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PROLOGUE

Once, before the universe was conquered by darkness, forces of nature stormed the uncluttered canvas in a pervasive shower of light.  They danced in the limitless firmament of creation, dreaming up what was to be.  They expanded and distorted, swirling about the mysterious nether until one final reaction set them loose.

The forces of nature, with all their might, exploded in one giant bang.  Billions of newfound particles were unleashed into the firmament, swirling about in the mysterious new void.  Guided by the forces of nature, they learned to join and collect, and in the wake of the grand event, the universe was born.

But in the wake of creation was destruction.  The new universe gave way to giants in the sky.  In acts of avarice, the giants gave themselves names.  They fought over lines on maps in the futile effort to prove their nature was superior to another’s.  And death ensued.

The giants would fight for ages, until finally, both sides were demolished.  A giant chasm opened in the fabric of the universe, leading to the dark realm of subspace, where no lightness could reach.  In the cataclysmic battle that ensued, one of the giants was forced inside the chasm, never to return.  While the infernal darkness of subspace claimed the giant called the Elorg, their nemesis did not reap victory.  Instead, they vanished into the night, never to be seen again.

And the universe prevailed.

For ages, the universe would remain silent, basking in the relative tranquility that had fallen upon it.  It would whether endless border skirmishes, bloody massacres and treacherous wars, but in the end, the giants would remain silent, until the grasps of darkness lost their hold on the Elorg, and breached the delicate tranquility of the universe.

Chaos had arrived.

It swirled eternally, a streaming gateway between the realms of light and dark, nestled in a quiet corner of the Alteran Expanse.  Occluded in the delicate violet haze that was the expanse, the rift, as it had been designated, held the guise of light.  Its tranquil, muted hues of pink and magenta spinning aimlessly around the vortex heralded no immediate sense of danger.

But danger takes on many forms.

Situated very near the vortex were two massive vessels, and one tiny scout ship.  Together, they huddled around the gateway to ensure its longevity, and to greet a third vessel whose faintest outline was barely visible at such a distance.  But it was there nonetheless, and others would follow…

The data feed suddenly turned to a wild cacophony of dancing monochromatic static.  The show was over.  Slowly, Admiral T’Lari reached for the control pad located at the edge of the conference table and terminated the feed.  In an instant, the static was gone.  T’Lari sighed and turned to the assembly of Admirals and Federation Ambassadors assembled around the table.

“That is the first of an unknown number of Elorg warships that will be emerging from the rift within the next few days,” she said flatly.

“With each ship comes a newfound supply of supplies, troops and weapons,” added Admiral Grayson.

“Even with our new allies in the Rutanian Order, we cannot hope to defeat more than ten Elorg Warships without suffering an extensive death toll,” T’Lari added somberly.

When she had accepted the position in the Kilka Sector, T’Lari was hoping for a nice, quiet streak in her hectic career.  And for the first few years, that aspect had been fulfilled.  Now, T’Lari found herself in the thick of the Federation’s greatest crisis since the Dominion War.

“It has to stop,” said Val, the Andorian Ambassador.

T’Lari nodded adamantly.  It was her duty to make sure the Kilka Sector was safe, and ever since Talyere had submitted his report several weeks earlier, T’Lari committed both herself and her staff to making sure that no harm was done.  

“Our efforts to find something of use in Talyere’s report did not go well,” she admitted.  “There is an entire goldmine of priceless data in it.  Should the need ever arise to infiltrate Elorg space, or to bake morag pie, we will be adequately prepared.  Unfortunately, we were hard pressed to find a viable solution to our current crisis that could be exacted in a limited amount of time.”

T’Lari watched as the group’s already low morale jumped down yet another notch.  She tried to ignore it, but the sense of impending doom never had a very wide berth, and it was always a collective mannerism.  T’Lari knew those looks would be with her each and every night until the crisis was resolved—one way or another.

Even so, she was not convinced the Elorg were invulnerable.  There was a way to beat this deadly foe.  All they needed to do was find it. 

ONE

Erin Keller didn’t normally work past the end of her duty shift unless it was absolutely necessary.  The added hours made her tired and detracted from her charm and wit.  The detraction from her charm and wit mired her exuberant persona, and the next day, she considered herself a veritable demon (though the rest of the crew insisted she was just saying this to get out of working late).

Despite those facts, Keller sometimes deemed it necessary to make her presence known beyond the set parameters of her shift.  Tonight was one of those rare moments.

What had started as a reluctant few extra minutes helping Kendall Johnson in the science lab quickly turned into a several minutes.  Minutes passed into hours, and now Keller realized that, aside from Kendall and herself, the lab was devoid of any Starfleet personnel.

The lights had dimmed somewhat to indicate the night shift had commenced, but the numerous panels in the science lab allowed it to maintain a reasonable illumination.

They were configuring the computer to run an inversed tachyon scan of the Alteran Expanse to search for a way to seal the Elorg rift.  Given the relative infrequency such a scan was needed, the computer required extensive reconfiguration, hence the extended hours.  But finally, after an undetermined number of extra hours, Keller could see the light at the end of the tunnel.  The gravimetric distortion sensors had been recalibrated, the graviton polarity generators were nearly at full capacity and the field distortion amplifiers indicated their readiness to emit the designated pulse.

“This is it.  I think we’re ready,” Erin said quietly, feeling compelled to whisper given the time of night.

Kendall looked up from his station and yawned.  “Good,” he mumbled.  “This has been one long night.”

Keller nodded.  “That it has, little buddy.”  Finally, she realized her own eyelids had weights pulling on them, and her body had begun to shut down for the night.  But not her mind.  “I’m transferring power from the anodyne relays to the lateral sensor array,” she said. 

“Good,” said Kendall.  “The deflector is fully charged.  We can begin at any time.”

“Oh, by all means,” said Erin.  “I’ll let you have that honor…”

Kendall forced a tired grin before delving back into his computer terminal.  He fiddled with the controls for several seconds before locking eyes with Erin once more.  “Here we go.”

He lifted his index finger and plunged it into the control panel.  Moments later, the computer bleeped, and Erin’s own station indicated the Starlight was happily emitting an inversed tachyon pulse and relaying their findings to her station.  Their long and arduous hours of work had paid off.  “We’re already getting a ton of data,” she said.  “But most of it is electromagnetic garbage.”

Kendall groaned.  “Someone’s going to have to stay here and monitor it, otherwise we’ll end up with tons of it in the morning.  It’ll take days to sort through.”

Erin’s heart suddenly sank as she realized the evening was just beginning for one of them.  And it would be a very long night… sifting through sensor data at twilight was among the most monotonous tasks in the known universe, and Erin would hate to condemn Kendall to an entire night of it.

“I’ll stay,” she decided.  “I’m running the night shift tomorrow anyways.  I don’t have to get up at the crack of dawn.”

“It’s my project,” Kendall retorted.  “You’ve been working fourteen straight hours.  Go to bed.”

Erin nodded.  “I insist.  My brother sent me a new copy of Romulan and Juliet this morning and there’s no better time to sift through it than in the midst of a tragic sensor sweep.”

Kendall raised an eyebrow. “‘Romulan and Juliet?’”

She grinned.  “It’s a classic, don’t you know?”

He nodded quaintly.  “Oh, I’m sure it is.”

“I’ll loan it out to you when I’m finished, if you want.  It’s a hell of a read.”  She grinned and stared at Kendall’s disbelieving face.  Apparently he wasn’t convinced.  “Fine.  We’ll both stay.”

He shrugged.  “Fine.”  He folded his arms and turned back to his work at the computer station before him.  

After spending several minutes pecking away at the controls, he finally stopped and simply stared at the sensor data streaming by on the screen.  Erin did the same thing, and as the silence settled in, rapidly began to regret her decision to stay.

“So…” she said, dwelling on the word for several seconds as she sifted through her vast array of random thoughts for a valid piece of conversation.  She touched upon several things she found interesting, but wasn’t sure if Kendall would be comfortable discussing them.  So Erin settled upon the very next thing that came to mind.  “What do you think of the Usarians getting admitted into the Federation?  I think it’s a load of shit.”

Kendall grinned at her colorful language and then gazed back at her.  “So do I,” he said after a moment.  “The only reason they were selected was because of the cormaline deposits on Usari IV.”

Erin scoffed.  “Like we don’t have enough cormaline.  I mean, the deposits in the Ohniaka System are big enough to supply the Federation for the next three hundred years.”

“Long term thinking, perhaps?”

Erin shrugged.  “I suppose,” she allowed, but before she could counter the statement, a sensor alarm suddenly blared on the workstation.  Keller could see the problem from her seat.  “The field distortion amplifiers have depolarized.”

She rose from her seat and leaned over the large station to access the necessary controls.  But she hadn’t realized Kendall had simultaneously performed the same maneuver, and by the time she looked up, his face was only a few centimeters away from her own.

Suddenly, the sounds of the sensor alarm seemed inconsequential as Kendall’s large green eyes locked with Erin’s.  She felt a burning inside her body, and a warm tingling sensation in her stomach.  Her heart palpitated as he glared deeper into her eyes until finally Erin could feel his gentle breaths upon her delicate skin.

They drew closer… 

And closer…

Erin closed her eyes as she anticipated what was to come…

“The time is zero five hundred hours.”

Keller blinked her eyes open and snapped away from Kendall’s face upon hearing the computer’s sudden announcement.  The last time she had checked, it was only nearing midnight, and Erin was absolutely certain that five hours had not elapsed. 

“The time is zero five hundred hours, and ten seconds.”

And then it struck her…

Keller bolted upright in bed.  Her heart was racing and her adrenaline was definitely flowing.  It was at that point when Keller realized she had not stayed late in the science lab… there was no inversed tachyon beam, and Kendall Johnson was not about to… she didn’t even want to think about it.

And with that very notion, Keller rose from her bed, intent on dismissing the dream as she had so many others, and moving on with her daily routine.  It was after all, just a dream.

As she passed by the foot of her cozy bed, Erin ran her fingers through Cleo’s soft, fluffy fur.  The action elicited a gravelly, pathetic meow and a big kitten stretch that beckoned additional attention.

Erin attempted to move away, but Cleo meowed again and reasserted his flop.  Erin sighed and returned to the kitten’s side, gently stroking Cleo’s belly until his gentle pose snapped into rebellion, and Erin found a set of teeth firmly implanted into her arm.  Hastily, she snapped away and watched as Cleo scrambled to his paws and stormed off the bed in a fury of speed, only to return a moment later, survey the situation, and take off in the other direction.

Erin smiled and once again rose from her bed.  She slowly strolled into her closet and plucked one of her many uniforms from its hangar before heading toward waste extraction to begin her day.

After her visit to the sonic shower and a bit of additional floor play with Cleo, Erin grabbed her uniform’s overcoat and strolled into the corridor in search of the mess hall.  She arrived a moment later and quickly migrated toward the replicator.

“Hot chocolate,” she ordered.

Moments later, it magically appeared on the replicator’s basin.  She grabbed the steaming mug and strolled over to her usual spot with Neelar and Bator.

“You’re late,” Bator announced smugly.

“And you are not fully dressed,” added Neelar.

Keller threw her coat on the back of the chair and plopped down in her seat.  “We’re not on duty yet, Neelar.  As far as I’m concerned, getting this far was a miracle.”

“Rough night?” asked Bator coyly.

She sighed.  “Not in the terms you’re suggesting.  But rough nonetheless.”  Slowly, Erin reached for her mug and took a swallow of the sultry beverage.  As it traveled toward her stomach, Erin smiled and quickly surveyed the room around her.  And almost instantly, her eyes fell upon Rachael Meyer.

The counselor was seated alone at one of the tables near the window, brooding into a half-empty cup of coffee.  Erin frowned.  “I wonder why Rachael is all by her lonesome?”

Both Neelar and Bator shrugged.  “She has done that every morning,” noted the Bolian.  “Maybe she enjoys her solitude?”

It was possible, but Erin wasn’t too sure.  Unfortunately, she didn’t know Meyer well enough to make the call for herself.  And then Erin realized that was where the problem lied.  “Or maybe she doesn’t know that she’s welcome.

“I mean, we talk with her because it’s her job to listen.  She’s helped make sick bay a tolerable place.  She’s set up a working counseling office, and is the sole reason we survived the Incubus infection.  But have we even considered stopping in just to say ‘thanks?’  I know I haven’t.”

Drayge nodded.  “Nor have I.”

Had this been any other morning, had Keller had any other dream last night, this small fact probably would have gone unnoticed, as it had for the past several months.  But not today.  Erin felt she needed to talk to someone about the dream…  And while Bator and Neelar would listen, Erin didn’t feel comfortable talking to them about it… But Rachael was a counselor, and aside from that, she was a fellow woman.

Slowly, Erin rose from her chair.  “Excuse me, boys,” she said before wandering over to Meyer’s table.

Almost immediately, Rachael noticed Erin’s shadow looming over the table, and craned her neck to see the newfound company.  Erin smiled and sat down on the edge of the chair beside Rachael.  “Hey,” she said softly.

Rachael nodded.  “Commander,” she said quaintly.  “What can I do for you?”

Erin searched her mind for something meaningful to say, but by this point, her mind was so heavily concentrated on her dream, that she was lacking most of her deep-down talks.  “Join us,” she said simply, motioning toward her table.

Rachael suddenly cracked a smile.  “I wasn’t sure if I was welcome,” she admitted.

Erin placed a warm hand on Rachael’s shoulder.  “You were always welcome.  In any relationship, even friendship, communication, is the most important factor.  Our lines must have been malfunctioning.”

“That is perfectly understandable,” said Rachael.  She cupped her hands around her coffee mug and slowly started to rise in sync with Erin.  

“Speaking of relationships…” Erin stopped and turned to Rachael.  Her eyes were wide with curiosity, urging Erin to go on.  So she did.  “I had… a dream about Kendall last night.”

Rachael’s eyes suddenly widened.  “What kind of dream?”

Erin nervously played with her hands as she attempted to explain the myriad feelings pulsing through her body.  “The kind that’s not easy to talk about,” she said.

“I see,” whispered Rachael.  “Those are the best kind.  What happened?”

“It was late.  We were reconfiguring the computer to run an inversed tachyon scan of the Alteran Expanse… and before I knew it, we were nearly…”

Rachael smiled.  “And now you’re giddy beyond belief and don’t know what to think, right?”

Erin considered the description for a moment before declaring it a valid one with a simple nod of her head.  “I just keep replaying the last few moments in my head over and over.”

“Have you ever had these feelings about Kendall surface before?  Say, when you were awake, or when he was around?”

“No,” said Erin bluntly.  “Before this morning, I never really noticed him.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about,” said Rachael.  “Most of the time, dreams like that don’t indicate love or even lust.  It simply means you two are good friends—and nothing more.”

Erin stared at Rachael quizzically.  “Really?”

“Would I lie about something like this?”

“I hope not.”  Erin took the final few steps back to the table and plucked her overcoat from the back of her chair.  Folding it over her arm, she turned to her three companions and gazed at the door.  “We’d better get going,” she proclaimed.  “You know how the Captain likes to start the meeting five minutes early.”

“Tell me about it,” Rachael scoffed.  “Back on the Discovery, I understand he’d start some ten minutes early.  Though that’s mere speculation.  I wasn’t important enough to be invited back then.”

Erin sighed.  “If you’ve noticed, you’re not missing out on too much,” she mused.  “Let’s go.”

The moment she entered the conference lounge, Erin could sense this was the day she had been dreading.  The day Alan had spoken of in her quarters several days prior.   The day the Elorg came.

Christopher was sitting quietly at the head of the table, his eyes glued to a communiqué from Starfleet.  He looked up only for a moment, during which, he smiled sullenly at Erin and the others before turning back to the padd.  

Harrison sat beside the Captain, doing what Erin considered to be his most useful skill: nothing.  She avoided direct eye contact with the executive officer and sat down in her customary seat far from the dreaded Commander.

Talyere sat opposite Commander Harrison.  While it was not unusual for their Elorg guest to attend the daily meetings, his normally pleasant demeanor was nonexistent, and his brilliant orange eyes were somewhat muted.  Furthermore, he breathed heavily and looked somewhat nervous, as if there was trouble around the corner—much as Erin had suspected.

As she sat down, Erin quickly noticed Kendall and Lucas sitting relatively near Harrison.  Kendall cast her a pleasant gaze, but trapped in conversation with Lucas, he said nothing, and quickly turned his full attention back to the chief engineer.

Doctor Hartman sat across from the duo.  Her arms were folded and her face bore a less than pleasant glower.  The fact that she had even bothered to attend indicated that Christopher was going to drop a huge bombshell this morning, as Hartman rarely showed up for the monotonous daily meetings.

As her own companions settled in around her, Erin straightened out her uniform’s overcoat and aligned her comm badge so that it sat perfectly level.  As she neared completion, Christopher began to speak.

“This is it, people,” he said flatly.  He tossed his padd aside and gently tapped a few buttons on the control panel in front of him. 

Seconds later, the monitor on the wall flickered to life with the now dreaded sight of the Alteran Expanse and the Elorg rift.  Erin had seen this sight on countless occasions, but this time, it was different.  Instead of two Elorg warships and one tiny science vessel, there were four warships, five destroyers and one tiny science vessel.  And upon closer inspection, a fourth warship was visible inside the swirling rift, with several more destroyers waiting in the wings.  After a moment, the playback froze, and reset to the beginning, starting the loop over again.

“There are thirteen Elorg ships in the Alteran Expanse,” said Christopher.  He terminated the playback and changed it to a simple tactical overview of the Kilka Sector.  “More are emerging,” he added, indicated by several flashing triangles near the rift.

Harrison slowly rose from his seat and approached the display.  “They’re setting up a defense perimeter around the rift,” he said, pointing to a semi-circular region around the rift.  “At this point, it’s probably impossible to attack the rift directly without taking heavy losses.”

“In excess of ninety percent,” Talyere said quietly. 

As of yet, Erin had been unable to find any good news in the situation at hand.  She shifted uncomfortably in her chair and after a brief moment of silence, her eyes fell upon Lucas.

“Does Starfleet have anything in mind to stop them?” inquired the chief engineer.  “We sure as hell don’t.”

To Keller’s consternation, Christopher shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he said.  “I’ve been in contact with Admiral T’Lari.  She was hinting at some sort of plan, but nothing concrete.  Besides, I suspect a message like that is not something you’d want to communicate over a comm channel—even a secure one.”

“My people would probably be able to decrypt the message, despite your security protocols,” Talyere added.  

“So whatever the good Admiral has in mind, will remain shrouded in mystery until she arrives with the Windcress tomorrow.”

“Do we have that long?” Bator inquired.

“My people are patient,” said Talyere.  “They will not move against the Federation until they have enough vessels to keep the rift fortified while they attack.”

“Are you sure?” Bator pressed.

“They have waited 200,000 years to emerge from subspace.  Undoubtedly, they will wait a few additional weeks in the name of victory.”

Christopher drummed his fingers on the tabletop.  “There you have it,” he said.  “In the meantime, I want tactical updates every two hours, Bator.  Lucas, the engines need to be running at peak efficiency.  We might need to jump to transwarp in a moment’s notice.  Erin, Kendall: I want you two to conduct constant sensor sweeps of the Expanse—watch those Elorg like a Banerian hawk.  If a crisis arises, I want to be ready in a nanosecond.  Dismissed.”

As everyone around her made a rapid retreat, Erin stayed in place and marveled at her assignment.  Of all the times to work with Kendall, it had to be now…  She sighed and slowly strolled toward the bridge.

Only moments after the meeting’s conclusion, Bator was at the tactical station making his first tactical analysis.  For the most part, the computer could compile and analyze the tactical data Christopher was requesting.  Bator would need only to see that the data was accurate, and make suggestions as to possible courses of action.  In all, it would take some fifteen minutes of his time to complete.

On the surface, that made his assignment seem to be rather light.  But that was an assignment in addition to the ones he already had—the first and foremost being the state of the weapons array.  Phasers, quantum torpedoes, shields… it was all tactical, and it all needed to be performing flawlessly should a battle with the Elorg erupt.  And just to ensure that they were, Bator would run complete diagnostics on each of their respective systems.

With ten phaser banks and two quantum torpedo launchers to inspect, Bator knew he had his work cut out for him.  It would take the better part of two days to completely test everything, but with T’Lari arriving tomorrow, and the Elorg arriving whenever they darn well pleased, Bator knew the sooner the task was completed, the better.

