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Chapter Twelve

They kept coming.

It was a dreadful sight to behold, as dozens of Elorg warships emerged from the swirling flexure that led to their subspace domain.  As he watched the events unfold on the view screen, Commander Matthew Harrison could feel his stomach knotting up into something that probably looked like a pretzel.

Many times in the past, Harrison had led the Starlight into battle, and he had emerged successful on each occasion.  But in each of those instances, the Starlight had been the superior fighter.  But now, practically staring death in the face, the Starlight did not stand a chance against the Elorg fleet, and to his chagrin, Harrison was suddenly devoid of brilliant strategies to defeat their nemesis…

Suddenly the view screen exploded with an amazing burst of white light.  Harrison’s eyes wandered back to the screen to see the dreadful flexure coursing with tendrils of white energy as it belched out a generous stream of hazy violet plasma—and unless Harrison was mistaken, a considerable amount of debris.  “What has happened?” he asked, slowly turning to Lieutenant Johnson at ops.

Even so, it was Bator that responded.  “It would appear our experiment with the keryon beam was more successful than we realized,” he said.  “The rift is partially collapsed near its center.”

“I’m detecting the remains of five Elorg vessels in the debris,” Johnson added. 

The news was certainly better than Harrison had anticipated.  “Can vessels still penetrate the rift?”

“Yeah,” said Johnson, his fingers dancing over the computer controls.  “But they can’t risk sending more than one at a time, otherwise it will collapse completely.”

Harrison let out a sigh of relief as he saw fortune smile upon him.  “How many vessels were able to emerge into the expanse, Mr. Johnson?”

“Twenty-six,” he replied.  “Not even half.”

Harrison nodded.  Fortune may have been smiling, but it was certainly not a wide grin.  “With those vessels combined with the fleet the Elorg had previously massed, it is a certainty that they have more than enough firepower to obliterate our own meager stronghold,” he said softly.  “What actions are they taking now?”

“At the moment—nothing,” said Bator.  “All thirty-six ships are holding position.”

Harrison gently pounded his fists on the arms of the command chair.  “It is also a certainty that they shall not stay inactive for long—especially not for two weeks.”

Johnson briefly looked down at the chronometer on his station.  “Two weeks, two days, one hour, forty-seven minutes until our fleet arrives,” he called out nervously.

Harrison sighed wearily.  “Two weeks, two days too late,” he moaned, knowing that the Elorg would have to be awfully stupid to stay put while their enemy was at a severe disadvantage.  While he didn’t know when it would happen, he knew sometime within the next few weeks, things were going to turn very, very ugly.

But not yet.  “Stand down from red alert,” Harrison ordered.  “Maintain yellow alert status,” he added a moment later.  While it wasn’t as ominous or threatening as the dreaded red alert, yellow alert meant extra duty shifts, more battle drills, and that a threat was on the horizon.  And there certainly was…

As the red alert lights flickered to yellow hues, Harrison delved back into his memory to recall what was happening before the crisis arose.  At first it eluded him, but after a few moments, Harrison recalled the other matter at hand.  “Talyere,” he whispered.  “What about that message, Lieutenant Bator?”

“The message was heavily degraded,” said the Phobian as he pulled the file from the computer’s database.  “I suspect the dekyon surge produced by the Elorg to be the cause—that or the fact that they were jamming numerous comm channels.  Either way, it is unlikely we will be receiving another message.”

Harrison expelled a brief sigh and folded his arms; it seemed to the Commander that whenever they were graced with a stroke of good luck, something always happened to taint it.  Even so, he was not about to give up hope.  “From where did the message originate?” 

Again, Bator checked the computer.  “The Inkhezi,” he said firmly.  “I can’t localize it any further than that.”

The news did not surprise Harrison.  The Inkhezi was Xi'Yor’s flagship, and if anyone wanted to keep Talyere under closer guard, it was Xi'Yor.  “That shall make things most interesting,” he decided, just moments before hearing the tactical station erupt into a series of bleeps.

Bator quickly muted them.  “We are being hailed,” he announced.  “It is Doctor Hartman.”

Hartman?  The Commander’s curiosity immediately went up several notches, for he had anticipated that if anyone contacted the ship, it would have been Captain Christopher.  “On screen,” he briskly ordered.

When she popped onto the screen, the look on Sarah Hartman’s face only deepened, for she, too looked utterly concerned.  Never in the years they had spent together had Harrison seen the Doctor with such a look on her face.  “What is it?” he beckoned.

Hartman closed her eyes and expelled a deep sigh.  “The Dark Star has been destroyed,” she said somberly.  “The Captain and Commander Keller were on board.  We don’t know if they’re alive or dead, but they crashed in the mountains from a rather extreme altitude.”

Just when he was starting to think this day would end without a major incident, Harrison felt as if someone had just thrown a brick at his head.  The Captain’s brief trip may have turned into his last one…

Erin Keller froze as she watched the stream of virulent teal polaron torpedoes throw Alan Christopher to the ground.  She stood in utter terror for several moments and simply stared at her beloved Alan sprawled out motionlessly on the ground, propped up by a few jagged rocks.  Was he dead?

Erin didn’t even want to consider it.  Instinctively, she snapped out of her trance and rushed to Alan’s side, grabbing the tricorder from her belt and hastily prying the device open to scan him for injuries.  The tricorder did not provide much in the way of information—perhaps because it was not a medical tricorder—perhaps because there was not much information to report.  Alan was alive, and that was about it…

With a morbid feeling slowly rushing over her, Erin slowly turned her attention to Drayan.  “It doesn’t look good,” she said softly.

Drayan pulled in a nervous lungful of air, and then approached them, the look on her face an odd mixture of concern and determination.  “He will live,” she said evenly.

If her tricorder couldn’t determine that, Erin was relatively certain that Drayan’s visual analysis was not any more accurate.  Even so, it was that optimistic thinking that Erin often embraced, and this was no time to abandon it.  “He’s a strong little boy,” she said softly.  “Of course he will live.”

And then, without any warning, Drayan extended her arm and placed it on Alan’s chest.  At first, Erin wasn’t certain what was going on—a Ka’Tulan ritual perhaps?  The notion was quickly dismissed, however.

Within moments, Drayan’s hand started to dissolve into Alan’s chest amidst a faint blue aura.  Tiny ripples of energy pulsed across his chest like magic, gradually encompassing Alan’s entire body.  And then, just as abruptly as she had started the procedure, Drayan removed her hand from Alan’s chest.

 The tricorder in Erin’s hand suddenly shrieked with the arrival of a massive influx of new data.  “He’s in a state of flux,” Erin read from the display.  She assumed that Drayan had used the strange psionic powers she had attained a few months ago from a modified Omega molecule they stole from the Gorn, and if that was the case, Drayan’s powers had progressed far beyond what Erin had been originally led to believe…  Of course, now was not the time for speculation.

Alan was their primary concern, and to Erin’s relief, as Drayan stepped away from her brother, he slowly opened his bright turquoise eyes and expelled a long, painful moan.  “Am I ever glad those torpedoes were phased out of alignment,” he rasped.

“Otherwise, you’d be a spot on the wall,” said Erin, making a valiant attempt to keep her calm.  “How do you feel?”

Alan took a moment to assess his situation before replying, “Aside from a headache and the stalagmite embedded in my spine, quite well.”

“I’ve got what you could laughingly call a med kit in my bag,” said Drayan.  She quickly scurried over to her supplies on the floor near the weapon and pulled out a sleek, black kit.  

“Do you have any pain medication?” asked Erin.

“Like hydrocortaline,” Alan suggested.

“Like, no,” said Drayan as she tossed the kit to Erin.

Erin grabbed the kit in mid air and quickly opened it up, scanning over the few medicines in Drayan’s kit.  “Alazine, peridaxon, hyronalin, asinolayathine—”

“Asinolayathine will do just fine,” Alan snapped.

Quickly, Erin jammed the medication into the butt of the hypospray and administered it at the base of Alan’s neck.  After emitting a short hissing sound, she pulled the hypospray away and set it back into the med kit.  “Better?”

“Much,” said Christopher.  “Care to help me up?”

Erin extended her arm and helped pull Alan to his feet.  His first few steps were a bit wobbly, but he quickly regained his equilibrium.  As Alan walked past her, Erin couldn’t help but notice the strange blue glow on his back.  Though it disappeared after only a moment, Erin was certain something was not right.

Quickly, she peered over at the rock where Alan had landed.  It briefly glowed with the faintest teal light before vanishing completely…

Chapter Thirteen

Xi'Yor stared blankly out the window before him, gazing at the insipid violet cloud that had been his home for the better part of the past two years.  In the beginning, Xi'Yor considered the roiling sea of gas to be an impenetrable shield from the Federation, giving him time to gather his forces and attack.  But now, nearly two years later, it seemed more like a blanket, smothering Xi'Yor and his troops with its protection.

The Alteran Expanse was before him—and the tactical analysis that he had been anticipating for the past two years sat innocently on the desk behind him.  He had read it thoroughly several times, and each time, Xi'Yor found himself liking the data therein even less.  After the fifth time, he was almost furious.

According to the analysis, less than half of the expected reinforcements had been able to pass through the rift before the Federation’s act of treachery had collapsed the center, destroying numerous Elorg vessels in the process.

If there was any good news, it was the fact that the rift was not sealed.  Elorg vessels would still be able to pass through to the Beta Quadrant to reclaim the Bloc—but with the center so unstable, they could only travel one vessel at a time.  Consequently, it would take several days, if not, weeks for the remainder of the fleet to arrive, providing a major hindrance for Xi'Yor’s plans.

While the Overseer was almost certain his plan would succeed with so few ships, it would lack the massive sense of victory he had hoped for.  The Federation would not feel death at their door.  No…they would simply lose, and Xi'Yor would be victorious.

He grinned slightly, turning his back to the vile Alteran Expanse.  Yes, while the Elorg Bloc would prevail over the Federation, Xi'Yor felt that he would emerge the true victor, for he knew that the Cerebrate’s opinion of him would rise considerably.

And with stature, came power.  The position of High Overseer was so close, Xi'Yor could almost taste it…

The door chimed.

Xi'Yor glanced at the chronometer on his computer screen, and noted that Z’danorax had improved upon her punctuality considerably since her arrival in the Beta Quadrant.  Slowly, he straightened his uniform and turned his attention to the doors.  “Enter.”

The doors immediately hissed apart, revealing the divinity in all her glory.  No longer adorning her cloak, Z’danorax entered Xi'Yor’s chamber wearing a snug ebony-colored cat suit that glistened under the harsh lighting.  In stark contrast, her pale, white skin had acquired an almost ghostly quality in the days since High Overseer Hatrel’s demise.  But Xi'Yor was not one to be easily fooled, for the fire in the Cerebrate’s eyes was stronger than ever.

She majestically strode into the chambers and stopped a few meters shy of Xi'Yor’s sleek, black desk.  “You summoned me?”

Xi’Yor nodded affirmatively.  “I did,” he said.  “Please be seated, Cerebrate.”

Her eyes immediately wandered to the seat provided by Xi'Yor.  It was the standard, sturdy black chair provided on all Elorg vessels—chosen by the Cerebrate herself.  Even so, the gaze she cast upon it indicated displeasure with the accommodations, and for a moment, Xi'Yor feared his life.  But finally, Z’danorax reluctantly seated herself on the edge of the chair and forced herself back.  Once she was settled, her gaze shifted immediately back to Xi'Yor.  “Speak,” she beckoned.

