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Prologue

CHIEF MEDICAL OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 76258.7:  Commander Keller and I are returning to the Starlight after responding to an apparent outbreak of Tevorian Plague on Defornath VII.  While I was able to confirm one case of the potentially deadly infection, the victim was quickly isolated, and is expected to make a full recovery.  There were no new cases reported, and while Starfleet Medical is sending a team of doctors to the planet for observation, I am confident the outbreak is contained.

It wasn’t every day Sarah Hartman was called upon to save an entire world.  Thus, when the call came to her office six days ago, the doctor was more than eager to help.  The Tevorian Plague was a ravenous little infection that occasionally appeared in the Beta Quadrant, and while there were plenty of treatments available to mute the myriad symptoms, there were still many unanswered questions about the disease.

At first, Hartman was under the impression that there were dozens of people infected, and that the disease was rapidly spreading throughout the population.   Hartman later discovered that the local doctors, in their panic, slightly exaggerated the situation—for they had it almost completely under control the entire time.  Still, Hartman had no regrets about going.  Not only was she able to save a life, she also gathered plenty of data to study—data that might someday lead to a vaccine.  Thus, Hartman was very eager to peruse the data.

And she did, several times.

But without the vast resources of the Starlight’s main computer, Hartman was rather limited in the scope of her examination.  She couldn’t perform any detailed cellular analyses without using most of the shuttle’s resources, nor could she extrude a possible life cycle for the bacteria for the same reasons.

However, Hartman was free to theorize and run countless hypothetical situations through the computer—but after three hours of theorizing, she was more than ready to look at some cold, hard data.  Her gaze immediately fell upon Erin Keller.  “How much longer?”

With a few simple keystrokes, Keller had her answer: “Four hours, four minutes.”

Hartman clenched her jaw.  She didn’t know if she could last another four hours.  This data was practically burning a hole in the shuttle’s computer core.  “Can’t this thing go any faster?”

“We’re already pushing warp twelve,” Keller evenly replied.  Apparently she wasn’t even going to consider an increase in speed.

Unless Hartman insisted.  “I know this thing can hit warp thirteen,” she said, pulling the knowledge from some dark, dusty corner of her memory.

“It can,” Keller confirmed, “but at that speed, we run the risk of tearing the ship part, and will almost certainly fuse the transwarp coils beyond repair.  Warp thirteen on a Raptor-class flyer is strictly for emergencies.”

“Oh.”  Hartman must have forgotten that particular facet when she perused the schematics.  “Well, I’m a doctor, not an engineer.”

Keller arched her brows.  “I can see that,” she mused, making a very minor course correction to avoid a nearby ion storm.  “Hopefully we won’t have to put your engineering skills to the test.”

“Hopefully.”

And then the silence returned.  For all intents and purposes, Hartman didn’t really mind the silence.  She had been looking forward to a quiet, peaceful journey home, so that she could study her vast amounts of data—but with Commander Keller on board, Hartman had not been too optimistic about her chances of getting that quiet.  Keller was frequently a chatty individual, able to discuss almost anything at length.  However, much to Hartman’s surprise, Keller had been silent for the vast majority of their journey.  Admittedly, Hartman was curious.

Etiquette demanded Hartman broach the subject gently, but unfortunately, that was not one of the doctor’s strongest suits.  She pondered a polite way to phrase her question for a few moments, but ultimately decided to say the first thing that came to her mind:  “Is there something bothering you?”

Her eyes wide with surprise, Keller glanced up from the helm.  “Is it that obvious?” she sheepishly inquired.

Hartman nodded.  “You’ve barely said three words to me the entire trip—now, I know we’re not the best of friends, but that has never kept you from talking to me in the past.”

In fact, the two of them had battled more than a few personal demons, but those were apparently not enough to keep Keller from speaking her thoughts on this occasion.  She carefully turned helm control over to the computer, and then shoved herself away from the console.  “It’s Alan,” she simply replied—and her tone wasn’t the most pleasant thing in the universe.

That in itself spoke volumes.  Keller would frequently poke fun at Alan Christopher, but rarely did she express her true criticisms.  Hartman immediately cleared the data from her screen to give Keller her complete attention.  “What did he do now?”

 Keller’s lips parted to deliver a response, but the words died in her throat—a shrill sensor alert suddenly echoed throughout the tiny cockpit.  In the blink of an eye, Keller’s deft fingers danced over the controls in search of answers.  “I’m picking up a distress signal,” she said after a moment.

Defornath VII was Hartman’s first inclination.  “Another case of Tevorian Plague?”

“No,” said Keller, shaking her head.  “There’s an M-class planet 1.6 light years from our current position… The signal is coming from the surface of the fourth planet.”

Hartman wasn’t immediately familiar with any star systems in the vicinity—so a quick check of the astrometric database was required.  “The planet is called Midrian IV,” she gleaned from her console.  “Over the years, its ring system has become notorious for its unusually strong gravimetric forces.  Mercenaries have used them to trap and later ambush unsuspecting starships…”

“And this definitely feels like a trap,” said Keller, meticulously inspecting the sensor data on her side of the console.  “The distress signal is on an Elorg frequency.”

And a dozen red flags were summarily raised in Hartman’s mind.  “Should we call for backup?”

“The signal is very weak,” said Keller.  “If it’s truly a genuine distress call, I don’t know if we can afford to wait around until reinforcements arrive…  There might be someone hurt on the surface.”

“Agreed,” said Hartman, but since she was very much the realist, she simply could not ignore all of the warning signs.  “I still don’t like it, though…  Is this type of thing consistent with Elorg tactics?”

Keller shook her head.  “I don’t exactly recall this type of situation happening ever before,” she tentatively replied. “But the Elorg are quite devious.  If they’re trying to lure us into a trap, I suppose this distress call is a very convenient way to do it.”

Hartman furrowed her brow.  “What could they want from us?”

“From us specifically?” prompted Keller.  “I don’t really know.  Neither one of us would make particularly valuable prisoners—and this shuttle certainly won’t do much to impress the Elorg.”

Hartman chuckled.  “Perhaps they’d be more interested if it could hit warp thirteen without tearing itself to pieces?”

“Perhaps,” Keller pensively allowed; she was apparently not in the mood for humor.  Alan must have really pissed her off; Hartman would definitely have to conclude that conversation later…  For the time being, she had to keep her thoughts focused on the task at hand.

And despite her reservations about mercenaries or Elorg raiders, Hartman wanted to visit Midrian IV.  “We’re the only ship in the vicinity,” she said.  “If there are injured people on the surface, we can’t just leave them.”

Keller’s hands hovered over the helm controls.  “Shall I set a course?”

Hartman nodded her assent.

Erin Keller tried to land the shuttle as close to the distress signal as possible.  With the unusual gravimetric forces in the planet’s ring system, beaming to the surface was definitely not an option—but much to Keller’s chagrin, landing near the source of the signal was also not a viable option.  According to sensors, the distress signal was located on a steep, forested hillside.  The shuttle couldn’t land without clearing some forest, something Keller wasn’t about to do.

Thus, she landed the shuttlecraft in a clearing near the bottom of the grassy, wooded hill and readied herself for an arduous climb.  But arduous might have been an understatement.

“That’s an incline of about… forty-five degrees,” Hartman muttered as her eyes scaled the forested hill.

According to Keller’s tricorder, the exact angle was fifty-one degrees, but she chose to keep that particular piece of information to herself.  She didn’t want to accelerate the deterioration of Hartman’s mood.  Thankfully, the signal was located reasonably close to the bottom.  “I’m detecting a single life sign,” she added.  

“The readings are consistent with Elorg DNA,” gleaned Hartman from her tricorder.  “Unfortunately, they look pretty weak.”

“Then we need to hurry,” Keller crisply replied, forcing the unpleasant thoughts of Alan Christopher from her mind.  Now was definitely not the time to dwell upon him or the unpleasant news he shared a few weeks ago.  Keller had to concentrate on her job, and nothing else.

The terrain was more unforgiving than she had anticipated.  The yellowing grass—though sparse—was tall and untamed, flailing aimlessly in the stiff breeze. Stones and pebbles littered the uneven terrain like carpet, reducing traction and making the ascent even more difficult.  Plates of jagged, moss-covered limestone jutted from the reddish earth, occasionally accompanied by a forest of little mushrooms.  And then there were the trees…

The immense towers of green soared high into the cerulean skies, casting ominous shadows that danced upon the forest floor.  Some were old and craggy, with gnarled roots, obtuse knots, and bulges; others were just plain huge, perhaps three or four meters in diameter.  But they were all of them tall, including the elegant white birch not less than fifty meters from Keller’s position.

There was a body resting wearily at the foot of the tree.  Keller instantly recognized him as an Elorg—his pale, ashen skin was a dead giveaway—but there was something about his clothes that piqued her interest.  The man was clad in an elegant black tunic that glistened under the golden rays of sun.  There was a cape wrapped around his torso, and a silver brooch upon his chest.  “I don’t think this guy is a simple underling,” she whispered, so not to disturb the man.

“What makes you say that?” asked Hartman, already running some cursory scans with her tricorder.

“That’s not a standard-issue Elorg uniform,” said Keller.  “It looks a little bit too lavish.”

“An Overseer?” suggested Hartman.