Lucas Tompkins liked to see main engineering abuzz with activity.  Only, he did not like the reason why.  According to his analyses, the Starlight’s engines were running at ninety-two percent efficiency.  While that was well within Starfleet’s tolerance levels, it was the general consensus among most Starfleet engineers that anything less than ninety-five percent was unacceptable.  

But with the added burden of a transwarp drive, maintaining such a highly level of excellence had become a Herculean task.  Not that Tompkins would ever speak badly about the transwarp drive (he helped design it), but it was a monster when it came energy consumption and efficiency.  

Because of that, Tompkins had allowed for ninety-two percent efficiency levels on the Starlight.  A few seconds of lag were inconsequential when traveling at the extreme velocities of transwarp.  But, given the current crisis, Tompkins decided that it was now necessary to raise their standards.  Given the Elorg’s superior transwarp systems, Tompkins knew if they needed to depart in a hurry, those extra seconds would hurt.

But Tompkins had extreme confidence in his team.  If anyone could do the impossible, it was them…

Under normal emergency situations, Christopher found himself unable to remain seated in the command chair.  As a result, he often found himself pacing about behind Ensign Drayge’s station.  But given the extended nature of this emergency, Christopher noted that his continued lurking behind the young Ensign’s shoulder would eventually grow tiresome, not only for Neelar, but for Christopher, too.

And so, Christopher decided to retreat to the comforts of his ready room.  Though the situation was still dire, he, at the very least, found he was able to remain seated for an extended period of time.  But to do that, Christopher soon discovered that he needed to be emerged in activity in order to endure.

Given the fact he had little else to do, Christopher pulled up the now classified report of the Elorg provided by Talyere and began to study it all over again.  He would indulge each and every detail until it was a part of him—he was determined not to let a single one of those details slip by until the Elorg were defeated.

When the door chimed.

“Come in,” he beckoned.

Moments later, the doors parted, and Rachael Meyer strolled inside the Ready Room.  Christopher allowed himself a brief smile before closing his reading material, and giving his full attention to Meyer.

“How are our preparations going?” she inquired.

Christopher sighed.  “They’re going,” he replied.  “And they’re going well, I might add.  But for some reason, that doesn’t quite put my weary mind at ease.  I didn’t expect to be this nervous.”

Meyer smiled quaintly and slid into the chair before Christopher’s desk.  “I can see why,” she said.  “This is our first major test.  Starfleet will be watching what we do in the coming days, you in particular, to make sure their decision to give you this command was a sound one.”

“I hate tests,” Christopher muttered.

Meyer shifted in her chair.  “Tests are the universe’s way of reinforcing that which we should already know.”

“Well, this is one test that I could live without.  If we fail, the Elorg crisis will have undoubtedly grown worse, and we’ll look bad in Starfleet’s eyes.  But if we ace it, and the situation is resolved, they’ll pull us from active duty and we could very likely find ourselves enjoying the penal colony in New Zealand.”

“Isn’t that a comforting thought?” Meyer quipped.

“Not exactly.  Hopefully Starfleet will show some sort of gratitude for stopping this invasion.  I mean, this is a good crew, Rachael.  I’d say there’s virtually no chance of a mutiny…  I get along with my first officer, and after a little shuttle crash, my operations officer.  I like it here.”

“So do I,” Meyer concurred. “But I suggest before we worry about being allowed to come back, that we find a reason to leave first…”

“Agreed.”  Christopher smiled, realizing that he was getting ahead of himself.  For the time being, they would not be getting reassigned, so such thoughts were a little out of line.  But even so, Christopher knew, one way or another, the situation would have to come to an end…

 “Harrison to Christopher.  Captain Brantley is hailing us.  She says it’s urgent.”

Christopher suddenly emerged from his thoughts, and turned his attention to his communicator.  “I’m on my way,” he chimed before quickly bolting from his seat.

Captain Angela Brantley was not known for simply dropping a line to chat, so Christopher knew something was about to happen, and chances were, he wasn’t going to like it.  

With Meyer following directly behind him, Christopher marched from his ready room onto the bridge and assumed a position just behind Ensign Drayge.  Brantley was already on screen, and the look on her face confirmed the Captain’s fears: trouble.

“We’ve just intercepted an encoded Elorg transmission,” said Brantley.  “It took a little bit of work, but we were able to decipher the message.”

“And?”

A sensor alert at tactical cut Brantley off before she could even begin to respond.  Christopher hastily turned his back to the viewscreen and stared at Bator.  “What is it?” he demanded.

“Three Elorg Destroyers have just broken formation,” reported the Phobian.  “They are on an intercept course.”

Christopher suddenly felt his stomach flutter, and his racing heart jump into his throat.  Slowly, he turned back to Brantley.

“That would be the message,” she said.

“They’re testing the water,” Harrison chimed in.  “Seeing if it’s safe.”

Christopher turned to his first officer.  “Let’s make sure they know it’s not…”

TWO

With the Captain’s intentions very clear, Commander Harrison made due haste to execute the next logical course of action.  “Shields up, red alert!” he called out.

In an instant, the bridge dimmed down to alert levels, and the red alert klaxon began sounding in the background.  Harrison took in a deep breath and retreated to his chair in preparation for the coming onslaught.

Christopher performed a similar maneuver.  “Mr. Bator, lock phasers and quantum torpedoes,” he called out during his own retreat.

Moments later, three Elorg Destroyers appeared on the view screen.  Harrison’s heart pounded at the sight, and suddenly realized that this was no longer a simple waiting game.  The Starlight was posted in the Kilka Sector for a reason—and this was it.

“Target locked,” said Bator.

Christopher glared intently at the viewscreen as several other vessels, including a Rutanian ship, soared into sight, already showing the Elorg their teeth.  The Captain licked his lips before giving the order to join them by way of a simple, “Fire!”

With the Oregon following closely behind in formation, the Starlight hastily pushed foreword toward the Destroyers as the rest of the Federation starships withdrew from the line of fire and fell back to reacquire the target.  

They had all concentrated their fire on the Destroyer in the middle, and given the flickering lights and the warp plasma trail it left behind, the first wave of terror put forth a considerable amount of damage.  Even so, there was a fully functional vessel on either side, who clearly did not have any reservations against using their own weapons.

Both the Starlight and the Oregon maintained formation as they dodged the Elorg’s phaser blasts and began to lay down their own weapons fire.  The first volley of crashed into the middle ship’s shields with little more than a rampant flickering of their shields, but with a little perseverance, their second pass yielded a more explosive result.

“Their shields are down to twenty-one percent,” Bator reported as the pocked and beaten vessel attempted to mount some sort of counterstrike.

Christopher knew that given the chance, the Elorg would destroy them.  So to ensure that didn’t happen, he wouldn’t give them one.  “Reacquire the target and fire!”

“Aye.”

Christopher wanted to close his eyes and pretend none of the events around him were happening, but as the blazing blue shades of the quantum torpedoes crashed into the vessel’s hull, Christopher knew his eyes would remain open.  Flames lashed out of the hull, mainly plasma fires at first, but as the Oregon joined in the assault, those flames were rapidly outnumbered by the billowing plumes of fire that Christopher recognized as a warp core breech. 

But there was no time for celebration, for Christopher knew that two other Destroyers still lurked outside in search of a target…

“The remaining two vessels are coming around for another assault!”

Once again, Angela Brantley was amazed by her first officer, Commander Markson’s observational skills.  She would have preferred some sort of status report or tactical analysis, but given the speed at which the destroyers were approaching, she would not have time to demand such an inquiry.

“Lock weapons,” Brantley called out instead.  “Attack pattern epsilon-three!”

In their previous passes, they had had the luxury of keeping formation with the Starlight to maximize the efficiency of their assault.  But with the destroyers moving so quickly, there was no time to coordinate their attack.  Brantley simply hung on to the arms of her chair as the starfield veered, indicating they were moving out of harms way.

Moments later, phaser fire erupted on the view screen as a Galaxy-class starship pounded the Elorg Destroyers.  Even so, that did not deter the lethal attackers.  The Oregon swerved once more, bringing them behind their ally, but out of nowhere, one of the Destroyers suddenly loomed dead ahead, spouting flames and drive plasma.

“Hard about, Lieutenant!” Brantley called out to her helmsman, but she already knew it was too late.  

The stars were nothing more than falling streaks of light as the Oregon tried to pull out of harm’s way.  But they were too close to the Elorg Destroyer to make such an evasive maneuver.  Quietly, Brantley grasped the arms of her command chair.

“Brace for impact!” Markson called out upon seeing the Captain’s maneuvers.

Wise words.

Moments later, the ship jerked violently as they collided with the Destroyer.  Debris from both vessels cluttered the view screen before being lost in a sea of roiling flames.  The lights went out in a constant shower of sparks.  Plasma conduits exploded, spewing white gas rampantly throughout the bridge.  Bulkheads collapsed, towering flames erupted and a thick, soupy smoke filled the bridge.

“Warning,” the computer toned a moment later.  “Hull breech on decks one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight and nine.”

Though she couldn’t see it, Brantley was not going to argue with the computer.  If there was a hull breech as cataclysmic as the computer claimed, it didn’t matter where it was, the ship was already a lost cause.  Given that, Brantley knew she had to give the order every Starfleet Captain dreaded:  “All hands, abandon ship!”

The deck plates shuttered ominously as the evacuation klaxon sounded throughout the remains of the ship.  Brantley didn’t want to know how much of a ship she had left, but given the tremors, she was losing more of it with each passing moment.  

And so, without any additional hesitation, Brantley took one last look around the bridge.  Seeing the others were waiting for her at the exit, she stormed off toward the escape pods.

Christopher looked on in horror as the Oregon performed its dying swan dance.  The Elorg Destroyer that it had collided with had exploded almost immediately after impact, but to Starfleet’s credit, the Steamrunner-class vessel remained in tact for quite sometime.  Albeit, the majority of the saucer section was missing, the nacelle pylons were showing visible hull fractures and the almost every square centimeter of the remaining hull was covered in ash, the ship remained.

But to his relief, escape pods started shooting out from the smoldering hulk, and made due haste to get away from their mother ship before the tiny sparks shooting from the hull grew into something more cataclysmic.  Which it did.  Shortly after the last pod cleared the blast range, a massive fury of fire blew out the warp core and enveloped the remainder of the ship.  When the cloud departed, only a conglomeration of debris floated in its place.  The Oregon was destroyed, with no hope of being salvaged.

“The other Destroyer is retreating,” Bator called out after a moment of silence to remember the Oregon.

Christopher sighed.  “Stand down from red alert.  Erin, tractor in the Oregon survivors.”

“We won,” said Harrison.

Christopher nodded slowly.  “But at what cost?”

Overseer Xi'Yor ascetically presided over his bridge crew.  For the most part, they performed satisfactorily.  Then again, he personally terminated those who did not, so all that remained were those he deemed worthy enough to serve on the Inkhezi.

Several hours had passed since Xi'Yor had unveiled his plot to test the Federation’s defenses.  The crew had responded favorably to it, as had the Cerebrate and the Conclave of Overseers back on the City Ship, which was still several months away from reaching the Beta Quadrant.

By now, the battle should have commenced and even concluded.  Phlegmatically, Xi'Yor shifted in his opulent command chair peered at Nafar’s backside.  “What is the status of Destroyer fleet?” he demanded.

Nafar quickly accessed his controls, gleaned the necessary data, and turned to Xi'Yor.  “The battle has terminated,” he said.  “One vessel is returning.”

Xi'Yor frowned.  “One?”

“Yes, Overseer, one vessel.”

“What happened to the other two?”  he snapped.

Nafar was visibly troubled as he reported the next bit of data.  “They were destroyed by the Federation fleet.”

Xi'Yor sighed.  He had allowed for the loss of one vessel in his calculations.  After all, he had dispatched Destroyers to probe the Federation’s defenses, not Warships.  They were less of a match for Starfleet, and as a result, loss was inevitable.  But two ships, and the third limping home was not acceptable under any circumstances.

“The entire Federation armada they engaged was destroyed, then?” Xi'Yor inquired.  The loss would only be excusable in this instance, though Xi'Yor would make absolutely certain the survivors were disciplined for allowing the losses in the first place.

But to his chagrin, Nafar did not appear any less concerned.  “The Federation fleet remains,” said the Underling.  “One vessel was destroyed, three damaged.”

Xi'Yor shifted in his chair once more as a rage began to boil in his blood.  Now the loss could not be excused under any circumstances.  “That tactical grid was designated level 2,” he said evenly.  “Our task force should have summarily annihilated them!”

 “Regrettably, they did not,” said Nafar quietly.

“Indeed, that is regrettable.”  Xi'Yor took in several deep breaths in an attempt to calm himself down, but the more he thought of the loss, the more enraged he became.  “We have underestimated them,” he decided.  “They must have enhanced their defenses.”

“According to our data, the majority of their fleet remains unable to penetrate the verteron radiation caused by the rift,” reported Nafar.  “Once the vessels with that capability are destroyed, the Federation will be unable to hinder our advances throughout most of the Kilka Sector.”

Xi'Yor grinned.  “Then we should endeavor to eradicate the vessels able to enter the zone,” he decided.  “How many starships are in that fleet?”

Nafar glanced at his sensors.  “Fourteen Federation starships, three of which are heavily damaged, and eight Rutanian Heavy Cruisers.”

Xi'Yor carefully calculated the number of ships needed to eradicate a force of twenty-two starships.  Seeing that they were able to repel three Destroyers, Xi'Yor was forced to assume they had some sort of unknown tactical advantage.

During their first encounter some five months prior, the Federation had a fleet of eleven starships destroy three Warships by way of ramming.  Since that time, their fleet slowly grew to a number of ships larger than Xi'Yor’s.  Should they revert to the ramming tactic once more, nothing could be done.  

Even so, they used that tactic as a last resort.  As long as Xi'Yor’s fleet could destroy or cripple several ships before they grew desperate, his plan could succeed—and given his superior firepower, Xi'Yor felt confident at he had a chance.

And so, with that in mind, he reached a conclusion.  “We will need five Warships and five Destroyers,” he said.  “The remaining vessels will guard the rift.”

“Very well,” said Nafar.  “When shall we depart?”

Xi'Yor smiled coyly.  “Soon.”

Erin Keller had been running sensor sweeps all day.  And for a while, she thought she had been doing a decent job.  Though the Captain didn’t say anything, Keller knew her duties were lacking when Captain Brantley’s crew was able to intercept and decrypt an Elorg communiqué without Keller even knowing.

Hence, in the hours following the battle, Erin had migrated down to the science lab to work with Kendall Johnson on making the Starlight’s sensors the epitome of scanner sensitivity.

But as she strolled into the science lab, Erin had to admit she was more than a little nervous about her entry, and thoughts of her dream instantly surfaced as she saw Kendall seated at the master controls in the center of the room.  But he didn’t need to know.  Erin decided to take the necessary measures to proceed as usual.

“Hey, Kendall,” she said.  It sounded awkward and contrived, but it Erin knew it was her customary greeting.  Delivered in her usual cheerful tone, Kendall didn’t seem to suspect a thing as he glanced up from his work.

“Hi, Erin,” he said quietly before quickly delving back into his work.

She sat down at the station across from his and waited for several moments for him to continue the conversation.  “Fine, thank you,” she chirped when he did not.

He stopped and looked back up, briefly locking eyes with her before darting away.  “How are you?” he asked tranquilly.

She grinned.  “Quite well.  How are you?”

“Not too bad,” he admitted.  “I take it you’re here to work on the sensors?”

“You take it right,” she said.  She quickly tapped on the controls and brought up a diagram on both her screen and Kendall’s.  “I was thinking we could use an axionic energy stream to enhance scanner sensitivity.”

Kendall inspected her proposal for several moments with deep scrutiny.  “I think this could work,” he admitted.  “We’d have to reroute the wide angle EM scanners through the bio-neural gel paks’ axionic power divisions, and then patch it through the subspace field distortion amplifiers.”

Keller nodded.  “You took the words right from my mouth,” she mused.  “But I was thinking we could use the lateral sensor array’s amplifiers, not the main deflector’s.”

Kendall frowned.  “Wouldn’t the lateral sensor array’s range be inferior to the main deflector?”

“Not if we boosted the amplitude of the carrier waves through the deflector.  Then we’d get the distance and the resolution I want,” explained Keller.

He quickly ran a few simulations in his mind before reaching a decision.  “Okay.  Do you want to reroute the electromagnetic scanners or do you want to recalibrate the subspace field distortion amplifiers?”

Erin sighed.  “I’ll reroute the EM scanners if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t.”

“Good.”

With that said, both hastily went about on their respective projects.  Erin happily tinkered with the EM scanners for several minutes before she realized a dreadful silence had fallen between the two of them.  Simultaneously, Erin was reminded of a similar silence in her dream—and her way of dispelling it.

“So, what do you think about the Usarian’s entry into the Federation?” she inquired.

Kendall looked up from his work.  “I suppose it’s all right.  They’re a nice people, but aside from the cormaline deposits on Usari IV, I don’t see what they have to offer.”

Erin scoffed.  “Like we don’t have enough cormaline.  I mean, the deposits in the Ohniaka System are big enough to supply the Federation for the next three hundred years.”

“Long term thinking, perhaps?”

Erin shrugged.  “I suppose,” she allowed, but before she could counter the statement, a sensor alarm suddenly blared on the workstation.  Keller could see the problem from her seat.  “The electromagnetic scanners aren’t aligning properly.”

She rose from her seat and leaned over the large station to access the necessary controls.  As she did so, Erin felt the eeriest sense of déjà vu.  Things were unfolding exactly as her dream had foreseen.

Hesitantly, she looked up from her station, half expecting to see Kendall only centimeters away from her face.  He was not.  Once more, his head was buried deep in his work, hardly giving Erin the time of day.

Rachael had been right. There was no attraction between them… With that established, Erin expelled a sigh of relief and quietly went about her business.

THREE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72335.7: As the prospects of an Elorg invasion grow with each passing hour, Admiral T’Lari has arrived to divulge the Federation’s approved course of action.

Meanwhile, there has been little Elorg activity in the wake of the battle that resulted in the destruction of the Oregon.  I have offered Captain Brantley and her crew refuge on the Starlight until Starfleet can find them a new home.  

As she strolled into the conference lounge, Admiral T’Lari smiled candidly, as if her visit heralded nothing of any importance.  Then again, if Starfleet had as much luck as the Starlight’s crew in finding a solution, T’Lari’s visit could very well herald nothing of importance.  But Christopher assured himself that was not the case—had that been the case, T’Lari would not have traveled all the way from Earth to say it.

And so, as Christopher, Talyere, Brantley and Captain Jeremy Talbot seated themselves around the Admiral, he had the distinct feeling that they would be accomplishing something in the minutes to come.

“Captain Brantley,” said T’Lari quietly once they were all situated.  “I was sorry to hear about the loss of the Oregon.  She was a fine ship.”

Brantley nodded her concurrence.  “That she was.  She went before her time.  Though we were able to salvage several EPS conduits, a magniton scanner and microfusion flux coupler from the debris.”

“Which we were honored to inherit,” added Christopher a moment later.

T’Lari smiled.  “Don’t worry, Captain.  I’ll get you a new ship.  I don’t know when, and I don’t know how, but I will.  That’s a promise.”

Brantley smiled.  “Thank you.”

“In the mean time, I understand Captain Christopher has offered to shelter your crew?”

“I have,” said Christopher.

T’Lari nodded.  “Keep as many on board as you’d like.  The rest we can transfer to Starbase 241 until I can get Captain Brantley another command.”

Brantley smiled cautiously.  “And what, exactly, will I be doing?  The Starlight can’t have two Captains… and neither can the Starbase.”

Christopher hastily took in a deep sigh.  Somehow, he recognized that statement as the bridge between the two topics.  Slowly, T’Lari produced a small padd and placed it neatly before her on the shiny surface of the conference room table.

“For now, Captain, you will remain on the Starlight,” said T’Lari.

Suddenly, Christopher did not like where the conversation was turning.  It was highly unlikely for a vessel to have two Captains.  And so, he was forced to assume the worst: Command of the Starlight was being transferred to Captain Brantley…

But to Christopher’s relief, those were not the words that came from the Admiral’s mouth.  Instead, it was something quite different.  Even so, Christopher was equally disturbed.

