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Chapter Six

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73591.9:  With the Federation task force still seventeen days away, tensions in the Kilka Sector continue to grow.  Though there has been little military action observed on either side, the possibility of the Elorg invasion at any moment means many sleepless nights.  While Admiral O’Connor insists we can hold out should the Elorg invade, most of the others are less optimistic, including myself.  Nevertheless, though we have made little progress, Captain Talbot and I are still discussing battle plans should the Elorg arrive first.

Captain Christopher hastily ran several possible strategies through his mind as he strolled through the Starlight’s corridors en route to the mess hall for lunch.  Despite the fact he had designated this time for thoughts other than the Elorg, no matter what he did, his mind always came back to the Kilka Sector and the troubles therein.

If the third fleet moved in conjunction with the fourth and attempted to outflank the destroyers, they might have an opportunity to penetrate the Elorg’s defense perimeter with the first, second and fifth fleets, but still, the losses would be heavy.  Not wanting to see that much bloodshed, Christopher quickly discarded that particular plan, in favor of the next one that floated into his mind…

But as fate would have it, that particular plan never materialized in Christopher’s mind.  Instead, as he passed an intersection in the corridor, Christopher suddenly found himself in the bubbly presence of Erin Keller, who had quietly popped out of the corridor to join him.  “Hey, Alan,” she said warmly, grabbing her partner’s hand.

Christopher suddenly felt his pulse quicken.  “Erin,” he replied, grinning.

“It’s been awhile since we’ve talked,” she said as they turned down the next corridor and headed for a turbolift.  

“It has been busy,” he agreed, recalling the numerous crises they had faced in recent weeks.  “Sometimes it seems like we’ll never get a break around here.”

“It’s always something, isn’t it?”

Alan nodded. “It is,” he agreed.  “What have you been up to?  Are you…feeling better?”

Slowly, Erin pulled her hand free of Alan’s grasp, and folded her arms on her chest, nodding indolently as she recalled the “sickness” Alan referred to.  “I still see the Velora when I sleep,” she said softly.  “I don’t know if I’ll ever truly recover…  But yeah, I’m feeling better.”

She pulled in a deep lungful of air, and expelled it as they came upon the turbolift at the end of the corridor.  Clearly, she was not comfortable talking about her incident.  Still she smiled, and shook it off.  “But you know, I did beat my high score in Metrix last night.”

Alan stopped dead in his tracks.  “I was so close to beating it last night!  I mean… I was so close I could smell it!” he exclaimed.  “That is the last time you’re getting the night shift—at least until I surpass your score.  Understood?”

“Yes sir,” she replied sarcastically before turning on her heel to bring herself face to face with him.  “Face it, Alan, I am the Metrix Goddess.  There is nothing you can do beat me!”

“We’ll see about that,” replied Alan defiantly…but inwardly, he knew that Erin spoke the truth.

Erin glared, and slowly backed away; the look on her face was clearly her “you’re more than welcome to try” gaze.  But as she approached the turbolift doors, the look faded, and a new conversation began.  “So, have you fabricated a plan to save us from destruction?” 

“Several,” said Christopher, recalling the many that had been floating through his mind prior to his conversation with Erin.  “But our beloved Admiral O’Connor still thinks they’re either too risky…or too stupid.  She hasn’t specified which… But quite frankly, we’re not going to resolve this crisis playing it safe.  Risk is a part of the game.”

“Agreed,” said Erin.  “The sooner this damn war is over, the better.”

Christopher folded his arms, gritted his teeth and smiled.  “Watch your language, Commander,” he said quietly.  

Erin mimicked his actions.  “Sorry…the sooner this damn crisis is resolved, the better,” she corrected in a tone drenched in sarcasm.

Christopher expelled a long sigh as he realized his words were falling upon deaf ears.  But before he could begin his usual lecture on vulgar language, Lieutenant Bator’s voice erupted from his communicator.

“Bator to Christopher,” he said, sounding rather urgent.

He slapped is comm badge.  “What it is?” he demanded.

“You have an incoming transmission from Ka’Tula Prime.  It is your mother; she says it is urgent.”

Christopher knew his mother well enough to know that she did not panic often, and when she did, he almost never liked the chain of events that followed.  And so, Christopher did not take the news lightly.  

Seeing the newfound concern rush over Christopher’s normally placid face, Erin quickly offered assistance.  “My quarters are nearby.  You can take the message there if you want.”

Christopher nodded.  “Thanks, Erin.  Bator, patch the transmission through to Erin’s quarters.  I’ll take it from there.”

“Aye.”
Quickly—much faster than they had been moving before—Alan led Erin back through the myriad corridors of deck four until he spotted the doors he recognized as Erin’s.  With Erin following close behind, he burst through the doors and rushed for the computer terminal at her desk. 

Christopher quickly slipped into the chair and activated the screen; a moment later, his mother appeared.  She looked very worried, very shaken, and held a handkerchief in her hand.  “What is it?” Christopher inquired.

“It’s Drayan,” she said in a slow, nervous tone.  “She’s gone!”

Alan blinked.  “Gone?” he repeated, wondering just how gone his older sister was.  His parents’ imprecision often drove him insane; this was another one of those moments when he wished they would just be more specific.  “What do you mean gone?”

His mother attempted to compose herself by taking several deep breaths; after a few moments, she sighed, and continued.  “She went to the mountains several weeks ago.  It’s been six days since we last heard from her, and we fear the worst!  Sensors aren’t detecting any life signs!”

  Not wanting to jump to any conclusions, Alan remained calm.  Though his mother’s response was still vague, Christopher knew enough of his sister’s activities to put together the missing pieces. He knew from their meeting in the Zephyrus System that Drayan was planning an expedition to the Farhelian Mountains.  She was a geologist, and such events were common, often long-term and dangerous tasks.