“I don’t think so,” Keller replied.  She had seen plenty of Overseers, and while many of them wore dark colored uniforms, none of them were as elaborate as the one she saw now.

“They have a new regime,” Hartman continued, obviously struggling to ascend the steep hillside.  “Perhaps they just changed their uniforms?”

For a scant second, Keller was willing to entertain Hartman’s theory.  Technically speaking, there wasn’t anything wrong with it… but there was just something about the uniform that make Keller think otherwise.

And then it hit her.

“That’s the Cerebrate,” she proclaimed.  “That’s Ra’thenn!”

Chapter One

Tricorder in hand, Hartman knelt down beside Cerebrate Ra’thenn to begin a more in-depth analysis of her patient—and given the vast array of shrill tones that immediately emanated from the tricorder, there was a lot of data to analyze.

Keller lingered nearby the massive birch, just watching.  She didn’t need a tricorder to tell her that Ra’thenn’s injuries were substantial, but… there were several other questions lingering in the back of her mind that would have benefited greatly from a few tricorder scans.  

Where is his ship?

How did he get here, on the side of a hill?

Where is the rest of his crew?

Much to Keller’s chagrin, the answers were beyond her tricorder’s range.  The only things of interest on her tricorder’s display were trees and birds—nothing that would solve any mysteries around here…

Thankfully, Hartman was having much better luck on the medical front.  “He’s got five cracked ribs,” she stated, “a punctured lung, a ruptured spleen, a mild concussion, a fractured radius, a fractured humorous, a shattered femur…”

Keller raised a dismissive hand.  “I get the picture, Sarah; he’s in pretty bad shape.”  And that was putting it mildly.  In addition to the myriad injuries listed by Hartman, Keller could see numerous scrapes and bruises on Ra’thenn’s face.  Obviously he had been through quite an ordeal—but Keller couldn’t even begin to fathom what.  “Did he fall from the sky, or something?”

Hartman shook her head.  “The injuries are consistent with something we’d see in some sort of catastrophic disaster aboard a starship.”

“There wasn’t any debris orbiting the planet,” said Keller, “and I didn’t detect any escape pods on the surface…  I guess it’s possible somebody beamed him here, but… why?”

“I guess we’ll just have to ask him,” said Hartman.  She folded shut her tricorder and pulled a few tools from her med kit.  “I should have most of his injuries healed within the hour.  Then we just have to wait for him to regain consciousness.”

“Might it be possible to do that waiting back on the shuttle?” asked Keller.  She knew it was unwise to move Ra’thenn right away, but she had little desire to wait around on a planet infamous for acts of treachery.  The sooner they could leave, the better.

“I’d feel better if we waited,” said Hartman.  “He has a lot of injuries; I don’t want to risk moving him until I’m absolutely certain it won’t cause more injuries.”

Keller understood Hartman’s reasoning completely—but as a Starfleet officer in possession of a highly valuable prisoner, she also knew that Ra’thenn’s absence would not go unnoticed for very long.  “I don’t believe we have the luxury of waiting, Sarah.  We’re… a week from Elorg space at the very most.  Assuming they already know Ra’thenn is missing, they could be here in a matter of days.”

The sentiment gave Hartman a moment’s pause.  She glanced up from Ra’thenn’s bloodied skull and arched a curious brow.  “And if he dies, it won’t really matter if we’re here on the surface or cowering in our little ship—because we’ll be just as dead.  The Elorg will come after us with a vengeance.”

“Exactly,” said Keller.  “And when the do come, I want to be as far away from here as humanly possible.”  

Hartman grumbled some inaudible words beneath her breath.  She was obviously displeased with Keller’s desire to leave, but given the situation, she wasn’t inclined to argue.  “Give me an hour,” she sighed after a long moment.  “I should definitely most of Ra’thenn’s more serious injuries treated by then.”

Keller would have preferred half an hour, but given the extent of Ra’thenn’s injuries, she was willing to wait the extra thirty minutes—but not a moment longer.  “One hour,” she strongly reiterated.

And then she began to pace.

The harmonious sounds of a string quartet floated in the crisp morning air.  Their somber notes seemed to ebb and flow with the wind; one moment the graceful strings would fervently swirl about the musical scales, slowly weaving together the notes until they coalesced into a beautifully magnificent crescendo…  And then, like the wind, they faded.  After a few subdued moments of peace and quiet, the strings would return to begin the process anew.  

But before the first long and somber note could be heard, footsteps echoed in the wind.  “En taro adun, High Overseer.”

Xi’Yor glanced up from his desk, peering through the beams of golden sunlight lingering in the dusty air.  He immediately glimpsed a tall, slender figure standing at the doorway.  “Administrator Va’kyr,” he said after a moment, the disdain in his voice evident.  “How might I assist the divine Cerebrate’s aide?”

Taking that has her cue to enter, Va’kyr cautiously stepped into Xi’Yor’s opulent office.  Her shapely body sliced into the gentle beams of golden sunlight and cast long shadows upon the distant wall.  “I have reviewed your data,” she simply stated.

“And?”  Xi’Yor was not at all interested in Va’kyr’s opinions, but for some unfathomable reason, she believed herself an integral part of Bloc’s future.  As such, she thought her opinions mattered, and often took great efforts to share those opinions with the Conclave of Overseers.

Xi’Yor was not in the mood to argue.  He had just started to decipher a Denobulan brainteaser when Va’kyr had arrived—and he fully intended to solve the puzzle before this morning’s meeting of the Conclave.

“You have no solid evidence to prove Talyere Rosat’s involvement in this coup to overthrow the government,” Va’kyr tersely announced, “nor do you have any evidence that even indicates he is attempting to restore Eredas…” She sighed.  “You have rumors, Xi’Yor.  Nothing more.”

Xi’Yor stared at the myriad pieces to his puzzle, utterly oblivious to Va’kyr’s accusations.  There were twelve small crystalline rods before him.  When placed properly, the rods would allegedly coalesce into some sort of image…

And Xi’Yor’s disinterest in the conversation was not lost upon Va’kyr.  After a long moment of silence, she quietly seated herself opposite the High Overseer, apparently content to wait until the puzzle was solved.  “I may be patient now, Overseer, but I will not wait forever…”

She wasn’t speaking of the puzzle…  But then again, Va’kyr was a very shortsighted woman.

“Do you know what this is, Administrator?”  Xi’Yor put two of the crystalline rods on the sallow tabletop, and watched intently as they morphed into one larger piece.

“That is a Denobulan brainteaser,” Va’kyr replied.  “And a waste of time…  Not only are they virtually impossible to solve, you have better, more important, things to do, Overseer.  The Conclave is going to want proof of your claims…  Not rumors.”

“The Conclave will get their proof,” Xi’Yor indolently replied.

Her eyes narrowed.  “Will they?”

“Eventually.”  Xi’Yor carefully put a few more of the delicate little rods into position.  “You may be unable to see our grandiose future at the time being, Va’kyr, but your mind is both limited and meager.  While you see simple enigmas in my data, I see the very future of the Elorg Bloc beginning to unfold.”

She had the gall to roll her eyes.  “If only I were so enlightened.”

“Do not let the deficiency trouble you,” said Xi’Yor, his voice placid.  “I suspect you won’t live long enough to correct it.”

There were many within the Bloc who might take such a threat seriously—but given the look upon her pallid face, Administrator Va’kyr was not one of them.  The news of her pending demise did not even give her a moment’s pause.  “If you even attempt to terminate me, Xi’Yor, you shall come to regret the day you were hatched…” A faint smile fell upon her sinuous lips.  “Certainly you have foreseen that, Overseer?”

Xi’Yor had been expecting an assault for quite some time.  After all, Va’kyr was both powerful and devious, and it was only a matter of time before she grew tired of her position as the Cerebrate’s aide.  “I am well aware of you intentions,” replied Xi’Yor.  

Va’kyr’s smile began to wane.  “And what of the Cerebrate’s circumstance?  What does your enlightened mind have to say about that?”

Ra’thenn had left to capture the Starlight several days ago—the wretched starship was the perfect bait for Talyere.  “The mission will succeed, and Talyere will come running to save his pedantic little friends…”

“Will he?”

“Of course.”

Va’kyr shook her head.  “I just received word: Ra’thenn’s vessel disappeared in the Midrian System not more than a day ago.  Since you are such an enlightened individual, perhaps you might know something about this, Overseer?”

To the contrary, Xi’Yor knew nothing of this failure.  “Is this some sort of ruse?”

“That is why I was asking you, Overseer.”  The woman’s tone was both purely innocent and utterly treacherous.  “But you don’t know anything about Ra’thenn’s fate, do you, Overseer?”  Her vivid orange eyes glinted with malevolence.  “Do you?”

Xi’Yor shook his head.  “No.”

And Va’kyr flashed a victorious smile.  “I thought not—because you would not do anything to harm your little puppet.  Yes, you may threaten Ra’thenn’s life with frequency—and he is stupid enough to take those threats seriously—but both you and I know, Xi’Yor, that you cannot afford to terminate Ra’thenn.”

“I could terminate him in a heartbeat!” snapped Xi’Yor, slamming a clenched fist onto the tabletop.

Va’kyr didn’t even flinch.  “I think not,” she coolly replied.  “While Ra’thenn has many great nemeses within the Bloc, the vast majority of the people favor him.  When he speaks of the great deeds that are on the horizon, the people throw their support to his cause.

