-nine light years away,” Talyere explained.  “Due to an ongoing conflict in this region, they have not had access to Rebena Te Ra in several centuries.”

“The Romulans?” guessed Malganis.

“The Romulans,” Lucas confirmed.

The Iconian nodded knowingly.  “We have had our dealings with them.  Many times have they tried to desecrate Khyar-Adun, but each attempt was repelled.”

“Using that energy-draining weapon?”  It was Lucas’s best guess, because he was reasonably certain these people did not have starships.  Besides, Iconians didn’t need starships.

But Malganis shook his head.  “Actually, we don’t know what that device is.  The pulses are certainly an effective deterrent, but our scientists long ago concluded that they were not weapons…”

“Khyar-Adun predates both Elorg and Iconian civilizations,” Talyere hastily explained.  “We do not know who built the temple, but it is likely they were a powerful species beyond our ability to comprehend.”

Lucas was familiar with the story.  Rebena Te Ra had been an Elorg colony before the Great War—when the Iconians invaded, the battle ended in stalemate, and the colony became the only place in the galaxy where the Elorg and the Iconians existed together.  Apparently that had not changed, even after 200,000 years.

“What about that observatory?”  Lucas inquired.  “The one that tracks celestial objects?”

“The ancients built that as well,” said Malganis.  “However, it is currently occupied by our attackers.  Their vessels are impervious to our technology… We could not deflect their advances.”

“Have you attempted to retake the temple?” asked Talyere, gently setting aside his reading material.

“No,” replied Malganis.  “So recent was the attack, we have not had time to organize a counterstrike.”

Talyere glanced over to the Iconian.  “Then we should not be resting here,” he stated.  “We cannot allow outsiders to control the temple…”

Evidently, Malganis was nothing like Illidan, for he hesitated at the prospects of combat.  Still, the Iconian understood the importance of Khyar-Adun.  “I will contact First Administrator Ceniir,” he stated.  “I will tell him that we are ready to strike back…”

The time for endless scheming had finally come to pass.  The Cerebrate Ra’thenn’s utter incompetence had at long last reached the level that would spell his doom…

Xi’Yor had never been fond of Ra’thenn.  Once long ago, he had a certain degree of respect for the Cerebrate—after all, his was the only Elorg vessel not captured or destroyed during the first conflict with the Federation…  But that respect slowly began to fade as Ra’thenn became disillusioned with his position—and now that the Cerebrate was more concerned with the upholstery on his throne than the fate of the Elorg Bloc, his unremarkable reign would soon come to a very bloody end…

But before he could eliminate the Cerebrate, Xi’Yor had one other problem to take care of, that being the apparent heir to the throne.  Even though Ra’thenn’s wretched child had yet to emerge from its egg, it nevertheless posed a serious threat to Xi’Yor and his plans… for the child could at some point in the distant future declare himself the Chosen of Ra’thenn—and Xi’Yor would have no choice but give power to the wretch.  He could not allow that to happen.

In the back of his mind, Xi’Yor knew that he had but a single option—he had to eliminate the child.  Many would consider the act gruesome and dispassionate; Xi’Yor suspected that it might actually hurt his already dwindling status within the Conclave of Overseers… but the child’s death would not be in vain—it would bring about an end to Ra’thenn’s tainted bloodline, and allow the Elorg Bloc to fulfill its destiny…  As far as Xi’Yor was concerned, it was a most honorable demise.

The only potential obstacle that immediately came to Xi’Yor’s mind was the insidious Overseer Va’kyr.  She had introduced a highly unstable element into the Conclave, for Xi’Yor found it nearly impossible to predict her actions.  She was enigmatic, intellectual, and utterly lethal—a deadly combination to say the least.  If only she had made herself an ally in Xi’Yor.  Together they had the potential to single-handedly restore the Elorg Bloc to its former glory…

Perhaps it was not too late?

Disruptor in hand, Xi’Yor hastily slinked through the Dryad Citadel’s wide, open corridors.  He encountered but a few underlings along the way—and though they seemed innocent enough, Xi’Yor could not risk them sending word of his location to Va’kyr.  She would very quickly recognize his plan and take the appropriate countermeasures… And the child would live.

Thus, Xi’Yor swiftly terminated each and every underling he encountered, vaporizing the insolent fools without remorse.  Before long, he reached the incubation chamber.