Even so, six days without checking in was odd.  Alan had to investigate.  “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he said evenly.  “I’ll bring the Dark Star so we can perform a more in-depth analysis of the mountain range.”

His mother nodded affirmatively, and though she lacked the words, her eyes relayed an entire message.  And Alan heard it loud and clear.  He had to get to Ka’Tula Prime, and fast.  And as he felt his own emotional barriers begin to break down, Alan quickly bid farewell to his mother before terminating the comm channel.  

When he looked up, Erin was standing right there.  “I’m sorry,” she offered.

“She’s not dead,” said Alan.

“I’m not saying she is,” Erin replied.  “But…I know how you feel.  Brian and I were very close, and I would hate for you to lose your sister…   ”

“You’re too kind,” replied Christopher.

Erin only smiled.  “I know,” she said.  “But we don’t have time to glorify me!  You’ve got to go!”

Chapter Seven

Captain Christopher waited impatiently behind the desk in his ready room for the dreaded Admiral O’Connor to get off her behind and answer his hails.  He had already wasted fifteen minutes, and the clock was ticking.  He couldn’t wait very much longer.  Many things were more important than talking with O’Connor, and this emergency was one of them—so he started to get up and leave…

But as fate would have it, O’Connor’s crotchety old face appeared on the viewscreen just as Christopher resolved it to be too late.  He hurried back to his chair and took his seat.  “Admiral.  I’ve been trying to contact you for fifteen minutes!”

“I’ve hardly had time to breathe, let alone make house calls,” said O’Connor.  “What is it that is so important that it can’t wait for my staff meeting?”

“A family emergency has arisen.  I have to travel to Ka’Tula Prime to take care of things,” explained Christopher hastily.

But O’Connor’s face remained unsympathetic.  “I need you here,” she said sternly; apparently she was not ready to lift a finger to accommodate Christopher’s needs. 

“Do you?” Christopher asked sarcastically.  “A few days ago, my presence here was so unnecessary you were willing to have me court-marshaled.   Why the sudden change?” he demanded.

O’Connor brooded over the question for several moments before responding, “Despite my concerns about your service record, you are still serving under my command,” she said, sounding rather pleased with her response.  “I can’t have my people running off on personal missions in the middle of a crisis,” she added a moment later.

Had this been any other day, Christopher would have simply smiled and found a more feasible solution to the situation at hand.  But not this day.  He furiously expelled a disgruntled sigh and decidedly pounded his fists on the table.  “I swear, I wouldn’t think of leaving for Earth or Vulcan right about now, but Ka’Tula Prime is twenty minutes away at high warp,” he bellowed.  “It’s closer to the action than you are!”

That little outburst did not sit will with O’Connor.  Her usual frown turned even deeper, and her eyes beaded up in anger.  “I need you to assess the current tactical situation in the Osian Cluster,” she said in slow, clipped words.

A sudden rage came over Christopher, the likes of which he had never felt before.  It was a rage with such power that it urged him to enter into a shouting match with the Admiral.  But his better judgment prevailed, and Christopher remained silent.  Or so he thought.  As he saw the Admiral begin speaking once more, a sudden impulse shot through his arm and terminated the communication.

Watching the screen fade to black, Christopher shoved himself away from his desk and buried his head in his hands and expelled a very long sigh.  He couldn’t remember the last time he had been angry—and he wasn’t certain if he had ever been this angry.  But Admiral O’Connor was pushing all of the wrong buttons… and the rift between the two of them was growing wider and wider.

Dropping his hands in his lap, Christopher slowly turned his back to the viewscreen and directed his gaze out the window behind him.  Gazing out at the twinkling starfield always seemed to help him clear his mind of its troubles.  The serenity of the scene… the infinite possibilities on those tiny little worlds… it all helped his rage to subside, and allow for more clear, focused thoughts to flow.

One thought in particular seemed to have merit the others did not.  Quickly, Christopher rose from his chair and made his way to the doors.

“Lieutenant,” Christopher called to Bator as he crossed to bridge to his command chair.

“Yes?” asked the Phobian.

“Open a channel to Admiral Grayson on the Athens,” said Christopher a moment later.

“Aye,” said Bator.  He quickly set into motion, and a moment later, announced the Admiral’s response.

“On screen,” said Christopher.  He quickly turned his attention to the viewscreen and waited for the Admiral to appear.  

Grayson was an older man—but certainly not one to be toyed with.  And as Christopher stared him in the eye, the Admiral’s battle-hardened face was filled with more curiosity and concern than anything else.  “What is it, Captain?” 

Christopher sighed.  “You probably can guess what the problem is,” he said simply.  His assumption was right.

Grayson’s face lit up with a weak smile of recognition.  “Admiral O’Connor?” he inquired.

“The one and only,” Christopher confirmed.  “My sister is missing in the mountains on Ka’Tula Prime.  She’s several days overdue and my parents fear the worst.  But Admiral O’Connor refuses to let me go search for her.”

Grayson shook his head in disgust.  “I swear, one day, she is going to need something, and nobody will come through for her,” he grimaced.  “You’re not the only one to have a problem with her.  I’ve gotten more than a few messages from Captain Talbot.”

Given Jeremy Talbot’s feelings about O’Connor, the news did not surprise him.  And while Christopher’s own feelings were most likely far less hostile than Talbot’s, he knew that with each passing day, it was growing into a deeper state of unrest.  “What are we going to do about it?”

“For the moment, nothing,” said Grayson.  “She’s in charge.  We must respect the chain of command.  As for your sister, send her my regards when you find her—and don’t worry about O’Connor.  I’ll deal with her.”