“Thanks to the extreme accuracy of Mr. Rosat’s intelligence report on his people, we believe we may have found a weakness in their vessels that we can exploit,” said T’Lari, motioning kindly in the direction of Talyere.

The Elorg smiled modestly and tossed an appreciative gaze toward Christopher before assuming his usual stoicism when his fifteen seconds of fame had passed.  Christopher returned the smile, and then turned back to T’Lari.

 “What sort of weakness are we looking at?” inquired Talbot.

T’Lari pointed at her padd.  “We have discovered an inert component in the Elorg’s transwarp manifold,” she said.  “An interplexing keryon node.”

Talyere’s vibrant orange eyes instantly widened.  “Inert for a reason,” he said.  “Keryon particles were used to power the transwarp drives in our warships 200,000 years ago.  Unfortunately, soon after the Iconians sealed us inside the subspace pocket, we realized that keryon particles were not stable in subspace.  They had to be replaced with a new infusion matrix.”

“But the nodes remained,” T’Lari continued.  “And if we can activate every node on a vessel at the same time, those keryon particles would grow unstable in normal space…”

“And the vessel would be destroyed,” Brantley finished.  “We would need to produce a high yield keryon beam to perform such a task.”

“That’s a good idea,” said Talbot, “But we don’t have the technology to do it.  When the USS Zurich attempted to fire a keryon beam six years ago, the explosion caused a cascade reaction in the warp core’s injection valves—”

“Causing a warp core breech, yes I know,” T’Lari finished.  “And three years before that, the Klingon Outpost Graa’dakh was crippled in a similar accident.”

“And I need not bring up the Phoenix Project,” said Christopher a moment later.  While he had not heard of the previous two examples, his own hit quite close to home, given the effects it had on both Commanders Harrison and Keller.

The general consensus was he need not continue.  They had thoroughly established that keryons were a dangerous particle to tangle with, and it would be pointless to rehash the goings on during the Phoenix Project.

“Have there been any more recent attempts to experiment with keryon beams?” Talyere inquired, realizing that none of the events the others had described had occurred within the past five years.

T’Lari looked at her padd.  “The last attempt was on stardate 69943.8 aboard the USS Archon.  They had to scrap the attempt because of a massive ion storm.”

 “That was almost three years ago,” said Brantley.  “There have been a lot of advances in particle beam technology since then,” she said.  “And I have done a lot of study in that field,” she continued.

“Which is why I want you on this mission,” explained T’Lari.  “If we are going to do this, I want it done right.  We won’t have any second chances.”

Christopher cringed.  “Admiral, some of my crew members may have a problem with this plan.  Both my executive officer and chief of operations were involved with the Phoenix Project… and neither one speak very fondly of it.”

T’Lari stared at Christopher blankly.  “Apprise them of the situation.  Inform them they must either live with it, or be dismissed.  Otherwise, they might not live at all.”

Rachael Meyer’s appointment book was never full.  Not that she minded.  It gave her time to continue her studies of medicine so she could better assist Doctor Hartman in sickbay.  It gave her time to attend staff meetings and keep herself active in the ship’s affairs.  And it also allowed for her to accept ‘drop in’ appointments.

At first, her patients only made appointments to visit.  Most of them still did.  But Meyer could distinctly put her finger on two crewmembers who did not know the meaning of the word ‘appointment.’  

Kendall Johnson was one of them, the one who started the trend.  Johnson showed up often to discuss his latest traumatic encounter with Commander Keller.  Time after time, Meyer would give him the same advice, which he would take into consideration, but never act upon.

Ironically, her second impromptu guest was none other than Erin Keller, who would arrive and speak, of all things, about Kendall Johnson.  Only her conversations with Keller indicated extreme heartbreak for Johnson, Meyer couldn’t help but wonder what these two obsessive individuals did before the ship had a counselor.

And, much as Meyer had come to expect, every time her door chimed when there was no appointment scheduled, one of those two stood behind the doors.  This time it was Erin.  As Rachael beckoned her inside, Erin instantly grinned and took a seat on the edge of the couch.

“You were right,” exclaimed Keller.

“Of course I was,” said Meyer.

“I was working with Kendall in the science lab earlier, and things started playing out just like in my dream… but when the sensor alert went off, I went to answer it, but Kendall didn’t!”

Rachael smiled quaintly.  “I told you there wasn’t anything to worry about.”

Erin nodded accordingly, but said nothing.  For a long while, it seemed as if she would drop the subject, but after an additional few seconds of cogitation, Erin brought up the side of the conversation Rachael had been dreading.

“You know,” she started off foggily, “I did catch him staring at me when he thought I wasn’t looking.  I’ve seen it before too, but I just dismissed it as a casual glance.  You don’t think… Kendall is attracted to me, do you?”

Rachael gulped.  Of course she knew the answer, but given her doctor-patient confidentiality, she could not divulge it.  Even so, she couldn’t hide behind that, because if she did, Erin would know immediately.  Quickly, she decided evasion we her best tactic.  “I don’t think you want me to answer that,” she said evasively.

Erin frowned.  “Yes I do.”

Again, Rachael sighed.  “Perhaps I should rephrase that: I don’t think Kendall would want me to answer that.”

“Yes he would.”

As Erin’s continued perseverance pecked away at her escape routes, Rachael found herself rapidly driving their conversation into the wall.  She forced a smile onto her face and looked Erin directly in the eye.  “Erin, perhaps this is a matter you need to explore on your own,” she suggested.

Erin opened her mouth in protest, but no words came out.  Instead, she pulled in a deep breath and hastily expelled it.  “Maybe you’re right.  I was just trying to help.”

“Well you weren’t,” Meyer quipped.  She silently let out a sigh of relief as the disaster was averted—even though Erin probably suspected Kendall’s feelings now more than ever.  

Rachael slowly began to relax, even going so far as to sit back in her chair in hopes that she might be able to continue this conversation with Erin on a more platonic level.  Despite her tenure on the Starlight, Rachael found, much as Erin had pointed out earlier, that she had not been included in the ship’s myriad social circles.  But Erin had made the bold first steps into what Rachael was hoping could be the foundation of her first solid friendship on the Starlight.

But the sudden sounding of the door chime immediately shattered her hopes of building upon that foundation.  Quickly, she reverted back into her business mode and straightened her uniform.

“Come in,” she beckoned, half expecting Kendall Johnson to stroll through the doors.

Had he done so, it could have made for a rather interesting counseling session.  But Meyer wasn’t sure if she wanted to sit through that, given the fact she was already distracted by the current situation.  So she was thoroughly relieved when Captain Christopher stepped into the office.

He nodded politely at both of them before walking toward their position.  “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” he inquired.

Erin nodded.  “No,” she said.  “In fact, we were just finishing.  I’ll leave you two alone.”

Christopher put his hand on Keller’s shoulder, keeping her in place.  “That’s quite alright,” he said.  “In fact, it would probably be best if you stayed… considering you’re the one I need to talk to.”

“Very well, then,” said Erin.  She took a few moments to make herself comfortable on the sofa before proceeding.  “What are we discussing?”

Meyer instantly knew why Christopher had traveled all the way to her office for this conversation when she saw his obviously forced smile dissolve into a serious glower.  He was about to tread into muddy water, and wanted Meyer’s level head to keep everyone in check.  She took in a deep breath, and could only begin to ponder what was about to occur.

Christopher slowly turned to Erin.  “Normally, I don’t give personal briefings, but given the volatile nature of our mission, and your past experiences with it, I thought it would be best if you heard it from me.”

Keller obviously didn’t like where this was heading, either.  Her smile had dissolved away and her eyes grew wide with concern.  “Are you sending me on a suicide mission?”

Christopher licked his lips.  “Not exactly, but you’ll probably consider it one, anyway.”  He considered his next words for several moments before finding the right combination.  “Starfleet has detected an inert component in the Elorg Warships they believe can be used to destroy the vessels.”

“And?”

He sighed.  “And, to activate and overload that component, we’ll need to use keryon particles.”

Keller bolted from the sofa.  “Keryon particles!” she bellowed.  “What the hell is Starfleet thinking?  Are they stupid?  Have they forgotten what happened to the Phoenix six years ago?  We’ll be blown to kingdom come, and then some!”  She shoved a stray lock of hair behind her ear as she paced in front of the sofa in a state of total and complete fury.

Meyer quickly jumped to her feet and went to Keller’s side, followed concurrently by Christopher.  “Calm down,” she said softly.  “You’ll only make things worse.”

Keller’s eyes widened.  “Worse?” she sneered.  “I don’t think so.  Six years ago, my parents were utterly decimated by these particles.”

Christopher cautiously stepped in front of Keller.  “Look, Erin, over the past six years, we have been able to make a lot of advances in particle beam technology.  We’ve done all we can with tachyons and tetryons.  Nature is calling upon us to move foreword…”

Keller nodded adamantly. “This is an area where nature’s limits aren’t well defined. We have to know exactly where and when to draw the line!  And I say that time is right here, right now!” 

“This isn’t open for discussion, Commander,” Christopher said sternly.  “I just thoug—”

“I don’t want anything to do with it,” Keller proclaimed unwaveringly.  “I’ll resign my post if I have to, but I will not participate in any action that makes use of keryon particles.”

Christopher took in a deep breath and turned his back to Keller.  “You won’t have to make that decision, Commander, because… you are relieved of duty.”

“Fine!”  Without any hesitation, Keller clasped her communicator, ripped it from her uniform and threw it to the floor before hastily storming out of the room.

In the moments after Keller’s departure, Christopher stood ominously still, holding in a deep breath.  His eyes were shut, and his pulse racing.  His lips kept trying to summon forth words, but to no avail.  Instead, he plopped down on the sofa and finally expelled his long-held breath.  

“In all my experiences as a Captain, I have never had to relieve an officer from duty… let alone one I considered to be a friend.  Quite frankly, I didn’t know if I could do it.  Certainly, I don’t want to have to do it again…”

“We all have to do things we don’t want to,” said Meyer softly.  “And we have to live with the consequences—good or bad.  But try as you might, you could very well find yourself in a similar situation down the road.  And it won’t get any easier…”

The light reflecting off from Keller’s communicator quietly grazed Christopher’s eyes as he shifted uncomfortably on the sofa.  Slowly, he reached for the abandoned communicator and brought it to eye level for closer examination.  “I just hope she’ll forgive me,” he muttered before closing the device in his hand.

Commander Harrison weaved quietly through the crowded science lab.  In most other places on the ship, he found that to be a difficult task, as he was often stopped by his subordinates to discuss a myriad of topics.  But in the science lab, the crew’s utter devotion to their work did not afford them the luxury of conversation, and so Harrison found it easily navigable.

Admittedly, he found the relative silence observed in the lab to be deafening, but never one to complain, Harrison also noted that the science team was among the most productive on the entire ship.

Even so, it took him several seconds to locate Kendall Johnson for an update on the situation.  Not surprisingly, the chief science officer was buried in his work alongside Captain Brantley at the master control station in the center of the room.  Harrison quickly changed direction to intercept them.

“Lieutenant,” he called out, “What’s our status?”

Both Johnson and Brantley turned away from the console.  “The modifications we needed to make were relatively simple.  I’d say we’re just about ready for a trial run,” said Johnson.  He turned to Brantley for confirmation.

She readily agreed.  “All we need to do is realign the particle emitter,” she said.  “You think you can handle that by yourself?”

Johnson nodded.  “I think so.”

“Good,” said Brantley.  “I need to talk to Commander Harrison for a moment.  If you need me, we’ll be in your office.”

Johnson nodded appropriately and hastily returned to his work.  As he did so, Captain Brantley vaguely motioned with her head for Harrison to proceed to the office tucked away in the near corner of the lab.

Harrison complied, and slowly led the way into Johnson’s office.  It was a small, circular room overlooking the rest of the lab.  Decorated with a smattering of scientific research books and awards, Harrison felt the office was more of a library than an office.

Once the doors slid shut behind Captain Brantley, Harrison seated himself on the edge of Johnson’s desk.  “What is it?”

Brantley took a few steps closer.  “Captain Christopher has voiced some concerns about your prior involvement with keryon particles in the Phoenix Project,” she said quietly.  “I know it’s your duty to follow orders, but between you and me… do you have a problem with this?”

Harrison took in a deep sigh.  Though his participation in the Phoenix Project was nominal, he had no choice but to admit he was a part of it.  And given the fact that he was one of the few survivors, one lucky enough to be off the ship at the time of the explosion, Harrison wasn’t particularly fond of the particles.  

But he had been on the Phoenix six years prior.  He had worked with the particles before, and knew their potentials.  He had first-hand experience with keryon particles that only few others in Starfleet had, including Brantley.

“I am fully aware of the risks,” he said.  “I’ve read every report available on the keryon particles, and know first hand of our technological advances in the six years since the Phoenix Project.  I think it’s reasonable that we try again—and with our combined experience, I think we might actually have a chance at succeeding.”

Brantley smiled.  “So do I,” she admitted.  “I just wanted to make sure you were okay with it.”

“Thanks,” said Harrison.  

Through the office doors, he could see Johnson clasp his hands in victory and turn toward the office with due haste.  As the chief science officer approached, the doors slid open, and Johnson cautiously entered.

“Am I disturbing you?”

“No,” said Brantley.  “We just finished.”

Johnson grinned.  “So did I.  We’re ready to go.”

FOUR

Despite the constant reassurances, the overwhelming support and the computer’s analyses, Captain Christopher couldn’t help but feel nervous as he entered the bridge to oversee the trial run of their keryon emitter.  Because in spite of all those comforting reasons, Christopher found the source he had grown to trust the most on such matters was in complete and total disagreement.

His entire trip from the Ready Room to the Captain’s chair was wrought with the haunting words of his conversation with Commander Keller.  It had all seemed so surreal at the time.  But now, it was just hanging on the horizon like a dark cloud caught up in a stationary front.  

But Captain Brantley, Lieutenant Johnson, and even Commander Harrison insisted they had a very good shot at survival.  But if Commander Keller was right, they would all be quite dead in a few minutes.  Based on that sentiment alone, a large part of Christopher wanted to cancel their trial run and tell Keller she was right.  But his better judgment told him otherwise.

Not only had Starfleet ordered the plan to go into effect, if they didn’t do it, there was a very good chance they would wind up dead anyway in the aftermath of an Elorg invasion.  With those stirring thoughts in mind, Christopher was able to quell his fears, for the moment, and initiate their haphazard plan.

“Yellow alert,” he ordered.  “Neelar, bring us to a safe distance from the rest of the fleet.  Mr. Bator, prepare to launch the target.”

“Aye,” said both Drayge and Bator in tandem.

Christopher took an uneasy seat in his chair and watched as the stars crept foreword on the viewscreen.  They would not need to travel a great distance from the rest of the fleet—just far enough so that the cataclysmic explosion of the Starlight didn’t damage the others ships should things go badly.  And as the stars came to a screeching halt, Christopher desperately hoped things would not go badly.  

“We’re in position,” said Drayge.

Christopher turned to Bator without getting up.  “Fire,” he said casually, attempting to keep the façade of calm tranquility the others were holding so well.

Moments later, a single quantum torpedo warhead soared into sight on the viewscreen.  The sleek black warhead was rarely seen in this state, as it usually was surrounded by the brilliant blue aura caused by its matter-antimatter explosives and fluoronetic vapors contained inside.  Because this was a test subject, those components were not installed, leaving the empty shell to be blown to bits.

Christopher admired the torpedo casing for an additional moment before taking in what may be his final breaths.  He slowly rose from his seat and closed his eyes.  “Captain Brantley, bring the deflector modifications online… and fire at will.”

It took only a moment for the crew to process his orders, during which, Christopher nervously tapped his fingers together on his lap.  Thoughts of every prior experiment with keryon particles came to mind—especially the fact that none of them were successful.  And then Keller’s foreboding warnings of doom resurfaced one last time.

But all those thoughts were instantly quelled as the incredible pink keryon beam ripped across the view screen and struck the torpedo casing head on.  It glowed with an eerie pink aura for a brief moment before exploding in a massive keryon-charged explosion.

The beam grew in intensity as the explosion died down, and the ship started to vibrate.  Christopher started to panic, but his worries were allayed by the slow decrease in illumination.  After several additional seconds, the keryon beam had dispersed, and their test was over.

Christopher expelled a long sigh of relief and rose from his chair, grinning from ear to ear.  “Congratulations!  You should all feel honored to the first people in the entire Federation to fire a stable keryon beam and live to tell about it,” he said proudly.

A cheerful round of applause led by Commander Harrison soon followed, and Christopher finally felt that victory was a very real possibility.  He clasped his hands together and retreated to his chair.

“I had my doubts,” he admitted to Harrison after a moment.  “But if I’ve learned one thing during my tenure on the Starlight, it’s never underestimate this crew.”

Harrison nodded quaintly.  “Most definitely,” he agreed.  “But hopefully our brilliance withstands the test of time.  This task is going to be much more difficult when the target fires back.”

“Indeed,” said Christopher.  “But at least we know it’s in the realm of possibility.  Right about now, it feels like there’s nothing we can’t do.”

Harrison smiled.  “There isn’t.”

As the euphoria began to fade, Christopher rose from his command chair once more, duty called.  “Captain Brantley, have the other ships able make the necessary modifications to their particle emitters.  Ensign, set a course for the Alteran Expanse, maximum warp!”

“Course set,” chirped Drayge.

“Engage!”

Despite the success of their trial run, and the very real possibility that the end of the Elorg crisis was at hand, Sarah Hartman was looking foreword to the coming hours.  In fact, she dreaded them.

As in every decisive battle, before victory celebrations could begin, bloodshed would have to take place.  And inevitably, in any battle, someone would get injured—possibly critically, or worse.

And so, Hartman had a ritual of her own before each and every battle.  It wasn’t one she enjoyed, but it was quite necessary.  Every bio-bed was equipped with a full complement of cortical analeptics.  The surgery bay was ready with fully charged cortical stimulators, and even the dreaded EMH was on standby.  So when the casualties started to stream in, she would be prepared.

But with the added help of Rachael Meyer, at least they had a chance to stem the tide of injuries, and keep everyone feeling well.

“How can you be so… well, calm?” Meyer asked as she arranged the cortical analeptics neatly on the tray beside the nearest bio-bed.

Hartman sighed.  “I’m not,” she admitted.  “Because I know that once the battle begins, that the casualties will soon follow.  But I take some comfort in knowing that we can save them, and hope that when all is said and done, we can all participate in the victory celebration.”

“It’s a nice sentiment,” said Meyer.

Hartman agreed.  “It is.”  She shoved her arms into her flowing white lab coat, dug out her tricorder, and started recalibrating it.  “But unfortunately, it’s terribly flawed.  You know as well as I that not everyone is going to survive.  Hell, we could inadvertently get in the line of that photon canon’s fire, and we wouldn’t even have enough time to kiss our sorry asses good-bye.”

Meyer smiled quaintly, and shoved the analeptic tray into the drawer.  “That’s quite a pessimistic outlook.”

Hartman snapped her tricorder shut and deposited it back in her pocket.  “I’m not a pessimist, I’m a realist.  Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.”

Meyer did not pursue the topic any further, and Hartman had not intention of continuing it herself.  She knew she was right, and that was the end of the story.

Traditionally, the Captain retreated to his Ready Room when he was not on the bridge.  Under most circumstances, Christopher adhered to that tradition, finding the comforts of his personal lounge to be a welcome refuge from the often stressful situations that occurred outside.  

But this situation was different.  Christopher had retreated to his office, but found no rest in the stronghold of those walls.  In spite of their victory, his mind kept wandering back to Commander Keller’s warnings—and the Commander herself.  Furthermore, the Elorg crisis had started with the Starlight under the command of Captain Greene.  For the first time, the walls of the Ready Room seemed to have his words lurking within, his memories, his thoughts.  It seemed very unwelcoming, and so, Christopher retreated even further, to the conference lounge on the opposite side of the bridge.

There, he found less comfort, but more rest for his weary mind.  The streaks of fading starlight soared across the windows, and the tiny specks that were their fellow starships were visible in the distance.  Christopher stood before the window for quite some time and pondered his situation, when the doors parted.

He emerged from his thoughts to see Talyere standing quietly at the doors.  “It begins,” said the Elorg simply.