The protectors outside were armed and waiting, their massive disruptors already pointed at Xi’Yor.

“Step no closer!” called the man at point, his booming voice echoing wildly in the corridor.  “I am under direct orders from Overseer Va’kyr to eliminate you on sight…”

Xi’Yor did not doubt the order.  The protectors had been permanently stationed outside the incubation chamber since his first attempt to eliminate the Cerebrate’s progeny—and it was perfectly logical to assume Va’kyr would order them to use lethal force.  Unfortunately for Va’kyr, the protectors she entrusted to execute those orders were not the sharpest knives in the drawer…  If Xi’Yor was to be executed on sight, he should have already been dead.

He was not—and he used that continued existence to his advantage.  Without so much as an ounce of hesitation, Xi’Yor raised his weapon and fired, slicing both of the pathetic protectors in half.  As their squirming innards exploded onto the deck, Xi’Yor approached the incubation chamber unopposed.

Unfortunately, the lack of opposition mattered not.  The moment Xi’Yor stepped inside the dimly lit chamber, he realized that his plan to eliminate the Cerebrate’s progeny had taken an unexpected turn…

Va’kyr was already there, her slender and shapely body hovering over the small gray dome that housed the unborn child.  With a few quick keystrokes, the dome irised away, and the plain gray egg that sat inside was immediately visible…

If she had taken notice of Xi’Yor, Va’kyr showed no sign of it.  Her attention was instead focused upon the delicate little egg that sat before her.  A slight smile curved upward her ashen lips as observed her precious little creation… and for a fleeting moment, Xi’Yor thought about retreating into the corridor.  He had killed countless millions, but not even he had the nerve to eliminate a mother and her unborn child.

“Soon will my daughter arrive,” said Va’kyr.  Her fiery orange eyes had yet to stray from the egg, yet she somehow managed to sense Xi’Yor’s presence.

Xi’Yor took a step backward.  “I know.”

“You intend to eliminate her.”  It was not a question.  Va’kyr was well aware of Xi’Yor’s motives.  “I am her mother; you know I cannot allow that.”

Xi’Yor clenched his jaw, constantly reminding himself that the fate of the Elorg Bloc depending on his actions in the coming moments.  He could not afford to waver, if even for a moment.  “And you know that I cannot allow Ra’thenn’s tainted bloodline to continue.  He is leading our people into oblivion…”

Va’kyr nodded.  “I am not blind, Xi’Yor.  I have known since the beginning that Ra’thenn was not a well man.”

“Yet you provided him with an heir…”

“It is regrettable,” she replied—and in that very instant, the maternal glimmer in her eyes vanished into thin air, replaced by the malevolent, burning gaze that Xi’Yor had come to know so well in recent months.

Her movements both fluid and free of hesitation, Va’kyr carefully scooped the tiny egg from the incubator.  She cradled it in her long, ashen fingers for a fleeting moment, stroking its smooth surface with her chin…

And then she crushed it.

A dark, viscous liquid slowly oozed through Va’kyr’s clenched fists.  It gradually snaked down to her wrists, where it collected until gravity finally pulled the little rivulets of blood down to the deck…

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.




Drip.





Drip.

Chapter 16

For many years, Starbase 23 was considered the first line of defense in any Romulan invasion.  Situated on the edge of what had once been the Neutral Zone, it was strategically located to effectively coordinate an attack against any fleet the Romulans might have sent into Federation space… It was an effective deterrent, because never did the Romulans dare violate the Neutral Zone anywhere near the starbase.

When they finally chose to invade in the 2380s, the Romulans always took a more surreptitious route—invading the Federation through the Kilka Sector or the nearby Aurillac Sector.  Starbase 23 didn’t see much in the way of action.

Until now.

Dozens of blazing, amber-stained torpedoes smashed into the giant station’s shield grid, violently exploding into a swirling sea of crimson flame.  A second wave of enemy torpedoes soon followed, but it did not take long for the starbase to mount an offensive of its own…

As the flames from the second Garidian attack began to dissipate, the starbase unleashed a hellish fury from its impressive arsenal.  Hundreds of blazing orange phaser beams sliced into the raging battlefield, and while the effort was hardly enough to destroy the Garidian fleet, the enemy certainly had to stop and take notice…

Dozens of glittering explosions blossomed within the theater of war, just as the base unleashed its second round of death.  The Garidian flagship deftly maneuvered around the countless torpedoes and phaser beams, making a bold foray into the heart of the station’s defenses—but its golden disruptor blasts were promptly deflected.  The warbird tried to escape, but as it came about, two Sovereign-class starships were there to greet it, their transphasic torpedoes easily shredding the Garidian ship to pieces…

“Starbase 23 is under attack,” said Christopher as he stormed onto the Starlight’s bridge.  “Initial reports indicate the battle is going reasonably well… but Starfleet still anticipates heavy losses.  Twelve starships have already been destroyed.”