Christopher smiled warmly as his mission was finally set into motion.  “Thank you, Admiral.  I’ll do that.  Starlight out.”

Christopher stood silent and waited for several moments in the aftermath of the conversation before turning his attention to Commander Harrison.  “The bridge is yours, Matthew.”

Harrison nodded.  “Very well,” he replied.

Christopher nodded approvingly, and with that said, he turned on his heel and headed for his quarters to pack his bags for a journey to a place called home…

Underling Nafar sat nervously at the helm of the Inkhezi, slowly working the controls.  Xi'Yor stood less than half a meter away, placing the console under an incredible amount of scrutiny.  The Overseer was making the final inspection of the bridge before the Cerebrate’s arrival.  Wanting everything to be absolutely perfect for their venerated leader, the inspection was grueling not only for Xi’Yor, but for the entire crew.

As he finished inspecting the helm, he ran his hand over the station’s surface and rubbed the residual residue between his fingers.  “Well done, Nafar,” he commended, apparently finding nothing wrong with the helm.  “If you continue to perform in this manner, I may have to elevate you to Administrator.”

“Thank you, Overseer,” Nafar blurted out, reveling in the euphoria of the uncommon compliment spouted by Xi’Yor.  

For his part, the Overseer thought nothing of it, and indolently turned his back to the helm.  “Administrator Sa’sheer,” he said blandly, “when can we expect the Cerebrate’s vessel to disembark?”

 Sa’sheer quickly checked his instruments at the tactical station before announcing, “The Jevian will arrive in 4.8 cycles.”

Xi’Yor nodded his understanding.  “There should be sufficient time to interrogate Talyere in the interim, should there not?”

“Yes Overseer,” said Sa’sheer…but the concern in his voice was apparent.  “…But should we not concentrate our efforts on preparing the ship for the arrival of Z’danorax?”

“Our vessel is the apex of purity, Sa’sheer,” Xi’Yor insisted.  “The Cerebrate will be pleased,” he continued.  “Have one of the guards prepare the neural interface.  I will arrive promptly.”

Though he was still not entirely convinced the ship was ready for the Cerebrate’s arrival, Sa’sheer was convinced enough to send one of the guards to Talyere’s chamber.  Besides, the incarcerated Overseer was more than ready for the session…

As Xi’Yor’s ominous shadow appeared in the doorways of the interrogation chamber, a brief feeling of closure rushed over Talyere Rosat.  Even without being told, Talyere somehow knew this would be the last interrogation session.  The last time he and Xi’Yor would be in the same room together alive.  

And if he had any doubts, Xi’Yor’s actions clearly confirmed the fact that this was it.  Xi’Yor did not bid Talyere a good morning, nor did he take the time to fiddle with the computer beside the door.  Instead, Xi’Yor headed straight for the neural interface.

The Overseer wasted no time installing the interface on his head, carefully activating the ominous device before reaching for a second headset, and bringing it over to Talyere.  With less than a little caution, Xi’Yor affixed the device to Talyere’s head and activated it.

But Talyere was ready for him.

As he bolted from his chair, Talyere’s restraints crashed to the floor with a considerable clamor—and moments later, his hands were planted around Xi'Yor’s neck.  The time between the two incidents was nominal, and Xi'Yor had no chance to respond.

Talyere only smiled.  “Don’t make me terminate you,” he sneered as he tightened his grip on Xi'Yor’s windpipe, forcing the Overseer to his knees.

“Do it,” Xi’Yor beckoned as he sunk even further to the floor, gasping desperately for air.  A moment later, Xi’Yor felt Talyere’s grip upon his windpipe tighten even more.  Pain surged throughout his neck and head as a black haze slowly encompassed his already blurred vision.  But Xi’Yor was not afraid.  “I implore you, Talyere!” he rasped, “Terminate me!”

Xi’Yor felt the pressure on his windpipe increase one last time, forcing the vital passage shut.  It was not until the Overseer started crumpling to the floor did Talyere release his grip, throwing Xi'Yor carelessly to the floor.  The Overseer skittered a few centimeters, gasping uncontrollably for air.

He would live.

For now.  Talyere only watched with growing satisfaction as Xi’Yor lay on the floor in pain. But to his dismay, Xi'Yor slowly brought himself to an erect sitting position and smiled, rubbing his aching windpipe.  “I knew you would fail to terminate me, Talyere.  And your failure will endure, because your capacity to assume extreme actions is severely deficient,” he sneered.  “You are a failure as an Overseer.”

There was a moment of silence, during which Xi'Yor reveled in his speech.  “You are correct,” said Talyere relented after a moment.

The response elicited a disgruntled look of disappointment from Xi’Yor—clearly the Overseer was hoping for a fight.  “Naturally,” he said, unsuccessfully attempting to occlude his surprise.

Talyere nodded.  “I could never succumb to such low moral standards,” he deviously added a moment later.  “Then again, the Tome of Na’zar does not require an Overseer to have moral standards, does it?”

Whatever color was missing from Xi’Yor’s face and eyes instantly returned as he absorbed Talyere’s answer.  “Blasphemy!” he shouted as his bright orange eyes glowed with rage.  “How dare you cast aspersions in the name of Na’zar!  Had my moral standards been deficient, your broken body would lie dead before me right now!” he bellowed.  Slowly Xi'Yor came to his feet and grabbed the front of Talyere’s tunic.

“And why is that?” Talyere inquired, making no attempts to resist Xi’Yor’s sudden hostilities.

“When the Cerebrate arrives, she will undoubtedly mandate your termination, and wish to preside over the event personally,” Xi’Yor explained.