Christopher nodded vaguely.  “So it does.  And if all goes well, it will end, too.”

Talyere said nothing in response.  Instead, he strolled over to the window and gazed out at the magical stars with Christopher.  They stood in silence for several moments before Christopher brought it upon himself to continue the conversation.

“Five months ago, if you asked me where I thought I would be right now, standing here would not have been very high on that list,” he sighed.

“Indeed,” said Talyere.  “I did not expect to be stationed here, either.”

“I tell you, Talyere, sometimes things change so fast, it’s hard to believe.  One minute, you’re a standard rebel Starfleet officer, a week later you’re in command of a powerful starship defending against an invasion.”

“The only thing that is constant in life is change,” said Talyere.  “Either you adapt to it, or get left behind.”

Christopher gazed out at the starships.  “Well, in a very short time, there are going to be a whole lot of changes around here.  I just hope we can adapt…”

Nafar had been watching the sensors very closely since the battle with the Federation/Rutanian fleet.  He had observed little movement, and only a limited amount of communication between their vessels, certainly nothing that would be of any concern.

Xi'Yor had been plotting his devious plan for most of the afternoon, leaving the crew relatively at ease to do their jobs without interference (or fear of being terminated, for that matter).

But suddenly, as Xi'Yor emerged from his chambers, Nafar noticed something on sensors that could very well hinder whatever devious plan Xi'Yor had been constructing.  Slowly, Nafar turned to his nefarious leader.  “Overseer,” he said slowly, “the Federation fleet is advancing on our position at high warp.”

Xi'Yor’s eyes pulsed.  “What?” he exclaimed.  “Those insipid fools.  They must know they pose no threat to us!  Why welcome death?”

Nafar stared at his sensors blankly.  “I do not have an explanation for their sudden movement,” he admitted.

“And I do not care,” said Xi'Yor as he slid into his opulent command chair.  “Their demise was inevitable.  It was purely a matter of time.  And since they have selected this moment in time, who are we to object?”

Nafar dared not contradict the Overseer.  “Yes,” he said simply, sensing Xi'Yor lurking ominously over his shoulder now.

“Open a channel to the attack wings,” he said.  “Tell them to lock weapons and fire at will…”

FIVE

Commander Harrison knew their journey into the Alteran Expanse would not be one of great length.  Even so, he had made himself fairly comfortable in the command chair in Christopher’s absence.  It was a feeling he rather liked, but was all to ready to relinquish once he heard the all too ominous sensor alarms sound from Lieutenant Bator’s tactical station.

He needn’t wait to hear the Lieutenant’s report, as the cause of their agony was already displayed dramatically on the view screen.  A smattering of massive Elorg Warships loomed ominously before the swirling nether that was the gateway to their domain.  

“Five warships and five destroyers are on an approach vector,” reported Bator.  “Their weapons are armed and ready to fire.”

Harrison bolted from the command chair.  “Shields up, red alert!” He slapped his comm badge as the klaxon started to sound.  “Captain Christopher, report to the bridge.”

Moments later, the conference room door’s parted, and Christopher emerged with Talyere trailing only a few meters behind.  Given the look on the Captain’s face, Harrison knew he need not explain the situation further to this Captain, but as Brantley emerged from the aft turbolift, she immediately demanded such a report.

“We’re ready to rumble,” Christopher said simply.  “Why don’t you take ops?”

Brantley frowned as she stared at the young Ensign currently stationed there.  “What about Commander Keller?”

Christopher slowly turned his back on Brantley to face the onslaught of Elorg vessels.  “Commander Keller has had a change of heart,” he said slowly.

She made no further comments, and hastily assumed the Ensign’s position at ops.  “We’re in position,” she reported,  “and the deflector is ready.”

Christopher nodded as he took his seat.  “Good.  Mr. Bator, open a channel to Captain Talbot on the Alexander.”

“Aye.”

A moment later, Talbot’s grim face appeared on the view screen.  “Captain,” he greeted in as pleasant a manor as possible.

Christopher echoed the sentiment, but hastily got down to business.  “What is the status of your deflector dish?”

“On line,” said Talbot.  “The modifications are complete, and we’ve run every test simulation possible.  I just hope the results are as splendid as yours.”

“As do I,” said Christopher.  “But I have faith in Captain Brantley.  We’ll get through this.”

“Yes we will.”

Christopher looked down at the station to his right and casually tapped at the controls.  “We’re going to target this warship,” he said.  “Have the other ships provide cover for us while we attack the Elorg’s nodes, and then run like heck once those nodes overload.  If the explosion here is anything like the one we observed during our test, you’re not going to want to be anywhere near it.”

Talbot briefly gazed over the data before nodding his approval.  “See you on the other side,” he said before terminating the transmission.

With that said, Christopher could already feel the growing turbulence of the charging deflector.  On the view screen, the Elorg fleet was already under fire, and returning it as well.  And the nearer they drew to the battleground, the more the action turned to the Starlight.  Phaser beams streaked across the view screen, torpedoes raced to strike their targets, and explosions welled on shields.

And then, Christopher’s station lit up.  A small circular frame surrounded the warship he had designated their target, indicating they were in range.  Sure enough, as he glanced at the view screen, the ship hung almost majestically in space.  Christopher noted it was a shame they would have to obliterate it.

“Fire!” he ordered.

As the Starlight and Alexander slowed their velocities down to take aim upon the massive Elorg Warship, their companions furiously raced about the swarms of fighters the Elorg had launched to proved cover fire.  The myriad vessels exploded rampantly, but made due haste to retreat as two fiery pink beams slammed into their mother ship.

Its shields flickered rampantly before dying altogether, and only a few moments later, an ominous pink aura surrounded the vessel.  As the keryon beams terminated, the Federation fleet moved off, and the Elorg Warship burst into a massive cacophony of flames.  

Xi'Yor was outraged.  Up until now, the battle had been going much as he had anticipated.  But the terribly luminescent explosion of one of his most powerful vessels had caught him off guard.

“What has transpired?!”

“Unknown,” said Nafar.  “There is too much radiation being emitted from their weapons to determine the exact cause of the ship’s demise.”

Xi'Yor clung to the arms of his chair as he saw the two ships of death swing into position near the Inkhezi.  “Have all ships break and attack those two vessels!” he cried.  “Destroy them!”

As Christopher watched the battle deteriorate into a fur ball on the viewscreen, he felt the first major buffeting of the Starlight as well.  They were being targeted, with a vengeance so great that the Alexander was forced to break formation.

The lights suddenly flickered, and fire burst from several controls panels.  Christopher clung to his command chair for dear life as the constant rumbling tried to force him from his seat.

As it died down, he turned to Bator.  “Hail the Alexander.  Tell them to target the vessel heading one-zero-eight, mark seven!”

“The Alexa—” said Bator.

“Hold on,” Brantley cried before Bator could complete his sentence.  “I’m reading a massive gravimetric distortion on sensors!”

The words caught Christopher completely off guard.  He had expected many things, but not those.  “Where?” he demanded.

Brantley’s dramatic silence didn’t help the situation any, and when she finally announced it, Christopher was even more distressed.  “At the exact coordinates where the other warship was destroyed!”

“A massive quantum singularity has opened,” Bator added with an extreme urgency.

“On screen,” Christopher snapped.

In an instant, the sight of a massive pink shockwave filled the view screen.  In its wake, an enormous orange and red maelstrom pivoted awkwardly amidst the otherwise nondescript void of space.  And then, several tiny specks started flowing from the inside.

“Several vessels are emerging,” Bator announced.  “They are of unknown origin.”

“Then that rift doesn’t lead to Elorg space,” Harrison surmised.

Christopher cupped his mouth with his hands.  “This is not good,” he muttered as the vessels continued to stream from the newfound vortex, driving straight at the fleet.

As the specks drew nearer, they began to take on more shape and form.  The vessels were not huge, but their numbers made them formidable.  They were shaped very much like a flat diamond, only with two ominous prongs sticking out the front end.  As they drew nearer, those prongs started to sparkle with light, that slowly grew into a beam between the two prongs, which readily shot out at the fleet.

“They’re targeting both Federation and Elorg ships,” Brantley announced as the vessels came closer to the Starlight’s weapon range.

Christopher suddenly noticed Talyere lurking at his side.  And the look on his face was grim.  Christopher slowly rose from his seat and locked eyes with Talyere.  “What is it?”

“I recognize those ships,” he said softly.  “And we need to leave this place, now!”

Under normal circumstances, Christopher would have required more of an explanation, but given the massive explosions on the view screen, he wasn’t about to argue.

“Cease fire,” Christopher called out.  “Get us out of here, maximum warp!”

TO BE CONTINUED…
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“The alien vessels are not in pursuit.”

Captain Alan Christopher expelled a brief sigh of relief as he heard Lieutenant Bator’s report.  Even so, it was of little consolation.  While their excursion into the heart of the Elorg’s defenses may have accomplished some of their goals, Christopher duly noted that they were now far worse off than before the attack, as now there were two invaders in the Kilka Sector.

The Elorg were virtually unfazed by the attack, losing only one Warship.  According to Talyere’s data, there were hundreds, if not thousands of replacements lurking deep within subspace.  And now that the vulnerability of their interplexing keryon nodes has been made known, yet another weakness was quashed, making the Elorg that much more difficult for the Federation to beat.

Even so, Christopher’s fears did not currently subside within the Elorg crisis.  Instead, he was far more worried about their strange new invaders, the aliens with the strange diamond-like ships, and prongs of death.  Though he had only been allowed a brief glimpse of them, based upon their actions, Christopher knew those ships were not harbingers of peace.

But with the battle raging between them and the Elorg, Christopher realized it would not be possible to study them further without being annihilated.   Even so, Christopher knew there was one alternative source of information that was far less imposing.

“Talyere,” he called out, not moving from his command chair.

Within a few moments, the Elorg stood before the Captain.  He gazed down at the Captain with his orange eyes.  “Yes?”

“You seemed to know something about those ships,” said Christopher.  “Do they coexist with the Elorg in subspace?”

Talyere adamantly nodded to the contrary.  “Thankfully, they do not.  If they did, we would not be having this conversation, as I would have been terminated ages ago, if I was even born at all.”

Christopher gulped.  “Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me,” he said.  Already, he was not liking their new competition.

“They are called the Ividians.  They inhabit the thin layer of space between subspace and normal space,” explained Talyere.

“Interspace,” said Harrison.

Unimpressed by Harrison’s designation of the layer, Talyere continued.  “At the height of the Bloc, 200,000 years ago, both the Elorg and the Iconians had a great interest in harnessing the extensive energies situated between realms.  Unfortunately, we realized that would not be possible.

“To our knowledge, the Ividians are the only species that inhabits interspace. They are extremely protective of their borders, and do not tolerate incursions into their realm.”

“Apparently, they don’t have any problem making a little foray into borders,” Christopher moaned.

Talyere nodded.  “They have little disregard for other species, and wish to be in as little contact with them as possible.  Fortunately, like our subspace realm, there is no way out, unless an exit is provided from either subspace or normal space.”

“So if we close the rift, they won’t be able to reopen it,” Harrison surmised.

“You’re essentially right, Commander,” said Brantley from ops.  “Unfortunately, it looks like our experiment was more explosive than we intended.  That rift didn’t open because of some sort of reaction in the explosion—it exists solely because the explosion destroyed the fabric of space.”

“So now we have two invasions,” Harrison moaned.

Christopher felt his angst.  While one invasion was bad, he could handle it.  Two was simply overwhelming.  He folded his arms and sighed.  “You know, life would be so much simpler if species that are supposedly extinct would stay that way!”

The hull of the Inkhezi rattled adamantly under the constant fire of the Ividians.  Xi'Yor could not remember any other time when his ship was under such fire, and could only imagine if this was what it was like during the Great War with the Iconians 200,000 years ago.  If it was, it was totally enthralling…

And totally nerve-racking.  

Even the seemingly unflappable Xi'Yor found himself growing frustrated as the Ividians, though easily downed, continued to swarm upon the Inkhezi with the fury of a thousand ships.  The ship rattled constantly, flames burst from consoles, the lights flickered and thick smoke filled the bridge.

Xi'Yor recognized the phenomenon.  It wasn’t one he liked, nor was it one he was familiar with, but it was one he had studied well.  The Elorg were losing this fight.  There were too many Ividians and not enough Elorg.  If he did not act quickly, there would be even more Ividians, and no Elorg.

“We must reconsider our tactics,” Xi'Yor called out to the others—those who were still alive.  He suspected a great deal of the crew behind him were dead, but some had to have survived, given the constant barrage of plasma torpedoes emanating from the Inkhezi on the view screen.

The ship jolted violently, tossing many from their seats.  Xi'Yor caught a glimpse of three Ividian raiders dashing across the view screen with weapons blazing before they had an untimely encounter with a volley of plasma torpedoes.  But the damage had been done.  The Inkhezi was slowly falling apart.

“Our ancestors braved nemeses far greater than this!” Xi'Yor proclaimed.  “Let us unleash our primal furies and show this mortal enemies who they are dealing with!”

“We can drive a wedge down the heart of their defenses,” Nafar called out from his station.

“Perform the maneuver,” Xi'Yor barked to Nafar.  His station was heavily damaged, but apparently functional.  Up until that point, Xi'Yor had assumed both the station and Nafar had perished, given their relative inactivity.  Perhaps it was an injury—or cowardice.  Either way, Xi'Yor would see to it—upon the battle’s conclusion. 

The stars on the view screen suddenly streaked about as the Inkhezi fell into formation behind two other warships.  Together, the trio blasted a path through the fighting, their phaser beams slicing through the Ividian ships like a hot knife through butter.  The resulting explosions were almost magical—massive orange and yellow clouds of fire and spinning shrapnel, roaring shockwaves and the rampant buffeting of debris smashing into the shields.

But even amidst what appeared to be triumph, Xi'Yor felt strangely vulnerable.  Indeed, upon closer analysis, he noted that there were still countless Ividian ships on the view screen, and while they were all rampantly firing their weapons, none of them were targeting the Inkhezi.

“Status report!” he demanded.

 He did not receive one.

The deck plating started to vibrate.  At first, a gentle rumble, but it quickly grew in intensity, gradually rocking the ship from side to side until the floor burst.  A plume of dust and debris streamed into the air directly in front of Xi'Yor.  He leaped from his command chair and delved aside as a hideous creature with four arms and six legs pounced on the command chair.  The chair toppled over, as did many of the stations behind it, resulting in a sonorous BOOM and a ready stream of flames. 

Xi'Yor slowly retreated away from the beast, but to no avail.  It slowly craned its head toward him, bearing its devilish horns and jagged, deformed teeth.  Slowly, its eyes glowed red as it emitted a strident call that pierced the air like a shooting star at midnight.  At that moment, it seemed to Xi'Yor that the Ividians had won…

SEVEN

Under normal circumstances, Admiral T’Lari liked to allow the tension in the conference lounge brew for a few moments before making her grandiose entry.  She liked to walk in during the middle of their conversation and ease into business by furthering the discussion for a few moments.  

Not today.  There was already enough tension, and the added tension generated by her grandiose entry would simply be overkill.  So T’Lari made sure she was the first one there.  Others, such as Angela Brantley, Jeremy Talbot, Alan Christopher and Talyere quickly followed, and without any further ado, the meeting commenced.  T’Lari even skipped her usual discursive banter to get the conversation moving.  Because there was a lot to discuss…

“We failed,” said Captain Christopher bluntly as T’Lari looked to begin the conversation.

“To say the least,” T’Lari agreed.  It wasn’t exactly the note she had wanted to start on, but since it was such a key component to the rest of the conversation, why not?  “Have you determined what happened?”

Brantley nodded to affirm the question.  “When the interplexing nodes blew up, they had a lot more force than we initially believed.  Not only did we destroy the target, we blew a hole right through the fabric of space.  And according to my initial scans, it goes all the way back to subspace.”

T’Lari frowned.  “So we have just provided the Elorg with another avenue to invade?”

“Unlikely,” said Talyere.  “Given the hostility of the Ividians, it is conceivable that any ship that enters the interspace layer will be fired up and destroyed.  During the Elorg’s initial foray into interspace 200,000 years ago, only three vessels returned to us—out of fifty.  The Ividians will not tolerate an incursion on their borders.”

“Do you think they will retreat once they realize we’re not going to attack them?” T’Lari inquired further.

Talyere’s orange eyes fluttered for a moment as he searched for a response.  “No,” he said after a long moment. 

Christopher folded his arms as he raised his brow in confusion.  “I thought they didn’t want contact with other alien species?”

 “To the best of our knowledge, they do not,” said Talyere.  “But in spite of that fact, we have never witnessed the Ividians stage a full scale retreat.  In fact, as long as they are able, the Ividians will continue to assault us.”

“That seems more like an invitation for additional contact,” Brantley noted.  “A more prudent course of action would be to simply destroy the opposition, and then retreat.”

“Unfortunately, that is not how the Ividians work,” Talyere muttered.  “Quite frankly, we do not understand it ourselves.  They are an enigmatic people capable of almost anything.  Whatever their reasons for such a strange behavior is probably not going to be easily uncovered.  Even after 200,000 years of study, the most revered Elorg scientists do not understand it.”

The group sat in silence for several moments to ponder the situation, when Captain Talbot slowly broke the silence by placing a padd on the table before him.  “I may have an explanation,” he said. 

T’Lari looked to him, encouraging him to proceed.

“I did some digging,” he started, tinkering with the padd in his hand, “and happened to stumble upon one strange record from the USS Constitution.  On stardate 3204.1, the Constitution intercepted a distress call while charting sector 957.  They tracked it down to the nearby Toraz III, and found it emanating from a vessel almost identical to the Ividian ones we saw earlier.”

“Why haven’t we heard of this before?” Brantley demanded.

Talbot glanced down at his notes.  “Because the crew of the Constitution mistook the ship for a class-twelve Tholian probe.  When the computer saw the Ividian ships, it was clear they weren’t Tholian probes, so the computer dismissed the record.”
“Whatever happened to it?” Christopher asked next.

Again, Talbot accessed his notes, this time coming back with a quizzical look on his face.  “Nothing,” he said simply.  “As far as I can tell it’s still there.  The Federation dispatched a team of Vulcan scientists to investigate, but the ship as destroyed by an ion storm.”

“So the Tholians weren’t notified?”  Brantley asked.

Talbot nodded.  “No.”

T’Lari sighed.  Starfleet must have had the same thoughts in their minds back then as she did right now.  “The Tholians weren’t contacted for the same reasons we won’t be contacting the Ividians—we want it for ourselves.”  The Admiral turned back to Talbot to see a less than enthusiastic look on his face.  “What is it?”

“Toraz III is nine days away from here at transwarp speeds,” he said grimly.  “And there aren’t any other starships in range…”

At first, T’Lari didn’t see the problem with that.  So they would have to wait nine days to see any results.  It was no big deal—she considered herself to be a patient woman, so she could wait.  Subsequently, her gaze fell upon Talyere… and the cause of Talbot’s chagrin suddenly became apparent.  “We won’t be able to leave without our enemies knowing!  Damn!”

Talyere’s steady nod only confirmed T’Lari’s fears.  “The location of Toraz III is apparently lost to the Ividians, hence their lack of an organized effort once they cross the threshold from interspace.  And if Xi'Yor sees any starship en route to an Iconian planet, he will automatically suspect something.”

“Both sides are watching us like Banerian hawks,” Brantley muttered.  “We’re damned if we do, and we’re damned if we don’t.”

Talbot matched Brantley’s exhausted sigh.  “Damn.”

“Not exactly,” Talyere interjected.  “Currently, there are no Ividian ships present in the Kilka Sector, and the majority of the Elorg fleet is in shambles…”

T’Lari smiled.  “If we could distract Xi'Yor long enough for the Starlight to escape, this just might work,” she said, picking up on Talyere’s train of thought.  And for the first time since the meeting’s commencement, T’Lari didn’t feel as if apocalypse was lurking directly behind her…

“Let me get this straight… You were alone with your beloved Erin for two hours in the science lab the other day, and you ignored her?”  

Kendall Johnson sighed as he looked up from his side of the master control station in main engineering.  Lucas Tompkins sat before him with a seemingly disappointed look on his face.  Kendall knew exactly why.  “I didn’t exactly ignore her,” he grumbled.