Despite the fair news from the front, Christopher could feel the black cloud forming over the bridge.  The descent into chaos had begun.  The Garidian attack was the tiny snowball that started the avalanche—one way or another, this was the beginning of the end…

Though nobody was in a particularly good mood, Bator seemed particularly uneasy.  That was certainly unusual for the stoic Phobian, but unfortunately, Christopher didn’t have time to chat.  Besides, it was probably nothing.

“Once word of the Garidian attack reaches Kalidar, it is certain the Elorg begin their invasion,” Harrison quietly grimaced.  “We are facing war on two fronts.”

Two separate enemies, two separate agendas…. Perhaps Bator had the right idea.  Christopher knew that he was certainly leaning in that unfortunate direction—but he wasn’t there just yet.  “Things are looking grim,” he admitted.  “But the Federation isn’t dead yet…”

A curious Neelar Drayge glanced back from the helm.  “Do you know something that we don’t?”

Christopher certainly wanted everyone to think there was still hope.  After all, there no use in fighting a battle that nobody believed could be won.  The sentiment brought to mind an old adage Christopher had once heard:  “Victorious warriors win first and then go to war.  Defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win.”  

He smiled.

“Over the past five years, this crew has faced countless evils.  We have fought to save the galaxy, to save the Federation, and to save ourselves… Time and again, we have faced insurmountable odds and peered into the very heart of darkness—and while there were times when things were looking bleak, we have always prevailed.

“It matters not what the Elorg or the Garidians send after us in the coming weeks and months.  I have faith in each and every one of you—and that faith is more powerful than even the mightiest of weapons.  In the coming weeks, our adversaries will push us… and we might fall… but once we get back up—and we will get back up—we’re going to kick some serious ass.  The Federation… Will.  Not.  Fall.  Not on my watch!  We are victorious warriors.  As far as I’m concerned, we have already won…”

And then, there was silence.

Christopher’s heart was racing.  He hadn’t intended to make such a rousing speech, but if there was one thing he couldn’t allow onto his bridge, it was a black cloud.  Normally, he would have dispelled the cloud with a joke, but on this dark day, the crew didn’t need a good laugh—they needed inspiration, and Christopher certainly gave it to them, because in the moments that followed, something happened…

Applause.

It started out quietly—one rogue clapper in the back of the bridge—but slowly the applause took on a life of its own.  People were smiling and cheering, even laughing—not because they loved Christopher’s speech, but because for the first time in weeks, they actually saw a ray of sunshine slice into the black cloud.  Hope lived.

And so did the sensor alerts.

“We are being hailed,” announced Bator, practically shouting over the crew’s celebration.  “It is Praetor Tomalak.”

Mention of the Romulan leader managed to quell most of the celebration, and Christopher was quickly able to regain his focus.  “On screen,” he said, turning his attention to the viewscreen.

A scant moment later, Tomalak flitted onto the viewscreen.  He appeared to be in his usual good mood, despite the continued Garidian advance.  “Captain,” he excitedly stated, “my enthusiasm is justified.”

And even before Christopher had a chance to think about his response, Tomalak blinked away.  The viewscreen defaulted to the image of Earth that had graced lingered for the past couple of days—and then came the justification: Romulan warbirds.

Not dozens of them.

Or hundreds…

…But thousands of Romulan warbirds gracefully shimmered into existence high above the majestic blue ball that was planet Earth.  Christopher could see D’deridex- and Valdore-class warbirds, looming alongside the much larger (and newer) Kerchan-class.  He knew not where this incredible fleet of vessels came from or why it neglected to stave off the Garidian attack… but he wasn’t about to complain.

The future most likely held a great deal of darkness and despair, but on this day, hope was very much alive.

Talyere Rosat was running.

Running from what, the Overseer knew not, but 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!”