“But you, Overseer… you do not have the people’s support.  If you were to come to power before Eredas is restored, your enemies would have you eliminated before you reached the throne—and that is why you will not eliminate Ra’thenn.  You need him now if you wish to become Cerebrate later.  In fact, I suspect you will terminate him the moment Eredas is restored…  But it will do you no good.”

“What do you mean?”

Va’kyr leaned over the desk.  “I am with child.  Ra’thenn will soon have an heir to the throne.  So if you eliminate him, power will default… to me.”

And on that note, the Administrator plucked the remaining piece of the brainteaser from the desk and snapped it into place…  “The conclave will meet in five intervals to discuss Ra’thenn’s situation.  I will see you there, Overseer…  En taro adun.”

His eyes narrowed to angry slits, Xi’Yor watched as Va’kyr sauntered out of his office.  Clearly, he had underestimated his newest adversary—but this revelation was only a minor setback.  Va’kyr and her progeny could be eliminated easily enough.

And they would.

“Sarah.”  Erin Keller’s voice echoed throughout the verdant woods—and it was slightly perturbed.  “That hour you wanted was up a good fifteen minutes ago!”

Hartman quickly glanced at the chronometer on her tricorder—and very quickly confirmed Keller’s sentiment.  But unfortunately for Keller, Hartman wasn’t quite ready to go.  “Ra’thenn’s wounds were more extensive than I had originally anticipated,” she said.  “It’s going to take longer to stabilize his condition.”

Keller knelt down at the Cerebrate’s side.  “How much longer?” she asked, peering into his bloodstained face.

“At least another twenty minutes,” Hartman guessed.  And it was a very generous guess.  In the back of her mind, she knew it might take another hour to get Ra’thenn ready for transport.  “He took a hell of a beating.  I’m surprised he’s still alive.

Almost immediately, Keller expelled a weary sigh.  “I don’t know if we can afford to wait that long!”

“I know,” said Hartman, exasperated.  “You’ve only said that thirty times!  But if he dies… we are shit outta luck!  We’re better off waiting until his condition improves.”

“And what if it doesn’t improve?” demanded Keller.  She wasn’t angry just yet, but she was obviously straining to keep her pleasant demeanor.  “How long do you suggest we wait, Sarah?  A day?  Two days?”

“Two days is out of the question,” said Hartman.

“I’m glad we agree on something.”

“If the Elorg aren’t already here in two days, they’ll definitely be on their way,” commented Hartman, meticulously running a subdermal suture over Ra’thenn’s punctured lung.  “I’d like to get out of here before sunset.”

Keller glanced at her tricorder.  “That’s five hours away!  If we were to leave right now, we could be back on the Starlight in five hours!”

Hartman briefly glanced up from her work.  “Then why don’t you go back to the Mariner and tell Alan to come and pick us up?  Not only will our return trip be a lot safer aboard a heavily armed starship, it’ll also be a lot more peaceful.”

“And what, exactly, that supposed to mean?”

Hartman feigned a polite smile.  “It means that it will be better for both of us if we don’t have to spend five hours cooped up in a shuttle with the leader of the Elorg Bloc.”  Tensions were already mounting and if the three of them were forced to take that journey, someone was likely to sustain injuries—and it probably wouldn’t be Ra’thenn…

Though the words remained unspoken, Keller was able to read between the lines.  She very quickly caught the drift.  “I’ll go talk to Alan.”

Descending the incredibly steep hill wasn’t much easier than climbing it.  Gravity was definitely working against Erin Keller as she meandered down the grassy slope—one wrong move could very easily send her tumbling through the tall, yellowing grass in some sort of manic cartwheel.

Thankfully, trees were plentiful on this rugged, grassy hillside, and Keller used them to her advantage.  She carefully slinked from one craggy tree to the next, taking a moment at each trunk to catch both her balance and her breath.  In less than five minutes, she managed to successfully navigate her way to the bottom of the hill.

But there was just one small problem: the shuttle was gone.

Chapter Two

As he lay at the foot of a monstrous tree on some forsaken alien world, the Cerebrate Ra’thenn was barely aware of his surroundings.  Forcing his thoughts through the dense haze that lingered in his mind, Ra’thenn could sense a dull pain shooting throughout his body.  He tried to reach for the scanner on his belt to perform some sort of medical analysis, but quickly discovered that his limbs were presently beyond his ability to control.  He could feel his arm moving, but it definitely was not reaching for a scanner; instead, it seemed to flail in the air for a moment before dropping into the dirt.

He thusly called out for help, hoping that perhaps there was an Underling nearby to render assistance—but much to his chagrin, the words that he uttered were completely incomprehensible—but he was fairly certain that his cries had garnered some sort of attention, for there were faint voices in the distance.

“Gone?” exclaimed an angered female voice.  “What do you mean… gone?”

“Gone as in… It’s not there anymore!”  This second female voice seemed innately more pleasant than the first, but the stress in her voice was undeniable.

“How the hell do you lose a shuttlecraft?” demanded the first voice.  “Are you sure you were looking in the right spot?”

“I’m positive!  We landed at the bottom of the hill and climbed straight up!  I could even retrace our path with my tricorder if you’d like…”

“Maybe it’s cloaked,” suggested the angry female.

“That would be a viable option—if the shuttle had been equipped with a cloaking device.  Besides, there wasn’t any depressed grass or anything at the bottom of the hill…”

“Mercenaries?”

“I suppose that’s possible…”

As he listened to the continuous banter, Ra’thenn was reasonably certain that he was not in the company of his brethren.  The Elorg did not frequently use shuttlecraft to travel—nor did they bicker as such.  But if he was not with an Elorg crew, who then was he with?  Ra’thenn knew not.

Slowly, he forced open his swollen eyelids—but so bright were his surroundings that Ra’thenn had no choice but to immediately close them.  He waited a few moments and then tried again, this time keeping his sights low, far away from the bright sunlight that was shining overhead.

There was dirt.  It was carpeted with browning pine needles and appeared to be of low quality—filled with small stones and riddled with deposits of limestone.  Yellowing grass danced in the pine-scented breeze, along with numerous other shrubs and flowering bushes… And there, standing about ten meters away near the foot of a craggy, moss-covered tree stump, were two human females, both of them adorning Starfleet uniforms.

Ra’thenn’s heart immediately skipped a beat.  What was he doing with Starfleet officers?  He frantically searched his thoughts for some sort of answer, but he had absolutely no recollection of being captured by them…  In fact, he had only a vague recollection of the events that brought him to this forested world.

“So now what are we going to do?” demanded the angered female.  She wore a blue uniform, was of average build, and had short dark hair.

The other female was taller, and wore a yellow uniform.  Her silky blonde hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail that rested squarely upon her back.  “I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head.  “Ra’thenn still has some sort of transmitter on him.  I suppose we could try to modify that—assuming we can find it.”  She pulled out her tricorder.  “I’m still picking up the signal, but I can’t get a lock on its position.  It’s… around here somewhere.”

The dark-haired female threw her arms into the air.  “Oh, that’s helpful.”

The blonde frowned.  “If you hadn’t insisted we stay here for so long, we might have made it back to the shuttle before it vanished.”

“And Ra’thenn would be dead now!” said the dark-haired human, her anger exploding into an all-out bellow.  She hastily withdrew a medical tricorder from her belt and started to approach Ra’thenn’s position—but she stopped dead in her tracks the moment her eyes locked with Ra’thenn’s.  “He’s awake!”

The blonde quickly came up alongside her companion, phaser drawn—evidently she thought he posed some sort of threat, though Ra’thenn could not fathom what that threat might have been.  He could barely feel his legs, let alone fight the both of them in hand-to-hand combat.

“There is no need for weapons,” Ra’thenn whispered.  His voice sounded weak and raspy—but at least it was coherent.  “I am in no condition to fight you.”

Even so, the blonde’s grasp on her phaser did not waver for even a moment.  “Are you alone?” she sternly inquired, slowly treading the grassy, uneven hillside.

Ra’thenn shook his head.  “You tell me,” he calmly stated.  “I suspect I have been unconscious for quite some time.”

“You have been out-cold for quite some time,” confirmed the dark-haired woman.  “You were badly injured—was your ship under attack?”

The Cerebrate tried to nod his agreement, but the action seemed to stir is brain to the point of confusion.  He quickly rested his head upon the craggy birch and thusly resolved to speak without any supplemental gestures.  “My vessel was passing through this sector when five Adraxian destroyers dropped out of warp and attacked us without provocation.”

The blonde furrowed a curious brow.  “Adraxian?”

In his stupor, it took Ra’thenn a moment to realize that the Federation was not aware of the Adraxian Alliance.  “It is a small, but powerful regime that has had a longstanding conflict with the Breen,” Ra’thenn hastily explained.  “They do not frequently venture this far from their territory… so the attack came as a considerable surprise.

“I was struck by some falling debris as the tide turned against us.  I remember giving the order to abandon ship, but that course of action was apparently ill advised in this region of space.  After that, my memories become quite vague…  I am reasonably certain that my vessel was destroyed, but I do not know if there were any other survivors.”

“How did you get here?” asked the darker-haired woman.