Knowing this would be his only chance to propose his plan to the Cerebrate, Xi'Yor’s presentation had no margin of error.  He would either convince Z’danorax of his plan, or be terminated for his idiocy.  Not eager to experience the latter of the two, Xi'Yor slowly turned to the window pointed to their fleet with a grand, sweeping gesture.  “We have a large amount of vessels at our disposal,” he said slowly, attempting to make their tactical situation appear more favorable.  “Many of these vessels have been positioned in this expanse for years.  It would be improvident for them to persist in such superfluous actions now that our reinforcements have arrived.”

Z’danorax nodded indolently.  “What do you propose?”

Quickly, Xi’Yor turned on his heel and tapped one of the myriad controls on his desk, activating a particle synthesis simulation.  Within moments, a sandy brown sphere faded into existence above the desk, slowly rotating on its axis.  “This is Gildebron III,” said Xi'Yor; a slight grin was forming on his face.  “The planet was controlled by the Elorg eons ago, and harbored one of our most prominent deep-range installations, Inferno’s Citadel.”

“Go on,” said Z’danorax with little interest.

Xi'Yor’s grin broke into a full-fledged, devious smile.  “The time has come for the Elorg Bloc to shift its base of operations from this forsaken nebula, and establish ourselves as a galactic power.  We will annex Gildebron III from the Federation and restore Inferno’s Citadel to its former glory!  Victory at Gildebron will pave the way to restoration for the entire Elorg Bloc!”

While she had seemed unfazed by Xi’Yor’s preamble, Z’danorax was clearly moved by his conclusion.  “Do it,” she urged him.  “It has been far too long since I have had solid earth beneath my feet.”

“I give you my word, within ten intervals, solid ground will be beneath your feet,” said Xi’Yor.  “I wish to remain inactive until at least five more vessels arrive from our subspace realm,” he added a moment later.  “That will provide a decisive tactical advantage over the Federation.”

Z’danorax’s euphoric gaze suddenly dissolved.  “It will be an advantage for now,” she said bluntly.  “You recall the fleet of seven hundred Federation vessels in the Osian Cluster, do you not?  Will our advantage prevail when those starships arrive?  Can you guarantee protection of both Gildebron III and the gateway to subspace?”

Xi'Yor’s grin faded, for even he was uncertain of the answers.  Even so, he could hypothesize based upon what exactly he knew of their tactical situation—and the Cerebrate’s city ship quickly came to mind.  “The Jevian is more than a match for an entire fleet of those decrepit Federation starships.  With the added firepower of Gildebron III’s orbital defense platforms and the rest of the Elorg fleet, I am doubtful the Federation would be able to pervade our front line,” Xi’Yor explained—but his explanation hinged on one key point…  “That is, if the Jevian will be participating the battle…”

“It will be,” Z’danorax proclaimed.  “But I assure you, Xi'Yor, if the Elorg Bloc sees defeat in this excursion, and we are forced to retreat to our cavity in subspace, I will not be pleased.  And neither will you…”

The malevolent gaze drilled by Z’danorax into Xi'Yor’s head gave the Overseer the distinct impression that the divinity was not speaking about feelings of regret one usually feels in the aftermath of defeat.  In fact, Xi'Yor was quite certain that if his plan failed, the Cerebrate would swiftly arrange for his termination.

She rose from her seat and nodded.  “Proceed with your plan,” she said sternly.  “If I were you, Xi'Yor, I would endeavor to avoid failure.”

“Failure is not an option I had considered, Cerebrate,” said Xi’Yor confidently.  “Victory is at hand.”

The sentiment resonated with Z’danorax.  Xi'Yor detected the faintest inkling of a smile as he watched the Cerebrate rise from her seat.   “I will require a complete tactical analysis before the battle begins.”

Xi’Yor nodded.  “And you will have one.”

“Excellent.”

Without another word, Z’danorax turned on her heel and made her way for the doors.  But before she could cross through the threshold, Xi’Yor spoke up one last time.  “Cerebrate,” he said carefully, not wanting to upset the divinity. 

She paused, and turned her gaze back to her subordinate.  “Yes?” she asked flatly.

Xi'Yor cleared his throat.  “I realize you held High Overseer Hatrel in high esteem.  I simply wished to convey my sympathies for the loss.  It is regrettable his illness claimed him.”

Z’danorax quickly turned her back to Xi'Yor. “I know,” she said coldly before sauntering through the open doors, leaving Xi'Yor alone with his treacherous thoughts…

It was not often that Nafar welcomed guests into his chambers.  In fact, prior to the inception of the resistance, he had never invited another officer into his quarters for reasons other than a brief exchange of words, usually related to duty.  Consequently, the Underling had reservations about conducting resistance meetings in his personal chambers; but as Administrator Al’tiir had pointed out on several occasions, it was a reasonably safe venue.  Xi'Yor had faith in the Underling, and most likely had not taken extreme measures to monitor him while off-duty.

And so, Nafar, Sa’sheer and Al’tiir sat assembled around a small, triangular table in Nafar’s dark quarters to betray the very faith Xi'Yor had placed in Nafar.  While previous meetings had proven to be productive ones, they had established very little in a course of action.  They merely posed theoretical situations, and proceeded to think out equally theoretical solutions.  But now that the time had arisen to move beyond theory, consensus was nowhere to be found.

“We are going to terminate Xi’Yor,” said Nafar bluntly.

“Terminate him!” exclaimed Al’tiir.  “Isn’t that a little extreme?”

Nafar frowned.  “We discussed this earlier,” he said.  “You had no objections at the time.”

“At the time, it was only a suggestion,” protested Al’tiir.  “I truthfully did not believe it would come down to this.  Certainly there is a superior method of preventing Xi’Yor’s ascent to power.”

Prior to this meeting, Al’tiir had not been so adamant about his role in the resistance.  The Administrator had merely provided suggestions and, on occasion, acquired some data that would have otherwise been difficult to come across without drawing suspicion from Xi'Yor.  But now that decisions were being made, Al’tiir seemed to have difficulty taking them from his subordinate.

Nafar didn’t know exactly what to think about Al’tiir, but he sensed that the turbulence he was generating would only be a hindrance.  Not wanting everything to fall apart, Nafar decided to humor the Administrator for the time being.  “What do you suggest we do?” he inquired.

Clearly, Al’tiir had given the question some prior thought, for his response was immediate.  The Administrator slowly drew himself closer to the table, and smiled faintly.  “What do you suppose would happen if Xi'Yor’s plan to annex Gildebron III from the Federation were to fail?”

Sa’sheer’s jaw dropped.  “Sabotage the plan?” he gasped.  “Wouldn’t that be undermining our entire purpose for being here in the first place?”

Al’tiir carefully considered the question before fabricating an answer—an answer Nafar and Sa’sheer were both eager to hear.  “The Gildebron System is not as strategically valuable as Xi'Yor claims it to be.  It is located on the extreme edge of our territory; after the Federation is defeated, it will have no use to our people in the slightest…”

Sa’sheer was quick to respond, “But until the Federation is defeated—” 

Nafar silenced him with the wave of his hand.  “Al’tiir may be on to something,” he decided.  “If we are able to discredit Xi’Yor, the Cerebrate will select another individual to act as High Overseer.  Once she leaves, Xi’Yor will most likely not have another opportunity to act upon his malevolent thoughts.”

Again, Sa’sheer started to protest, but again, Nafar cut him off.

“I think we should give this plan a bit more consideration, Sa’sheer,” Nafar insisted.  “It would be unbecoming of us to lower ourselves to Xi'Yor’s level—terminating him is the easy way out.  He will suffer far more in the way of humiliation this way.”

Sa’sheer closed his eyes and sighed.  “Very well.  In the name of Na’zar, I will comply.”

With their course of action now somewhat established, Nafar knew that the time for theorizing had ended.  It was time to take action.  “We’re going to need the exact battle plan Xi’Yor has outlined for the Cerebrate,” decided the Underling.  “Al’tiir, can you get it?”

He nodded.  “Additionally, I believe I can purloin his tactical analysis of the Federation fleet.  It may prove useful to us.”

“Indeed,” agreed Nafar. “Until we can inspect those plans, there is very little else to do.  We shall reconvene once Al’tiir has completed his mission.”

The group nodded in agreement and slowly backed away from the table.  Once his quarters had been vacated, Nafar slowly sunk down into his seat in sighed.  What are we getting ourselves into? he wondered.

For several hours, Kendall Johnson and his team had been meticulously going over every nanosecond of the message the Starlight received from Talyere.  And for several hours, it seemed like they were wasting their time. 

The message itself was in terrible shape: a few words amidst a highly distorted display gave little sense as to the nature of Talyere’s message.  While it was clear he was in danger, nothing else was evident.  Aside from the audio and visual data, they were able to salvage what was left of a text file Talyere had piggybacked onto the message.

Like the message itself, none of it was very lucid, and only contained a few blocks of text that could be salvaged.  Everything else was far beyond a lost cause; Kendall didn’t even bother attempting to save it.  But by the time he had come to that conclusion, only he and Lieutenant Jayla Trinn remained in the lab.  

“I think we’re through,” Johnson sighed, shoving himself away from the workstation he was seated in front of.  “The transmission is too badly degraded.  We know he’s in danger; why don’t we just go and save him?”

Trinn, seated directly across from Johnson, frowned.  “Go in blind?” she said in disbelief.  “Kendall, that’s probably the stupidest thing you’ve ever suggested.”

“Thank you,” said Johnson flatly.  He didn’t know if it was Lucas Tompkins’ doing or not, but somehow, the delicate young Trill had been reassigned to the science lab for this mission.  Though the two of them could get along, they weren’t exactly best of friends, creating a situation that made Kendall a little uncomfortable.  New people in the workplace tended to detract from the status quo he was used to, primarily with the fact that Trinn had no qualms about contradicting him.

“You gave up too easily,” she said bluntly, loading the decrepit file back into the buffer.  “There are still a few tricks up my sleeve.  Try recursive algorithm 19-lambda.”

Reluctantly, Johnson input the parameters for the stated algorithm into his station and ran the file through.  He was certain it would fail, just like the other millions she had tried.  Moments later, the results popped up on his screen.  “Data block 47-delta has been restored,” he said.  “But we lost what little we had of 13-epsilon.”

“Damn it,” Trinn cursed under her breath, observing the results for herself.  Johnson watched her save the new data block and start again.  “Try recursive algorithm 44-zeta,” she suggested.

Kendall rolled his eyes.  “Jayla…”

The Trill glanced up at him with an icy gaze.  “Damn it, Kendall, just do it!”

“I… I think we’ve done all we can!” he stammered.

She continued working.  “Well, I don’t,” she stated flatly.

Kendall very much wanted to press his case further, but he his heart was still racing from his first rebellious instant a moment earlier.  Whatever voice he had found then, was gone.  He shrugged, and turned his attention back to the computer.  “Forty-four zeta,” he confirmed, inputting the parameters into the computer—but knowing full well that the results would prove to be the same disappointing results they had experienced for the past several hours.

I should have protested! Kendall thought as the computer processed the data.  I could be in bed right now.  Or reading the paleontology report I received from Kersanty VII.  Or catching up on my…

Suddenly, the computer screen was flooded with results.  The screen scrolled down several times before stopping, indicating most of the file—or at least a good chunk of it—was restored.  And Kendall Johnson could have kicked himself, for he had messed up once again…

“That one worked,” he said quietly.

Trinn slowly gazed up from her computer terminal and cast Johnson a look that was just screaming, “I told you so!”  At least she was tactful enough not to actually rub it in.  “There is a lot of data here,” she said evenly.  “And aside from the fact Talyere is alive, none of it is good news.”

Already shaken from his most recent failure, Kendall Johnson found himself growing even more concerned with each line of text he read.  Talyere had included a brief chronicle of his experiences with Xi'Yor on the Inkhezi, and though there was bad blood between him and the Overseer, Kendall couldn’t help but feel for what was going on…

And then his heart jumped into his throat.  “Have…have y-you seen paragraph twelve?”