“Yes, I know,” said Tompkins.  “The Usarians came up, did they not?  And cormaline?  You really know how to charm her, don’t you?  I’ll have to try that cormaline bit next time.”

“I didn’t bring the subject up, you know,” Kendall said in his own defense.  “She started talking about it.”  He tapped a few keys on his console and completed his recalibration of the deflector dish.

“You could have changed the subject,” Tompkins continued.  “Talk about the cormaline on Risa, perhaps?”

Johnson frowned.  “There is no cormaline on Risa.”

Tompkins shrugged.  “So,” he said indifferently.

“So, she’d think I was stupid.”

“She already knows that, Kendall.  What have you got to lose?”  Tompkins briefly looked down at his own screen.  He tapped a few commands into the system before continuing.  “And even if you do lose Erin, there are plenty of other fish in the sea.”

Kendall sighed wearily.  “Obviously I’ve been fishing in the wrong sea.”

Lucas readily agreed.  “Yeah, it sounds like the Dead one.  No wonder you can’t get a date,” he sneered sarcastically.

Kendall shot him an evil eye before returning to his console.  He hadn’t come down to engineering to be insulted (though it was all in good fun, it seemed to happen every time).  There was work to be done.  In the Federation’s darkest hour, two new evils clash in the heart of Federation space.  An uneasy alliance with the Rutanians is being tested, and the fate of humanity is in doubt.  But all Kendall could think about was Erin.

She drifted through his every thought, danced through his wildest dreams, and showered him with her cheerful moods.  The very mention of her name prompted his heart to beat.  But when she came to speak to him, he froze immediately.  Of all things, Kendall hated that the most.  But it seemed that there was little he could do…

“How do you do it, Lucas?” he blurted out suddenly.

The chief engineer glanced up from his station with indifference.  “Do what?” he demanded.

“You know…” Kendall said, his voice trailing with hopes that Lucas would catch on.

But to his consternation, Lucas nodded negatively.  “Actually, I don’t know.”

Kendall sighed nervously.  “You know, how do you tell someone you’re attracted to how you feel about her?”

Tompkins was obviously more than a little surprised by the bold inquisition Kendall was exacting.  “Me personally?” he inquired.

Kendall nodded.  “You.”

Lucas rubbed his chin for a moment as he constructed an answer.  Kendall allowed him as long a duration as necessary, but to his relief, the chief engineer’s thoughts were rather hasty.  “I… just tell her,” he said simply.

Kendall hoped his eyes didn’t bug out as far as it felt they had.  Of all the things he was hoping Lucas would say, that was the one Kendall wanted to hear the least.  “That’s it?” he demanded.

“I don’t know what else to tell you, Kendall,” he said.  “You’re not going to find an easy answer.  You can’t go download a book from the computer’s database.  You sure as hell aren’t going to get a better answer from me.  You’ve just got to go over to her, act confident, and let her know.  Then she’ll either tell you she’d love to join you for dinner… or she’ll tell you to go to hell.”

Kendall sighed, and nodded courteously as Lieutenant Trinn strolled by with a padd in hand.  She submitted it to Lucas for his approval, and then walked away.  “I’ve heard it all before,” he muttered as she left.  “I guess I’m running out of options.”

Tompkins looked over the padd.  He stuck his thumbprint on it and then looked back at the Trill.  “Maybe this will help,” he said.  He clutched the padd in his hand and roamed over to Trinn’s position at the station in front of the warp core.

Kendall looked on, attempting to appear as nonchalant as possible, while keeping his attention on their conversation.

“Thank you,” said Trinn as she accepted the padd.  “I’ll get started on these modifications right away.”

“Wait,” he called out as she turned away.  He carefully placed his hand on her shoulder before she could begin to escape.

Jayla stopped and slowly came about.  “Yes?”

“You know, I’ve realized something ever since we inherited the Oregon’s crew,” said Tompkins slowly.

 “What is that?”  Jayla inquired.  Lucas now had her complete attention.

“The Oregon’s crew seems to relate to one another quite well.  They laugh, they joke, they’re on a first-name basis, they share the details of their lives…  I mean, so do we, to an extent, but really, it doesn’t extend beyond this room.”

Trinn nodded.  “I’ve noticed that, too.”

“So, I was thinking we could work to change that,” Tompkins said slowly.  “Would you care to join me for dinner tonight?”

Trinn smiled, almost in disbelief.  After a moment of awkward silence, the Trill finally parted her lips.  “Ah, sure,” she said, sounding only the smallest bit hesitant.

“Good,” said Lucas.  “…Um… My quarters, 19:00 hours?”

She smiled.  “Sounds good.  Should I bring anything?”

“Your spots…”

She turned away with a growing smile in her face.  “I’ll see you at seven,” she sighed before disappearing into the open Jefferies Tube nearby.

Once she was gone, Lucas shot a pleasant gaze back at Kendall.  “That’s how it’s done,” he said simply.

But somehow, Kendall didn’t feel any more at ease…

The Inkhezi was a mess.  A multitude of debris littered the deck plating.  A thick layer of dust coated each workstation and scorch marks still adorned the walls.  Lights flickered intermittently, and upon close examination, countless puddles or spatters of black blood were nearby almost every station.

But as he examined the battle damage, what Xi'Yor found most disconcerting was the massive hole in the deck plating where the Ividian had burst through, about a meter in front of his command chair.  With relative ease, one could simply peer down into the hole and see the science lab situated below them on deck two.

Had Xi'Yor been standing instead of sitting, he knew the Ividian would have killed him instantly.  But fortune had smiled on Xi'Yor, and the Ividian was neutralized instead.  It took many phaser blasts, but after a long while, the insipid bug-like beast had finally fallen.  Its broken corpse was still in the medical bay undergoing a thorough autopsy and examination.

Whether or not the results of the autopsy would prove useful to Xi'Yor, he knew not.  He had no intention of allowing another invader on his ship; hence, there would most likely be no further physical contact with the Ividians.  Even so, the Elorg were essentially explorers, and collecting xenobiological data was routine.  

A less than routine task that Xi'Yor had presided over was a direct communication with the City Ship.  The Cerebrate, leader of all Elorg, had contacted the Inkhezi and demanded an explanation for the sudden appearance of a second rift.  When Xi'Yor explained, it became all to clear that the Ividians had no interest in invading subspace.  Whatever they intended to do, it did not involve subspace.  

But to Xi'Yor’s consternation, the Ividians had no readily visible strategy for the Beta Quadrant, either.  They simply emerged from their rift and attacked.  If their target had been the Elorg, they would have invaded subspace.  If their target had been something else, they would have done something… 

Xi'Yor pondered the possibilities for several hours in the aftermath of his contact with the Cerebrate, and had yet to find a feasible solution.  So now, he stood, rather stupefied, in what was left of the Inkhezi’s bridge pondering just that.  When he suddenly heard the computer indicate an incoming transmission.  He turned to Nafar with curiosity, wondering who would dare to contact the Inkhezi at such a time.  

Nafar summarily accessed his damaged terminal.  He frowned, and accessed it again before turning back to Xi'Yor.  “We are being hailed by one of the Federation starships,” he said.  “The Windcress.”

The Windcress.  Xi'Yor was not very familiar with the vessel or its commander—he recalled the name from their prior engagement, but was not sure what function it played in the events.  Furthermore, it was not the ship he had anticipated to make such a bold move… The Overseer grumbled as he sat in his decrepit command chair.  “On viewer,” he barked.

Moments later, the view screen activated.  At first, it was trapped in a sea of monochromatic garbage, but the computer hastily filtered it away until a fairly decent, but grainy image of a relatively dark-skinned human female.  He immediately recognized her as Admiral T’Lari.  Xi'Yor kept his voice devoid of emotion as he addressed her,  “Admiral T’Lari.  Why have you summoned me?”

“We have a problem, Xi'Yor,” said T’Lari placidly.  “And in order to solve it, we must work together.”

Xi'Yor forced back his laughter upon hearing those words.  He had never considered T’Lari or the Federation to be very wise, but this encounter only proved his feelings.  “A collaboration with the Federation would be totally unacceptable,” he said.  “Your archaic vessels do not stand a chance against the Ividians.  I suggest you remain outside of this conflict, and allow the Elorg to bring it to its conclusion without unnecessary bloodshed.”

“You don’t even know what the Ividians are trying to do,” T’Lari retorted, attempting to keep a calm, but authoritative demeanor. 

Xi'Yor finally smiled, though in sheer disbelief.  “I believe that is irrelevant.  According to our sensor data, their rift is growing unstable.  Collapse is inevitable.  All we must do is repel their fleet until that happens.”

“And what happens if the Ividians pull off something major before that collapse?  You’ll be destroyed.  But if we work together perhaps we could come up with some sort of viable plan to collapse that rift and defeat the Ividians,” said T’Lari, sounding more and more sure of herself.

But not sure enough to convince Xi'Yor.  “Defeat the Ividians?” he demanded.  “Considering you have never before had contact with this species, your assistance would be nominal.”

T’Lari nodded.  “We’re quick to catch on.  After some time analyzing the available data, we could provide you with countless theories that could be invaluable to your cause.”

The last time he had checked the sensors, Xi'Yor noted that only one more Warship would be passing through the rift in the Alteran Expanse until the next squadron arrived.  An alliance with the Federation would at the very least, provide the Ividians with additional targets to hit…   But in the end, it would still be the Elorg versus the Ividians—T’Lari had to know that.

“No,” Xi'Yor barked firmly even before he finished considering the pros and cons of an alliance.  “The Elorg have sufficient data to construct their own theories.  I find it more plausible that you are using this as an opportunity to gain tactical data to use against us.”

When Xi'Yor looked back at T’Lari, she wasn’t even paying attention to his speech.  Instead, she was quaintly conferring with one of her officers.  After a moment, she turned back to Xi'Yor and shrugged indifferently.  “Fine.  But don’t come running to me when the Ividians have you by the throat.”

“Don’t be troubled by it, Admiral,” Xi'Yor sneered.  “The Bloc will prevail.”  He turned to Nafar.  “End.”

The Underling nodded, and hastily touched the button that would end his conversation with Admiral T’Lari.

Satisfied that the conversation as over, Xi'Yor rose from his command chair.  It had been more-or-less a useless conversation for both sides.  The Admiral should have known that there was no chance of an alliance between them before she even opened a channel… As Xi'Yor ran that thought through his mind again, he became increasingly suspicious of the Admiral’s motives.  She did seem distracted, and didn’t even bother to rebut her plans when Xi'Yor quashed the idea…  Indeed, she had some ulterior motive to that conversation…

“What is our status?” he demanded of Nafar as he approached the helm.

The Underling quickly accessed his damaged station.  “Decks two through four are still heavily damaged.  Main power is still off line in those areas,” he said, brushing the dust away from a large indentation in the station.

“And what is the status of our sensors?” Xi'Yor inquired.

Nafar continued to fiddle with the dent as he reported, “They are running at minimal.  We had to transfer power from them to maintain communication with the Federation.”

Xi'Yor clenched his fists.  “And where is the Starlight?” he asked candidly.  But even before Nafar could he had a very strong premonition as to the answer.

“Gone,” Nafar said.  He turned to Xi'Yor with an astonished look of curiosity.  Clearly, the thought had not even crossed the Underling’s mind.

Xi'Yor could feel his rage building.  They had been deceived by the Federation—a treacherous act he would make sure they paid for—once he knew why they had gone through so much trouble to create the deception in the first place.  In a seemingly futile effort to rid of his growing anger in a non-destructive manor, Xi'Yor pounded his fist onto the helm.  But it did no good. He immediately found his hand wedged in the dent Nafar had been fiddling with earlier. 

“Where did that come from?” Xi'Yor demanded, realizing that since no debris had fallen on the helm, it was a strange place for such a dent.  

“I believe the intruder attempted to access the computer core from this station,” Nafar reported.  “I was falling into unconsciousness at the time, and unable to stop the perpetrator.”

Xi'Yor sighed.  “You will have to try harder in the future,” he grumbled.  “Can you determine what the intruder attempted to access?”

Nafar simply looked at the dent.  “Navigational logs and astrometric data,” he said.  “Whether or not he succeeded in obtaining the data is unbeknownst to me.”

“Navigational and astrometric data?” Xi'Yor repeated under his breath.  “Why?”

Nafar shrugged.  “I do not know.  But according to our own data, many of the Ividian ships were not actively engaged in battle.  Seventeen of the ships were running extensive astrometric scans of the region.”

Mildly pleased with this unexpected progress in his continuing investigation, Xi'Yor decided he had obtained enough data to begin hypothesizing.  “It is conceivable that the Ividians are in search of something, and are willing to expend a vast amount of resources to locate it.”

Nafar frowned.  “In the past, the Ividians have had little regard for normal space.  What could they possibly want from this realm that is not already available to them in their own realm?”

Xi'Yor sighed.  “Admittedly, I do not know,” he said.  “A new technology, a planet, a ship, there are infinite possibilities, Nafar.”  He folded his arms as his concentration grew.  “But I believe the Federation is aware of it, as well—and is attempting to prevent us from finding it…”

It wasn’t until then that Xi'Yor had even considered his next course of action.  “The archives,” he muttered under his breath.  The archives were a vast collection of ancient Elorg writings, the most prominent of example being the Tome of Na’zar.  They outlined law, provided fine works of literature and contained a vast database.

The archives existed solely on the City Ship, in a massive room filled with the ancient books upon which they were scribed.  Many of them dated back as far as 300,000 years, 100,000 years before the Great War.  Only the Cerebrate, and a few others could even enter the room.  But to Xi'Yor’s relief, the entire collection, room and all had been recreated via particle synthesis, and existed on every vessel.  All Xi'Yor would have to do is enter the room and find the data he needed to uncover the Ividian’s plot…

EIGHT

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72345.6:  With Xi'Yor not willing to negotiate for our tactical data, Admiral T’Lari has dispatched the Starlight to Toraz III to ensure whatever data is there does not fall into the wrong hands.  Unfortunately, it is a nine-day journey, and with tensions so high in the Kilka Sector, I am hesitant to leave…

Even so, there are presently numerous other issues coming to a head on the Starlight that I believe require this off time to settle down, including one of a personal nature…
Three days.

According to the chronometer on her computer, three days ago was the last time Erin Keller had left her quarters.  Three days ago was the last time someone had tried to contact her.  Three days ago was when her life seemed to hit the wall.  Though at the time, Erin thought very little of her actions, as she was convinced the ship would have been destroyed by this time.

It wasn’t, but from what she had gleaned from the sensors, Erin decided that the result of their meddling with the keryon beams was just as bad as destruction.  A massive invasion force from interspace had infiltrated the Beta Quadrant. The Elorg were under heavy fire, and the Federation staged a full retreat from the Alteran Expanse.

But all of those events happened without Erin’s finesse at ops.  Instead, she remained in her quarters.  Though the Captain hadn’t confined her to them, Erin almost couldn’t bear leaving them… So she burrowed herself deep inside and descended into a prolonged period of thought.

She considered her place in the universe.  What she was doing, where she was going.  And after what seemed like hours of consideration, she finally reached a conclusion.  She was stuck.  But her analysis was unable to proceed beyond that.

The door chimed.

Erin sighed.  She had been expecting such an occasion—though she had expected it a little sooner—and so she hardly surprised to hear the door chime. 

Slowly, Erin rose from her table and faced the door.  “Come in,” she beckoned.  

The doors swished open, revealing the Captain.  He smiled hesitantly before stepping into the room.  The doors shut.  “Erin,” he said flatly.

“Alan,” she said defiantly, casually returning to her seat at her table without giving the Captain even a pleasant greeting.  “I was right, you know,” she snapped, referring to the failure of the keryon beam.  She couldn’t help but let it be known that had someone listened to her objections, the situation could have been avoided.

“So you were,” said Alan, unimpressed.  He slowly walked over to the table and sat down beside Erin.  “Even so, that’s no excuse for behavior the other day.”

Erin sighed.  She quickly reconsidered the events that had transpired and summarily realized she had come off a bit more tersely than she had anticipated.  “I was a little out of line,” she admitted.

Alan cast her a weary eye.  “A little?”

“Okay, a lot,” Erin snapped.  She set her padd aside and turned to Alan.  “You know that the Phoenix Project is a very touchy subject for me.  And I appreciate you taking the time to personally inform me of the situation instead of letting me blow up in front of the rest of the senior staff.  But I still think you dismissed me too easily.”

Alan placed his hand on her shoulder.  “I’ll never make that mistake twice,” he quipped.

As his hand shifted, Erin could feel something rubbing on her shoulder.  And she had a good idea what it was.  She leisurely brought her hand up to her shoulder and clasped it around Alan’s.  Once she was sure he had a grip on the object, she pulled his hand away from her.  His hand fell open to reveal a shiny communicator sitting in the palm of his hand.  Her communicator.

“It’s yours if you want it,” he said softly.

Erin looked into his bright turquoise eyes and could immediately see his sincerity.  She plucked the device from his hand and carefully examined it under close scrutiny.  When she was convinced it was hers, Erin carefully set the communicator down before her on the tabletop.

“Thanks,” she said softly.  “But I don’t know if I want it back.”  She waited several moments for a response from the Captain.  But all that she heard was silence.  “Alan, this little vacation you’ve granted me has given me a lot of time to reconsider where I stand.  And, well… I’m not sure I want to be here anymore.”

Erin slowly cast her gaze upon the uniform she had so neatly folded and placed upon her desk.  The gold uniform.  “I transferred to the Starlight two years ago and what has it gotten me?  Nothing.  You don’t get to be Captain wearing a gold uniform…”

“You could always transfer back to command,” Christopher suggested quietly.

She nodded adamantly.  “I could, but Starfleet is more impressed with my scientific mind than my command style.  I think, for the time being, I just need some more time to think this over.  I have to have the courage to see this through to the end, no matter where it takes me.”

She turned back to Alan.  “I would be a liar if I said I was glad to hear any of this.  You are one of the best officers on this ship.  You’re smart… you’re funny… and well, I would hate to see you leave.  But I firmly believe that if you’re not happy in one place, then the time has come to move on to another—wherever that may lead you, even if it means leaving the Starlight.”

Erin suddenly felt a warm, tingling feeling come over her body.  She was certain she had just experienced one of those rare magical moments in life that played out like a movie.  What would come of it, she was unsure, but she could only hope for the best.

“I just hope,” said Alan, now even softer than before, “that there aren’t any bad feelings between us prompting this decision…”

Erin slowly closed her eyes to consider his statement.  Five months ago, had such an occasion arisen, she knew her answer would have been a definite “yes.”  But in the past few months, Erin noticed a definite change in the grounds of their relationship.  Clearly it was no longer an adversarial one, and while they rarely spoke with each other outside of work, Erin summarily came to the conclusion that they had managed to forge a friendship.  And given this conversation, a fairly strong one.

“There aren’t any bad feelings between us,” she assured him.  “So… if I decide to leave, you can rest easier knowing you had nothing to do with it.”

She looked back at Alan, and then followed his seemingly blank look back to her communicator sitting on the table before them.  Not entirely sure what was going through his mind, Erin remained quiet, hoping the moment would soon come to pass.  

When it didn’t, Erin carefully positioned a caring hand on Alan’s arm.  “Don’t worry,” she said.  “It’s not like we’ll never see each other again.”

His gaze finally broke into a coy smile.  “Me—worry?”

“Hey, it could happen.”

“I’m just concerned about who’s going to keep this crew alive!  I mean, without you and me adding a little excitement to the routine, this crew would bore themselves to death!”

Erin nodded quaintly.  “They are a bit dull.  You should have seen them before you got here.”

“I loathe the sight.”

“But they’re so young.  They’ll learn eventually.”

Alan removed her hand.  “Come on, Erin, you’re making us sound like a group of elderly Bajorans.  Just think of us being the… most senior officers—and with age, comes wisdom.”

“And you’ve got enough of that for the both of us,” Erin replied flatly, her words drenched in sarcasm.  “You’re not making it any easier for me to leave, you know.”

Alan smiled as he pushed himself away from the table. “Good,” he quipped, rising from the chair.  “See you on the bridge?”

Erin took one last look at her communicator.  “I’ll let you know…”

The archive room was nothing like Xi'Yor had imagined it.  He had envisioned a dark, box-like cube with shelves from the ground to the ceiling, packed with ancient texts.  But he should have known better than to have such low expectations.