Ra’thenn gave the question a moment’s thought, peering deep into his foggy mind—but the truth continued to elude him.  “I do not know.”

“Elorg warships are quite large.  They leave behind a lot of debris when they’re destroyed,” mused the blonde.  “I don’t recall seeing debris of any kind on sensors.”

“I cannot explain it,” said Ra’thenn.  Adraxian destroyers were powerful vessels, and given the unexpected nature of the attack, they were very easily able to cripple the Ven’dyr.  The debris should have been very near Midrian IV.  Of course, there was always the possibility that this was all some sort of elaborate ploy.  “I find it rather convenient that the two of you just happened to be passing through this region of space during my greatest moment of need—which just happened to be after a mysterious and highly unlikely assault on my starship.”

“We were returning to our starship when we picked up your distress signal,” said the blonde.  She had let her guard down a little bit—but the phaser in her hand could still be ready to fire at a moment’s notice.  “It’s our policy to help anyone in need.”

“Including your greatest nemesis?”

“Yes,” said the blonde without hesitation.  “That was never an issue.”

“A highly magnanimous stance,” mused Ra’thenn.  “Had our positions been reversed, it is likely you would have been left to perish on this world.  The needs of my divine existence supercede the lives of two insolent Starfleet officers.”

The blonde-haired woman forced a diplomatic smile to her face, though it was obvious Ra’thenn’s sentiment did not sit well with her.  “Well, I suppose we should be quite glad that our positions are not reversed.”

Ra’thenn could actually feel the muscles in his face beginning to for a smile.  “Our positions will be reversed soon enough,” he said.  “When my people come to retrieve me, you will either be left behind on this planet, or taken as prisoners of the Bloc.  Either way, you will soon be dead.”

Kendall Johnson’s mind was numb.  It had been a good three days since he had last taken a break from his machinations in the temporal science lab and at long last, his body was forcing him to stop working.  Hunger pangs rumbled ceaselessly in his empty stomach, his bladder was about ready to overflow, and so heavy were his eyelids, it took Herculean efforts to keep them open.

Additionally, Kendall knew he could use a shower.  He had been putting off that particular task for a few weeks now, and while his bodily odors were easy to ignore the first two weeks, the unpleasant smell was starting to become a little bothersome—as was the beard that had sprouted from the stubble upon his face.  In fact, Kendall suspected he looked and smelled so terrible that he couldn’t even risk walking through the corridors…

Thus, Kendall ambled over to the control station near the doors and instructed the computer to transport him directly to his quarters.  It hastily complied, and within a few seconds, a haze of shimmering blue light swept Kendall Johnson away.

When he materialized in his quarters a few moments later, he wasn’t certain where to start…  He was almost literally starving to death… but he was so incredibly tired that he was fairly certain he could get through a meal without falling asleep—but as the putrid air started to seep into his nostrils, Kendall suddenly knew what he had to do.  He wearily peeled away the smelly, sweaty uniform from his body and headed for the bathroom.

First he would bathe.

Then he would eat.

And finally, he would rest.

Erin Keller didn’t know if she believed Ra’thenn’s story or not.  There were certainly many facets of his tale that seemed plausible—she didn’t doubt the notion that the Breen had made enemies over the years—but there still many questions left unanswered.

Too many, in fact.

There had been no sign of debris in the Midrian System a few hours ago, when Keller last had a chance to scan for such things.  If Ra’thenn’s ship had been destroyed, there would have been debris.  Since there was no debris in evidence, Keller had to assume that Ra’thenn’s ship was still in action, perhaps hiding somewhere nearby.  Of course, the Adraxians might have vaporized all the debris, but that seemed a little obsessive.  Thus, Keller was left to ponder the many questions that loomed before her…

At first, Keller kept her wandering limited to the area right around Ra’thenn’s birch.  She wanted to keep a close eye on the man—but his constant babble about his divine existence prompted Keller to move further up the steep, forested hill.

Now that the heat of the day was beginning to fade with the golden sunlight, the planet’s myriad insects were beginning to appear.  There had been a number of little bugs flying around all afternoon, but now they were really starting to come out.  Keller plowed through countless swarms of little gnats before finally coming upon a grassy clearing near the top of the hill.

Dozens of little birds hopped through the expanse of pale red and yellow flowers that dotted the landscape.  There was a single, moss-covered tree near the far edge of the field, its gnarly roots clinging desperately to the ragged edge of the adjacent precipice.  Out of curiosity, Keller quickly wandered through the field to see what was below…

And much to her surprise, there was nothing.  Below that gnarly old tree was a vast expanse of roiling clouds…  Keller’s initially suspected that some sort of fog had rolled in, but when her tricorder detected precipitation falling, she knew that this was no fog.  But the planet’s odd weather patterns held Keller’s interest for only a few moments longer, for there was another curious pattern on her tricorder that demanded a little bit more of her attention.

Life signs.

“…I was under the impression this planet was not inhabited,” mused Keller to nobody in particular.  But sure enough, her tricorder indicated three humanoids beneath that deck of leaky clouds.  The readings were consistent with humanoids, but Keller couldn’t get anything more specific than that.

Nor would she have to.

“If you wish to live, do not move!”

Keller knew not who was speaking to her—it was definitely not Hartman or Ra’thenn—but the speaker was clearly not pleased with her presence.  Thus, Keller dropped her tricorder and very, very slowly stepped away from the precipice.

A pulse of blazing red light summarily streaked over her shoulder.  “What part of ‘don’t move’ did you not understand?”

She froze.  Could the Adraxians have come to retrieve Ra’thenn?  That was a distinct possibility—and since she was found very near the Cerebrate’s location, Keller knew that she would be associated with him by default.

“What are you doing on this planet?” demanded the voice.  Keller could hear the speaker drawing nearer, steadily tramping through the untamed grass.

“I was responding to a distress signal,” she stated.

“Yes,” said the voice, relaxing slightly.  “We found your shuttlecraft.  The Federation… it has been made aware of your situation.  The starship Midway will be here to retrieve you in twelve hours.  Assuming you last that long…”

“What?”  The confusion in Keller’s voice was evident.  “Who are you?”

“A friend,” said the voice.  The man now stood less than a meter from Keller’s position.  “And a foe.”

A friend, a foe, and quite an enigma.  Keller was tempted to turn around to face her friend, but she suspected that might have been a bad idea.  “Do I know you?”

“In a sense.”  He chuckled.  “We’ve never met.  But by the time this night is over, we will know each other very well, Erin Keller.”  And he grabbed her shoulder.

Startled by the utterance of her name, Keller didn’t think to move until it was too late.  By the time she started reaching for her phaser, her friend already had both of his meaty hands clamped around her biceps.  He very quickly forced her to the ground, threw her phaser aside… and then planted his muscular body atop hers.

Keller’s pulse began to pound.  She struggled for only a moment before realizing that her efforts were futile.  There was nothing she could do to overpower her adversary—and once she was subdued, he began to touch her…

His fingers gently caressed Erin’s face, dancing across her cheek, skittering over her lips and down her throat… and onto her breasts.  He paused for a moment, and then started to unfasten Erin’s uniform…

She tried to struggle—tried to get away from her attacker, but to no avail.  The man was bigger, stronger, and destined to violate her—and as the fading sunlight glinted upon his dark face, Erin Keller saw the face of her enemy.

It was a Phobian…

Chapter Three

Sarah Hartman didn’t frequently worry.  As an individual who tended to keep a realistic outlook on life, worry simply wasn’t in her nature.  She knew what might happen, and that was that…  There was very little she could do to change things.  But as the doctor stood in the shadows of the a rapidly darkening forest, she had to admit, she was growing slightly concerned.

“Perhaps your friend has abandoned you,” suggested Ra’thenn.  The Cerebrate’s condition had improved considerably over the past few hours—and while he was still in no condition for a rabid physical workout, he could definitely pose a threat to Hartman.  “She could sense her pending doom, and made some sort of attempt to hide in the wilderness.”

Hartman shot the Cerebrate an icy gaze.  “I doubt it.  Humanity is a bit more civilized than your own backwards culture.  We don’t abandon our comrades or eliminate them when it’s politically convenient.”

“That’s a bit hypocritical, don’t you think?”  The sentiment made Ra’thenn chuckle.  “I suppose three hundred thousand years of Elorg history does not count for much in your mind?”

It wasn’t uncommon for an empire to last centuries—or even a few millennia—but three hundred thousand years was a very long time.  The Elorg must have been doing something right… but Hartman wasn’t about to start a debate on Elorg politics.  She was more concerned about Commander Keller’s fate.  “Hartman to Keller,” she said, slapping her communicator.

No response.

Hartman tried again, but to no avail.  Keller was either unwilling or unable to answer her communicator.  “She couldn’t have gone far,” said Hartman.  She pulled the medical tricorder from her belt and began to scan the vicinity—but since this was a medical scanner, the results were somewhat underwhelming.

“If you are that concerned about your friend,” said Ra’thenn, “go and look for her.”

Hartman’s gaze shifted from the tricorder data to Ra’thenn.  “And leave you here unattended?”

“I won’t go anywhere…”

“I didn’t think you would,” Hartman replied.  “Your condition has improved greatly—but you’re far from recovered.  I need to be here at your side, just in case something goes wrong.”