“No?”

“Look at it.”

Johnson gave her a moment to read the brief paragraph before watching her face fill with concern.  “My god,” she whispered.  “They’re coming…”

Matthew Harrison was more than alarmed when he read the opening paragraphs of Talyere’s message.  While the prospects of an Elorg attack had always existed, Harrison had envisioned their ultimate plan to be a more aggressive action than simply annexing Gildebron III.  In fact, he had expected a more progressive plan to eliminate the Federation.  But conquering Gildebron III was their plan, and if it succeeded, the Elorg would have secured a very strong foothold in the Beta Quadrant.

Harrison considered the plan all the way from the Starlight to his destination, the venerated Admiral O’Connor’s office, and the closer he got, the more sense the Elorg’s plan made.  They had waited 200 thousand years to get this far—certainly they would not be foolish enough to make a grave tactical error as Harrison had been expecting.

“…I try to work with you people!” the Admiral was bellowing with her strident voice as Harrison entered her office and took a seat beside Jeremy Talbot.

But the Admiral stopped mid-bellow and cast a disapproving gaze upon Harrison.  “Where is Captain Christopher?” she demanded.  “I didn’t give him permission to send you in his place.  Return to the Starlight and have Captain Christopher beam over at once.”

Harrison had heard all the horror stories about O’Connor, but up until now, he had reserved his judgment of the Admiral.  To his surprise, the crew was right on in their initial judgment.  And when Harrison made no efforts to move, O’Connor grew even more disgruntled.

“I gave you an order,” she bellowed.

“Are you unaware of the fact that Captain Christopher is gone?” Harrison asked quietly.

O’Connor frowned in confusion.  “What do you mean?”

“He’s on Ka’Tula Prime,” said Harrison.

O’Connor’s eyes suddenly bugged out.  She pounded her fist upon the table and clenched her jaw.  “I gave him explicit orders to stay on board the Starlight,” she grumbled.  “I’m relieving him of duty, effective immediately.”

“But he had permission to go,” said Talbot quickly.

“Admiral Grayson gave him permission to depart,” explained Harrison.

“Well, he did it without my knowledge,” O’Connor snapped.

Talbot motioned with his head toward one of the many PADDs scattered across O’Connor’s desk.  It was clear he was pointing at the one with the Athens’ registry number on it. “What’s that?”

O’Connor slowly reached for the PADD and scrolled over its data.  Her usual scowl grew even deeper as she read what was undoubtedly Grayson’s communiqué regarding Christopher’s departure. 

“It’s been sitting there for a few days,” said Talbot.  “Had you bothered to read it…”

She slammed the PADD on the table.  “I read it!” she sneered.  “I must have…overlooked that section.”

“Sure,” said Talbot sarcastically.  “I read it, too.  I wrote it for the Admiral, as a matter of fact, and you know what?  That is the only section—unless some sort of addendum crept up somehow.  Do you mind sharing what you’re doing in here all day, Admiral?”

For a moment, it seemed as if O’Connor had no reply to Talbot’s statements.  She only sat there in silence, staring at the PADD.  But when she finally looked up, it was clear that she was angered.  “I do more than you can imagine,” she said sharply.  “Now, I want you to contact Captain Christopher at once and inform him I have ordered him to return to the Starlight.”

“I would love to do that Admiral, but I can’t,” he said slowly.  “We lost contact with Captain Christopher when the Dark Star was destroyed.”

At first, it seemed as if O’Connor didn’t believe him.  She simply sat there with a bewildered look upon her face.  But after she finished contemplating the statement, O’Connor’s rage exploded.  “You’re telling me Christopher took the Dark Star on a mission without my authorization and destroyed it?” she bellowed.

Sensing it was a rhetorical question, Harrison remained mute, simply awaiting the Admiral to continue her ranting.

Which she did.

“That ship was the most advanced fighter in the Federation arsenal, and now it’s gone!  This could have dire consequences for the Federation,” she muttered before suddenly changing her direction.  “Command isn’t going to pleased with this,” she added, more to herself than to anyone else.

Now, as the Admiral continued her digression, Harrison understood why most everyone in the field held O’Connor in such low esteem.  She was a tyrant, oblivious to the matters at hand, while seemingly fixated with irrelevant matters.  And to top it all off, her breath wasn’t that great, either.

As O’Connor continued, Harrison was able to catch a few words referring to the Romulans before he totally blocked out her voice and concentrated on his own thoughts.  Because of the mention of Romulans, he briefly thought back to the war ten years ago, but his mind quickly shifted to more current events, such as the Elorg…and Talyere.

“Admiral,” Harrison called out suddenly.  He had no idea what had caused him to interrupt O’Connor’s digression, but he did.  And it worked.  O’Connor stopped mid-sentence and turned her attention to the Starlight’s first officer.  “What are we going to do about Talyere?” Harrison asked as the spotlight was cast upon him.

“I have reviewed the data you provided,” said O’Connor flatly.  “And quite frankly, this is a carefully plotted trap,” she decided.  

Harrison wasn’t sure she had even bothered to look at the data, given the fact she knew nothing about Christopher’s departure until a few moments prior.  In fact, Harrison wasn’t even sure she knew who Talyere was.  Nevertheless, he buried these thoughts deep in his mind and concentrated on rescuing Talyere.

“Prior to his capture, we trusted Talyere with our lives.  He played a crucial role in the defense of the Federation during the Ividian invasion, and provided us with most of the data we have on the Elorg,” Harrison explained.  “Without him, we would still know nothing about those people out there!”

O’Connor was not impressed.  “Yes, he provided us with data, but can we trust it?  How do we know that data is true?  We don’t.  I don’t trust it, and neither should you.  Additionally, why didn’t he send this message sooner?  His timing is more than a bit suspicious, don’t you think?”

“He did warn us about the Elorg’s plan to annex Gildebron III,” Talbot reminded her.

“It was more than a little obvious,” O’Connor sneered.  “Anyone with half a brain could have figured out their next action!”

“Oh really?” said Talbot.  “So what are we going to do?”

O’Connor stopped to consider the situation for several moments before turning her attention to her beloved computer screen.  “I want to conduct a sensor sweep of the region,” she decided after a few additional moments.

“Good for you,” Talbot snapped.  “What are we going to do?”

O’Connor looked up from her screen and cast a disapproving glance at Talbot.  “Conduct the sensor sweep,” she told him.

Harrison was having as much trouble as Talbot comprehending O’Connor’s bizarre orders.  While there were several more urgent matters that needed to be addressed, why she chose something as trivial as a sensor sweep would probably boggle Harrison’s mind for days. 

But apparently, not Talbot’s.  “A sensor sweep,” he repeated sarcastically.  “Should I take the red carpet to the cleaners so it will be ready for the Elorg when they annex Gildebron?”

“Dismissed,” said O’Connor sternly.  She shut her eyes and sighed in her attempt to ignore Talbot’s banter.

“Then again, why go through all the trouble?  We’d might as well—”

“Dismissed,” O’Connor shouted.

This time, it worked.  Talbot terminated his banter, rose from his chair and made his way back to ops.  Without saying a single word, Harrison rose from his seat and followed Talbot through the doors, leaving the fuming Admiral to her own malevolent thoughts.

Without even acknowledging the ops crew, Harrison and Talbot marched through the facility and onto the illustrious Colonnade.  After marching past a crowd of drunken Grintaka, Talbot pulled Harrison aside in a small corridor near the Celestial Café. 

“What is it?” Harrison whispered.

Talbot’s look was a devious one.  “I’ve had enough of that old bag,” he said sternly.  “She doesn’t have a clue as to what she’s doing, and quite frankly, it’s going to destroy us.”

Harrison wasn’t sure what Talbot was getting at, but he was almost certain he wasn’t going to like it.  “I won’t do anything that will result in a general court-martial,” he informed Talbot.

“Don’t worry,” Talbot assured him.  “We’re only going to rescue Talyere…”

Chapter Fourteen

To Erin Keller, field rations were among the lowest forms of food in the known universe.  They were nothing more than bland health pellets that were vacuum-sealed into bland gray containers, claiming to be such flamboyant meals such as chicken or turkey.  But they didn’t look like chicken.  They didn’t taste like chicken, nor did they smell like chicken. 

“Why do they call this chicken?” Keller muttered as she forced down yet another mouthful of the dry cracker.  “I’d be a much happier camper if they just stuck ‘nutritional supplement’ on the front of these damn things and got it over with.”

“That would be far too simple,” said Alan.

“Better yet,” Erin continued, “they could actually attempt to make it taste like chicken.  I mean, it’s not like we live in the Stone Age or anything.”

“Well, if we can’t get out of this lovely little abode, we could very well be living in the Stone Age,” Alan said quietly.  

Erin wasn’t thrilled at the prospects of living out the rest of her life in this laboratory.  Her only comfort was the fact that there were so few rations left, her stay would not be a very long one.  Of course, starvation was never fun…

Forcing down the remains of her “chicken,” Erin slowly turned her attention to the large metallic door keeping them inside the lab.  “If only we could scan that door,” she sighed.  “You don’t think your nifty psionic powers could help us out, do you, Drayan?”

“Its controls were fairly simple—from the outside,” said Drayan.  “I had no trouble getting in here.  But not even my nifty psionic powers can get us out.”

“What were the Elorg thinking when they designed this place?” grumbled Alan, shifting uncomfortably on the cold, hard seat that was the floor.

“I don’t know,” said Erin as she slowly rose from her spot beside Alan on the floor and walked over to the door.  “But this silly door is the only think keeping us inside of this hellhole,” she muttered, gently knocking on the door with her knuckles.

The door made only the faintest ping as she knocked upon it, indicating it was a rather solid door.  Erin sighed and took yet another crack at the controls beside the door.  Unlike the other displays in the lab, the doors were highly complex, and far from standard configuration—even by Elorg standards.  

Deciding it was time to give her tricorder another chance to prove its worth, Erin pulled the trusty device from her belt and ran it over the text on the controls.  While the text was distinctively Elorg, the method in which it was displayed somehow eluded the tricorder’s translation matrix.  “‘The dog and pancreas eat jellyfish/or frogs by the pebble,’” Erin read off from the display. “Cute.”

“Why don’t you use your phaser to vaporize the door?” suggested Drayan.

Erin quickly shot down her suggestion.  “The door is solid neutronium.  A trilithium bomb couldn’t even put a dent in this thing,” she explained.

“We could always try our luck back the way we got here,” suggested Alan, motioning with his head at the hole in the ceiling where he and Erin crashed through.  “Though the last I recall, that route was becoming rather unpleasant.”

“Quite,” agreed Erin.  “I think with a little time—and luck, I can figure out this door.  And if not, we’ll have a nifty fill in the blank program to play,” she said, looking at the nonsense displayed on her tricorder.

Again, Erin tried her luck with the translation matrix, only to get similar results.  In some instances, the computer could adapt itself to the foreign texts or languages when exposed long enough.  Apparently, that was not the case here.  Time and again, the computer shot out mindless babble about dogs or kidneys with an occasional pebble thrown in for good measure.  But she was no closer to a translation.

As she started her next attempt, however, Erin was stopped by a muffled thumping noise in the background.  “What was that?”

Alan looked at her in confusion.  “What was what?”

“That noise…”

Alan carefully set his turkey bar aside and paused to listen for a noise, as did Drayan, but given the confused look upon their faces, they weren’t hearing anything out of the ordinary.  “Are you sure?” Alan inquired.

“Of course I’m certain!” she replied.  “I thought you Ka’Tulans were supposed to have superior hearing!”

“We do,” said Drayan evenly.

“Maybe you’re hearing things,” suggested Alan.