For the first time, Talyere actually considered the possibility that the Cerebrate would condemn him to death.  Up until today, he had always assumed the Starlight crew would rescue him, or that he would find some way to free himself.  But no such opportunity ever presented itself, and now, Talyere realized that he had a very small chance of survival.

But Talyere was counting on that small chance to get him out of this mess.  He estimated he still had several cycles until the Cerebrate would arrive, and a few additional ones after her arrival.  He estimated no more than seven cycles at the most.  Seven cycles to come up with a plan of action…

With his travel bag slung over his shoulder and dressed in plain gray civilian clothes, Alan Christopher entered the bridge one last time before his scheduled departure aboard the Dark Star.  He slowly observed his crew at work as he made his way down to Commander Harrison, who was sitting in the Captain’s chair.  “Comfortable?” Christopher asked as he came to a stop a few meters away.

Harrison slowly shifted his weight before responding, “It is a bit too soft for my liking.”

“Well, don’t get used to it,” Christopher quipped. “I intend to return to my beloved chair in a few days.”

“Certainly,” said Harrison.  “The thought of assuming your position has never crossed my mind.”

Christopher smiled at how times had changed.  A year ago, Matthew Harrison was filled with drive and ambition—ready to take command in the blink of an eye.  While that had not changed, the Commander’s obvious desire for command had obviously matured.  As he stepped away from his executive officer, Christopher realized that Harrison was perhaps finally ready for a command of his own…

But not yet.  After an additional moment of reflection, he Christopher turned back to his executive officer.  “The ship is all yours, Matthew.  Take care of it.  No redecorating.  No parties.  No shagging.”

Harrison nodded, smiling faintly.  “You shall find the ship in pristine condition upon your return,” he assured the Captain.

Satisfied that all would be well, Christopher reaffirmed his bag’s position on his shoulder and started to make his way to the turbolift.  “Don’t miss me too much, now,” he said as the doors parted before him—but he was unable to enter, as Sarah Hartman stood at the threshold, blocking his path.

“I thought you had already left,” she said flatly. She was exhausted, and like Christopher, dressed in civilian clothes and adorning a travel bag.  

Christopher’s eyes widened with disbelief.  Sarah Hartman out of sickbay… out of uniform… and ready to go on a little away mission.  Alan practically had to pick his jaw up from the floor.  “My, my, Sarah…this is a surprise.”

“Shut up and move it,” said the Doctor sternly, making room for Christopher to pass.

But he did not.  “This isn’t a little picnic, Sarah,” he told her softly.  “You’re not coming with me.”  The prospects of spending several days with Sarah Hartman certainly did not appeal to the Captain.  He could stomach her attitude and opinions better than most, but still…even he had his limits.

But Hartman would not relent.  She placed a firm hand on Christopher’s shoulder.  “Get your head out of your ass, Alan.  I consider your sister to be one of my closest…hell, only friends, and I would hate to see anything happen to her…  And besides, my Uncle Andrew has told me more about the Farhelian Mountains than you… Quite frankly, you need me.”

Though he was roiling on the inside, Christopher elicited no emotion as he removed Hartman’s hand from his shoulder; he certainly could not argue.  “Perhaps,” he said evenly, “I could use someone to cleanse waste extraction on the Dark Star.  And who knows, maybe catch up on old times.  Make fun of Drayan.”

Hartman folded her arms.  “Aren’t you a little old for that?”

“Never,” Christopher said as he gestured with his arm for her to reenter the turbolift.  She complied, and Christopher followed her into the lift.  “Deck eight,” he ordered once the doors hissed shut behind them.

“I’ve contacted my Uncle Andrew, he’s still stationed on Ka’Tula Prime, and willing to help us,” Hartman said once the lift commenced their journey to deck eight.

“Uncle Andrew,” Christopher repeated.  “I haven’t heard that name in awhile.”

“He’s been doing some fascinating work on the ruins at Antha’nuel,” said Hartman.  “With his team, he’s been able to decipher over a quarter of ancient texts there.”

“Anything exciting?”

“Not really.  He says it’s mostly ancient government records and files—stuff that will put any normal person to sleep.  You’ll love it.”

“Gee, thanks,” said Christopher sarcastically as the turbolift came to a halt.  A moment later, the doors slid open, revealing the fairly nondescript corridors of deck eight.  Both Christopher and Hartman emerged from the lift and hastily negotiated the corridors until they stopped before the doors leading to the shuttlebay.

After a moment, the doors parted with a mechanical cacophony, and revealed a dozen or so shuttles nestled away in a corner of the bay. Christopher hastily bypassed the smaller vehicles en route to the Dark Star, huge in comparison.  The sleek vessel sat ominously near the doors, ready to embark upon its mission.

Christopher smiled at the sight.  With each step, a feeling of adventure and excitement blossomed in his heart, and flowed through his veins.  It was a feeling that came over him every time he stood before the magnificent little vessel’s doors… But this time, as he approached the doors, they opened without him instructing them to do so.

“There you are!” exclaimed Erin Keller as she emerged from inside the vessel.  While she was still in uniform, she had removed her overcoat and golden sweater revealing her red tank-top underneath.  Apparently, she was coming as well.

“Well, what have we here? …Another surprise,” said Christopher as he climbed into the Dark Star’s aft compartment.

Erin nodded agreeably.  “Lucas and I have made some kick-ass upgrades to the ship,” she said.  “They’re not exactly…Starfleet approved…but…it’s much more efficient.”

Christopher smiled.  “I wasn’t aware of this.”

“Oops,” said Erin, though her voice was lacking even the slightest trace of guilt.  “Besides, the Doctor here told me you could use an extra hand on this mission,” she added a moment later.