To his surprise, the room was much more like the ancient cathedrals that had existed when the Elorg had planets to build them on.  The ceiling extended countless stories, arched and vaulted all the way up, until they converged at a single point at the very top.  Much as Xi'Yor had expected, books lined the walls, even more than so than he had imagined.  Light streamed in through the stained-glass windows and peppered a myriad of mystical shapes on a pedestal in the middle of the room.  Though he had never seen it before, Xi'Yor knew exactly what sat upon the majestic pedestal, the Tome of Na’zar.

As he approached it with the utmost awe and reverence, it became clear that it was a very old book.  Its cover was torn and tattered.  The ink used to scribe it was peeled away in places, and it was covered in a thick layer of dust.  As he opened it, the thick pages were equally torn and yellowed with age.  But Xi'Yor was rendered speechless by the prospects of seeing history up close.  

Na’zar had scribed these ancient tomes hundreds of thousands of years ago.  Before the condemnation into subspace… Before the Great War with the Iconians… Before darkness befell the universe…

And now, Xi'Yor stood before that very text.  And while it was only a particle synthesis simulation, it seemed more real than any other simulation Xi'Yor had experienced.  And so, to him, for the duration of his visit, this was reality.

He touched the book with extreme reverence.  Though it would not reveal to him the secrets of the Ividians, a detailed study of the ancient text would prove invaluable in his understanding of politics and could undoubtedly help to advance his position in the Conclave of Overseers—perhaps even to the coveted seat as the High Overseer.

But that would have to wait.  In order to reach the status of High Overseer, one generally needed to be alive, and that meant surviving the current situation.  Slowly, Xi'Yor stepped out of the colored sunlight that befell the pedestal and walked across the room to a relatively bland computer station nearby.

Though the cathedral was filled with books and information, Xi'Yor’s every step elicited a haunting echo that pervaded the deafening silence.  As he approached the computer, it came to life and readily displayed a screen from which Xi'Yor could search the entire database for the book he required.

“I require information on the Ividians that is not included in a present-day historical text,” he barked at the station.

 The computer screen blinked.  “Processing,” said the computer a moment later.  It did just that for several moments, displaying a series of images and texts in the interim to keep Xi'Yor entertained.  He saw incredible footage from the Great War, the installation of Fenixx, the first Cerebrate, and selections from countless other historical events.

When it abruptly ended.  A seemingly lengthy list scrolled onto the screen, and the computer spoke once more, “Search complete.  One hundred seventeen entries on the Ividians have been deleted from present-day historical texts.”

The first one was the largest, an in depth treatise on the first contact with the Ividians, deleted because of inaccurate data and the overall discursiveness of the report.  The second and third entries dealt primarily with the project that resulted in the discovery of interspace, and only mentioned the Ividians in passing.  But the fourth entry seemed to have merit.

“Extrapolate fourth entry,” Xi'Yor barked.

The computer complied, highlighting the entry in question and displaying a more detailed synopsis of the entry.  From that, Xi'Yor readily concluded that this could be exactly what he was looking for.  “What is the location of this book?”

“Division eight, sub junction thirty-three, alcove seven.  EBA Registry Number: ISBN 3-735-78145-A.”

Xi'Yor immediately directed his attention toward sub junction thirty-three of division eight.  It was fairly nearby, sporting many of the thinnest sections of the archives.  But as Xi'Yor approached, he was pleased to see that the book in alcove seven was of a decent size.  He grabbed the jet-black binding and pulled the ancient text from alcove seven.

After brushing a thick layer of dust from the book’s cover, Xi'Yor brought the book over to a pedestal similar to the one holding the Tome of Na’zar, though far less decorated and lacking the majestic lighting.  

It was a book chronicling the history of the Great War with the Iconians.  Like most other chronicles of the war, it contained the general happenings, the causes the effects, and everything leading up to the cataclysmic Battle of Sorrows, where Iconia was destroyed and the Elorg were banished into subspace.

But unlike most other chronicles Xi'Yor had read, this one was based upon the log entries of an unremarkable Destroyer-class vessel known as the Jilisai’ian.  They were one of the few vessels to have an engagement with the Ividians—and above all else, the first engagement.  But according to the logs, it was the one thing that made this starship special.

The engagement was very near the Iconian outpost on Toraz III.  The Elorg had intended to harvest interspatial energies into a massive new weapon, and use it to destroy the Iconian outpost.  Then, the Ividians arrived…  Enraged by the incursion into their realm, they attacked both the Iconians and the Elorg before being forced back into interspace.  One ship was trapped outside the rift.  Determined to make sure the technology to access their space was forever lost, they made due haste to completely destroy the weapon ship.  Neither the Ividians, nor the crew of the weapon ship was ever heard from again.

Xi'Yor expelled a sigh of relief as he became increasingly pleased with the results of his query.  Had he known the archives would prove to be such a vast and knowledgeable source of data, he would have been in the great room every day studying up on the past events…  But it was not too late to start.  

But as he made himself comfortable with the ancient text before him, Xi'Yor quickly realized that the stark silence of the cathedral would chew at him the entire time.  The room needed something more…

“Computer,” he said softly.  “Play musical selection fifty-one, The Nocturne of Shadows.”  

And so it complied.  Moments later, a beautiful, melancholy movement began to fill the room… and the mood was complete.

Watching for grandiose fleet movements was not exactly the most exciting thing Jeremy Talbot had ever done.  But that was what Admiral T’Lari had instructed him to do, and so ever since his return to the Alexander, all sensors were doing their best to monitor the Elorg’s movements.

And so far, there was little to monitor.  None of the ships were moving, not even their flagship, the Inkhezi.  Either they had a plan, and were waiting for the Ividians to return before they exacted it, or they had no plan and were desperately hoping the Ividians did not return.  But if Talyere was correct, the Ividians would be back—and soon.

Talbot wasn’t sure what would happen at that point, but he was almost certain he was not going to like it.  To date, he hasn’t liked anything the Elorg have done, and so far, his initial impression of the Ividians stood a few notches below the Elorg.  No good could come from another clash between these two titans.

But if the new sensor data being fed to his terminal was to be believed, then the battle could be much closer than Talbot had anticipated. 

“Status report,” Talbot demanded.

“There are nine Ividian ships emerging,” called out his tactical officer.  “All of them are charging weapons, but are making to attempt to attack the Elorg fleet.  They appear to be running additional astrometric scans in the direction of Toraz III”

Talbot tensed up.  “Yellow alert,” he ordered, just to be safe.  “What are the Elorg ships doing?”

There was an eerie silence before the officer replied, “Nothing.  They are not moving to engage the Ividians.”

That was what Talbot had feared—the Elorg were caught without a plan to stop the Ividians, and now, they could very well have located their target.  If the Ividians moved before the Elorg, there would be little anyone could do to stop them without taking heavy losses.

But finally, two of the Elorg Warships broke formation to engage their nemesis, quickly followed by most of the Destroyers, their sensor icons flashing rampantly as they took heavy fire from the Ividians.  Within moments, one of the icons disappeared, indicating to Talbot the ship was destroyed.

He immediately tensed up, and could only begin to wonder what would happen next…

With Xi'Yor otherwise engaged, and the majority of the Administrative staff killed during the initial Ividian attack, Underling Nafar suddenly found himself amidst a very messy situation.  While he knew it was his place to take command of the ship, it felt strange.  What felt even stranger was the fact that he, too, would be relegated command of the entire fleet.  

For several moments, he considered contacting Xi'Yor in the archives, but he knew how much the Overseer valued his privacy.  An unwanted interruption could very well result in termination—something Nafar truly did not want.  But if he sat by and did nothing, he knew that was exactly what he would get—if not by Xi'Yor’s hand, then via the Ividians.

Finally, as the Inkhezi started to take heavy fire from their nemesis, Nafar stumbled upon his decision.  “Fire at will!” he called out nervously, not even sure if it was heard beyond the front of his station.

To his relief, it was, and streams of blue energy pulsed from the Inkhezi and struck the nearest Ividian ships.  Quickly, the Elorg Warships broke formation and joined in the battle, but it was still, clearly a losing one.  The Ividians were gradually forcing the Elorg to retreat deeper and deeper into the Alteran Expanse.  

When the doors suddenly parted.  “Terminate weapons fire!” called Xi'Yor as he stormed through them.

“Overseer?” called out one of the tactical officers quizzically.

Xi'Yor took several steps toward the Underling and frowned at him, his fiery orange eyes seemingly piercing the younger officer like a knife through the back.  “Do not question my authority,” said Xi'Yor firmly.  “Terminate fire!  Now!”

And it did.

Xi'Yor hastily parted ways with the Underling and headed for the command chair, still damaged from their prior engagement, but lacking the large hole in the floor in front of it.  “Nafar, set course for Toraz III,” he called out.

Not wanting to repeat what had transpired with the tactical officer, Nafar complied without question, though his curiosity had definitely been piqued.  “Course set,” he said flatly, attempting to hide his curiosity.  “Transwarp drive is on line.”

Xi'Yor sat down in his chair.  “Execute,” he barked.

NINE

Jeremy Talbot sat in sheer disbelief as he watched events unfold on his computer station.  Once the Elorg had started to retaliate against the Ividians, the tide slowly turned to their favor.  Not that such an event was lacking interest, but at that point, Talbot was more concerned about what wasn’t participating in that battle—the Elorg flagship.

For seemingly unknown reasons, the Inkhezi emerged from the Alteran Expanse and jumped into transwarp space.  Had it chosen any other direction, Talbot would have allowed himself to believe they were fleeing from the battle, despite Talyere’s report.  But the Inkhezi was headed directly for Toraz III.

“Are you certain?” asked Admiral T’Lari from the view screen.  Talbot had contacted her immediately upon making the discovery.

“Yes,” he said.  “The ship was on the same course and heading as the Starlight.”

The Admiral frowned.  “How is this possible?  I thought we made the Starlight’s departure discrete?”

“We did,” Talbot assured her.  “The Elorg’s sensors were still damaged from the battle, and had no way of detecting the Starlight’s departure.  By the time their sensors were repaired, the Starlight was well out of sensor range—even the Elorg’s.”

T’Lari folded her arms sighed.  “We should allow for the possibility that Xi'Yor was able to piece together our knowledge—or lack thereof, and is heading to Toraz III to retrieve the data for the Elorg.”

Talbot nodded to affirm the Admiral’s suspicions.  He had been thinking along the same lines, and now that she had reached the same conclusion independently, Talbot was certain there would be trouble for the Starlight.  “Should I warn Captain Christopher?”

T’Lari considered it for a moment.  “If you can dispatch a coded subspace transmission to the Starlight, do it.  But make sure it’s heavily encrypted on a secure.  I don’t want Xi'Yor onto us this early in the game.”

“Very well.  Alexander out.”

With the Inkhezi hurtling away from the Alteran Expanse at high speeds, abandoning their home for the past five months, Xi'Yor couldn’t help but been enamored by the feeling of traveling at transwarp speeds through what had used to be the illustrious Bloc.  And one day soon, Xi'Yor sensed it would be a part of the Bloc once more…  

But not today.

Today, it was unaligned space near the edge of the Federation, hundreds of light years from the rest of the fleet.  The very action could spell doom for their plans to reclaim the Bloc, but given what he had discovered in the archives, Xi'Yor knew it was a risk worth taking.

But given the crew’s reaction to his strange orders, Xi'Yor knew he would have to explain his line of thinking—or execute the entire crew for questioning his order.  He might have considered the executions had they been closer to home, but this far from the rift, Xi'Yor knew there was no way he could man the entire ship alone.  Hence, he would tell them of his stratagem…

He had first summoned Nafar, his most trusted Underling, who now stood before Xi'Yor in the great chamber aside of the bridge.

“Sit,” Xi'Yor beckoned to the Underling.  “I wish to explain our actions.”

“Please do,” said Nafar nervously.   “It is unlike you to order a retreat in the heat of battle.”

Xi'Yor nodded.  “Indeed.  But my action was not without reason.  You may have suspected that, yes?”

“Yes,” Nafar agreed.  “Your wisdom is obviously greater than my own.”

“Far greater,” Xi'Yor assured him candidly.  “My studies in the ancient archives were extremely enlightening to our cause.  Tell me, Nafar, have you ever heard of the ancient Destroyer designated Jilisai’ian?”

“No,” he said quietly.  “I have not heard of such a vessel.”

“It does not surprise me.  Not even I had been aware of its existence until evaluating the chronicle of their journeys in the archives.  It was a small, inconsequential ship that participated in few battles, destroyed by a plasma storm shortly after our incarceration in subspace initiated.  But it was the only vessel of its cadre to survive the Battle of Sorrows, and was the only one chronicled.

“Because of its low stature, Jilisai’ian’s chronicle was dismissed by the Conclave of Overseers and not included in our current historical texts.  It is fortunate that the Conclave spared us their insipid chronicles, however there is one instance that had been overlooked by the Conclave… The Jilisai’ian’s chronicles provide the only first hand account of our initial contact with the Ividians…”

“…at Toraz III,” Nafar finished.  “We were experimenting with a new weapon to use on the Iconian base there, harvesting the energy of interspace for power.  But the weapon ship was destroyed.”

Xi'Yor nodded approvingly at Nafar’s knowledge of the Canon of Historical Statutes.  “So we have been taught,” he commended.  “Indeed, the weapon ship was destroyed.  But if that Ividian vessel fled to Toraz III, it may contain all the data we need to reconstruct the weapon ship.  It would not be beneficial to the Federation if either the Elorg or the Ividians had that data—so they intend to capture it for themselves.  We must prevent that from happening, while the rest of our fleet ensures the Ividians cannot follow.”

The Underling nodded his understanding of the plan, and Xi'Yor knew that his troubles were over.  When the others heard of this from Nafar, word would spread like wildfire.  Soon, the entire crew would know of their mission, and they could continue about their work as usual, without disruption.

If only every crisis was so easily solved…

“We’re entering range of Toraz III,” said Neelar Drayge from the helm.

The golden words Christopher had been waiting for since they left the Kilka Sector nine days ago.  Half of their battle was over.  Now, all they needed to do was find the Ividian ship, destroy its secrets, and get home, a task Christopher was sure would be easier said than done.  “Drop out of transwarp and assume a standard orbit around the planet,” he said calmly.

Within moments, the serene verdant hues of their transwarp conduit fell apart, and after a sudden flash, the view screen was one more filled with a twinkling starfield and a lively planet.

“Status?” Harrison demanded.

Captain Brantley looked down at the operations readout.  “It’s a class-M planet.  It houses a vast ecosystem, but no sentient life forms.”

“Does it house an Ividian warship?” Christopher asked enigmatically.

“I have been scanning the surface for any trace of a ship since we arrived,” said Talyere, hovering over the mission ops station directly behind the Captain.  “As of yet, my search has proven unsuccessful.”

“It’s been all of two seconds, Talyere,” said Christopher humbly.  “Give it at least five minutes…”

“Of course.”

Five minutes.  Five hours.  To Christopher, the duration of the wait was inconsequential.  They had waited nine days to begin these scans.  What were a few more hours tacked on to such a journey?

“Matthew,” he said, turning to the executive officer.  Harrison looked up from his daze, but said nothing.  “As soon as Talyere… or whomever finds this ship, I want you and an away team ready to beam down.”

Harrison nodded.  “As you wish,” he chirped.  “Talyere, Ensign Drayge, whenever you’re ready…”

Before Christopher knew it, five minutes had turned into forty-five minutes.  The numerous conversations of excitement that had filled the bridge had died down to an unenthusiastic series of whispers, and it seemed they were no closer to finding an Ividian ship than before they arrived.

They had tried every sensor modulation put forth by both Captain Brantley and himself, swept the entire planet four times with each resolution and still, nothing appeared on sensors.  Christopher considered himself patient, but he had never tested to what extent.  He had a gut feeling that this would be the ultimate test.  But at what point should they come about and return to the Kilka Sector?

Christopher decided they would stick around for the entire two days that Admiral T’Lari had allotted for the mission.  But the instant time was up, they would begin the long journey home—if the search continued to present itself as a failure.

When suddenly, the first sensor alert that had sounded since their arrival emanated from Talyere’s station.  Christopher craned his neck back to the mission ops console to see Talyere’s orange eyes fixated on his findings.

“What is it, Talyere?” Christopher demanded.

“I’ve got it,” he said with a calm triumph.  “The vessel is using some sort of polytrinic shielding to hide it from sensors.”

“No wonder the Constitution couldn’t find it,” Harrison grimaced.  “They didn’t even know what polytrinic shielding was.”

To his satisfaction, Christopher did know what polytrinic shielding was.  A highly complex type of hull plating that was lined with disruptive energy nodes that prevented sensors from detecting it.  Federation scientists had toyed with the idea for years, but could never get the technology to work.  This could be their big chance…

“Is it safe to beam down?” Christopher inquired a moment later.

Harrison quickly took hold of the computer monitor between the two of them and inspected the data for a closer analysis.  After a moment of study, Harrison looked up, his face beaming.  “More or less,” he declared.  “The air might be somewhat stale, but nothing we can’t handle.”

Content with Harrison’s report, Christopher gave the executive officer an approving nod, authorizing him to stroll on down to the surface.  “Have fun,” he added as Harrison began to rise from his seat.

The Commander considered the advice for a moment before realizing Christopher was being sarcastic.  He nodded accordingly and proceeded toward the back of the bridge.  “Talyere, Ensign, let’s go,” he called out one last time before approaching the turbolift.

Talyere couldn’t help but feel a bit of excitement as he followed Harrison, Drayge and eventually Lucas Tompkins through the corridors to the transporter room.  Because he was often immersed in his studies, or flat-out of no use to the mission, Talyere understood the reasons he was often looked over for the away missions.  But when he was needed, Talyere was glad to note that his name was always the first one called off to join the away team.  This time was no different.

Though he was hardly an expert on the Ividians, his people had encountered them on several occasions before humanity even existed.  Hence, through his extensive studies, Talyere knew more about their new aggressors than the entire Federation.  Even so, he had never been on an Ividian ship—nor had he even encountered them in battle.  But Talyere knew if they stumbled upon something of use, he would recognize it.

The transporter room was devoid of activity, as usual.  Only the petite Ensign Sanders was present as they marched in.  Talyere often wondered what went on in the transporter room when it was not in use.  He knew someone was always there, but what exactly did they do?  As he stepped onto the transporter pad, Talyere made it a point to find out upon his return—designating it another facet of his studies, albeit a rather dull one.

“Ensign,” Harrison called out.  “Have you received the coordinates from the bridge?”

Sanders hastily checked over the data on her console.  “Everything appears to be in order,” she said.  “I’ll put you down as close to the bridge as possible.”

Harrison nodded curtly.  “Energize,” he ordered after a moment.

Talyere took in a deep breath and assumed a strait posture in preparation for the annular confinement beam to engulf him.  When it finally did, the gently tingling sensation flooded his body, and when it receded, Talyere was in a different place, in a different world, in a different time.  “Incredible,” he whispered as he took in the sight.  “Imagine, we are the first ones to breathe this air in over 200,000 years.”

Tompkins cringed at the very thought.  “Lovely,” he said.  “I don’t know if I’d consider this air…”

The Ividian ship was incredible.  Surrounding almost the entire command facility was a viewscreen, darkened by inactivity.  At the very front, a small cockpit was harbored in a large platform, presumably the command center.  Directly behind the platform were two auxiliary stations that presumably controlled ops and conn.  A few meters behind them, facing the back wall, were a series of science stations, which despite the eons of inactivity, still glowed with the faintest signs of life.

Talyere slowly approached one of them and touched it.  Immediately, the screen came to life, surprisingly, in a text Talyere recognized.  “Ividian writing is not that dissimilar from Iconian,” he mused.

“Can you read it?” Drayge inquired.

“Unfortunately, no.  But I believe the linguistic database could translate it into Federation Standard.”

The Bolian handed Talyere his tricorder.  He immediately opened it up and interfaced it with the Ividian systems.  It was a crude link, hardly compatible, as the Federation as still far inferior to Ividian systems.  As the translation initiated, Talyere couldn’t help but wonder what these younger races had been doing the past 200,000 years to be so inferior to a race that has been isolated for so long.  

Given his studies, Talyere assumed they were killing each other.  A reasonable conclusion, considering the events at the height of the Bloc.