Folding her arms, Erin rolled her eyes and expelled a brief sigh.  Hearing things, she grumbled in her mind.  The noise was clearly not of her imagination—the problem was, Ka’Tulan hearing was heavily overrated.

But finally, after several additional moments of silence, Erin relented, deciding that perhaps she was mistaken; after all, everyone was allowed to make a mistake on occasion.  Unfortunately, she simply could not shake the feeling that there was more going on in their new home than the obvious.

For the next few minutes, Erin wandered around the Elorg lab, staring at the utterly complex computer terminals lining the walls.  She listened for the sound to return, but to her chagrin, it did not.  In fact, aside from some superfluous noise generated by Alan and Drayan, the silence in the lab was deafening.

Deciding it was time to return to her chicken bar, Erin slowly abandoned the Elorg workstations and retreated to Alan’s side…when another odd thumping sound emanated from one of the adjacent corridors.

Erin’s eyes widened.  “There it is again!”

Alan frowned as he strained to hear the mysterious noise.  “Remind me to get your hearing checked when we get back to the Starlight.”

Erin could feel the frustration coursing through her veins.  While she had been able to dismiss the first occurrence of the noise as a mere figment of her active imagination, the repeat action was truly undeniable.  “Alan,” she persisted, “I did hear something.  I’m not as crazy as you’d like to think.”

Christopher was never one to argue with his crew, and so, he finally gave in to Erin’s suspicions.  “If it will make you happy, we can tour the lab,” he offered.

“It will.”

“Then let’s go,” he insisted, dropping what was left of his field ration in Drayan’s lap as he rose to his feet.  

With her tricorder in hand, Erin hastily joined Alan as he strode toward the dark recess in the wall leading to the adjacent corridor, which according to Drayan, led to nowhere.

She was right.  The corridor was a rather short one, traveling around the entire aft section of the lab so technicians would have easy access to the computer terminals.  They were nothing but access hatches on one side of the wall, and sheer rock on the other.  

But the journey did put Erin’s suspicious mind at ease, and quell her growing curiosity as to what had been lurking back in the mysterious corridor, much as Drayan had said, nothing.

“I told you so,” said Alan sarcastically.  “Chasing shadows again,” he added a moment later.

“Me and my shadows,” Erin quipped as they rounded the final corridor, bringing the primary lab back into sight.

It was a sight that lasted for only a moment.  As they drew nearer to the threshold between rooms, Erin suddenly noticed a vibrant teal aura rapidly pulsing in Alan’s back.  She gulped.  “Um… Alan…”

“Yes?” he said, continuing forward, oblivious to his newfound state of being.

“Alan, you’re…glowing.”

He grinned.  “Tell me about it.”

“No, Alan—you are literally glowing!”

He stopped dead in his tracks to investigate the phenomenon for himself, but his actions were too little, too late.  Beams of swirling teal light stormed out of his back and abdomen while a similar aura encompassed the rest of his body.

Violently trembling, Alan turned to Erin for some sort of help.  The look upon his face was one of pure terror. “Erin,” he rasped before his weak, shaky voice trailed off.  Moments later, he crashed to the ground.  

The aura died in an instant.

And as Erin scanned Alan’s motionless body with her tricorder, a small part of her died as well. “Drayan!” she called out with ever-increasing alarm.

When Drayan arrived, she was still brushing the crumbs of the field ration from her face.  But upon seeing her brother on the floor looking rather dead, her concerns about her outward appearance disappeared rather quickly.  “What happened?”

“The same things as before,” said Erin grimly.  She closed the tricorder and affixed it to her belt.  “Only this time, his vital signs weren’t as strong—and the state of flux was more intense.”

“Was he glowing?” Drayan inquired innocently.

“Not in a good way,” said Erin.  “It might have something to do with that little…um, boost you gave him earlier.”

Drayan blinked.  “Or the polaron torpedoes that hit him,” she said tersely.

“Or that,” Erin said softly.  She wasn’t about to push the point any further than that, and not wanting to upset anybody, she decided that they would explore Drayan’s suggestion first.  “We should take another look at the computer systems.  See exactly what those torpedoes do.”

Drayan nodded her agreement, and then turned her attention back to her brother.  “We should get him back to the primary facility,” she said, carefully placing her hands under his femurs and gently lifting.

Erin nodded her agreement, and at Drayan’s signal, lifted Alan’s torso from the ground.  Together, they slowly meandered back toward the lab with Alan.  “He’s a lot heavier than he looks,” Erin grunted as they pressed on.

“Either that, or we’re not as strong as we think,” suggested Drayan.

“I’d like to think otherwise, if that’s okay with you.”

“Me too,” said Drayan as the crossed the threshold of the lab. 

They carefully set Alan down after bringing him a few more meters into the room.  As they did so, he slowly began to regain his consciousness.  “Now what?” he muttered, attempting to sit up.

With little effort, Erin placed her hand on his shoulder and forced him back to the ground.  “It turns out you’re not the man of steel after all,” Erin quipped.  “I think those polaron torpedoes are having additional adverse effects on you,” she explained, generously taking Drayan’s point of view into account.

Alan expelled an exasperated sigh and shut his eyes once more.  “What’s the prognosis?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Erin.  “I can’t make any sense of the tricorder readings.  Maybe if I had a medical tricorder…”

“Don’t worry about it,” he rasped.  “I like living on the edge.”

Before Christopher could even finish his sentence, Erin heard the mysterious thumping once more.  Only this time, it was greatly amplified.  For the moment, she kept her mouth shut—that was, until she saw some sort of purple distortion field erupt behind the dreaded polaron torpedo launcher.  

Moments later, a very tall, slender body faded into existence amidst the swirling distortion—a very tall Elorg body.  His orange eyes pulsed with evil and his demeanor did not look very pleasant. Without a moment’s hesitation, he raised his arm, took aim upon the three bodies on the floor, and fired some sort of energy weapon at them.

Erin attempted to dodge the blast, but she failed to get out of the way in time.  The teal aura engulfed her, paralyzing her body moments before everything went dark…

“Excellent,” said Xi'Yor evenly from the Inkhezi’s command chair.  His eyes were locked on the image displayed on the view screen—another vessel emerging from the rift to join the fleet in the Alteran Expanse. 

Seeing the Overseer so utterly transfixed with the emergence of the new vessel, Al’tiir decided that the time was right for him to access the data he required.  While Xi’Yor continued to belt out orders to the bridge crew, Al’tiir made haste to access the computer systems, rapidly plowing through the subdirectories in search of the tactical analysis in question until he came upon Xi’Yor’s personal files.

Quickly, Al’tiir saved the data on a PADD and slipped it into an occluded pocket in his uniform.  Then, he erased his presence from the computer logs and headed for the exit.  Because Xi’Yor held him in high esteem, Al’tiir had free reign on the bridge, so he would not be missed while he delivered the top-secret files to Nafar’s quarters.

His pulse quickened as he passed several of the Cerebrate’s guards on the way to Nafar’s quarters.  While they did not even acknowledge Al’tiir, he felt like they were watching him constantly, even though he was fairly certain they were not.  The Cerebrate had no reason to suspect anything out of the ordinary was going on—yet.

After negotiating several additional corridors, Al’tiir stood before Nafar’s quarters and waited for the doors to part.  When they did, Al’tiir rushed in and made the short journey to the triangular table in the center of the poorly illuminated room where Nafar and Sa’sheer were seated.

“The data,” Al’tiir said as he removed the PADD from his pocket, placing it in front of Nafar.  “As you requested, every last byte of data regarding Xi’Yor’s plan to annex Gildebron III.”

Nafar’s eyes lit up as he scrolled over the data on the PADD.  “Well met, Al’tiir.  There is hope for you yet.”

After he finished his brief review the data, Nafar passed the PADD to Sa’sheer, who also scanned it over.  “It is a very complex plan,” he admitted upon reading the first few paragraphs.  “Xi’Yor has taken into account almost every possible outcome, every possible Federation action…”

“But not all of them,” Al’tiir said as he took his seat.  “And it is those few forgotten avenues which we must exploit.”

“It is not impossible,” Sa’sheer decided.  “But it will be extremely difficult to foil this plan on such a large scale basis.  It would be easier if we had resistance cells on the other vessels.”

“But we do not,” Nafar snapped.  “And we can’t risk recruiting new members at the moment—we don’t know who we can and cannot trust.”  He cleared his throat, and continued with his current train of thought.  “We must find a way to disrupt the power grid on every last Elorg vessel, or perhaps force a buildup in their pre-fire chambers to prevent them from firing weapons.  Anything that will prevent them from annexing that planet.  We may need Talyere’s help once more.”

“Then you must make haste,” said Al’tiir.  “The Cerebrate has rescheduled his termination; it will commence in seven cycles.”

“Noted,” said Nafar.  “I will seek out Talyere one last time.  In the interim, the two of you should refine our plan.”

Nafar hastily strode through the Inkhezi’s countless corridors in search of Talyere’s home for the past five months.  While he wished he could somehow save Talyere from his eventual fate, Nafar knew opposing the Cerebrate was far too much treachery than he could handle; it was bad enough he had to lead an insurrection against Xi’Yor.  If he attempted such a thing with the Cerebrate, not only would she find out, she would have Nafar and his comrades terminated—with much more haste than Talyere.  And so, if Talyere were meant to die, then he would die—but not before he shared his everlasting wisdom with Nafar one last time.

To Nafar’s consternation, two of the Cerebrate’s highly revered Protectors stood before Talyere’s chamber, essentially blocking the path forward.  And if that weren’t deterrent enough, the guards were just plain huge, nearly twice the size of Nafar.

“State your identity,” demanded the Protector nearest Nafar.  He was the larger of the two, with arms like tree trunks and a neck that was larger than two of Nafar’s combined.  His voice was extremely deep and sonorous, and his eyes were like two orange suns.  

Nafar gulped as he neared the Protector.  “Xi’Yor has sent me to speak with Talyere,” he quivered into the Protector’s chest.

With virtually no effort, the Protector grabbed Nafar’s tunic and raised him to eye-level.  “Did he, now?  I never received such an order, did you, Hakleen?”

The other, smaller Protector grunted negatively.  “Such an order, I did not receive, Ta’keer.”

“It would seem there a problem in our lines of communication,” Ta’keer decided.  “By the Cerebrate’s direct order, nobody may see the prisoner.  Is that understood?”

“Yes,” Nafar gulped, still dangling in the air.

The Protector dropped Nafar to the ground.  “Good,” he muttered.  “Now remove yourself from the vicinity, or you will be sorry you were ever hatched!”

Deciding his continued presence would be an unwise course of action, Nafar scurried to his feet and fled down the corridor, desperately hoping he was not being pursued.  Once he turned down the corridor, he allowed himself a brief moment to rest and survey his pursuers.  To his relief, there were none…but this incident may have been the one to cast suspicion upon him, should the Protectors decide to inform Z’danorax.  And Nafar had a haunting feeling they would.

Following the meeting’s dismissal, Sa’sheer and Al’tiir both headed directly to the bridge.  As they emerged from the turbolift, yet another warship was emerging from the rift.  “The E.W.S. T’nan,” Sa’sheer reported as he took his station.  “It is taking up its position, flanking the Lavintana.”

“Excellent,” said Xi’Yor.  “Helm, set a course for Gildebron III,” he said a moment later.  “As soon as the final two vessels are in position, execute at maximum warp.”

“Yes, Overseer,” said the helmsman replacing Nafar during his absence.

Sa’sheer watched nervously as Xi’Yor turned to Z’danorax and grinned deviously.  “Victory is so close, I can taste it, Cerebrate.”