“Why not?” said Christopher, haphazardly dropping his bag on the floor.  “Take your stations,” he said a moment later, using the computer console in the aft compartment to seal the hatch.  As the doors closed, Christopher tapped the controls yet again, bringing the engines to life with a sonorous humming noise.  They were ready to go…

With Doctor Hartman manning ops and Commander Keller at the helm, Christopher had little choice but to man the auxiliary station directly behind them.  It was a change, but a welcome one.

“Ops has cleared us for departure,” said Hartman as the shuttle bay doors slowly parted, revealing the vast starscape outside the ship.  

“Clear all moorings and set a course for Ka’Tula Prime, maximum warp,” Christopher ordered as the doors finished opening.  The adventure was about to begin…

Chapter Eight

The golden rays of a falling sun danced through the leaves of the towering trees, casting a series of intricate shadows on the rustic structure that served as Alan Christopher’s home.  The sleek, opulent structure was light gray in color, and was surrounded by a series of well-maintained flower gardens, boasting colors from every nook of the spectrum.

Erin Keller couldn’t help but smile as she went through the post-flight procedures, landing the Dark Star just outside the home.  Flowers were one of her passions, and seeing such an incredible variety was a thrill for her.  They were all so beautiful, but from her position, nothing more than blobs of blood red and sky blue.  A closer inspection was certainly in order.

“Let’s ease on out of here,” said Alan evenly, already en route to the hatch at the back of the tiny craft.

Slowly, Erin rose from her seat at the front of the cockpit and grabbed her overcoat from the back of her seat.  After taking one last look at the Dark Star’s interior, she smiled—obviously pleased at the sight—and followed Alan and Sarah through the exit.

 “It’s colder than I thought it would be,” Erin mused, stepping out into the brisk summer’s night.  The cool breeze sent a chill down her spine, prompting her to slip her uniform’s jacket over her shoulders.

 “Don’t get used to it,” said Hartman, hefting her bag over her shoulder.  “In fourteen or fifteen hours, you’ll be sweltering.”

Erin’s eyes widened.  “I can’t wait for that,” she said sarcastically.

“I hope you packed some antiperspirant in that bag of yours,” Sarah grunted, motioning with her head toward Erin’s bag,  “because you sure as hell won’t be getting any of mine.”

“Don’t they have replicators here?”

Sarah turned to Erin and smiled deviously. “Oh, yes, they have replicators here.  What comes out of them…well, your guess is as good as mine.  I lived here for thirteen years, and not once was I able to get a good—well, anything.”

Erin frowned.  “I thought this was some sort of tropical paradise.”

“So they say.  But the Ka’Tulans still grow most of their food, so the morons never made replicator technology a priority.  And you know, that’s too bad for us lowly humans, because half of their food will kill us,” said the Doctor as the trio approached the front door.

“I think it’s closer to three-quarters,” Christopher corrected.  “Leptrazide and pericatiline are highly recommend for prevention of maladies such as…death by Ka’Tulan toxins.”

“That is one hell of a malady, little buddy!” Erin grimaced, coming to a stop alongside Alan.

“Those Ka’Tulans go all out, don’t they?” Hartman quipped, folding her arms on her chest amidst a weary sigh.  “So why are we just standing here?  Did your parents move and not tell you, or do you live in that shack I saw down street, and are just pretending this is your house?”

Christopher wearily folded his arms. “You know this is my house, Sarah.  And you lived here for what?  Thirteen years?  You also know is not polite to simply barge in.”

“Well I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but your people are not telepaths.  Your parents won’t let you in if they don’t know you’re here,” Hartman sneered.

“I rang the chime, no one answered,” Christopher explained.  “One could conclude they are not here.”

“Brilliant deduction, Sherlock,” Sarah scoffed.

“That’s quite enough, Mr. Watson, but I know exactly where my parents are at.”

“And where is that?”

Christopher said nothing for several moments, but after a few additional seconds, distant voices could be heard traveling down the walkway.  “Right there,” Christopher said finally.  “Evening stroll,” he explained a moment later.

Hartman rolled her eyes in disbelief.  “You planned this,” she said decisively.

“Yes,” said Christopher wryly.  “This was all an evil ploy to get you to waste five minutes of your precious time.”

“Consider it wasted,” Hartman replied.  “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to find my Uncle.”

Without saying another word, Sarah Hartman dropped her bags on the portico and headed down the walkway, stopping only for a moment to greet Christopher’s parents before returning to the Dark Star to retrieve her Uncle, the revered Doctor Andrew Hartman.

“Alane!” called out Christopher’s mother excitedly as she and Ti’yenn drew nearer to the portico.  “We’ve missed you!”

“Likewise,” said Christopher evenly.  “When I was posted to the Kilka Sector last year, I had hoped it would allow for me to spend more time here.  I was wrong.”

They both understood, and quickly dismissed the subject as they noticed the young woman standing beside Alan.  “And who have you brought along with you, Alane?” asked Ti’yenn.

“This is Commander Erin Keller,” said Alan softly.  “She’ll be helping us look for Drayan.”

Erin forced a smile to her face, hoping her clenched teeth weren’t that obvious.  After all, she did consider Alan Christopher to be her best friend…certainly she deserved more of an introduction than that.

Erin shrugged her disgruntled feelings away, and turned her attention to Alan’s parents, smiling a bit more genuinely.  “It is my pleasure to be here,” she said pleasantly.

As the last rays of sunshine finally slipped beneath the horizon, Ti’yenn motioned for the large wooden door behind him.  “There’s no sense in standing out here all night,” he said as he opened the door.

Alan picked up Sarah’s bag from the ground and stepped aside, allowing his parents and Erin to enter before him.  But before she went inside, Erin paused at Alan’s side.

“‘Alane?’” Erin whispered as she passed by.  At first she thought she had misheard…but the more she considered it, the less likely it seemed her hearing was off.  