The Ividian computer bleeped, and displayed a new screen, this time written neatly in Federation Standard.  “It is a crude, but efficient translation,” Talyere noted.  “Apparently, the matrix was unable to match six Ividian characters with a Federation equivalent.”

“Presumably because the Ividians have thirty-two letters in their alphabet,” said Drayge.

Talyere nodded.  “Presumably.”  He stepped aside, allowing Lucas Tompkins to access the newfound wealth of data.  

The chief engineer’s hands flew over the console with some trepidation, often making errors on the alien interface.  Even so, he was progressing through the system with relative ease.  “There is a lot of data here,” he said in awe.  “This could easily put Federation science forty or fifty years ahead of our current standard.”

“Ahh,” said Harrison flatly, gently made his presence known by looming over the control panel.  “Might there be anything that the Ividians would be interested in retrieving from this ship?”

Tompkins shrugged.  “Not that I can tell.  It all looks rather ordinary.”

But not to Talyere.  “What was that?” he inquired.

“What was what?” Tompkins said, stopping the data feed.

Talyere pointed to a file at the top of the screen.  Had the text scrolled for another second, it would have vanished into virtual memory.  “That file, right there,” he clarified. 

Tompkins brought some additional scrutiny to the file in question.  “It is one of the most recently created files,” he noted.  “If you consider a file that hasn’t been touched in 73 million days to be recent.”

“Not exactly,” Harrison grimaced.  “Can you open it?”

Tompkins fiddled with the controls for a moment before the file started flashing.  It’s title scrolled to the top of the screen, and a series of schematics dissolved from the file list.  Ship schematics to be exact.

At first, Talyere dismissed them as simply tactical files, but upon closer examination, he found he recognized some of the marking on the ship’s hull.  “Zoom in on grid nine-A,” he said.

Tompkins complied, and a few moments later, the foreword section of the ship’s hull was greatly magnified by the computer, revealing exactly what Talyere had suspected.  “Those markings are Elorg.  And that ship is the Faelinz-Durna.”  He was sure that meant nothing to the others, but Talyere was instantly mortified by his findings.  “That was one of our most powerful ships.  Though it was designated as a weapon ship to attack the Iconians, it also had the ability to open and close interdimensional gateways at will—even from within subspace or interspace.  It took decades to perfect the technology, but there was one factor we did not know about at the time we tested it—the Ividians.”

Harrison expelled a long sigh as he realized the ramifications of the Ividians capturing the ship.  “And now, they have a chance to reclaim it,” he said.

And as Harrison made that revelation, Talyere suddenly made another one all on his own.  “Commander,” he said solemnly, “the Captain alluded to the existence of this data during his conversation with Xi'Yor earlier.  Considering the vast resources he has available to him, I find it very likely that Xi'Yor could reach these very same conclusions…  Hence, he could already be on his way here to claim this data for himself.”

TEN

Harrison should have suspected as much.  Despite the precautions they had taken to ensure the Starlight’s departure was quiet, there was little else that could be done to prevent Xi'Yor from finding out the secrets of Toraz III.  And as Harrison realized how dire the situation could become should a confrontation between the Starlight and Xi'Yor were to occur.

He touched his communicator.  “Harrison to Starlight.”

He waited a moment before hearing Christopher reply, “What is it, Matthew?”
“We could have trouble,” Harrison said, urgency clipping into his every word. “According to Talyere, this Ividian ship contains data on a highly advanced Elorg weapon.  We think Xi'Yor could very well be on his way here.”

“Wonderful,” said Christopher sarcastically.  “We’ll keep an eye peeled for the dreaded and evil fleet of doom.  Just make sure we have that data before any unwanted guests arrive.”

Harrison nodded.  “Understood.  Harrison out.”  The executive officer immediately cast his gaze upon Lucas Tompkins, who was still seated before the computer screen, entranced by its wealth of data.  “How difficult a task are we looking at?”

Tompkins gazed at the controls for a moment.  “Looking at data is one thing.  Extracting it from their computer is another.  Even with the system translated, it’s going to take me a while to learn out how to operate it.”

That was the last thing Harrison wanted to hear.  Xi'Yor could arrive at any moment, and catch them off guard.  The ship would be his in a matter of minutes.  “Learn quickly,” he said between clenched teeth.

Ert’lask’k knew the task ahead of him would be a difficult one.  For thousands of years, the Ividian Assembly had spoken of the day when the barrier to normal space would be breeched by the inferiors.  They had said that swarms of Ividian Raiders would pummel the inferiors, and migrate triumphantly to segment three of solar unit G-77651 to collect their fallen comrade’s vessel. 

They were mistaken.  The inferiors designated Elorg did not adhere to the forecast algorithms projecting their destruction, and summarily annihilated the first swarm of Raiders.  Furthermore, astrometric data regarding the position of solar unit G-77651 was incorrect, forcing several Raiders to relegate their duties to locating it.

Despite those facts, Ert’lask’k still felt confident that their vessel would be retrieved before the inferiors could expose it.  They were inferior, after all.  Forecast algorithms projected the last squadron to have pinpointed the location of G-77651 to a spatial grid of less than four light years.  His squadron would most likely narrow that, and proceed to locate the vessel.

Or so he thought.

Even before passing the interdimensional barrier, Ert’lask’k found himself distressed by the sound of a sensor alert.  “What it is?” he demanded.

The work unit situated at the operations station twitched his six legs and slowly turned to Ert’lask’k.  The look on his normally devilish face was one of concern, which instantly spread throughout the control center.  “According to the last squadron, two inferior vessels have already departed for segment three of solar unit G-77651,” he said.  “Both are heavily armed.”

Ert’lask’k did not wish to hear the last part of the report.  The Ividians were by far, a superior race, but their vessels had proven to be growing increasingly susceptible to the Inferiors’ weapons.  Ert’lask’k, knowing that his squad was one of great valor, also knew that it was a small one.  Even against two Inferiors, it would be foolish to engage them.  An additional course of action as required.

Sending more vessels was the first course of action that crossed Ert’lask’k’s mind.  But he subsequently quashed the notion, given the fact that the Inferiors were already an unknown number of light years ahead of them.  Which left Ert’lask’k with his second choice.  It wasn’t one he liked, as it meant he would not be able to participate in the battle to free their comrade’s vessel.  But he would still fight—to the death.

“All stop,” he called out.  “How long until the singularity becomes unstable?”

Again, the work unit assessed his data.  “Twenty-seven renkars,” he reported after a moment.

Twenty-seven.  It was not a long amount of time—for most Inferiors, only about seven hours.  But for what it was worth, Ert’lask’k believed that it would be sufficient time to exact his other plan…  “Hail the Assembly, and tell them to dispatch the Ourido’rr.”

Two beeps.

It was the sound Xi'Yor had been waiting to hear for quite some time, as it indicated to him that his hours of studying the archives were about to pay off.  They were nearing range of Toraz III.  Xi'Yor sat in his chair for a few more moments before standing erect.  “Drop out of transwarp,” he barked.

“Yes, Overseer,” came Nafar.

Within moments, the Overseer could feel the ship shudder gently beneath his feet as they returned to normal space.  On the view screen, the great brown and blue sphere that was Toraz III was there to greet him.  And much as he had suspected, so was the Starlight.  Though it was nothing more than a tiny speck in orbit of the planet, Xi'Yor knew it could not be much else.  “Magnify grid 0-5-7.”

As the tiny white frame surrounded the aforementioned grid, and filled the screen, the contours of the insipid Starlight became much more apparent.  “What is their status?”

“They have raised shields, and put weapons in stand-by mode,” came an officer from the back of the bridge.

Xi'Yor almost felt sorry for Captain Christopher, considering he didn’t stand a chance against the Inkhezi.  But as vivid images of the Starlight’s smoldering hulk in a sea of flames danced through the Overseer’s mind, whatever feelings of remorse he had acquired quickly dissolved.  There would be no tears shed when the Starlight was no more…

Xi'Yor considered his next course of action for several moments.  Should he hail Christopher one last time, just to taunt him for his stupidity—or should he just lock onto the Starlight with the photon cannon and send the miserable amalgamation of bulkheads into oblivion?  The more he thought about it, the more obvious the choice was.

“Hail them,” Xi'Yor barked.

Moments later, Captain Christopher appeared on the view screen.  “Xi'Yor,” he said flatly.  “I see you’ve come to chart the Toraz System, too.  Fascinating, isn’t it?”

“The Bloc has little interest in the Toraz System,” Xi'Yor said evenly.

“Does it, now?” 

Already, Xi'Yor was regretting his decision to speak with Christopher one last time.  He had forgotten just how much he hated the Captain.  “We both know what is here in this system…  And I suggest you relinquish whatever data you’ve acquired from the Ividian ship, before I am required to take it from you.”

Christopher grinned quaintly.  “I’m terribly sorry, but we won’t be relinquishing any data today.  Perhaps you would care for a voucher, instead?”
“Do not play games with me, you pedantic fool,” Xi'Yor sneered.  “If you think we will allow tactical data of that magnitude to fall into the hands of our greatest nemesis, you are sorely mistaken.”

“Well, if you want it, you’re going to have to get past me, first,” Christopher retorted.

Xi'Yor was unimpressed.  “Was that a threat, Captain?”

“No, it was a warning.  I can’t be responsible for the consequences should you fail to adhere to it…”
Xi'Yor was almost humored by Christopher’s statements.  At the very least, this conversation brought some much needed amusement to Xi'Yor’s drab life.  But he had endured enough amusement for one eon.  “End transmission,” he snapped to Nafar.

In an instant, Christopher was long gone, replaced by a more ominous image of the Starlight bearing down on them.  Had Xi'Yor not know the ship’s tactical specifications, he might have been concerned about the advances, but given the Inkhezi’s superiority, he simply called for alert status and returned to his chair unfettered.

“Great,” Christopher muttered as the Inkhezi loomed ominously on the view screen.  That conversation had gone about as well as he had expected—but it had not bought enough time for the away team to send any data to the Starlight.  And, it only confirmed all of Christopher’s greatest fears—Xi'Yor was coming, he wanted the data, and he was willing to fight to get it.

But seeing that the Starlight was one ship—one small ship when compared to the Inkhezi—Christopher knew that they hardly stood a chance against them.  And whatever data the away team collected, no matter how useful, would do no good now.  There was no way they could escape with it alive…

“Angela,” he called out.

Brantley looked up from ops, and quickly met Christopher’s dazed look.  She called back the ensign she had relieved, and quickly made her way to the front section of the bridge.

“Any thoughts?” Christopher inquired.

“Just one.  Trying to leave here with any of that data will result in our immediate destruction,” she said, mirroring Christopher’s own thoughts.

“So what do we do?”  Christopher had a very good idea what their course of action should be, but he wanted a second opinion just to be sure…

Brantley gave the question a moment’s thought.  “Destroy it,” she said.

He sighed.  “Agreed.  Bator, beam up the away team, and then, prepare to blow that baby up.”

“Aye,” said the Phobian.  But before he could continue, a curious sensor alert emanated from the tactical station.   “I can’t get a lock on the away team,” he said. 

Brantley frowned, taking a few steps back to sit down in the command chair, and then glanced at Christopher’s computer.  “I’m reading some sort of energy spike,” she said.  “Unknown configuration…”

For the moment, things in the Kilka Sector were quiet.  And so, for the moment, Captain Talbot was relatively at ease.  According to the data provided by Talyere, the last few ships of the Elorg tactical wing had arrived amidst the battle with the Ividians.  Most of them were either heavily damaged or destroyed, leaving the Elorg in no better shape than before the Ividian invasion several days ago.

For their part, the Ividians had continued to emerge from their rift.  Swarms of their tiny ships would emerge.  Most would go and engage the Elorg, while several others made extensive sensor sweeps of the region.  Sensor sweeps that were undoubtedly part of some vile Ividian ploy…  But for the time being, there were no Ividian ships roaming about.

It seemed to Talbot that now would be an opportune time for the Federation to strike at their nemeses, given their relative state of disarray.  But after a long discussion with Admiral T’Lari, she deemed it necessary that their current priority was finding a way to close the Ividian rift before a major invasion—despite Xi'Yor’s assurances that the rift would collapse naturally.  

Suddenly, he regretted even thinking those thoughts of calm and cool collectivity.  Without any notice, the once placid Ividian rift expelled a plume of plasma energy.  All around the bridge, sensor alerts blared.  “Report?” Talbot demanded.

“There appears to be a massive vessel emerging from the Ividian rift,” said the tactical officer. 

“Red alert,’ ordered Talbot as he shifted his attention back to the view screen.  Sure enough, moments later, a vessel nearly as large as an Elorg Warship passed through the interspatial boundaries, and into normal space.  It was similar to the smaller Ividian warships in almost every regard, though on a much larger scale, with a more fierce weapons array, and well defined warp nacelles.

But instead of coming about to engage the Elorg, this massive hulk simply came to a stop.  Talbot watched it intently for several moments as swarms of other vessels emerged with it, all heading straight for the Elorg forces. 

“It appears to be charging some sort of power cell,” said the Lieutenant at ops.

“A weapon?” Talbot suggested.

“I don’t believe so.”

As he looked back at the Ividian ship, Talbot could see it rays of light starting to shoot from the warp nacelles.  They eerie green rays danced about in the void of space as the nacelles they emanated from began to pulsate with energy.  As the pulsating action continued, Talbot was forced to shield his eyes from its terrible luminosity, until finally, the ship exploded in a flash of light.

As he lowered his hands, Talbot half expected to see a debris field scattered across the starscape on the view screen.  But to his surprise, he simply saw the same twinkling stars he had been looking at prior to the ship’s arrival.

“Where did it go?” Talbot inquired.

The Lieutenant at ops pecked away at the controls for what seemed like an inordinate amount of time trying to find an answer to that question.  “Unknown,” he finally reported.  “It’s not within sensor range.”

As he heard that, Talbot had a very grim feeling rush over him like a tidal wave.  Somehow, a part of his knew exactly where that Ividian ship was headed, and that it did not bode well for the Starlight…

ELEVEN

“They are coming about, heading one-four-four, mark seven!”

Christopher let out a disgruntled sigh as the words of the ensign manning the helm fell upon his ears.  Pacing unevenly before his command chair, he had just witnessed the situation’s rapid deterioration from bad to worse.  Xi'Yor was bound and determined to win over the Ividian ship—and there was little that could be done to stop him.  Even so, Xi'Yor wouldn’t get it without a fight.

“Shields up, red alert!  All hands to battle stations,” Christopher called out as he stared at the Inkhezi on the view screen, hunting them down like a cat closing in on its mouse…

The lights on the bridge dimmed down, accompanied by the monotonous tones of the red alert klaxon.  As the mood deepened, Christopher finally retreated to the relative safety of his command chair, and attempted to calm himself.  But he knew that would not be possible as long as the away team was in danger on the surface…

“They are locking weapons,” Bator reported a moment later.

“Evasive maneuvers, Ensign,” Christopher called out, looking to the Ensign at the helm, a young human he recognized as Koltane.  He only hoped this fine product of Starfleet Academy was half as skilled a pilot as Drayge.  Otherwise, they were in big trouble.

Moments later, the starfield swerved out of the way as several blazing blue discharges from the Inkhezi’s photon canon were ejected into space.  The efforts of Koltane were commendable, to say the least, but not perfect, as moments later, a second volley streaked away from the Inkhezi, promptly followed by a third, a fourth, and a fifth.  Koltane was able to evade the blasts up to the fourth volley, until finally, Christopher knew their evasion tactics had failed.  He closed his eyes and grabbed the arms of the command chair in preparation for the unpleasantness ahead. 

It arrived with an incredible fury, blasting the shields with the full impact of the discharges.  Christopher was severely jostled about in his chair, the lights dimmed briefly, and a couple inconsequential sparks trickled from the helm.

“Shields are down to eighty-one percent,” Bator called out.

“Return fire,” Christopher ordered, as he felt yet another volley from the Elorg buffet the shields.  “Angela, have you made any sense of the transporter troubles?” he inquired in the aftermath.

“Not yet!” she replied.  “I’m still having trouble analyzing the energy spike!”

The ship shuddered once more, agitating the helm even more.  It spouted out another few sparks before briefly going dim. 

“We’re losing helm control,” Koltane announced, his fingers rapidly cruising over the controls to prevent such an instance.  But the helm appeared to be hell-bent on dying, as the station’s illumination continued to flutter with agonizing persistence.

“This is not good,” Christopher muttered as he glimpsed the Inkhezi soar past them on the view screen.

“Their shields are down to forty-seven percent,” Nafar reported, to Xi'Yor’s delight.

“Excellent,” called out the Overseer, not even bothering to inquire as to their own status—as he knew it had not changed since the onset of battle.  “Target their warp core and fire!”  

Xi'Yor grinned deviously as he sat back in his command chair, fingers steepled, and watched the death of the Starlight.  Hundreds of discharges from the photon canon, countless blue streaks from the phaser banks, all of them hurtling at the Starlight.  The first few discharges finally impacted the Federation starship’s shields, causing them to rampantly flicker for several moments before vanishing completely.

But the Starlight swerved, prompting the next few blasts to careen not into the warp core, but the nearby warp nacelle.  It spewed out an ocean of drive plasma into the whirling, fiery explosion before going completely dead.

“Direct hit to our port warp nacelle!” Bator shouted over the mounting explosions. 

Christopher felt a sudden wave of doom flood his body as the damage report came in.  Now that their defenses were being summarily destroyed, it seemed the battle’s futility was only increasing.  Until, for some strange reason, the rest of the Inkhezi’s volley veered past the Starlight at the strangest angle…

“Gravimetric distortions,” Brantley announced.  “It looks to me like it’s Ividian in origin!”

Had the helm been functional, Christopher would have called for evasive maneuvers.  But it had violently exploded in the aftermath of the shields’ collapse, taking out both the helm and Ensign Koltane.  Whatever minimal helm control that remained had been relegated, by the computer, to Bator’s command.

On the main view screen, a warship that was clearly Ividian in origin hung ominously in space.  It remained motionless for several seconds before coming about and releasing a massive shock of green energy at the Inkhezi.  Though the Elorg ship was off the view screen, the resulting explosion was quite visible…

Given the initial blast, Christopher was certain the Inkhezi had been destroyed—though his nerves were not calmed by the revelation.  In fact, they were only heightened.  The Inkhezi had fired several discharges from its photon cannon before hindering the Starlight.  So he was less than enthusiastic about the fact that the Inkhezi, as superior ship, was disabled by a single shot from the Ividians.

Though the decrepit Elorg ship slowly lurched back onto the view screen, it was clearly in poor condition.  It launched a full barrage of weapons fire on the Ividian ship before coming about to evade the returned favor.  Clearly, neither vessel saw the Starlight as a threat at the moment.  And Christopher saw that as an opportunity.

Quickly, he rose from his chair and strolled back to the operations station.  “Angela,” he said while en route, “transporters?”

Brantley threw her hands from the console in distress.  “We have to get closer.  There’s too much quantum interference; I can’t get a clean lock on them!”

Christopher glanced at the helm.  At any other time, such a simple maneuver would have been of little consequence, but given the scorched markings adorning most of the station, he had his doubts about any maneuver more complex than moving foreword.  

Slowly, he retreated to the mission ops station.  “Bator, transfer helm control to me,” he said, hastily reconfiguring the console to his liking.  It took a few moments, but just as Christopher got the controls set, the terribly limited helm controls popped up at his terminal.  

His fingers hovered over the controls for a few moments of hesitation before finally, Christopher took the plunge, and keyed in a course for the planet.  “Here we go,” he said as the thrusters engaged.

Harrison peered over Tompkins shoulder.  Despite the computer’s translation to Federation Standard, he still had only an inkling as to what the chief engineer had been doing for the past several minutes.  And so, tired of wracking his brain on complex babble he could only begin to understand, Harrison backed away.  “Status,” he demanded instead.

Tompkins sighed.  “Download in progress,” he said.

Harrison glanced at a small indicator in the lower-right hand corner of the computer’s screen.  It was a horizontal bar, slowly filling from left to right…  Slowly.  By Harrison’s calculation, it was only about twenty percent complete.  “How much longer?”

“Six or seven minutes,” Tompkins guessed, before adding the dreaded, “maybe more.”

Harrison folded his arms and took yet another few steps away from the chief engineer, until he stood relatively near the two stations behind the command platform where Talyere and Drayge were situated.  “Any luck contacting the Starlight?”