“You humans baffle me,” Ra’thenn mused.  “I am the leader of a hated regime, yet you risk your lives to save mine.  That is unprecedented by Elorg standards.”

“Then perhaps you should take some time to learn about the cultures you’re hell-bent on destroying.”  Hartman began to wander into the woods hoping to get a better scanning radius, but she didn’t dare leave Ra’thenn’s side.  “It’s my opinion that all life is sacred.”

That certainly got a rise out of the Cerebrate.  “In the Elorg Bloc, I am sacred,” he proudly insisted.  “All other Elorg are lesser individuals.  That is why I believe I was transported to the surface, while all the others aboard my vessel were left to die.  They knew their lives were forfeit the moment mine was endangered.”

“Had you treated them as equals,” Hartman tersely interjected, “they might have survived.”

But Ra’thenn shook his head.  “They were not equals,” he insisted.

For all the years she had known him, Hartman had been under the impression that Alan Christopher had an over-inflated ego.  She was starting to have second thoughts about that…  “You’re just as mortal as any other Elorg,” she stated. 

“A fact that I am frequently reminded of,” said Ra’thenn with a sigh.  Hartman couldn’t know of exactly what the Cerebrate spoke, but she knew there had been an attempt on his life not too long ago.  Evidently, not all Elorg considered him divine.

“Have you ever considered lessening the role of your divinity in the Bloc’s political structure?” asked Hartman.  She now stood a good five meters away from Ra’thenn, and her tricorder still showed nothing unusual.

Ra’thenn, however, found Hartman’s suggestion highly unusual.  “All cerebrates have been considered divine since Cerebrate Xa’yen declared the chi-goehs false gods during the Great War with the Iconians.”

“Why did he do that?” asked Hartman.

“Because if they had been true gods, they would not have failed us so miserably.  They would have helped us to obliterate the Iconians and assert ourselves as a major galactic power!  But instead, they stood by and did nothing while millions of Elorg were slaughtered.”

Hartman paused.  “I thought all of your people were sealed into a subspace pocket?”

“The lucky ones,” said Ra’thenn.  “The war was waged in the infancy of our great empire—perhaps three hundred years after the foundation of the Bloc.  Na’zar had long ago passed into shadow, but An’tiir, the Cerebrate at the time, wanted to posthumously honor Na’zar’s life.

“For many years, there had been rumors of enigmatic demons of air and darkness visiting the worlds along our border.  An’tiir decided to investigate this threat, and before long, we had made contact with the Iconian Confederation.

“It immediately became obvious Iconians considered us a lesser species.  So we proved them wrong—until they started using their dimensional technology against us.  Instead of engaging us in space, with starships, they would simply appear in the ancient Elorg cities, raze them to the ground, and vanish into thin air before the military had a chance to respond.  The people on those planets died terrible deaths…

“After sixteen long and bloody years of conflict, the Elorg had amassed an armada powerful enough to launch an assault on Iconia—the Battle of Sorrows.  There were hundreds of thousands of ships involved, and they were all of them destroyed… but those sacrifices were not without cause, for the Iconians were a beaten race.  But in some final act of desperation, they took the remainder of their meager fleet and banished all true Elorg into a subspace realm.  There were some who managed to flee—you know now know them as the Breen—but for those who were unable to flee, all was lost.

“For two hundred thousand years, we were forced to rot in that subspace realm.  All the while, our territories in normal space became infested by Romulans and humans and any number of other species—and now that we have finally returned from our exile, we have no place to call home.”

It was certainly a touching tale, but Hartman could not deny the obvious facts.  “What about Kalidar?”

Ra’thenn shook his head.  “I do live on Kalidar,” he admitted.  “But that is not my home.  Until at least some of the ancient Bloc is restored, I have no home—and that is a terrible thing… A terrible thing…

“But it is an error I hope to rectify; one day, I hope to set foot upon Eredas with my children and tell them that at long last, they have a place where they belong.  A place called home…   Thus, eliminating your beloved Federation is paramount.”

As much as Hartman wanted to hear Ra’thenn plot the destruction of the Federation, her tricorder suddenly began spouting data that necessitated the end of the conversation.  “I’ve got a fix on Commander Keller’s communicator,” she gleaned from the little display.  “She’s near the top of the hill.”

But before Hartman could dart up the steep slope after Keller, she knew she had to deal with Ra’thenn.  She hastily retraced her steps to the foot of the giant birch and knelt down at the Cerebrate’s side.  “I’m not going to be gone for long,” she said, plucking the communicator from her chest and placing it into Ra’thenn’s clammy hand.  “If anything goes wrong, you can contact me with this.  I’ll pick up the signal with my tricorder.”

“And if I try to escape?”

“You won’t get far…”

And with that said, Hartman started her rapid ascent.  In the relative darkness, it was even more difficult to get her footing.  There were loose rocks all over the place, the limestone blended perfectly with the brownish dirt, and of course, she couldn’t see thing anything that might be lurking in the dark shadows.

Still, she forged ahead, tramping through the grassy terrain until finally she stood at the top of the hill.  There was no immediate sign of Erin Keller—but Hartman’s tricorder insisted the Commander was nearby.  So, using her tricorder as a guide, Hartman slowly navigated the moonlit field until she came upon a patch of visibly disturbed grass—and parts of Keller’s uniform, communicator included.

High Overseer Xi’Yor dutifully strode into the Great Hall to face the gathered Conclave of Overseers.  By now, most of the Overseers were well aware of Ra’thenn’s unfortunate situation, and had begun to speculate what might happen next.  Xi’Yor would not keep them guessing for very long.  He quickly assumed a position near the Elorg insignia emblazoned on the golden-bricked floor and turned to address the Conclave.

“We have recently confirmed that the Ven’dyr was destroyed in the Midrian System several hours ago,” said Xi’Yor, his voice utterly neutral.  “The Adraxians have claimed responsibility for the attack.”

“Were there any survivors?” asked one of the Overseers.  Xi’Yor did not recognize the voice, nor could he easily see the face—but the question rang through loud and clear.

“The Adraxians purloined all of the debris for analysis.  Those crewmembers not killed when the ship was destroyed have become prisoners.”  Xi’Yor was almost loath to mention the distress call from Midrian IV.  The Adraxians had done him no small favor by eliminating the Ven’dyr, and this was his perfect opportunity to rid himself of Ra’thenn.  Even if they wanted to, Xi’Yor’s critics couldn’t trace the incident back to him, simply because he had nothing to do with it…

But with Va’kyr constantly looming in the background—she was doing so even now, lurking in the shadowy fringes of the Great Hall—Xi’Yor knew that he couldn’t afford to show any ill-content toward the Cerebrate.  If there was a chance Ra’thenn was still alive on Midrian IV, Xi’Yor knew he would have to save his divine and beloved leader…

“There is evidence that Ra’thenn may have survived the attack,” said Xi’Yor, the words falling from his tongue like poison.  “I will be leading an expedition to the Midrian System to retrieve him—assuming he is still alive.”

The reaction to Xi’Yor’s statement was generally favorable, and the meeting went on for a few moments before the Conclave decided that enough had been accomplished for one day.  The Overseers quickly vacated the Great Hall, leaving Xi’Yor alone with his nemesis.

“Well met, Xi’Yor.  I almost found your words sincere.”  Va’kyr slowly emerged from the shadows, a wry smirk upon her ashen face.  “Almost.  You might have fooled the Conclave, but you cannot fool me.”

Xi’Yor chuckled.  “I don’t need to fool you, woman.  In my eyes, you are a nonentity.  Your opinions matter not.”

“They might not matter now,” conceded Va’kyr, “but when I assume power, my opinions will weigh heavily upon you, Xi’Yor.”

And that was where the Administrator was wrong.  “Unfortunately for you, Va’kyr, you won’t be assuming power.”

She grinned.  “That’s what you think.”  She quickly tapped a few buttons on her belt—and her visage subsequently flitted away, replaced by that a young man with whom Xi’Yor was not familiar.  He was likely a member of the Cortisan Enclave, hired by Va’kyr to keep the High Overseer away…

“A worthy effort,” mused Xi’Yor.  “But insufficient.  One way or another, I will prevail…”

Ra’thenn knew not what he would do with his new prisoners once the Elorg came to retrieve him—and they would be coming, there was no doubt about that… it was simply a matter of time.  But these two Starfleet officers—they would have to be dealt with.

As far as Ra’thenn was concerned, there were two options.  He could have his subordinates eliminate the humans, or he could take them back to Kalidar for further interrogation.  Since neither one of the humans appeared to be valuable hostages, the former of the two options seemed more plausible.  Even so, a couple of new prisoners would certainly appease Xi’Yor for a long while.

Suddenly, Ra’thenn could hear footfalls tramping through the grass.  He immediately suspected that Doctor Hartman was on her way back—after all, she indicated that she would not be gone for an extended period of time… But when Ra’thenn started to hear voices echoing in the night, his suspicions were immediately dispelled—those were men speaking…

For a moment, Ra’thenn thought about contacting Hartman—but he was fairly confident that there was little the Doctor could do in the first place.  While she did have a weapon, she would have been severely outnumbered.  Ra’thenn could identify at least four distinct voices, all of them harsh in tone.  The Doctor didn’t stand much of a chance against them…

Thus, Ra’thenn decided to keep quiet.  While the voices were indeed descending the hill, it didn’t sound like they were approaching his position.  They were a good ten or fifteen meters away, on a parallel path down the rocky hillside.