Christopher smiled sheepishly. “You think ‘Alan’ is a Ka’Tulan name?” he whispered.  “Besides sounding like ‘Elaine,’ a female name on Earth, Alane means ‘toilet’ in the Bolian tongue, and with the proper context, can initiate a combat ritual on Vulcan.”

“We had no idea it would be such a troublesome name at the time,” said Riana once they were all inside.  She quickly discarded her light blue jacket and motioned for both Erin and Alan to give her their baggage.  They complied, and Riana disappeared into an adjacent room, leaving Erin and Alan alone with Ti’yenn.

But not for long.

Not even five seconds after Riana’s departure, two pillars of blue light swirled about near Alan.  He carefully stepped away from the transporter beams as Sarah Hartman and her Uncle Andrew Hartman materialized before them.

The elder Hartman was hardly that. He looked about forty to forty-five years of age, in good physical condition, well built and tanned, most likely as a result of many long days conducting research in the warm Ka’Tulan sun.  His hair was light brown and extremely short, and when he smiled, he revealed a set of teeth in perfect condition. 

“Alan Christopher,” said Andrew in a deep, noble voice, “where was the Chalice of Mar found and what was so important about it?”

Erin watched as Alan gave the question a moment’s thought before answering, “The Chalice was found in the Dantri Province about fifty meters northeast of Fortress Mar.  It was important because it proved Ka’Tulans could temper bronze 5,000 years earlier than originally conceived.”

Andrew applauded his approval.  “Well met, Alan.  And for future reference, it was found fifty-four point six meters northeast of the fortress.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I’m sure you will,” said Andrew.  “But Sarah tells me we have a far more important matter to deal with, do we not?”

“We do,” confirmed Ti’yenn.  “Follow me.”

Ti’yenn hastily came about and led the group into the adjacent living room.  It was a large, open room decorated with bookshelves and numerous golden sculptures.  It was lit by nothing but the pale moonlight that fell through the skylight above—which proved to be sufficient enough.

A series of small steps led down to a meeting area nestled in the far corner of the room, which was surrounded by a large panoramic window.  The view of the mountains outside certainly would be a sight to behold, but now, in the midst of the night, only the shadowy outlines of a few distant trees were visible.

Ti’yenn, after being joined by Riana, led the group to the meeting area and motioned for them to have a seat.  Once everyone was settled in, Ti’yenn took his seat in a cushiony black velvet chair nearest the windows.  “Eight weeks ago, Drayan set out to conduct an in-depth geological survey of the Farhelian Mountain Range.  According to her initial log entries, everything was going well, but six days ago, her transmissions stopped.”

“Aerial surveys haven’t been able to spot her, and there’s no sign of her on sensors,” added Riana somberly a moment later.

“Have you considered the possibility she’s left the planet surface?” Sarah inquired a moment later.

Riana nodded her head indecisively.  “I suppose it’s not out of the question, but there has been no shuttle or transporter activity in the region for weeks.”

“I am familiar with the Farhelian Mountain region,” said Andrew.  “It’s not that far from Antha’nuel.  With my knowledge of the terrain, and your sensor data, I might be able to track Drayan down.”

“And the modified sensors on the Dark Star should be able to pinpoint anything unusual,” Erin added.  “Don’t give up hope just yet.”

“All right, then.  We leave tomorrow morning at oh-seven hundred,” Alan decided.  “I’ll be sure to wake up Erin three or four hours early so we can actually leave at oh-seven hundred.”

Erin cast an icy glare in Alan’s direction.  “And what is that supposed to mean?  Are you saying—?”

“I’m saying good-night.  We’ll all need one if we’re going to be up to the task at hand for tomorrow.”

* * *

Nafar stood at attention beside Al’tiir and Xi’Yor and simply watched the cargo bay doors.  Assembled nearby were Sa’sheer and the rest of the crew, all patiently awaiting for the arrival of the Cerebrate.  Her shuttle had docked with the Inkhezi almost an hour ago, and still, she was yet to emerge.  Nafar and many of the others were beginning to grow restless as the minutes passed.

“Why doesn’t the Cerebrate simply beam aboard?” Nafar whispered to Xi’Yor upon seeing the long wait was beginning to peck away at the Overseer’s nerves as well.

Xi’Yor slowly craned his neck down to look Nafar in the eye.  “Transporter technology has been known to fail on occasion.  The Cerebrate does not wish to risk termination by traveling precariously,” he explained in a stern, stoic voice.

“Indeed,” agreed Nafar, attempting to stifle any hinting of doubt in his voice.  The Elorg had had access to transporter technology for more than two hundred thousand years, and they still considered it dangerous…  Perhaps Talyere was right. Perhaps they were growing into a decadent species by following the Tome of Na’zar… 

Even so, the Cerebrate was arriving, and decadent or not, she was their leader.  In all his visualizations about the Cerebrate, he had always conceived her as an extremely punctual divinity, wrapped majestically in a flowing, deep violet cloak.  Her bright orange eyes would pervade his very existence, and her warm, authoritative voice would command respect… Or so he imagined.  Nafar would not know for certain until the Cerebrate stepped through the airlock.

That in itself would be considered an historic event; the Cerebrate was rarely seen in person.  Such an event was considered to be among the highest honors an Elorg could receive, and to the best of Nafar’s knowledge, not even Xi’Yor had seen Z’danorax in person.  Keeping the Cerebrate shrouded in secrecy was an ancient tradition that dated back to the archaic Tome of Na’zar.  And so, ever since the First Empire some two hundred thousand years ago, the Cerebrate had remained more or less a mystery.

This trip to the Inkhezi marked the first time a Cerebrate had interacted freely with underlings.  Consequently, everyone on the ship considered themselves to be a part of history.