“I share your optimism, Xi’Yor,” said Z’danorax flatly.  “But we must proceed with caution.  I have little doubt our assault will succeed, but I fear we will not be able to hold our position once the Federation fleet arrives.”

“We have nearly two of their weeks to prepare for the Federation invasion,” Xi’Yor assured her.  “By that time, the orbital defense perimeter will be operational, and the majority of our fleet shall be in position to defend.  Victory is at hand, Cerebrate.”

Matthew Harrison sat quietly in the far corner at an empty table in the mess hall, brooding over a cup of searing hot tea.  He was unsure how to respond to recent events.  For the first time, he was the one facing the big decisions, as he was in command of the Starlight, possibly indefinitely.  And he had several big decisions to make.

“May I join you, Commander?”

Harrison immediately recognized the voice as Bator’s.  The Phobian stood a few meters away from the table with a steamy mug in one hand, and the back of the chair in the other.  “Oh, certainly,” beckoned Harrison.  “I was simply contemplating the plethora of difficult decisions I’m faced by, nothing more.”

Bator slowly slid into the chair and took a long drink from his mug.  “I do not envy you,” he quipped. “I take it the meeting with Admiral O’Connor did not fair well, then?”

Harrison nodded.  “It did not.  And now, Captain Talbot wants to rescue Talyere—against orders.  And Admiral O’Connor is not alone in her opinion of a rescue mission.  According to Admiral Grayson, the mission to rescue him would be far to dangerous, and cannot be risked.”

“Grayson,” Bator scoffed in disbelief.  “What is Captain Talbot proposing?”

Harrison pretended to take great effort to recall the plan from memory; the plan was rather flamboyant, to say the least.  “He proposes we infiltrate the Inkhezi.  The mission seems suicidal if you ask me.”

“Suicide indeed,” concurred Bator.  “But we all know how pivotal Talyere is to winning this war.  Aside from that, he played a major role in our daily lives on this ship.  The past five months have been rather lacking, have they not?  It is our duty, not as Starfleet officers, but as friends, to rescue him.”

Reluctantly, Harrison forced himself to agree with Bator’s points.  Talyere was not only a source of incredible information, his curiosity about the universe and unique way of doing things brought life to the Starlight that had not been seen before.  When he left, it was as if a member of the family had died…only now, they had a chance to resurrect him.  “I shall contact Captain Talbot and inform him that we shall join him in his quest.  But I want you to lead this mission.”

Bator nearly dropped his mug.  “Me?”

“Indeed, you,” affirmed Harrison.  “And it would be wise of you to bring Command Tompkins along, as well.  With the exception of the Captain and Command Keller, the two of you have had more combat experience than anyone else on the ship—though Commander Tompkins and yourself don’t pretend to deny it.”

“The Captain and Commander Keller are a bit strange,” agreed Bator.  “But with all due respect, why are you not going?”

Harrison sloshed his tea around for a moment as he contemplated a response.  “We are about to enter into a very uncertain situation, Lieutenant.  With the Captain and Commander Keller gone, if I were to leave with you and Lucas, that would put Lieutenant Johnson in command.  Not that I have a problem with the Lieutenant, but I do not trust his capability to lead this ship into battle.”

Bator hastily downed the rest of his beverage and then set his mug aside.  “Over the years, Commander, I have observed that things often work out for the best, even if it doesn’t seem that way initially.”

“You’re a wise man, Mr. Bator.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Chapter Fifteen

Erin Keller moaned wearily as her eyes slowly flickered open to the harsh lights above her.  At first, she thought she had been returned to the Starlight, but after a second glance, Erin knew she was still in the Elorg lab, in the very spot she had collapsed earlier.  Only now, her entire body was numb, her every joint ached, and her head throbbed with pain.  

As she willed her eyes about, Erin saw Drayan slumped up against a nearby computer station, and Alan only a few meters away, also sin a position that looked less than comfortable.  And to Erin’s consternation, neither one of them were conscious.  “I could use the extra sleep,” she muttered after deciding escape was impossible without the assistance of her unconscious comrades.

But the second she closed her eyes, Erin knew she wouldn’t be getting any sleep.  The floor was too hard, and her body simply ached too much.  She quickly surveyed the room for Drayan’s med kit, but it was nowhere in sight, so she decided the pain wasn’t that bad after all, and attempted to clear her mind of all thought.

It failed, and while she tried her hardest, random thoughts continued to invade her mind as the hours passed…

How long have we been here?

How many days in a row have I worn this uniform?  Where did that rip come from?  This is my favorite uniform!

Do the Elorg ever go to the bathroom?  I’ve yet to see one…

“How long are they going to keep us waiting?”  Drayan’s energetic voice was unmistakable amidst the silent lab.  She was definitely conscious, and unmistakably in far better shape than Erin, given her overly energetic voice.

 “I’ve been laying here for at least six hours,” Erin mumbled.  “I can’t be any more specific than that—my chronometer was destroyed when the Dark Star crashed.”

“I’m not worried about it,” replied Drayan.  “I’m just getting sick and tired of this place, that’s all.”

“I hear you,” Erin concurred.

“Six hours…” Drayan repeated.  “Maybe they forgot about us…”

“Maybe our Elorg friend left because your discursive banter grew tiresome,” groaned Alan.  “I wish I were sill unconscious.”

Drayan turned to her brother.  “I can arrange for that,” she sneered.

“Try me,” Alan beckoned.

“Patience is a virtue,” Erin reminded them. From what Erin could gather, Alan was still in fairly bad shape. He projected a strong voice, but she knew it was only a pretense; he was hiding his true pain.  His forehead was scraped and bruised, and his clothes were covered in dirt…and perhaps blood?

Taking Erin’s wise words to heart, the three of them sat in silence for several moments, simply waiting for their captor to return.  And their wait was not a long one.

Moments later, the Elorg officer strode back into the lab from the adjacent corridor and stared disapprovingly at his prisoners.  “I am called Protector Anadrin,” he said.  “I am a particle synthesized projection designed to guard this facility from intruders.  State your identity.”

Deciding she was in a better position to speak for the group, Erin attempted to explain their presence.  But Alan had other ideas. He struggled for a moment to sit up, before drawing the energy to speak.

“I am Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight.  These are my colleagues, Drayan Christopher and Erin Keller,” he said, nodding at each of them as he said their names.

Anadrin carefully inspected each one of them with a curious eye.  “Species, Ka’Tulan; Species, Ka’Tulan; Species, Terran,” he decided after a moment’s glance.  “You have been designated inferior civilizations, what are you doing here?”

“We stumbled upon your lab by accident,” admitted Alan.  “But, we are greatly intrigued by our findings here.  It is quite an amazing facility you’ve got here.”

“It is,” agreed Anadrin.  “But how did you accidentally stumble upon a lab embedded in hundreds of meters of rock?  And this Federation you spoke of—I’ve never heard of it!  Are you allied with the Iconians?”

“I’ve got the feeling a bit of time has passed since you were last activated,” said Christopher.  “Do you know how long it has been since your program was last activated?”

Anadrin took several moments to run a self-diagnostic.  As the results were fed into his matrix, Anadrin’s face filled with surprise and horror.  “Nearly 73 million intervals have passed since my program was last activated!”

“Two hundred thousand years,” Erin clarified.

Anadrin’s face sunk into disbelief.  Indeed, it was more than a little disorienting to wake up from a two hundred thousand-year nap—though for Anadrin, it probably seemed like only a few moments had passed.  “That is a very, very long time,” he uttered.  “What of the war, and the Iconians?”

“Iconia is dead,” Erin assured him.  “It died with most of the Iconian species at the end of the war.”

“And what of my people?  Where are they?  Why did they not come and retrieve me?” demanded the projection.

“While Iconia may have died at the end of that war, they died in the shadows of victory,” explained Erin.  “You’re people lost the war.  By the end, the Iconians locked every last Elorg man, woman and child into a subspace pocket, where they remained up until about a year ago.”

The news was clearly shocking for Anadrin.  His jaw dropped slightly, his nostrils flared, and his vibrant orange eyes bugged out in disbelief.  “You are lying,” he snapped.  “You are Iconian spies, and have reprogrammed me to think such an absurd amount of time has passed!”

“Think about it, Anadrin.  I’m a human—a Terran,” said Erin.  “Could they travel the stars two hundred thousand years ago?  No.  They were nothing more than a bunch of savage primates drooling over the invention of the wheel.  Do I look like a savage primate to you?”

Anadrin examined Erin closely before reaching a decision.  “Yes,” he said bluntly.  “Your cognitive abilities are still, for the most part, inert.  Your life span is limited, and you seem to have accumulated an unacceptable stench,” he said with complete objectivity.

“Maybe if you had a sonic shower in here…” Erin started before being cut off by Anadrin.

“And, you’ve been in this lab for nearly three intervals and have yet to figure out how to open to the door.  Congratulations, you are, quite frankly, a savage primate, Commander Erin Keller.”

“I’m sorry I asked.”

“As you should be.  But, I must admit, your species has shown marked improvements over the millennia.  Though the brow ridge, I miss the brow ridge.  Terrans have such weak foreheads, don’t you think, Captain Alan Christopher?”

“Their foreheads are no different from Ka’Tulan foreheads,” said Christopher quietly.  

“Ah, but Ka’Tulans are a remarkable species in other regard,” said Anadrin.  “As you might have guessed, the Elorg thought quite highly of you—highly enough to establish a base on your homeworld.  We know a valiant race when we see one.”

“Well your people seem to have changed their minds about that,” said Drayan bitterly. 

Anadrin frowned, turning his gaze to Christopher.  “What?”

Christopher nodded sympathetically.  “A fleet of your ships is preparing to invade this sector,” he explained.  “We’ve been standing in their way for the past year, and now that they’re capable, your people won’t hesitate to knock us down.”

“They intend to conquer every last parsec of space they controlled at the height of the Bloc, two hundred thousand years ago,” said Erin.  “Including Ka’Tula Prime, and countless other worlds which are inhabited by species who are not as able to defend themselves.”

Anadrin’s eyes quickly fixed themselves upon the weapon in the center of the lab.  “And this…this…is what they will discover when they return to Ka’Tula Prime,” he said.  “With this, they shall plunder the galaxy into chaos and obliterate everything that stands in their way.  They will not hesitate to use it, they will show no remorse when they do, and they will not yield until every last grain of dirt falls under their jurisdiction,” whispered Anadrin to the weapon.  “And it is with this,” he continued, pounding upon his heart as he turned to Alan, “with this, that you shall prevail.”

“What are you saying?” Christopher demanded.

“My people are out of control,” said Anadrin.  “Two hundred thousand years have passed.  If we have survived for that long in a subspace prison, then obviously, it is no prison—that is home, it is where we belong.  Na’zar said, ‘the stars are not in our destiny…’ Many people forget this, but not I.  And it is I, who shall make sure we stay true to our destiny.

“We must dismantle this weapon, and destroy all the data that pertains to it.  Without this, there is little chance the Elorg can restore the Bloc to its former glory.”

“No,” said Christopher sternly. 

Anadrin’s eyes bugged out once more.  “No!?” he exclaimed.  “Do you wish to be destroyed by my people?”

“Not in particular,” said Christopher, slowly rising to his feet.  “But I was thinking that we could make use of the weapon…”

Erin mimicked Alan’s actions, and quickly pulled him aside.  “Alan, are you out of your mind?  If we use this weapon, it will be us—not them—committing the atrocities out there.  I don’t know about you, but I don’t want another atrocity on my mind.”

Slowly, Alan extended his hand and placed it firmly upon Erin’s shoulder.  “And what if we don’t use it?  This weapon is our last hope to defeat the Elorg without losing Federation lives,” he countered.  “You heard Anadrin as clearly as I did—the Elorg won’t hesitate to fire, why should we?”