Talyere looked up from his station and nodded negatively.  “Fortune has not smiled upon us,” he groaned.  “We’ve not been able raise them on any standard communication frequencies.”

“We’re testing alternatives now,” said the Bolian, “but I’m not very optimistic.”

Harrison closed his eyes sighed.  They had lost contact with the Starlight shortly after warning them about the possibility that Xi'Yor was on his way, which left Harrison with an obvious answer—but not one he was willing to accept.  The Starlight was an agile ship, and could probably hold its own against the Inkhezi for quite sometime.  But no matter the agility, defeat was inevitable.  Harrison just couldn’t believe it had happened so quickly.

He looked over the communication data one last time.  Nothing of any consequence jumped out at him.  Drayge and Talyere seemed to have covered all the bases, and were readily on their way to finding the magic frequency.  Harrison only hoped the Starlight would be there to receive it.
“We’re at twenty-eight thousand kilometers,” Christopher announced as he continued to operate the awkward controls of the new helm.  But given its gradual descent into chaos, Christopher knew twenty-seven thousand kilometers might be pushing it.  He hastily set the ship into standard orbit, and turned back to Brantley.  “I don’t think we’ll be getting much closer than this.”

She glanced down at the controls, and after a moment, started to peck away at them.  The computer’s only response was a fuzzy bleeping sound.  Christopher need not wait for Brantley’s report to know what that meant.  “What’s wrong?” he demanded.

“Unable to locate target coordinates,” Brantley read directly from the screen.  “I’ve lost whatever transporter lock I had on them.”

Christopher looked back at his makeshift helm.  Flashing prominently on the screen were the words, ‘OFF LINE.’  He nervously tapped his fingers on the now dysfunctional panel.  “Well, we’re not going to be getting any closer.”

Christopher felt as if they had reached the end of the road.  The Starlight was damaged, not severely, but bad enough to keep them in a state of constant danger.  Escape was not an option either.  First and foremost, the helm was off line—even if they could jump into warp, they wouldn’t know where they were heading.  But the secondary problem was the battle raging nearby.

Christopher considered starting the repairs to the helm, but that would take several hours to complete.  They didn’t have several hours, and Christopher wasn’t even sure if they had several minutes.  But just as hope began to fade, a faint bleeping noise emanated from the tactical station.  Christopher’s eyes darted to Bator, who readily accessed it.

“We’re being hailed,” he said slowly, before adding, “It’s coming from the planet’s surface.”

Christopher’s heart thumped.  “On screen,” he snapped, turning on his heel to face the view screen.

Moments later, Harrison and Talyere popped into existence, and upon seeing the bridge in such a state of disarray, their faces quickly dissolved into something best described as shock.  “Xi'Yor?” Harrison suggested.

Christopher nodded.  “Xi'Yor,” he confirmed.  “But we’ve got bigger problems.  The Ividians have dispatched a rather formidable warship to this sector.  Our sensors are down, but it might have destroyed the Inkhezi.”

Both faces were visibly surprised by the news, but Talyere seemed considerably more emotional with his response—though it was clearly not one of remorse.  “Xi'Yor has not been terminated,” Talyere assured them.

“How can you be sure?” Christopher asked.

“Because we are still here.  If the Inkhezi had been destroyed, the Ividians would have initiated hostilities with the Starlight by now.  Since they have not, it is likely that the Inkhezi is still in tact.”

 Harrison turned to the Talyere.  “Let’s hope it stays in tact long enough for us to transfer this data back to the Starlight,” he said, holding up a padd Christopher presumed contained the Ividian database they had traveled here to acquire.  “We’ve got nearly four gigaquads of data here.  The rest we’ll need to transfer manually.”

It was tempting, having access to the Ividians advanced database.  But Christopher knew they would never make it back to the Kilka Sector with it.  If Xi'Yor wasn’t hunting them down, the Ividians would be, and they wouldn’t stop until the data was in their hands.  “Destroy that data,” Christopher said instead.

Harrison frowned.  “What?”

Christopher quickly explained his line of thinking to Harrison.  To his relief, the executive officer had no squabbles about saving the data, and made due haste to erase the padd.  “Bring it back to the ship,” said Christopher.  “We’ll use it for target practice later on.”

“Commander,” Brantley interrupted.  Christopher looked back to Angela and motioned with a quick nod of his head for her to continue.  “Cut all the power to the Ividian ship.  We’re going to get you out of there.”

He nodded.  “Understood.  Harrison out.”

After a moment, both Harrison and Talyere disappeared, replaced once more by the swirling white clouds and lush forests of Toraz III.  Christopher gazed at the sight for a moment before turning to the tactical station.  “Bator,” he called out.  “Once Matthew and the others are back on board, launch a full spread of quantum torpedoes at the Ividian ship.  I don’t want anyone getting a hold of that puppy.”

The Phobian nodded.  “Understood.  Target locked.”

Christopher nodded, turning his attention back to Brantley.  “Power signatures are gone.  I’ve got a lock.”

Christopher let out a long-bottled sigh of relief.  It was about time.  “Energize,” he said.

They waited in dead silence for several moments as the transporter cycle brought the away team back to the ship.  Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Brantley cast a simple nod in Christopher’s direction, indicating that their endeavors had proved fruitful.  Christopher, in turn, cast his gaze upon Bator, who summarily turned his attention to the tactical station. 

“Torpedoes ready,” he said.

Christopher turned to the view screen.  “Fire.”

Suddenly, a steady stream of blazing blue torpedoes screamed a warpath across the viewscreen, all plummeting toward the surface of Toraz III.  After a moment, they disappeared from sight, but Christopher knew they were still there, because a few moments later, a considerable speck of white light glowed briefly on the planet’s surface.  The warship was destroyed—but their respite from action as a brief one.

The tactical station suddenly erupted with sensor alarms.  “Both enemy ships are on an intercept course,” Bator announced.  “They have locked their weapons on us.”

“This is not good,” Christopher moaned as he heard the doors parting behind him.  Moments later, Talyere and Harrison were at his side, with a confused Drayge standing beside what was left of the helm. 

The ship jolted violently and without warning.  Every panel on the bridge threw a cacophony of flames and sparks out, the lights exploded, and plasma conduits burst, sending streams of white mist into the bridge.

“Shields down to twelve percent,” Bator shouted over the mounting explosions.  “We cannot survive another direct hit!”

The ship was under attack.

Erin Keller let out a long sigh as she watched the Starlight’s shields, or what was left of them, flicker rampantly out the windows in her quarters.  Given their recent actions, this attack did not come as a surprise to Keller, nor did the intensity of the attack.  The ship seemed like it was going to be torn apart.  

At first, Keller didn’t let it bother her.  She figured they would either evade their nemesis, or somehow reach a peaceful conclusion.  But as the battle raged, Erin slowly realized that neither one of those options appeared to be happening.  The Starlight continued to shudder under weapons fire, explosions rocking the hull, power fluctuations, and every other malady befell the starship.

On more than one occasion, the thought of destruction crossed Erin’s mind.  And for the briefest of moments, Erin didn’t care—which she immediately found to be a terrible thought.  How could I think such a thing? she demanded of herself in the moments following her blatantly heartless thought.

The ship shuddered again.  Erin, sitting quietly on the edge of her bed simply stared out the window and watched as an Elorg warship, nothing more than a blur, cruised passed her window.    When she heard something fall to the floor from the stand at the head of her bed.

Since nothing else had moved, Erin knew the gravity network was still functioning—otherwise everything would have plummeted to the floor.  So she assumed she was looking for something not usually held in place by the network.  Something small…  Something carelessly cast aside…

She found her communicator less than a meter from the stand.  It was still in tact, adorning a faint scratch on the back side, but otherwise, it was just as she had left it.  Not willing to just leave it on the floor, Erin slowly reached for the device, and clasped it in her hands, much as Captain Christopher had done earlier.  

 “I would be a liar if I said I was glad to hear any of this.  You are one of the best officers on this ship…  and well, I would hate to see you leave.  But I firmly believe that if you’re not happy in one place, then the time has come to move on to another—wherever that may lead you, even if it means leaving the Starlight.”

Again the ship shuddered.  This time, Erin could hear the EPS conduits exploding.  She could feel the stress endured by the hull.  She was witnessing the death of something that was very special to her—a place where she had friends, and people who cared about her, a place where she could relax and enjoy life—a place called home.  Together, they had braved countless battles, triumphed over the greatest evils, and explored the final frontier… 

She took another long look at the communicator before reaching her decision.  “It can’t end like this,” she said quietly as she took the device and, despite the fact she wasn’t in uniform, affixed it to her shirt.

“We’ve got partial thrusters,” Drayge called out from the science stations beside ops.  He was covered in grime and ash from the dirty stations, but still, his blue skin radiated through.  He was still hopeful.

From his command chair, Christopher forced a smile and turned to Commander Harrison, standing at the makeshift helm at the mission ops station.  “Let’s give it a try,” said Christopher softly.  “Evasive maneuver epsilon III.”

The ship swerved about, successfully avoiding the next volley of weapons fire.  Christopher sighed upon seeing this, but was by no means fooled into a false sense of security.  The battle was still terribly against them.  Until he heard the turbolift doors part.  It wasn’t until an eerie silence filled the bridge did Christopher bother to look at the most recent arrival—but given the reaction, he had a fair idea of who it was.

“Permission to return to duty,” Keller requested as she approached the mission ops station.

Christopher smiled once more—only this time, it was genuine.  “Permission granted.”  He quickly rose from the command chair and followed Erin as she approached Captain Brantley.

“Angela,” Christopher said softly, “why don’t you give Neelar a hand,” he said, motioning with his head toward the Bolian’s direction.

Brantley smiled quaintly.  “Of course.”  She performed a few last motions on the console before relinquishing command to Keller. Erin quickly assumed her station, and brought herself back up to speed.  

“Any ideas?”  Christopher inquired.

“Just one,” said Erin.  “Back when I was modifying the sensors, Kendall thought it was a bit strange to run an axionic energy stream through the deflector… Sure, it gave us some nice sensor data, but if we channel enough energy through the deflector to make that energy stream coherent, it could also make for some nice fireworks.”

“How nice?” Christopher demanded.

Erin shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

Christopher sighed.  “Isn’t that comforting?”  He gently pounded his fist on her console.  “Let’s find out.”

Keller quickly went to work, transferring whatever power she needed to the deflector, until a bright yellow indicator on her station indicated to Christopher that they were ready to go.  He quickly glanced at the sensors, and upon seeing the Ividian ship’s proximity to the Starlight, gave the order to fire upon it.

All eyes slowly drifted to the view screen as a bright yellow beam surged out of the deflector and into the Ividian ship.  At first, nothing appeared to be happening.  Christopher felt his palms begin to sweat as the Ividian ship came about to decimate them.  Green energies slowly swirled around its ‘prongs of death,’ and a beam of energy started to come to life, crackling about until they formed a more coherent beam.

But before it could lash out at the Starlight, the beam terminated, right along with the Ividian ship.  It was swept away in a sea of roiling orange flames and red-hot streamers of debris.  But as the flames died down, Christopher was still uneasy, as looming off in the distance was the Inkhezi.

“Hail them,” Christopher ordered, hastily strolling back down to the foreword section of the bridge.  

It took only a few moments for the glowering face of Xi'Yor to fill the view screen.  His orange eyes seemed to pierce the fabric of space and time as his mouth tightened in wait for the conversation to begin.

“I suggest you stand down,” Christopher said in a calm, stern voice, not even bothering to forego the usually formalities.  But given the look on Xi'Yor’s face, Christopher doubted it would have mattered very much.

“We will terminate hostilities if you simply relinquish the data we desire,” Xi'Yor said evenly.  “Otherwise, the only thing we will be doing is seeing to your annihilation.”

“You saw what happened to the Ividian ship,” said Christopher.  “Don’t think I won’t hesitate to use the weapon again.  Furthermore, the data you want has been destroyed.  Even if you do manage to destroy us, you won’t find anything of use.”

Xi'Yor’s eyes flared.  “I find your threats to be most tiresome.  If you relinquish the data, I will personally see that your crew is tortured only a small amount before their termination.”

Despite the utter sincerity of Xi'Yor’s voice, Christopher was hardly ready to give in to the Overseer’s demands, especially since the data in question no longer existed.  But, he was quickly coming to the realization that Xi'Yor did not have a mind that was easy to change, as his rather explosive demonstration on the Ividian ship did little to change his perceptions.  But Christopher was determined to win.

But as he opened his mouth to reaffirm their position, Christopher suddenly found Harrison tugging upon his uniform.  Christopher turned to Bator, motioned for him to cut the audio, and then fell upon the concerned look on Harrison’s face.  The executive officer looked to Talyere, who summarily brought up some schematics on the mission ops console.  

“What is it?” Christopher demanded.

“The weapon,” Talyere said.  “It will not work on the Inkhezi—according to my analysis, all Elorg vessels are impervious to this type of energy beam.”

Christopher clenched his fists with frustration.  “Just when it seemed like we were getting somewhere,” he muttered.  He turned toward the science stations.  “Neelar, how long until we’ve got helm control back?”

The Bolian briefly consulted with Captain Brantley before deciding upon, “About two more minutes.”

“I can stall for that long,” Christopher decided.  “Put Xi'Yor back on.”

Moments later, the audio returned, and Christopher turned back to face Xi'Yor.  “We have considered your generous offer, Overseer, and have decided that your just and fair methods are better than the alternatives.  Hencetoforth, we shall submit to the mighty Elorg Bloc, and relinquish all the data we have accumulated from the Ividian ship on Toraz III.”

Xi'Yor smiled candidly.  “Indeed, this is an unexpected alteration in our proceedings, Captain Christopher.  But I find them to be less than feasible.  I have learned from our previous encounters that the Federation will not submit so easily…  Hence, you must have ulterior motives for your sudden change of tactics.  I find your attempt humorous, but nothing more.  Prepare for termination.”

Xi'Yor moved to terminate the channel.

“Wait!” Christopher called out.

Xi'Yor halted, and cast his fiery gaze back upon Christopher.  “Yes?”

“You can’t terminate us,” Christopher blurted out.

“Why?” demanded Xi'Yor.

Christopher bit his lip as he frantically searched his mind for any type of excuse.  But he soon found that his creative engines had shut down, leading him to blurt out the next thing that popped into his mind,  “Because I said so.”

“Oh, how magnanimous of you,” Xi'Yor groaned.  “But unfortunately, your attempts to delay the inevitable have failed.  Good-bye.”

The transmission ended.

Christopher sighed, and turned back to the others.  “That didn’t go too well,” he admitted.

“Indeed,” said Harrison as the sound of explosions on the shields started to pervade the hull.  

“Shields have failed,” Bator announced moments later.  “One more hit will finish us.”

“Thank you for that ray of sunshine, Bator,” Christopher said as he cast his attention back upon the science stations where Brantley and Drayge were still working away.  Christopher was sure that two minutes had passed—why were they still working?  “How much longer,” he demanded as a flash on the view screen caught his eye. 

It was a single discharge from the Inkhezi’s photon canon.  The single discharge that would destroy the ship—unless they moved, and soon.  “Neelar…” Christopher repeated as the charge rapidly drew nearer.

“Okay, that’s it!” Brantley called out. 

“Engage!  Warp nine, any heading!”  Christopher ordered as he plunged into his command chair.  Without any further ado, the stars on the view screen became nothing but a blur, and the troubles of Toraz III had been left behind.  Christopher let out a long sigh of relief, as disaster had been averted for yet another day…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72378.7: The Starlight is en route to Deep Space Seven for repairs in the aftermath of the encounter at Toraz III.  With our location unbeknownst to the Elorg, the Inkhezi has retreated to the Kilka Sector with the rest of its fleet.

As predicted, the Ividian rift has collapsed, and the threat of invasion has diminished.  According to Starfleet’s analysis, the Federation task force capable of fighting in the verteron radiation zone was heavily damaged, and is unable to penetrate the new Elorg defense perimeter in the Alteran Expanse. Even so, Elorg resources are stretched equally thin, and a counterstrike is not expected. 
“That’s it?”

Christopher slowly looked up from his computer station at Erin Keller and smiled.  “It’s not Shakespeare, but I think it will suffice.”

“Oh,” she said.  Erin had wandered into his ready room in the midst of his log entry, and upon seeing him engaged in such an exciting activity, readily made herself at home with a mug of hot chocolate before seating herself in one of the chairs before his desk.  Though she had bestowed her comm badge, she was still in standard civilian clothing, and had a smudge of dirt on her forehead.  

“I was glad to see you on the bridge, earlier,” Christopher admitted before any sort of silence could settle in.  “If it hadn’t been for you, we could be a part of the debris field back at Toraz III right at this very nanosecond.”

She grinned sheepishly.  “I always like to make grand entrances,” she chirped.  “And besides, I couldn’t bear to see this ship destroyed.”

“Well, it’s good to have you back, Commander.”

“Well, it’s good to be back, Captain.”  She took a sip of her beverage, and then looked back to Christopher.  “So, am I going to be reinstated as an officer, or are we just going to sit here?”

Christopher sighed.  “That’s up to you.  Have you made your decision?”

Erin considered the question for several moments, simply staring at the beverage in her mug.  “I think I have,” she said.  “Requesting permission to return to duty.”

Christopher smiled.  “Granted.  Now go get into uniform!”

Xi'Yor sat in stark silence as he peered out into the roiling blue and violet hues of Alteran Expanse.  When they first arrived, the Expanse served as a proverbial cradle, symbolizing the rebirth of the Elorg Bloc in its glorious state.  But now, it only served as a reminder that they had failed—miserably.  And now, the very symbol of Elorg hope brought a case of nausea to Xi'Yor’s stomach.

The Overseer sighed away his exasperation and turned his attention to Nafar, who had been quietly sitting across from Xi'Yor for the majority of his digression.  “Did I summon you?” Xi'Yor inquired, as the revolting sight of the expanse soured his memory.

Nafar nodded.  “You did.  You requested I submit a complete list of tactical oversights that led to our failure, along with the list of officers who should be terminated because of it.”  

The Underling placed two padds in front of Xi'Yor on his desk.  Xi'Yor grabbed the nearest of the two and glanced at it.  It was the termination list—a fairly extensive one, at that.  “I’m pleased to see Administrator Brii’sor included on this list,” Xi'Yor commented as he scrolled through the list of names.  “But I was not aware he commanded a vessel in our squadron.”

Nafar smiled faintly.  “He does not.  His vessel is about two revolutions from the rift, but given your last encounter with him, I concluded you would not object to such an… oversight.”

Xi'Yor grinned.  “How true,” he sneered. “Who will be replacing Brii’sor?”

“The venerated Administrator Cree’dan.”

“Excellent.”  Cree’dan was one of Xi'Yor’s most valued advisors.  With him elevated to the position of Administrator, Xi'Yor’s power amidst the Conclave of Overseers was just elevated a great deal.  He only wished that he could eliminate his nemeses with such ease more often…

Slowly, Xi'Yor set the padd aside and looked at the other one.  And as he reviewed the data, Xi'Yor quickly noticed a pattern.  “The Federation attacked our interplexing keryon nodes—a component shielded from their sensors.  They knew about the Ividian ship on Toraz III, and the data that it contained… and they were knowledgeable enough to utilize it.”

Nafar nodded quietly.  “It would seem we have underestimated the Federation’s espionage and intelligence division.”

Xi'Yor nodded, instantly quashing the notion.  “No, the Federation would pay if they infiltrated our space…  Hence, there is a member of the Bloc providing them with that tactical data.  Someone we overlooked in the euphoria of our arrival here.”

“Talyere,” said Nafar under his breath.

“It would seem so,” agreed Xi'Yor.  “Instead of completing our original mission—collecting Overseer Talyere—we altered our duties to protecting this rift from the Federation.  In the interim, Talyere provided the Federation with tactical data to undermine our efforts and ensure his freedom.  It mustn’t be allowed to continue.”

“What are you saying?” Nafar asked quietly.

Xi'Yor sighed, and turned back toward the insipid expanse that had become their dungeon.  Talyere had suddenly grown from a miscreant Overseer who had spoken out against the Tome of Na’zar, to a serious threat to Elorg security. He could have revealed the Bloc’s darkest secrets to their greatest enemy—or worse.  It had to stop.  “The goal of our confrontation with the Federation will not be to capture territory.  It will be to capture Talyere…”
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