Suddenly, the doors of the airlock parted.  Four Elorg guards emerged, two-by-two, and took up defensive positions in the corridor.  Once they were satisfied the area was secured, the guards spoke a few incomprehensible words, and two more guards emerged.  They were followed closely by two shadowy figures—one short and one tall—both cloaked in black garments.  

As the shadowy figures emerged into the corridor, they stopped their forward motion.  The taller one slowly reached for its cloak’s large gray hood and carefully moved it back.  It was the Cerebrate.  She quickly shed the rest of the cloak and passed it on to her companion, revealing her entire body.

Though she did not adorn the majestic cloak, Z’danorax looked much as Nafar had suspected.  Her pitch black uniform glistened mysteriously in the light, and conformed perfectly to her equally perfect body.  She slowly sauntered toward Xi’Yor with a hauntingly emotionless face.  “Overseer Xi’Yor,” she beckoned in a soft, seductive voice.

Xi’Yor quickly acted upon the Cerebrate’s words and within moments, was groveling at her feet.  Z’danorax dismissed his petty attempts at flattery and continued walking.  “Your attempts to curry my favor will fail,” she assured him.  “You may rise.”

The air of authority she carried was apparent.  When she spoke, the Cerebrate’s words, though soft and seductive, demanded immediate action.  Consequently, Xi'Yor was on his feet within seconds.

Z’danorax nodded slightly, and started to speak once more, when her attention was suddenly diverted to the computer station mounted on the wall directly behind Xi'Yor.  As she analyzed the station, her face slowly melted into something other than placid…  Much worse, Nafar suspected.

Xi'Yor slowly stepped away from the station.  “Does that terminal meet with your approval, Cerebrate?” he asked nervously.  “I will have Underling in charge of it terminated immediately, should you desire it.”

Z’danorax briefly accessed the station, reconfigured its layout and performed a series of diagnostics before turning her attention back to Xi’Yor.  “Make it so,” she bemoaned in a voice devoid of emotion.

Nodding pleasantly, Xi’Yor smiled as his eyes roamed the corridor in search of the guilty party.  Briefly, his eyes locked with Nafar, but quickly moved on…  “Underling Ma’ret,” Xi’Yor called out sternly.  “Report to the interrogation chamber on deck eleven section six.  I will join you shortly.”

Ma’ret gulped nervously, knowing full well that Xi’Yor was the only soul to ever leave that interrogation chamber alive.  But he could not disobey the Cerebrate, and without saying a single word, Ma’ret turned his back to the crew and headed for his demise.

Oblivious to the fact that she had just condemned someone to death for an unsatisfactory computer terminal layout, Z’danorax turned to Xi'Yor and placed a firm hand upon his shoulder.  “It has been a long and arduous trip, Overseer,” she said.  “I require time to repose myself.  We shall reconvene at my leisure.”

“But of course, Cerebrate,” said Xi’Yor.  “I will have Administrator Al’tiir, my strategic operations officer, show you to your quarters.”

Z’danorax slowly cast a weary eye on Al’tiir.  “Acceptable,” she said a moment later.  Without further ado, the Cerebrate came about and began walking down the corridor with Al’tiir lagging a few meters behind.  As they emerged from the crowd, the Cerebrate’s guards followed, leaving the other cloaked figure behind.

This second figure slowly approached Xi’Yor, and as he shed his own thin, black cloak, was immediately recognized as High Overseer Hatrel.  Both produced a coy smile…  “It is good to see you again, Xi’Yor,” rasped the elderly Elorg.

Xi'Yor gulped, utterly surprised at the sight of the ancient Overseer.  “I was told you were extremely ill, and on your deathbed,” he said evenly.

Hatrel raised a hand to dismiss the notion.  “The rumors of my condition have been highly superfluous,” said the High Overseer.  “You need not worry about me.  I’ve still got a few cycles left in me.”

Without another word, the ancient Overseer slowly came about and headed in the general direction of the Cerebrate.  As he walked, it became clear that Hatrel was not well.  His back was hunched, his equilibrium appeared to be failing him, and he moved very slowly.  But he was far from his deathbed.

“We’ll see about that,” Xi’Yor muttered once the High Overseer was out of sight.  Without hesitation, Xi’Yor tugged upon the sleeve of the officer nearest his location.  “I have a task for you…”

The Starlight’s senior staff—what was left of it—sat assembled around the sleek, black table in the conference lounge.  At the head of the table sat Commander Harrison, glancing curiously over a transmission he had received from the Alexander the night before.  Harrison forced himself to read the message several times before allowing himself to believe it…  And when his mind was finally in accordance with reality, Harrison was left feeling extremely vulnerable.

He sighed, and gently placed the padd on the table.  “A starship of an unknown design emerged from the Elorg rift last night,” he said evenly, trading curious gazes with his subordinates.  “While we assume it is Elorg in nature, the vessel is considerably larger than any Elorg vessel we have previously encountered.”

Suddenly, Lucas Tompkins dropped his fists on the table and expelled an exasperated sigh.  “The damn bastards are always one step ahead of us!” 

Ignoring Tompkins brief outburst, Rachael Meyer quickly continued, “What does Starfleet make of it?” 

Though he had yet to confer with Admiral O’Connor directly about the issue, Harrison had read through the data enough times to acquire a firm grasp of Starfleet’s position.  “As of this moment,” he said, “Starfleet believes the vessel is the Cerebrate’s vessel.  If that is the case, then the rest of the fleet cannot be far behind.”

Harrison noted the reaction to the news was essentially uniform.  The situation had degraded considerably in recent hours, and most everyone looked appropriately unsettled—but one face was considerably more troubled than the rest.