Throwing his hand from her shoulder, Erin slowly stepped away from Alan.  “We shouldn’t use it because we have better morals,” she retorted.  “If we use this weapon, we lose that edge, and become just as insidious as they are.  There has to be another way to beat them!”

“I’m sure there is,” said Christopher patiently.  “And when one of those ways is handed to us upon a golden platter, we’ll use it.  But we are running out of time, Erin.”

“Enough!” Anadrin interjected.  “As far as I am concerned, this is an internal Elorg affair.  Being an Elorg affair, the decision is mine to make, and mine alone, and the decision has been made.  The weapon will be dismantled,” he said firmly.  “And that is final.”

With the possibility of getting any additional suggestions from Talyere out of the picture, Nafar sat quietly in his quarters looking over the tactical analysis provided by Al’tiir, attempting to come up with a plan of his own.  But it had been a long day, and Nafar’s tired mind only grew numb with deep thought, and so, his thoughts stayed rather elementary.  No, he decided, there will be no stunning revelations tonight.
As their duty shifts came to a close, the Protectors Hakleen and Ta’keer bid their replacements a hefty farewell before making a rapid exit from their posts.  Hakleen followed behind Ta’keer for a few moments before turning off into the quarters one of the Inkhezi’s resident females.  Ta’keer grunted softly.  No wonder Hakleen had been in such a good mood as of late…

Ta’keer wandered about the corridors for several additional minutes before finally reaching a turbolift.   “Bridge,” he barked once inside, effectively setting the lift into motion.  While Hakleen didn’t seem overly concerned with the incident that had occurred during their shift, Ta’keer was.  The Cerebrate, in all her divinity, needed to know.

When the lift finally stopped, and the doors parted, Ta’keer’s eyes roamed the bridge for the divinity.  She was seated in the command chair in the center of the bridge intently studying the sleek gray PADD in her hand.  Ta’keer stopped several meters away and cleared his throat.  “En taro adun, Cerebrate.”

She indolently looked up from her PADD.  “Yes, Protector?” she demanded.

Ta’keer slowly knelt down beside her.  “I may have some disturbing news regarding Underling Nafar,” he whispered.

Z’danorax immediately turned her attention away from her PADD and gave her complete attention to the Protector.  “Proceed,” she insisted.

He cleared his throat again.  “While Protector Hakleen and I were on duty, we were approached by the Underling.  He attempted to contact Talyere, fabricating a lie about coming on Xi’Yor’s order.”

The Cerebrate’s eyes narrowed as she shook her head.  “Xi'Yor gave no such order,” she said evenly.  “I am authorizing you and Protector Hakleen to look into the matter further.  If the Underling Nafar poses a threat, we need to know of it.  Dismissed.”

“I’ve got something new,” Sa’sheer said as he burst into Nafar’s quarters.  Grinning, he immediately placed a sleek black PADD before Nafar.

Nafar slowly plucked the PADD from the table and briefly reviewed the data.  “Impressive,” he said after a moment.  “I’m sure it will be of use to us, but not tonight…”

Sa’sheer frowned.  “Why?”

“It would seem my brain is taking a brief holiday,” Nafar explained, setting the PADD aside.

After uncovering the wealth of new data, Sa’sheer was not so ready to give up.  “We can try to make progress in its absence, can we not?”

Nafar nodded.  “I suppose,” he moaned.

With the Cerebrate’s official sanctioning of his mission, Ta’keer quickly went to work at the aft tactical station, immediately plundering into the most recently accessed files.  At first, he saw nothing out of the ordinary: status reports, duty rosters, mission briefings…but then he saw how many of them were fragmented…

With a little additional investigation, Ta’keer was able to determine many of those files were fraudulent.  Somebody had put them there in place of the files that had actually been accessed.  He quickly ran a parity trace scan in an attempt to restore the files, but to no avail.  They remained deleted.  But at the very least, he had the evidence he needed to at least suspect something on the Inkhezi was very wrong…

With the new data provided by Sa’sheer, Nafar found his mind’s ability to function steadily increasing, and in fact, a plan was almost in sight.  Unfortunately, it got no further than that.

The door chimed.

Fearing the Protectors were coming to get him, Nafar quickly cast his incriminating PADDs to the floor and rose from his seat, smiling faintly.  “Enter,” he said softly.

His eyes were glued to the door, expecting the vile tree-like men to be standing there with phasers in hand.  Given the look on his face, Sa’sheer expected the same.  But as the doors slowly hissed apart, both were relieved to see Administrator Al’tiir standing at the threshold.

“You two look suspicious,” said Al’tiir.  “You’re not plotting against our fearless leader, are you?” he asked insidiously. 

“Never,” said Sa’sheer.

Al’tiir quickly came in and took his seat as Nafar brought the data PADDs out of hiding.  “Good,” he mumbled.

“We’ve made more progress than I had anticipated tonight,” said Nafar, handing the newcomer one of the extra PADDs.  “You should find our progress to be most substantial…”

Al’tiir instantly smiled as he read the opening paragraphs.  “Good…”

“I had always suspected him,” said Z’danorax of Nafar upon seeing the Ta’keer’s findings in the computer.  The false files were very clever, and extremely well done—but not good enough to fool the Cerebrate’s elite guards.  Now, she would make sure Nafar would pay for his crimes—should he be up to something.

Slowly, Z’danorax rose from the command chair and wandered over to Xi’Yor’s chamber.  Without bothering to ring the chime, she opened the doors and entered his abode.  “I wish to speak to you about your yeoman,” he said coldly.

Xi'Yor looked up from his desk.  “Nafar?”

“Do you have another yeoman I do not know about?” she asked bitterly.

“No, Cerebrate.  Nafar is the only one.”

She nodded accordingly.  “Very well.  Protector Ta’keer has provided me with some data that casts suspicion upon the Underling.  I would hate to have him terminated, but if he is plotting against the best interests of the Elorg Bloc, I shall do just that.”

Xi'Yor was shocked by the revelation.  He would have never suspected his own yeoman to betray the Bloc, but if the Cerebrate believed it true, so then did Xi'Yor.  “I will endeavor to remove any confusion and seek out the truth,” he assured her.  “Commencing immediately, we will observe Nafar’s every action.  He won’t even be able to visit waste extraction without us knowing…”

“Excellent,” bemoaned Z’danorax.

As the night entered its closing hours, Nafar finally tossed his PADD aside.  It had been a much longer night than even he had anticipated, but one well worth the effort.  Despite the fact his brain was malfunctioning, they had come up with something extraordinary. “This is it,” he said triumphantly.  “I believe we have stumbled upon the perfect plan…”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73604.1 [FINAL ENTRY]: There comes a time when one must choose between friendship and loyalty.  There comes a time when one must make a stand against the darkness in order to ensure that the light prevails.  For me, that time has come. 

While my tenure as Captain of the Alexander has been brief, it has taught me many things, including when the time is right to disobey a direct order.  I feel that time is now.  For nearly five months, Talyere Rosat has been incarcerated by the Elorg for speaking out against the Tome of Na’zar.  And now that an opportunity has arrived to save him, Starfleet believes it is too risky.  While I have never met him, I know how much he has contributed to this operation, and know that without him, it will fail.  

And so, with the help of the Starlight’s crew, I set out on what may be my final mission, in the name of the light…

As he finished what he believed was he last log entry, Jeremy Talbot expelled a long, nervous sigh.  Up until now, he had never been a held in the legendary ranks of Kirk or Picard.  Talbot was simply a Captain.  He followed orders, completed missions, and nothing more.

But he knew what it took to make a legend, and while he had no desire to become one, Talbot knew he was laying the groundwork for just that…  

Slowly, Talbot reached for the metallic broach that represented the Federation’s every last ideal.  The metal broach that stood for everything Starfleet was about.  Slowly, Jeremy Talbot removed his comm badge from his uniform and carefully set it upon his desk.

After a brief moment of silence, he rose from his chair and headed for the bridge.  There was no turning back now…

Chapter Sixteen

Commander Harrison stood outside the transporter room for several moments as he composed a speech to bid Lucas and Bator good luck on their mission.  To his apparent consternation, he was at a loss of words.  But his people were waiting, and so, Harrison entered transporter room two without a single thing in mind.

Tompkins was perched on the edge of the transporter PADD engrossed in some sort of technical manual.  Bator was draped over the transporter station engaged in a stimulating chat with Flora Sanders.  But has he entered, Harrison destroyed their fledging tranquility. 

“Still waiting for the Alexander to send you the word?” Harrison inquired.

“Yes,” said Bator.  “They’re almost ready to receive us.”

“Most excellent,” said Harrison.  “I just came to see you off.”

Lucas slowly rose from his spot on the transporter PADD. “Don’t worry, Commander, we’ll get the job done.”

“I wasn’t concerned about that,” said Harrison.  “I know you’ll succeed.  This crew can do anything.  I wouldn’t have let you go if I believed otherwise.”

Suddenly, the controls bleeped.  “We’re ready,” said Sanders.  “You guys can beam over at your leisure.”

Harrison briefly locked his eyes with both of his men as they assembled on the transporter PADD.  “Good luck,” he said simply.

“I don’t believe in luck,” said Tompkins.  “I believe things happen for a reason, no matter how obscure—there’s always got to be a reason…”

Harrison considered his stance for a moment.  “I don’t know about that,” he decided.  “There are some things that still happen without a reason.  Like—”

The doors suddenly split apart to reveal Kendall Johnson and Rachael Meyer.  They both stormed in and stopped beside Harrison.

“—like why the two of them are here,” finished Harrison, utterly surprised by their entrance.

“I want to go with them,” said Johnson quietly.  “I need to go with them,” he added a moment later.

Harrison cast a quizzical look at the young Lieutenant.  “Why?”

“I tried to talk him out of it,” said Meyer before Johnson could speak.  “But he’s determined to go…”

“Why?” Harrison repeated, this time turning directly to Johnson for an answer.  “Usually you are the last one to volunteer for this kind of mission, Lieutenant.”

Johnson nodded ever so slightly.  “I… I am aware of that, sir.  But Talyere thinks lowly of me, to say the least.  By going on this mission…I was…thinking that I might earn his respect.”

Harrison’s jaw tightened.  “That is a commendable reason,” he said slowly, “but there has to be another way to prove yourself, Lieutenant.  This mission is likely to prove a one-way voyage.”

Oddly enough, Johnson did not look fazed by the prospects of death, as Harrison would have suspected.  Instead, Johnson stood in silence, shaking his head until he was again ready to speak.

“I have considered all of the facts, Commander.  I need to prove myself to Talyere…and to the rest of the crew.  This mission is the only way to do it.”

“Death shall prove nothing, Lieutenant.  You are needed alive, here on the Starlight.  Request denied.”

Crestfallen, Johnson slowly looked back to Meyer, and then to Harrison.  Their sympathetic gazes did nothing to comfort him, and so Kendall slowly stepped away from them, and started to head for the doors to go wallow in his self-pity… Just like a good Kendall Johnson would.  

But the moment he reached the threshold, Kendall stopped dead in his tracks.  He was about to do it again—run away from a difficult situation without standing up for himself.  I can’t run, not this time, he grumbled.  I will march back in there and tell Commander Harrison that I am going…
Slowly, Kendall turned on his heel to face Harrison, but the moment he locked eyes with his superior, Kendall’s determination faltered and his integrity broke down; he swiftly turned away from the situation, and ran out into the corridor.

Angered at himself for not acting, he ducked into the nearest room and exhaled a long, angry sigh.  He couldn’t go back to his quarters; Rachael would go there soon enough to console him, and that was the last thing he wanted.  He couldn’t return to duty; he was assigned to the bridge, and working with Harrison after that incident would be awkward.