The group was loud—all of them were laughing about some sort of recent conquest.  In the pale moonlight, Ra’thenn could see shadowy figures wandering through the distant underbrush; it was difficult to ascertain their species, given both the darkness and the distance, but he was reasonably certain the aliens were not Adraxian.

They seemed too slender, and were definitely too loud.  Adraxians liked to boast about their conquests, but not with this much passion.  Additionally, this group seemed rather inebriated; their path through the forest was erratic, and their cries into the night made little sense.

“Mercenaries,” whispered Hartman as she came up alongside Ra’thenn.  “Three Orions, a Klingon, a Nausicaan, and a pair of Andorians.”

“What are they doing here?” asked Ra’thenn.

“They apparently use this planet as a staging area,” the Doctor quietly explained.  “According to Commander Keller’s tricorder, they just recently got back from a raid of some sort.  They beamed down to the surface less than an hour ago.”

“They came from Kovarus VII,” Ra’thenn quickly surmised.  Amidst the mercenaries’ incoherent cries into the night, he had heard several references to the planet.  Unfortunately, he knew nothing about the alien world, but it must have been worth visiting.  “So… where is your comrade?”

Hartman glanced at the mercenaries, now a bit further down the hill.  “She’s with them…”

Chapter Four

“What are you doing here, human?”  A tall, lanky Andorian gracelessly filled Erin Keller’s line of sight, the look upon his face stern, but not quite threatening.  “You are far away from the Federation, and there is no sign of your ship…”

“Could be a spy,” suggested one of the Orions.  “We should kill her now…”

The Andorian, however, was not fond of either suggestion.  He quickly raised a dismissive had to silence the Orion, and then turned his icy blue gaze back upon Keller.  “She’s too pretty to be a spy.  I would hate to kill someone so pretty…”

“What about that dancer?” asked the Orion, his tone patronizing.  “On Lissepia?”

The Andorian gritted his teeth.  “That was different,” he insisted.

“This one isn’t a dancer,” mused the burly Klingon.  He sat at the table in the center of the room, diligently sharpening his d’k’tahg’s bloodstained blade.

The Andorian ignored both the Klingon’s statements and the laughter that subsequently erupted.  Instead, he kept focused upon Erin Keller.  “Why are you here, human?”

Keller shook her head.  She was beginning to ask herself the same question… she had come to this stupid world with nothing but good intentions and what did it get her?   … …She didn’t even want to think about it.

“I just want to go home,” she said.

“This is your home,” chimed in the Orion.  “Your new home.  You’re one of us now.”

This time, the Andorian couldn’t ignore the outburst.  “What makes you think she’s sympathetic to our cause, Zalik?  Just because we found her here doesn’t mean she’s a defector—she could have simply fallen into our little trap.”

The Nausicaan grunted.  “So… where her ship?”

“I don’t know,” admitted the Andorian.

“Could be a spy,” reminded the Orion, Zalik.  “Sent here to infiltrate us.”

“She is not a spy,” came another voice.  Keller’s Andorian captor obstructed her view of this new speaker, but he sounded similar to Zalik… only his voice seemed to carry with it a bit more authority.  “In fact, I think I recognize her…”

The Andorian frowned.  “I’ve never seen her before, General.  Trust me, I’d remember a face as pretty as this one…”

Suddenly a tall Orion came into sight.  He had pale green skin and short gray hair and, unlike the others, who were dressed in raggedy old clothes, he wore a fairly impressive uniform.  “I am General Marth,” said the man as he approached Keller’s position.  “And I owe your Captain a favor.”

Keller paused, and for the first time since her arrival in this dank little chamber, she felt a faint glimmer of hope in her heart.  “You know Alan?”

He nodded.  “We met once before.  Late last years… along the Romulan Neutral Zone.  It was a fairly uninteresting meeting, but… it did just save your life.”

Keller assumed she was not present for Alan’s meeting with this General Marth, because she had no recollection of the man.  But considering recent events, her mind wasn’t exactly running at peak efficiency…  And with each second that passed, she couldn’t help but peer around the room in search of her attacker.  “There aren’t any Phobians in your group, are there?”

Marth arched a curious brow.  “Phobian?”  He chuckled.  “Unless your tactical officer has defected, I don’t think so.  Why do you ask?”

 Keller shook her head.  “No reason,” she lied.  She didn’t want to discuss her attack, especially with a bunch of strange men.  She just had to put it out of her mind and concentrate on getting back to the Starlight in one piece.  “The Midway,” she stated, suddenly recalling the Phobian’s words.  “Can you detect it on long-range sensors?”

Zalik slinked over to an archaic workstation in the corner of the room.  He brushed a thin layer of dust from the control interface and then brought up the sensor display.  Keller immediately saw a few little blips on the screen, but none of them looked like the Midway.  “The nearest Federation starship is the Berlin,” he stated.  “But there is a small raider approaching the Midrian System…”

“Regada’s ship?” asked the Klingon.

Zalik shook his head.  “I don’t recognize it.  If it’s Regada, he’s got himself a nice new ship since our last meeting.”

“It’s not Regada,” said Keller, even without knowing a thing about this Regada person.  In her gut, she knew who was coming.  “It’s an Adraxian ship—they’re enemies of the Breen and Elorg.”

The Nausicaan glanced up from his beverage.  “Why they come here?”  He grunted.  “Treasure is mine!”

Keller’s gaze shifted from the sensors, to the rather unintelligent Nausicaan, and then back to Marth.  “I’m not alone on this planet,” she stated.  “I was on my way back to the Starlight with one other, when we picked up a distress signal on an Elorg frequency.  Apparently there had been some sort of battle; the Adraxians decimated an Elorg warship.  There was but a single survivor; he beamed to the surface of Midrian IV before the warship was destroyed.  I can only assume the Adraxians are coming for him.”

“For one man?” asked Marth, his voice skeptical.

Since Keller wasn’t entirely certain she believed Marth’s story about his involvement with Alan, she was hesitant to reveal Ra’thenn’s identity.  But she had to give the man something.  “I believe this man is a fairly influential part of the Conclave of Overseers,” she stated.

“Where is he now?” asked Marth.

“In the forest with my companion,” said Keller.  “On the hill where your friends found me.”

Without so much as an ounce of hesitation, Marth pulled a hefty phaser from his belt.  “We may be strangers, you and I—and who knows, the next time we meet, it might be as adversaries—but dark will be the day that strangers stop helping each another in times of need.”

After a eating a decent meal for the first time in weeks, Kendall Johnson crawled into the warmth of his bed.  A deep, glorious sleep very quickly overcame the weary scientist, keeping his mind away from chronometric beacons and temporal manifolds for a good seventeen hours.

When the computer finally brought him from his slumber (it turned out he slept most of the day and the entire night, prompting the computer to wake Kendall at 0530 hours, the time he usually got up when he was not possessed by the temporal sciences), Kendall found himself feeling thoroughly refreshed…

And since he hadn’t partaken in any of his scheduled duties for quite some time, Kendall decided that this was the day to get his regular life back on track.  People were already starting to suspect something was amiss; it wasn’t uncommon for Kendall to spend a few days in the temporal science lab working on some new project, but never before had he gone a few weeks.

Not wanting the Captain to intervene, Kendall knew that he had to keep the rest of his affairs in order—even if it was a futile maneuver.  He knew that, in a few weeks, this entire reality—and the Captain—would be quite gone, replaced by something infinitely better…

Thus, Kendall went about his business.  He attended staff meetings, met with Commander Kerrigan in the science lab, and ran a few analyses of the Iconian station in the Pretorian Cluster… it all seemed utterly mundane compared to the great deeds that were to come, but Kendall knew that they were necessary evils.  

Once his duty shift ended, Kendall was very, very tempted to slink into the temporal science lab to make a few minor modifications to his new temporal shielding.  He was almost ready to test those shields, and he wanted them to work perfectly when the time came… But since this day was devoted to his mundane life of tragedy, Kendall decided to forego any additional work in the science lab.

He returned to his quarters, caught up on some of the more recent paleontology news—a new species of Archaeopteryx had been discovered back on Earth, among other things—had a quick bite to eat… and then decided that he might actually enjoy the company of humans tonight.

Kendall knew it had been far too long since he and Lucas Tompkins had done anything of consequence together.  In fact, since Tompkins’ promotion to first officer, the two had barely exchanged three words.  So a visit was long overdue.  He tapped his communicator.  “Computer,” he called, “locate Commander Tompkins.”

It took only a moment for the computer to process the command.  “Commander Tompkins is on deck seven, section three.”

Deck seven… section three.  Kendall knew those were crew quarters—some of the glitzier ones on the ship.  Dignitaries, such as Admiral and Ambassadors, tended to stay on deck seven, section three when they visited the ship.  But there weren’t any dignitaries aboard right now…  But Captain Christopher was aboard the ship, and he also lived on deck seven, section three.

First Christopher stole Erin away—and now, to add insult to injury, he was taking Lucas, too!  Kendall immediately clenched an angry jaw.  He tried to calm himself, but his blossoming rage blinded him to his better judgment.  He immediately stormed out of his quarters and headed to the temporal science lab.