Obviously, the Commander had a bit more knowledge than Talyere.  Not only did she seem to know where they were going, given her tone, she also knew why.  Talyere was tempted to inquire about their apparently dire situation, but he suspected this was not an appropriate time for conversation.  He would simply have to investigate later…

Assuming there was a later.

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.  Whatever their cause, Talyere had faith that it was just…  

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.

Apparently, Talyere was supposed to see the humor in her witticism, but with his memory in its current state, he saw nothing more than an enigma.  Was he suffering from some sort of neurological disease?  Had portions of his memory been wiped?  He knew not—and until he was a bit more certain about the situation, Talyere decided to simply 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 the engineer.  Talyere, for his part, found himself feeling a bit frail…

He had apparently been through some sort of exhausting ordeal, but… of course, those events were a complete mystery to him.  Still, time was apparently of the essence, and moving as quickly as his body would allow, he stepped into the turbolift.

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 the shadows of his frantic mind, Talyere could sense a hint of familiarity, but the structure had long ago given way to the clouds…

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!”

Trying valiantly to play along, Talyere abandoned the lift and came to a halt at Reinbold’s side—but apparently, his face betrayed him, and the confusion 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.”

And for once, he knew exactly where they were headed—for there was only one place to go.  The manic lift had deposited them just outside the doors of a small fortress floating high above the ivory citadel.  It was of 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 … whatever it was he was supposed to be… 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.

THUMP-THUMP!

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

THUMP-THUMP!

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

He nodded, and prepared to strike…

THUMP-THUMP!

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

THUMP-THUMP!

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

THUMP-THUMP!

She collapsed.

And Talyere’s ashen lips curved upward in pleasure.

THUMP-THUMP!

And suddenly, Talyere Rosat found himself standing in the very room that had haunted his dreams for so many months.  It was exactly as he had envisioned, right down to the manic glass turbolift and the curious little pictographs…  But there was no knife.  Megan Reinbold was nowhere to be seen.  And there was no treachery to speak of…

At least not yet.

Talyere did not doubt the treachery he had so long ago foreseen would someday come to pass.  He knew not when or how, but in his heart, he felt that day was coming—and the knowledge filled him with dread of every form imaginable…  What unspoken evils could push him to the brink of sanity?

He was not eager to find out…

The sudden sounds of booted feet marching across the cold stone floor snapped Talyere’s attention back into the present.  He slowly gazed up from his unpleasant reverie to see a small cadre of five Elorg approaching. Their leader was a tall, muscular young man clad in an elegant black tunic that clearly demonstrated his impressive stature.  There was no doubt in Talyere’s mind that this was First Administrator Ceniir.

“Only a few of the attackers remain,” Ceniir said, his words directed at Malganis.  “The are holed up in the observatory.”

The Iconian nodded his understanding.  “They shall be eliminated,” he said, his deep voice brimming with confidence.  

But Ceniir shook his head.  “I should like to save one of them for additional study,” he replied.  “Their vessels are impervious to our technology, and the aliens themselves appear to be highly resilient species.  If and when they return to Rebena Te Ra, I want to be ready for them.”

Khyar-Adun possessed some of the most awesome technology in the quadrant.  If these alien attackers were half as resistant as Ceniir seemed to indicate, Talyere could understand his concern.  He would do all that he could to ensure the sanctity of the temple.  “First Administrator,” he said, slowly falling into place beside Malganis.

At first Ceniir did not seem to notice Talyere, but when his fiery orange gaze finally slipped away from Malganis, Talyere had the First Administrator’s complete attention.  “I do not recognize you…”

“And with good reason,” Talyere said.  “My companions and I came to Rebena Te Ra in response to your distress signal; we will do everything in our power to ensure the sanctity of Khyar-Adun.”

Ceniir was justifiably underwhelmed, for Talyere’s companions hardly appeared as formidable warriors.  The group of three humans no doubt paled in comparison to the alien attackers—and given Commander Keller’s rather extensive injuries, she was in no condition to wage war against this new foe.  Even so, humans could be surprisingly powerful—and it seemed the more extreme the conditions, the better they fared…

“We ask only that you grant us access to the observatory once the alien attackers have been subdued.”  It was a quick little addendum, but an important one nonetheless.  They had come too far to leave empty-handed.

Unfortunately, Ceniir did not take well to the suggestion.  “No outsiders shall have access to the knowledge within the observatory,” he sternly replied.