And so Kendall did the only other thing he could think of.  He yanked his communicator from his uniform, tossed it to the ground and crushed it with the heel of his boot.  As the tiny device crackled under the pressure, Kendall smiled faintly, and rushed back into the corridor in search of the nearest unoccupied transporter room.

He came upon it a few moments later; not a soul was inside. Slowly, he approached the workstation before the transporter PADD and programmed it to beam him to the Alexander.  Within a few moments, Kendall Johnson was on his way…

Andrew and Ti’yenn hovered diligently over the global satellite network display in the lab at Antha’nuel.  They had done so, without a break, ever since the unfortunate news regarding the Dark Star had arrived.  Up until now, they had made little progress in even locating the Dark Star’s remains.  Clouds would get in the way, or night would fall.  EM fields would distort the imaging resolution, or something similar.  And that dampening field didn’t help…

But after several days work, persistence had finally paid off.  “This could be it,” said Andrew.  “What do you think, Sarah?”

Sarah quickly made her way to Andrew’s position and inspected the image currently displayed on the screen.  It was a high peak with a few scattered conifers dotting the terrain.  On side of the peak, scorch marks and a field of debris littered the landscape.  There was little doubt in her mind… “That’s it,” she said.  “That’s the Dark Star.”

“Life signs?” inquired Riana from the background.

Andrew had already checked once, but repeated his actions upon her request just to be sure.  “None,” he said somberly as the very same results turned up.  “But the dampening field could be hiding them.”

“They’re probably still alive,” said Sarah.  “This debris field may look ominous, but most of the hull is still intact, including the cockpit.  Other crews have survived crash landings from even higher altitudes, so there’s no reason to believe otherwise.”

“Then where are they?” asked Ti’yenn softly.

Christopher watched in disgust as Anadrin placed a firm grip on the barrel of the weapon, and with little effort, broke it off.  He carelessly dropped it to the floor and repeated the action with another section of the device. 

“It’s not to late to reconsider,” said Christopher.  “All you have to do step away from the weapon…”

Anadrin stopped and turned his attention to Christopher.  “Negative,” he barked.  “The weapon will be destroyed.”

Another piece fell to the floor.

“This is the right thing to do,” said Erin softly, placing a caring hand upon Alan’s shoulder.

He took her hand and slowly slid it away, generating a disturbed look upon Erin’s face.  “I wish I could believe that,” he said quietly.  “But I can’t help but think that we are condemning ourselves to destruction.  Maybe you’d be a bit more concerned if this was Earth we were standing on, instead of some worthless ‘member world.’”

“Alan, you’re blowing this all out of proportion.  We’re not going to get anything done if we keep arguing like this.”

“What is there to get done?  As far as—”

But before he could finish, yet another wave of teal energy passed through Alan’s body, only it was a far less potent dose.  This time, Alan was able to remain conscious and on his feet as the aura subsided. 

“Woah,” he said before shaking off the dizziness.  “That’s starting to get annoying.”

Erin quickly grabbed her tricorder and conducted yet another scan of him.  It produced the same results as her previous scans, nothing but a jumble of readings.  “I wish there was something I could do,” she said. “But I don’t understand what’s going on.”

Alan sighed and slowly took a seat on the floor, resting his back up against the wall.  “Anadrin?  Do you know anything about these attacks?”

“No,” he said.  “We fired the weapon at many Ka’Tulan and Elorg targets. None of them displayed results even similar to this.  As a matter of fact, they were totally unfazed.  The source of your ailment is a total mystery to me.”

“Thanks,” said Alan sarcastically.  

For several moments, he simply sat and watched as Anadrin dismantled the weapon piece by piece, killing their best chance at survival one section at a time.  At the time, he didn’t really care anymore.  But only a few minutes later, when the prospects of escape brightened, his view changed completely.

Drayan, who had been tinkering with the door controls, finally made some progress.  “Can you give me a hand with this, Erin?” she beckoned.  She had her arm stuck deep inside the wall and appeared to be holding down some sort of mechanism.

“What do you want me to do?” Erin inquired as she approached.

Drayan looked up at the green button about halfway up the door.  “Touch that button,” she said.

Erin hesitated at first, but did as she was instructed.  Seconds later, the doors made a rampant hissing sound.  They roared and groaned, but slowly, they clanked apart, revealing the great outdoors…

“Good work,” commended Erin.  “Now why didn’t you think of this earlier?”

Drayan shrugged her shoulders.  “Why didn’t you?” she countered. 

“Good point.”

Suddenly, the room grew eerily silent.  Erin peered over her shoulder to see Anadrin flickering out of existence.  A few meters away, Alan stood at Anadrin’s image matrix with his hands hovering over the termination sequence.  “What the hell are you doing?” Erin blasted.

Alan ignored Erin’s banter and hastily went to work on modifying Anadrin’s matrix.  She watched helplessly as he accessed the primary computer core and made countless changes before returning to the primary particle synthesis matrix and reinitializing it.  A few seconds later, Anadrin reappeared in the exact location he had been standing only moments ago.

Quickly, Erin came to Anadrin’s side.  “What happened?”

Anadrin opened his mouth, but no words came out.  Instead, countless lines of interference cut across his image, and slowly eroded away at his clarity.  For a brief moment, Anadrin flickered away, only to return seconds later in a similar state.

Erin turned to Alan.  “What did you do to him?”

“I made a few minor modifications.”  He had no intention of explaining his every action.  They only needed to know that Anadrin wasn’t the same man they had met a few hours ago.  “Anadrin, deactivate the dampening field surrounding this lab, and beam us directly to Antha’nuel,” he instructed.

Anadrin delved his hand into the nearest computer station.  His arm appeared to dissolve as it descended into the terminal, but it was only interfacing with the system, attempting to perform the tasks Christopher had instructed Anadrin to complete.

Alan watched impatiently as the Elorg attempted to comply with the instructions, but it was becoming clear that his matrix would overload before that could happen.  Jagged tendrils of white light rapidly burst from Anadrin’s body, enveloping him in a deadly chrysalis of pure energy.  With each passing moment, Anadrin became increasingly distorted.

“His matrix is overloading,” Erin diagnosed with her tricorder.  “Whatever you did is going to destroy him!”

Suddenly, her tricorder emitted a cacophony of shrill alarms.  Alan watched with growing angst as Erin’s face turned grim.  “His matrix linked with the power grid,” she said somberly.  “This entire lab is going to be destroyed…”

Alan could hardly believe her calm.  But it was times like this when he needed to believe it most.  “I’ll see if I can shut down his program,” he said, keeping his own composure by drawing from Erin’s. 

As he accessed the computer controls, Alan felt his heart sink even more.  The majority of the controls were frozen, eliciting only a fuzzy bleep when he pressed them.  “This is when things get interesting,” he muttered as he accessed the remaining controls.

“You’ve still got transporter systems,” said Erin as sparks started to rain down from the ceiling.  “But the only problem is…how do you use it?”

“That’s why I wanted Anadrin to do it,” said Alan.

“You could have asked him.”

“I suppose I could have, but for some strange reason, I didn’t place a lot of trust in him.  For all we know, we’d end up in the middle of some wall.”

“Or safe and sound…”

Alan frowned.  “Or that.  Well, it’s too late to find out now.  Wish me luck.”

Putting his limited knowledge of Elorg technology to work, Alan hastily set out to beam them to safety.  But the lab had other ideas.  A steady stream of sparks hailed down from the ceiling.  Flames burst out of several computer terminals, and an ominous vibration shuddered across the floor.

“Why don’t we just climb back down the mountain?” Drayan suggested.  “My route here was a bit less dangerous than yours…”

“If these readings are right, there might not be much of a mountain left when this thing blows,” said Erin.  “Our only hope is to beam to safety.”

“Let’s hope those readings are wrong, then,” said Alan.  “I can’t make heads or tails of this transporter system.”

“Are you saying we should make a run for it?”

Suddenly, several lights activated on the dust covered computer station.  “I’m saying ‘hang on!’”

As several large bulkheads crashed to the ground, Alan stumbled across what he believed to be the proper controls.  Using his own tricorder as an interface, he locked onto the designated targets and energized.

At first, nothing happened.  But after a long few seconds, a swirl of purple energy enveloped the group, whisking them away to safety.

Only moments later, the entire lab burst into total chaos.  Flames erupted from each and every station, smoke filled the air, and bulkheads came crashing to the ground with a slew of rocks and boulders.  For the first time in hundreds of thousands of years, the Elorg didn’t have a base on Ka’Tula Prime.

Xi’Yor was the first to hear the perimeter alert.  In fact, he seemed to have heard it before it even started beeping.  Perhaps it was a premonition.  Perhaps it was luck.  Either way, Xi’Yor was first.  He bolted from his chair and turned to Sa’sheer.  “The Vazir?”

Sa’sheer nodded, affirming Xi’Yor’s suspicion. “The Vazir,” he repeated.

The Vazir was the ship they had been waiting for—the missing piece to the puzzle, for this one tiny ship would bring totality to Xi'Yor’s tactical formations; it was time to proceed.

“They are in formation,” Nafar reported from the helm.

“Excellent,” said Xi’Yor.  He sat back down in his chair and smiled as he prepared to give his next order.  “Our course is set for Gildebron III, is it not?”

Nafar glanced down at the helm.  “It is,” he confirmed.

Watching the Vazir slowly drifting into a more settled position, Xi'Yor couldn’t help but smile.  Everything was falling into place perfectly.  Gildebron III was as good as Xi'Yor’s.  With that thought in mind, the Overseer slid back into his chair and smiled.  “Execute!”

Nafar summarily carried out his orders at the helm, and the conquest of Gildebron III was at hand…

The perimeter alert had Matthew Harrison on his feet in the blink of an eye.  Ever since Kendall Johnson’s sudden departure, Harrison had been on edge, for it was the first time that he realized that the people beneath him had minds of their own—and they would act on them if need be.  But perhaps, thought Harrison, that being on edge was a good thing, for it tended to break him out of his niche, and into the wide-open playing field that was life.  Consequently, this newfound edginess brought Harrison to his feet before anyone else had even acknowledged the sensor alert—not that he needed them, for the reason was plain as day.

He turned to Lieutenant Trinn at operations.  “How long until the Elorg arrive?” he demanded.

She muted the sensor alert and glanced down at her sensor readings.  “Not long,” she said quietly.  “The entire Elorg fleet is on the move, heading directly for Gildebron III.  They’ll arrive in about two hours.”

“Two hours too soon,” muttered Harrison.  “What is the status of the orbital defense perimeter?”

“Operational,” said the Trill, “but most of the orbital defense platforms were damaged in an ion storm a few months ago; Starfleet hasn’t exactly had a chance to repair them.  The platforms won’t hold off the Elorg for very long—and definitely not for eleven days.”

“Eleven minutes, if we’re lucky,” said Drayge.  

Another sensor alert suddenly filled the air.  This time, Harrison turned to Flora Sanders at tactical for the data he required, as he recognized the alert as an incoming transmission.

Sanders said as much, and then tapped the controls to provide some additional data.  “Admiral O’Connor is transmitting a message to the fleet,” she reported a moment later.

Harrison rolled his eyes; she was about the last person he wanted to see… But what other choice did he have?  “On screen.”

When the view screen activated, O’Connor’s rather wide backside was turned toward them, a sight that made Harrison slowly look away.  “Is it on?” she barked at one of her cronies off the screen.

“Affirmative.”

She turned toward the screen, but instead of speaking to the fleet, concentrated on the computer terminal before her.  “If it’s on, then why isn’t the interplexing beacon active?  Call Ensign Mitsuda and have her show you how to do it the proper way.”