The sooner his most secretive project came to fruition, the better…

Sarah Hartman had been ready to seek out Erin Keller for more than two hours—and since she strongly suspected that time was not on her side, Hartman knew that those two hours had just been wasted.  There was but a single problem keeping her from Keller—and that was the Cerebrate Ra’thenn.

“I have no reason to help you,” said the Cerebrate from the relative comfort of his birch.  The vast majority of his injuries were now healed, and though he was not operating at one hundred percent, he could certainly walk a bit—only he refused to do so.  “The fate of this woman is none of my concern.”

His attitude was certainly growing tiresome.  Had he not been the leader of the Elorg Bloc, Hartman would have put Ra’thenn in his place hours ago.  “Your fate really wasn’t my concern, either—but I saved your life anyway!”

“A tactical error on your behalf,” said Ra’thenn.  “While my death would have meant much chaos for the Federation, in the long run, the political turmoil it would have caused in the Elorg Bloc would have been far worse…  You should have allowed me to perish.”

Hartman shook her head.  “I couldn’t have done that?”

“Why not?”

“I might not be perfect,” said Hartman, and the sentiment very quickly made her chuckle.  “Hell, I’m far from perfect,” she appended, “but in my heart, I know that I’m a decent human being.  I couldn’t have lived with myself if I just let you die.  It is my job to heal the sick and injured, enemy or not.”

The confusion that fell upon Ra’thenn’s face was obvious.  “Not more than four months ago, my people were directly responsible for an attack on Earth that killed two million of your people—yet you sit here and tell me that you would save my life… or the life of any lowly underling under my command?” 

“I did save your life,” Hartman tersely reminded.  “And I would do it again.”

This line of thought utterly baffled the Cerebrate.  His jaw was even starting to drop.  “Why?”

Hartman shook her head, refusing to answer.  “If I have to explain to you why I choose to save someone’s life, your probably don’t have the capacity to understand my reasoning in the first place.”

And while Ra’thenn didn’t understand compassion, he certainly knew an insult when he heard one.  His nostrils immediately flared with anger—and he was very quickly on his feet to meet the challenge.  “Your species is doomed to extinction,” he loudly insisted.  “And it will be at my hand!  You are a weak and pathetic people—”

“No!” Hartman interjected—and she didn’t run from Ra’thenn.  Instead, she approached him.  “Your species might have the ships and technologies necessary to destroy the Federation… but in the long run, none of that will really matter—because your species is the weaker one. You are pathetic, Ra’thenn.  You disgust me.”

His vivid orange eyes flared with rage.  “What?”

And Hartman’s communicator suddenly chirped.  “Keller to Hartman!”

Surprised by the summons, Hartman briefly lost her train of thought.  Since she had Keller’s communicator, she wasn’t exactly expecting to be contacted.  “Where are you, Commander?”

“I’m in a nearby cave,” said Keller.  “And I’m safe—relatively speaking.  The Adraxians are on their way back, and I’m fairly confident they’re coming for our prisoner.  I’ll meet you at the bottom of the hill in five minutes.”

“See you then.”  Hartman summarily tapped her communicator to deactivate it.  She didn’t exactly know what Keller had in mind to stop the Adraxians, but knowing Keller, there was some sort of contingency plan in place.  Thus, Hartman had no qualms about heading for the bottom of the hill.  Ra’thenn was probably a different story. 

Thus far, Ra’thenn had said nothing.  In fact, he didn’t even move.  He just stood there, peering into the shadowy forest.  His mind was probably still reeling from the harsh insults Hartman had delivered a few moments ago.

“I don’t know what the Adraxians will do to you before they kill you,” said Hartman.  “But the fact that they’re coming back is a pretty good indicator that they do want you dead.  Hell, they’ll probably kill me, too.  And Keller. We’ve never before faced these aliens in battle—we don’t know any of their tactics or capabilities… they’ll probably slaughter us in a couple of minutes.  So if you want everyone to die, you’re more than welcome to stay here… 

“However, if you want to live to see that homeworld of yours… we’re going to have to put aside our differences and work together.  It’s the only way…”

After only a moment of consideration, Ra’thenn’s eyes narrowed to slits.  Hartman knew not what thoughts were flitting through the Cerebrate’s mind, but as he started his trek down the mountain, it became obvious that he had made up his mind…

Chapter Five

“The Adraxians are not wise warriors,” said Ra’thenn as he paced before his impromptu army at the base of the rugged hillside…  It was perhaps the most pathetic he had ever seen—and army of weak humans, drunken mercenaries, and savage undesirables.  Had they been facing a worthy adversary, like the Elorg, this group would not have stood a chance.  But in the wake of their victory over the Ven’dyr, the Adraxians were overconfident—and that would be their downfall.

“According to the sensor data, they have sent but a single raider to eliminate me.  If they were smart, the enemy would simply fire a volley of quantum torpedoes at the surface—but since they undoubtedly wish to question me further, they will beam to the surface and attempt to apprehend me.

“The raider is perhaps the weakest class of Adraxian vessel.  Not only that, it can accommodate no more than twelve individuals.”

“Then it should be a fair fight,” said the well-dressed Orion, a man by the name of Marth.

Ra’thenn was not so certain.  “They may not be the most intelligent group of people, but the Adraxians are certainly formidable fighters.  They will come at us with no apparent strategy—but they will not yield until the battle has reached its conclusion.”  His gaze immediately shifted to Doctor Hartman.  “If you do not terminate them,” he said, “they will terminate you.  Do not think yourself immune simply because you wear a fancy uniform.”

By Erin Keller’s estimate, they had about five minutes to kill before the Adraxians were in transporter range—five minutes before all hell broke loose—and since Ra’thenn seemed to have concluded his little speech, Keller decided it was finally time to properly reunite with Hartman.

The Doctor stood beside a hunk of craggy limestone that jutted out of the terrain at an odd angle.  On any other day, Keller might have been interested in studying the interesting rock formation—but the past twenty-four hours had certainly dulled her scientific curiosity.  “I’m sorry you didn’t get to study your data on the plague…”

Hartman wearily glanced up from her phaser—which was clearly set to kill.  “That’s okay,” she calmly stated.  “A little fresh air is good every now and then—and sunlight is an excellent source of vitamin D.  I’ll have plenty of time to study the plague when we get back to the Starlight.  If we get back to the Starlight.”

“We will,” said Keller—but only because it was the expected response.  Admittedly, she wasn’t feeling very optimistic anymore—but to her apparent consternation, she couldn’t find the words to convey her malaise.  She desperately wanted to tell someone about her encounter with the Phobian…  But at the same time, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.  She didn’t want anyone to know that she had been violated; she just wanted to take all those feelings and somehow get rid of them…

…And the battlefield was the perfect place…

A streak of sizzling yellow light suddenly soared through the air, plowing through the dense underbrush before dissipating in the grassy terrain.  A few singed leaves subsequently fluttered to the ground, but the forest was otherwise unscathed.

Deep in the heart of the forest, glittering yellow transporter beams swirled about the crisp air, depositing several shadowy figures upon the battlefield.  They were tall and bulky, with pale yellow skin, long snouts and tails, and a mangled shock of white hair upon their heads. From this distance, they seemed vaguely reptilian… but it was difficult to tell, especially with the streaks of phaser fire coming from the forest.

Many of the mercenaries had already stormed onto the battlefield, weapons ablaze, but Marth was lingering behind, simply watching events unfold from a distance.  He was clearly trying to get a feel for the Adraxians’ tactics, but much as Ra’thenn had indicated, there were none.  The aliens were simply firing their way through the forest without little regard for their surroundings.

Moving as quickly as the rugged terrain would allow, Keller slinked into the angry forest in search of a target—and there were plenty to choose from.  Most of the twelve Adraxians were present; those who weren’t engaged in physical combat with the Andorians or the Klingon (the Nausicaan was already lying on the ground with a large hole in his chest) were readily working to pick off the other combatants from afar.

Keller easily disposed of one of the more trigger-happy aliens.  As her phaser beam struck his shoulder, he grunted in pain, lost his footing on the unforgiving terrain, and then began to tumble down the hillside.

But he wasn’t dead.  To the contrary, he bolted back to his feet and charged, his beady little eyes fixed upon Erin Keller. The Adraxian hastily fired three blasts in her direction.  The first soared way overhead, the second one grazed a nearby oak, and the third clipped Keller’s left arm.  Her skin briefly tingled with pain, and a little bit of blood spurted from the wound—but it still appeared mostly superficial.  Not wanting to acquire a more serious wound, Keller quickly lunged at her Adraxian aggressor, driving her petite body into the alien’s barrel chest until they both tumbled into the yellowing grass.  

The two struggled for several moments, but with a gaping wound in his shoulder, the Adraxian’s resistance quotient was relatively low, and Keller eventually overpowered the offender, freeing her up to deal with another foe…

Nearby, Sarah Hartman had her own problems to deal with.  Amidst the frenzied battle, she managed to strike one of the Adraxians will a well-placed phaser beam to the back.  The yellow-skinned alien very quickly fell, dead even before he hit the ground—but his death did not go unnoticed.  Another nearby Adraxian immediately took it upon himself to avenge his comrade’s death.