Talyere had always feared that he would be denied the information he desired once he found Rebena Te Ra—though he had assumed the denial would come in the form of the observatory’s destruction or something equally dire.  Instead, a few alien attackers… and a mere child stood in his way.  It was a roadblock that was easily circumvented.

Talyere approached the First Administrator, a most diplomatic smile upon his face.  “I am the Chosen of the divine Cerebrate Z’danorax,” he stated.  “I have been sent to this temple by the chi-goehs to claim the data held within that observatory.  You will not stand in my way.”

Ceniir did not move.  He was obviously skeptical; had their positions been reversed, Talyere would have been equally curious.  But the accusations were serious enough to get Ceniir’s attention.  “What do you want with the data?”

“I intend to restore the Elorg Bloc to power,” he stated.  “If I fail in my mission, our people will be consumed by the darkness of one malevolent Overseer; he will destroy our people once and for all…  That cannot be allowed to happen.”

It remained to be seen if Ceniir was actually warming to Talyere’s overtures.  If he was forming some sort of opinion, his face showed no indication of it.  Still, it was quite a lot of information to absorb, most of it utterly ridiculous.  Unfortunately, the time for debate had reached its conclusion…

The doors in the back of the room sudden burst apart in a shower of spark and flame, and three large, hooded aliens stormed through the destruction, weapons ablaze.  Talyere immediately fell to the ground, narrowly avoiding several of the ragged pulses of golden energy.  Malganis was not so lucky—two of the blasts plowed straight into his chest…

But the Iconian was unfazed by the assault.  He stumbled back a few steps and, without need for a weapon, lobbed a massive ball of blazing green light across the room.  It violently struck one of the hooded aliens in the chest—and while it didn’t kill the attacker, the damage was sufficient to send him to the deck.

Lacking Malganis’ impressive psionic powers, Talyere was forced to defend himself in a more conventional method.  He hastily pulled the standard-issue Starfleet phaser from his belt and opened fire.  Unfortunately, the shot missed by a mile, streaked well over the target’s head.  Targeting practice was certainly in order when he returned to the Starlight…

The two remaining aliens were not so poorly trained.  In the span of a few seconds, they managed to take down two of Ceniir’s guards.  Ceniir himself took a shot to the shoulder, but the callow youth shrugged aside the wound, even as thick gobs of black blood trickled down to the floor…

The aliens tried, with some success, to reposition themselves out of the line of fire.  There was a large stone gargoyle in the center of the room—a dragon of some sort, its massive wings splayed wide open with hopes of impressing and intimidate all who approached.  It would have been a simple matter to take down the statue and send it crashing into the aliens, but Talyere suspected such blatant disregard for the temple would be frowned upon.  Thus, he and Commander Tompkins quickly skittered across the drafty stone floor in search of a more defensible location.  

“Sarah!” Tompkins tried to wave the Doctor and Commander Keller over, but Hartman was apparently too busy tending to her patient’s wounds.  Even from this distance, Commander Keller did not look well…  Talyere hoped she would live long enough to see the Starlight one last time…

Another energy blast shot across the room—but if the shooter had a target in mind, it was not immediately obvious.  The blast streaked into the ground, leaving a small crater in its smoky wake.  After another few minutes of combat, both of the hooded aliens were incapacitated.

Eager to put a face to these mysterious hooded aliens, Talyere, Ceniir, and Malganis rushed past the giant gargoyle and knelt down beside the bulky figure.  From his vantage point, Talyere could see little more than blood and shadow beneath the long hood, but as Malganis removed the silky veil, the alien’s identity very quickly became apparent.

Talyere gasped at the sight.  For moment, he thought his eyes had betrayed him, but sure enough, a second glance confirmed what he had feared to be the truth…

Curious, Malganis glanced over to Talyere.  “Do you recognize this alien?”

“Yes,” he said, nodding his disbelieving head.  “That is a Phobian…”

With order at long last restored to the Khyar-Adun Temple, First Administrator Ceniir begrudgingly granted Talyere access to the observatory.  Not wanting to outstay his welcome, Talyere made haste to collect the data he required.  The temple administrators had been charting Eredas for thousands of years; there was more than enough data available, and once he had it in his possession, Malganis sent Talyere and his companions back to the Starlight using the ancient Iconian Gateway within the observatory.