Again, Harrison rolled his eyes.  This was the woman leading the Federation against the Elorg.  Impressive…

“The interplexing beacon is active,” came her officer’s voice again.  “You’re looking at the tactical display, not communications.”

O’Connor quickly changed views.  “Oh.  Why didn’t you say something earlier?”  She fiddled with the computer for a brief moment before finally looking up to address the fleet.

“This is Admiral Alexis O’Connor.  As you may have noticed, a large contingent of Elorg ships has set a course for the… Gildeborn System.  This hostile force is believed to be on a mission of war, and so, as of Stardate 73605.9, an official state of war exists between the United Federation of Planets and the Elorg Bloc.  All able vessels are to proceed to the Gildeborn System at once to participate in the defense of Gildeborn III.  While we do not think it will be possible to prevent the Elorg from annexing Gildeborn, every minute you’re out there fighting means another minute for the Federation task force to arrive.  Good luck.  O’Connor out.”

Harrison shuddered, hardly inspired by O’Connor’s call to arms.  Of the fleet currently stationed here, only a handful of the ships were equipped with newer warp drives capable of entering the verteron radiation zone.  The Starlight was one of them.  And for once, though hardly poetic in her delivery, O’Connor’s message was right—the longer the Elorg were occupied with Gildebron, the longer before they moved again.  And so, with more than a little trepidation, Harrison garnered his strength and prepared for battle.  “Set course for Gildebron III, transwarp speed.”

“Course set,” said Drayge.

“Eng—”

They were being hailed yet again.  Harrison, suspecting O’Connor, quickly rose back to his feet and faced Sanders.  But instead of terror, the news was good.

“It’s Captain Christopher,” said the Ensign in disbelief.

She wasn’t alone in her feelings.  Harrison could hardly believe the news himself.  He quickly snapped out of his euphoria and turned to face the message.  “On screen.”

Moments later, Christopher appeared on the view screen. He looked well, considering all he had been through.  But the Captain did not bother with pleasantries—for once, he got straight to the point.  “Commander, we just heard O’Connor’s message to the fleet—but we’ve got a little surprise for the Elorg that might help.”

“What?” gasped Harrison.

“I can’t explain on an open channel.  Just get to Ka’Tula Prime—and fast.”

Chapter Seventeen

The day of reckoning for Talyere Rosat had finally arrived.  Never again would the insidious traitor have the opportunity to speak out against Na’zar.  Never again would he reveal Elorg secrets to the Federation.  Never again…

The words resonated pleasantly in Xi'Yor’s mind, for it was he who had scheduled the last moments of Talyere down to the nanocycle.  And according that schedule, Talyere Rosat had only one more thing left to do: die.

Standing before the beaten Talyere, Xi'Yor couldn’t help but smile, for he even held the implement of death in his hands—and he would certainly use it.

But not yet.

“Talyere Rosat,” said Xi'Yor sternly, slowly approaching his victim, “this is the moment of your life I have been anticipating for years.  It is almost a pity that this moment will be your last, for I have enjoyed tormenting you.  You were a worthy adversary.”

Talyere slowly looked up at Xi'Yor.  “Thank you,” he rasped.  “And you…were a backstabbing, deceitful lout.”

Xi'Yor’s vibrant orange eyes narrowed to slits as lowered himself to Talyere’s eye-level.  “I will take that as a compliment, and allow you to speak your last words.”

Talyere recoiled at his proximity to Xi'Yor and snarled.  “I have nothing to say.”

Xi'Yor smiled.  “Very well, then.”  He turned on his heel to face the shadowy figure that had been lurking in the background for the duration of the conversation—Z’danorax.  “With your blessing, Cerebrate, I shall proceed.”

“Then do so,” she said coldly.

Carefully, Xi'Yor stepped away from Talyere and raised his weapon.  It was a sleek black disruptor rifle, set to maximum setting; Talyere would be more than dead—he would be decimated.  Carefully, Xi'Yor took aim upon the pariah before him, grinning the entire time.  “Asah detalahari,” he whispered to Talyere before pulling the trigger…

And the ship took a sudden, violent nose-dive.   Pulses of bright blue energy screamed across the interrogation chamber, striking the walls and the ceiling, sending a shower of sparks down to the ground, right along with the trigger-happy Xi'Yor.

The Overseer almost cursed his foul luck, but immediately relented when he noticed his weapon’s power cells had not been depleted.  Quickly, he scrambled to his feet, jammed the weapon into Talyere’s chest, and fired…

As the blue energy coursed through Talyere’s body, the Overseer immediately went limp, and Xi'Yor immediately smiled.  The thorn that had been in his side for so long was finally gone…

As he and the Cerebrate burst onto the bridge, the first thing Xi’Yor noticed was the ominous cloud of smoke plagued the command center.  The Overseer hastily waved the smoke out of his face and took his place in the command chair.  “Report!” he demanded.

“The defense grid around Gildebron III has prematurely activated,” explained Nafar.  “We were not ready.”

“Then get ready,” barked Xi’Yor.  “Raise shields, and arm the photon canon.  Then, open a channel to the rest of the fleet.”

“Channel open,” reported Sa’sheer.

“This is Overseer Xi’Yor to the fleet.  For the first time in thousands of years, the Elorg Bloc is about to expand.  My friends, you are about to witness history unfold before your very eyes…  And by the Tome of Na’zar, we will prevail!  Now, lock your weapons onto the defense grid and fire at will!”

The defense grid was nothing more than a series of octagonal spheres armed with high-yield phasers and photon torpedo launchers.  Alone, these spheres were no match for even the smallest shuttlecraft, but with the combined force of thousands of them, the grid became a formidable enemy.  

But as the Elorg opened fire, the grid came tumbling down.  It took but a few blasts from a photon canon to send one of the platforms into a ball of fire, but not before the platform could get off at least one good shot.

Using their auto-targeting systems, the platforms concentrated their fire on the weakest starships, and after several moments of weapons fire, two Elorg warships burst into flames.  One of the vessels simply blew up in a great ball of fire.  The other was not so fortunate.  Its smoldering hulk crashed into the defense grid, creating a massive nova-like explosion.

As the Elorg fleet drew nearer, the weapon platforms continued firing, and slowly, their minimal amounts of damage begin to accumulate.  Shields flickered.  Explosions grew more numerous, and three more ships burst into flames.

“The Lavintana and the T’nan have been destroyed,” said Nafar.  “The Ga’lix and the Intaro have been disabled.”

“What is our own status?” inquired Xi’Yor.

“Shields are at sixty-nine percent.  We have sustained minor damage to our port ventral section, and are venting plasma from our port nacelle,” reported Sa’sheer.

Z’danorax slowly rose from her seat beside Xi’Yor.  “I will return to the Jevian now,” she decided.

Xi’Yor had no intention of stopping her.  In fact, he had expected her to leave much sooner, as it was her obligation to command the Jevian during such a crisis.  Without any discussion, the Cerebrate crossed her wrists, and vanished amidst a hazy purple transporter beam.

The Inkhezi rumbled once more as they endured another round of fire from the weapons platform.  Xi’Yor watched patiently, and with utmost delight as several of the insidious devices were blasted to smithereens by his fleet.  “Enough child’s play,” he decided.  “Bring the phaser banks to full power, Nafar.  Open fire.”

Nafar’s heart skipped a beat—several beats in fact.  It was the order they had been waiting for.  Quietly, while Xi’Yor was distracted with other business, Nafar transmitted a message to Al’tiir down in one of the tactical labs in the bowels of the ship.  It was a simple message:  “Go.”

After receiving the message, Al’tiir knew he had to act quickly.  Without even bothering to engage the safety protocols, he ripped open the electroplasma conduits and started to tinker.  The next time the Inkhezi fired its phasers, the blast would destroy more than its target…

But the sudden sound of opening doors threw a wrench into all of Al’tiir’s plans.  He slowly peered up from the conduits and saw Nafar’s Protector friends march into the lab.  They briefly surveyed the room before spotting Al’tiir crouched behind the conduit.

“What are you doing,” demanded Ta’keer

“A routine diagnostic,” lied Al’tiir.

The Protector violently pulled Al’tiir to his feet.  “During the middle of a battle?”  The Protector inspected Al’tiir’s work a bit closer.  “Strange, Hakleen, this doesn’t look much like a diagnostic, does it?”

Hakleen examined it.  “A diagnostic, it is certainly not,” he grumbled.

Al’tiir watched nervously as the power cells charged.  The ship was about to fire phasers.  And with the safety protocols off, and the hatch exposed, this room was going to get rather unpleasant.  But he had no choice…

The conduit erupted into a cacophony of blue flames, whose violent arms of fury hastily enveloped Al’tiir and the two Protectors.  And for one brilliant moment, the flames roared with an intense illumination…

The Inkhezi’s blue phaser beam destroyed its target with little effort.  But as the massive orange cloud of fire died down, tendrils of white energy started to climb around the phaser beam, and then the Inkhezi itself.  Nearby, every ship that opened fire suffered a similar fate as mysterious tendrils locked their grasps around their hulls. Warp nacelles went dead.  Lights dimmed down to nothing, and the Elorg attack came to a screeching halt.  The entire fleet was adrift.

In the remains of the tactical lab, the blue flames finally died down. Badly burnt by the explosions, Ta’keer and Hakleen slowly came to their feet to assess the damage and to capture their traitor—only to find their man charred to death…

“What happened!” demanded Xi’Yor as he watched the stars pivot in a haphazard circle on the view screen.

“Over the past few months, this region of space has endured verteron and chroniton radiation,” said Nafar.  “It would seem our phaser fire ignited the residual particles,” he lied.  While that would have been the case back at the Alteran Expanse, there were so few chronitons in orbit of Gildebron III that it was not probable…but it would suffice…for now.

But without even looking, Nafar could see Xi’Yor’s eyes popping out of his head.  “What!” bellowed the Overseer in a sonorous voice.  “How is this possible?”

But before anyone could reply, the Inkhezi rumbled violently.  On the view screen, the defense grid briefly floated across as the Inkhezi veered out of control.  The grid was firing rampantly at the warship, which apparently had been deemed the next ship to die.

Xi’Yor clutched the arms of his command chair in a massive fury.  His plan had been so perfect!  How could such a minor problem wreak so much havoc?  There was no time to think—they had to retreat before everything was lost.

“Overseer,” said Nafar.  “I’ve got partial sensors on line…and the news is not good.  The entire fleet has suffered a similar fate.”

“And I’m reading multiple starships on an approach vector,” added Sa’sheer.  “They have Federation warp signatures.”

“How long until the Federation ships arrive?” demanded Xi’Yor.

“An hour,” said Sa’sheer. 

“Then you have one hour to get this vessel operational!  Or else!” bellowed the Overseer.  He stormed from his chair and burst into his office.  The Cerebrate most definitely would not be pleased…

Captain Talbot stood before Bator, Tompkins and Johnson in the cockpit of a cramped class-two shuttlecraft docked in the Alexander’s shuttle bay. With the sudden Elorg advance, Talbot had to make some last minute adjustments to his plan—though it couldn’t have worked out better.

“Because the Alexander has been ordered to Gildebron III it will draw less attention to our departure.  O’Connor might not even notice we’re missing.  Additionally, we won’t light up like a Christmas tree on the Inkhezi’s sensors,” said Talbot.  “But there is still plenty of risk involved in this, and infiltrating an enemy warship in the heat of battle is going to be a hell of a task…but I know we’re up to it.”

“Let’s do it,” said Bator enthusiastically.

Both Tompkins and Talbot mimicked Bator’s enthusiasm, but Johnson remained curiously quiet.  Slowly he nodded confidently, but he still lacked their pure state of excitement.  

Not wanting Kendall to spoil the mood, Lucas quickly added, “Remember this day, gentlemen.  We’re about to make history.”

* * *
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