Moving with incredible haste, the bulky alien charged down the hill, headed directly for Hartman.  She quickly fired a few shots at the Adraxian, but all of them missed, striking instead the distant hillside—and then, before she knew what hit her, Hartman was on the ground, aimlessly tumbling down the steep, rocky terrain in tandem with her alien attacker.

Hartman immediately took this diversion as an opportunity to strike back.  Mustering all her strength, she coiled her legs and forcefully drove them into the Adraxian’s chest—but the action only served to anger the alien, and shove Hartman further down the hillside…  She rolled over a few pointy rocks before coming to a painful stop in the midst of a large, thorny bush.

The alien followed, immediately driving his fist through the thorns and into Hartman’s jaw—a combination that very quickly sent waves of pain surging through the Doctor’s body.  Desperate to escape, she tried to kick the Adraxian yet again—hoping the second time was a charm—but her boot was caught in the brambles.  There was enough force in her action to free her foot, but by the time it reached the alien’s face, it barely fazed him.

The Adraxian swung again, this time striking Hartman’s shoulder.  The blow wasn’t nearly as painful as the first—adrenaline was definitely starting to kick in—and while the alien withdrew his fist, Hartman was able scramble through the spiky brambles and back onto open terrain… only to slip on a rock and plunge further down the steep hillside.

The alien was right there behind her, phaser in hand.  He fired a few seemingly random shots down the slope before Hartman could feel one of them graze her left leg.  She ignored the pain and scrambled back to her feet, hoping to draw her own phaser to dispose of that damn Adraxian once and for all—but her phaser was gone!

 So she had to improvise.  Without even thinking, she grabbed a hefty stone from the ground and hurled it at the approaching alien.  He struck him in the skull with a satisfying CRACK, spewing gobs of thick orange blood into the air… But it didn’t stop him.

The Adraxian’s right eye had been gorged out of the socket and a big chunk of his large snout was missing—but still he forged ahead, oblivious to the blood cascading down his face.

Hartman looked around on the ground for another rock to hurl, but this time she saw only pebbles… Not nearly enough to fell this foe…

But then, out of nowhere, a flash of purple light surged across the battlefield—slicing into the Adraxian’s thick neck.  He immediately dropped to the ground, joined by his head a few moments later. 

It was then that Ra’thenn chose to appear.  He stepped out from behind a craggy old tree and flashed the Doctor a wan smile—but before he could utter a single word, Hartman saw countless pillars of purple light shimmering in the forest.  

The Elorg had arrived.

Given the sheer number of Elorg suddenly in the fray, Hartman knew that the battle was over.  The few remaining Adraxians would be slain in a matter of seconds—and Hartman suspected that she, too, would die.  But Ra’thenn made no immediately effort to kill her. 

Instead, he closed the small distance between the two of them and said, “Thank you.”

The sentiment caught Hartman off guard.  “For what?” she demanded.

His vivid orange eyes widened.  “If I must explain to you my reasons, Doctor, then I suspect you don’t have the capacity to understand my reasoning in the first place.”  And then, every last ounce of warmth in the Cerebrate’s face vanished.  In the blink of an eye, he reverted to the cold, calculating man that he frequently proclaimed himself to be.  “When next we meet, Doctor, it will be as adversaries.  Do not allow yourself to believe that you have somehow managed to curry my favor.  If anything, my resolve to restore the Elorg Bloc to its former glory has been strengthened…”

And then, in one effortless movement, Ra’thenn tapped a few commands into his weapon, took aim upon Hartman, and fired.  The Doctor didn’t even have a chance to defend herself; the ragged violet beam plowed into her chest.  She staggered back a few steps and then collapsed…

Ra’thenn watched as the Doctor’s body slowly began to tumble down the steep, grassy hillside.  For reasons unknown, he decided not to eliminate the Doctor.  Perhaps, in the back of his mind, he felt he owed her a debt of gratitude?  It was a ridiculous notion, but… he had endured a lot in recent days; lapses in judgment were undoubtedly a side-affect.  Once an Elorg medic properly treated his many wounds, Ra’thenn knew that his condition would improve drastically.

Or so he hoped…

Satisfied that the battle with the Adraxians had concluded, Ra’thenn turned on his heel to meet up with his brethren.  Many of them were visible in the forest up ahead—it appeared that some had been injured.  

“The Adraxians were able to terminate one of our protectors,” said Xi’Yor, his stern voice echoing throughout the forest.  Moments later, he fell into step alongside the Cerebrate, and in tandem, they headed for the injured soldiers up ahead.  “There were several other injuries, but they were minor.”

Ra’thenn said nothing.  After all, he cared not for his subordinates…  …But the humans, who were a decidedly lower species… they could care for their subordinates.  They had no qualms about forging new alliances… they… they were a lesser species. 

They forged alliances because they could not stand on their own.  They lacked the greatness of the Elorg Bloc!

Ra’thenn turned to Xi’Yor.  “We must return to Kalidar with due haste,” he said, drilling a fierce gaze into the High Overseer’s skull.  “I have grown tired of this world.”

“The Conclave was deeply concerned about you, Cerebrate,” said Xi’Yor, his voice borderline genuine.  “As was I.”

Ra’thenn arched a curious brow.  Despite the relative sincerity of Xi’Yor’s voice, Ra’thenn found the sentiment highly unlikely.  “I know you too well, Xi’Yor.  My mission to seize the Starlight has ended in failure…  The Ven’dyr was destroyed, hundreds of your best men were eliminated.  It is certain you are not pleased with that outcome.”

Xi’Yor nodded.  “We will have words.  Later.”

“Why not terminate me now?” asked Ra’thenn.  He knew that would be the eventual outcome of any future conversation with Xi’Yor. 

“Terminating you… that does not suit my interests, Cerebrate.”  He paused for a thoughtful moment as they approached the troops.  “At least not at the moment.”

Xi’Yor was certainly acting strangely—and Ra’thenn couldn’t even begin to imagine why…

• • •

PERSONAL LOG, STARDATE 76265.5: Doctor Hartman and I have secured passage back to the Starlight aboard General Marth’s ship.  Extensive sensor sweeps of the region failed to produce our shuttlecraft… I can only assume that it was abducted by a passing Phobian vessel—which has also failed to turn up on sensors.  I can’t even begin to imagine what they might want with a Federation shuttlecraft, but after the past few days… …

And that was it.

Erin Keller couldn’t bring herself to finish her log entry.  Her mind just seemed to stop whenever her thoughts lingered too long upon the Phobians.  As much as she wanted to forget about that incident atop the hillside, she just couldn’t do it—and there, sitting across the room, was Sarah Hartman, utterly open to conversation… Utterly open to helping her begin the healing process…  But Erin just couldn’t do it.

And so they sat.

The seconds ticked away into minutes.  Minutes blurred into hours… and the silence continued—until finally, Hartman chose to open her mouth.

“Do you think we got through to him?” she asked, speaking of Ra’thenn.

Erin wasn’t entirely certain.  The entire time he was conscious, Ra’thenn spoke of little else than the superiority of the Elorg Bloc—but then, at the very end, he let go the very prisoners he had committed himself to killing, knowing that they could easily escape aboard Marth’s vessel.  “I think we might have given him some insights into human nature,” Keller decided.  “I very much doubt he’s going to stop and take all of that into consideration the next time he plans an attack… but I guess if even a little bit of that sticks with him, then we succeeded on some level.  I guess we’ll know soon enough…”

Hartman readily nodded her agreement.  “It seems to me that, at his core, Ra’thenn is an honorable man.  Granted, he might be excessively brutal at times, but he’s not Xi’Yor.  I think, in the long run, even a shred of success might go a long way.”

Keller wasn’t so certain, but she wasn’t about to trust her instincts at this critical moment in her life.  That attack… it had skewed her thoughts, sending them into a far darker realm that she was normally accustomed.  Thus, her instincts could no longer be trusted.  “I didn’t really get to talk with him too much,” she stated.

Hartman shrugged.  “Once he stopped being a divinity, he seemed like a decent man, with hopes and dreams just like anyone else.”

“I have always liked to believe there is some good in everybody,” replied Keller.  Only now, she wasn’t so sure… and evidently, that doubt had crept into her voice.

“But?” Hartman glanced up at Keller.

She shook her head.  “It’s nothing I want to talk about right now…”

“Is this about Alan?”

“No,” said Keller, shaking her head.  She had almost forgotten about all of the troubles still lingering on the home front.  “This is something else entirely.  I’ve just been having a really bad couple of weeks, that’s all.”

“I hope I haven’t contributed to that.”  Hartman rose from her chair and, perhaps for the very first time, seated herself beside Erin Keller as a friend.  “I realize I’m not the most pleasant person in the universe, and that we’ve had our disagreements—you’re too chirpy, I’m too rude, this, that, some other shit…

“But you have to realize, I’m not very good at making friends.  When I was younger, my parents always seemed to place their careers ahead of my needs, so after living on twelve different starships in six years, I wound up on a remote region of Ka’Tula Prime with my Uncle Andrew.  Yeah, I made a few friends here and there—like Alan and his sister—but for the most part, I was a loner.  And I guess I always will be…  So you’ll have to forgive me for… the past five years…”

Keller actually allowed herself to chuckle.  “We’ve been forging strange alliances all day,” she mused.  “I believe there’s room for one more.”
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