• • •

Alan Christopher had been wondering about the away team.  They should have long ago reported back to the Starlight… but much to his chagrin, the ongoing conflict with the Garidians had proven an ample distraction.  As much as he wanted to check in on their progress, he had the unfortunate task of preparing for a Garidian invasion…

But just when the nagging curiosity about the mysterious transmission became too much to bear… a flash of white light shot across the bridge, and an instant later, half of the away team appeared: Lucas and Talyere.

Christopher immediately frowned.  “Where are Erin and Sarah?”

“Sickbay,” Lucas quietly replied.  He seemed unreasonably panicked.  “Erin was injured when the shuttle got destroyed.  She’s… in pretty bad shape.”

Waves of panic suddenly shot through Christopher’s body.  Without so much as an ounce of thought, he started for the turbolift.  The distress signal, the sudden appearance on the bridge… all of it was secondary.  Christopher just didn’t care.  In that moment, Erin Keller was his priority…  He stormed into the turbolift.

Lucas followed.

“What happened?” Christopher demanded the very instant the lift set into motion.

It took Tompkins a few seconds to compose his thoughts.  A few seconds too long as far as Christopher was concerned.

“Lucas?”

He shook his head.  “We got hit by an energy discharge when we approached Rebena Te Ra,” he said.  “The shuttle went down in a damn snowfield.”

Rebena Te Ra.  Christopher was absolutely certain something of interest happened.  They had been searching for the planet for the better part of a year—but he didn’t really care.  He just needed to get to sickbay.  He had to get to Erin.

“We got rescued by some Iconians,” Tompkins continued.  “Found some Phobians… Heh…  I don’t know what to make of it at the moment.”

Phobians?

Iconians?!

Christopher shook his head.  Since he was missing most of the story, he was equally confused.  But he didn’t want the story just yet.  “Well, that explains why you were gone for so long…”

Tompkins frowned.  “What do you mean?”

“You were gone for seventeen days,” Christopher replied.  The turbolift was still chugging along, its pace dreadfully slow.  “We were beginning to wonder what happened.”

Confusion very quickly replaced the frown Tompkins wore.  “Seventeen days?” He was adamantly shaking his head to the contrary.  “That’s impossible!  We couldn’t have been on the surface for more than six hours!”

Though his mind was racing with more emotions than he cared to describe, Christopher had not yet lost touch with reality.  “It was seventeen days,” he said as the turbolift finally chugged to a halt.  “Check the logs if you don’t believe me!”

And on that note, he stormed into sickbay to greet his beloved…

“Seventeen days,” Talyere quietly confirmed once Tompkins returned to the bridge.  “For every hour that passes on Rebena Ta Ra, 2.8 days pass in the rest of the universe.”

Tompkins still didn’t quite believe it.  In fact, he didn’t think he could come to terms with the discrepancy until he personally sorted through every single log entry that was filed in the past seventeen days.  “It’s got to be a joke,” he sighed.

Harrison shook his head.  “It is no joke,” he stated.  “It is currently stardate 76643.9—seventeen days since your departure.”

Tompkins’ gaze very slowly turned to the padd Talyere held within his hands.  If Harrison spoke the truth—and he had no reason not to—then Talyere had a slight problem on his hands.  “The data…”

Talyere sighed, shaking his weary head.  “It is nearly three thousand years out of date…  As far as Ceniir and Malganis are concerned, only 2,941 years have elapsed since the end of the Great War…”

The Great War that ended 200,000 years ago…

Tompkins clenched his jaw.  It happened every time.  Take one step forward, then two steps back… If he hadn’t been so tired, he would have strangled somebody. 

Thankfully a rather shrill sensor alert cut short Tompkins’ violent tendencies.  “We are receiving a coded subspace transmission,” said Bator a scant moment later.

Harrison turned to face the Phobian.  “Source?”

He shook his head.  “Unknown.”

Now that Tompkins was back aboard the Starlight, he could have resumed his role as the ship’s first officer—but Harrison seemed to have everything under control.  Thus, he let the man do his job.  Besides, it was probably just Starfleet Command, or something.

Harrison slowly came about.  “On screen.”

An instant later, the glittering starfield blinked away—but there was no cranky Admiral there to take its place.  Instead, the haunting, malevolent visage of High Overseer Xi’Yor filled the viewscreen.

“Meet me at these coordinates,” he said, his blazing orange eyes drilling into Harrison’s skull.  “I am defecting…”

• • •
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