 “The Federation task force is still sixteen days away,” said Neelar Drayge, sounding more than a bit alarmed.  “If Starfleet had given those ships transwarp drives, they would be here by now!”

“Those ships aren’t luxury cruisers, Lieutenant,” said Bator sternly.  “They’re coming here for one reason: to fight—and the fact of the matter is, a lot of them are going to be destroyed.”

“Transwarp technology requires a lot of resources,” Tompkins reminded the young Bolian.  “It would be a waste to install them in the fleet.”

Drayge sighed heavily.  “I suppose you’re right.  I worry too much.”

“There is still reason to worry, Lieutenant,” said Bator.  “Like you said, the task force is sixteen days away.  The Elorg could move at any time before then and there would be very little we could do to stop them.”

Harrison folded his arms and shifted uncomfortably in his chair, knowing full well that some difficult decisions had to be made, and as commander of the Starlight, it would be up to him to make them… or at least suggest them to O’Connor.  So he decided he would do just that.  The Elorg were coming, and something needed to be done…

“And that is why we must move first,” said Harrison, surprised at how easily the decision came to him.  Not wanting to lose his momentum, he hastily, he swiveled his chair to face the viewscreen on the wall, and then activated the comm system via the controls on the table.  Within a few seconds, the face of Captain Talbot appeared on the screen.  “Good morning, Captain,” said Harrison evenly.

Talbot arched an eyebrow.  “That remains to be seen,” he replied rather grimly.  “But I can assure you, if those ships come through that rift, we won’t live to see another good morning.”

Harrison had to concur.  And since they were both in agreement, he decided there was no point in continuing the pleasantries.  “I have been looking over the data you have collected on the Elorg rift over the past several months,” he said, cutting straight to the chase.  

“As have I,” said Talbot.  “And?”

“And,” said Harrison softly, “we have both fallen upon the same conclusion: if the Federation wishes to endure, we must make due haste to collapse the rift.”

Talbot readily nodded his agreement. “My chief engineer believes a phased anti-graviton beam will have the necessary power to collapse it, if only on this end,” he explained.

“The Elorg are cunning,” said Bator.  “With the other end still open, they will find a way to reopen this end.”

Quickly, Talbot raised his hand to quell any further arguments.  “True,” he conceded,  “but not within sixteen days.  By the time they reopen the rift, our ships will be here.”

“Heh… And then we’ll be ready to kick some ass,” Tompkins chimed in.

There was little doubt in Harrison’s mind that proposed plan and ‘ass-kicking’ would work, and if Captain Christopher was here, they would have already agreed upon who got to fire the first shot.  But Harrison was not Christopher.  And to be blunt, if only with himself, he was not fond of the plan—the cost in both lives and resources was far too high for his liking.  “If we could find a way to collapse both ends of the rift, we would not have to worry about an invasion at all,” he murmured.  “I believe we should focus our efforts there, and consider anti-graviton beam as a last resort.”

Talbot considered Harrison’s stance for several moments, obviously surprised at the opposition.  For a moment Harrison thought Talbot would ignore the suggestion, and proceed with the anti-graviton beam, but the Captain eventually sighed, and relented.  “All right,” he said evenly.  “I’ve got eight hours before my meeting with Admiral O’Connor.  I want your plan in seven.  Understood?”

“Yes, sir!” said Harrison.

Talbot nodded politely before saying, “Alexander out.”

As Captain Talbot’s face blinked out of existence, Harrison turned his attention back to the Starlight’s crew.  “We have seven hours to come up with a better plan,” he said.  “It would be in our best interests to use every last second…”

It was still dark when Alan Christopher finally decided to end his night’s restless sleep and begin the twenty-eighth day of July on the human calendar.  He quietly tossed the covers aside and slowly made his way toward the window.  

Thousands of stars still twinkled in the clear night’s sky, but on the distant horizon, the slightest hints of purple and pink danced across the sky.  “It’s close enough to morning,” he whispered to himself before opening the door leading directly to the adjacent room.

As he crept into the dark room, Alan slowly made his way for the bed where Erin Keller was sound asleep.  Slowly, he placed his hand upon her shoulder and rattled her.  She continued to sleep, and so, Alan repeated the maneuver, only with more force this time.

Erin’s eyes suddenly fluttered open with alarm.  She quickly grabbed Alan’s hand and removed it from her shoulder before rolling over to see who it was.  “What the hell are you doing?” she moaned groggily upon recognizing Alan’s face.

Alan smiled sheepishly.  “It’s time to go,” he said simply.

Chapter Nine

With one hand, Erin Keller haphazardly pulled her long, auburn hair behind her head; with the other, she nursed a searing mug of hot chocolate (which, contrary to Doctor Hartman’s statements about Ka’Tulan replicators, was quite good).  Once her hair was in place, Erin set her hot chocolate down on the operations console at the front of the Dark Star’s cockpit and sat down beside Alan Christopher.

“Commander,” he said sternly as Erin sat.

She cast an innocent gaze in his direction.  “Yes, Alan?”

His eyes widened, and he pointed to Erin’s hot chocolate.  “Is that why half of the controls don’t work on your bridge station?”

Plucking her drink from the console, Erin smiled and turned to Alan.  “It’s not my fault Starfleet doesn’t install cup holders.”

“Perhaps the 2397 models will be more to your liking,” Alan quipped, his fingers dancing over the controls on his side of the cockpit.  “So did you sleep well?”

Quickly, Erin downed the rest of her hot chocolate and set the empty mug aside.  It was still very warm, and she could feel the heat slowly creeping down her esophagus.  “Woah,” she exclaimed.  “That’s some good stuff.  Oh, yeah, and I slept okay.”

“It must have been difficult sleeping in separate beds,” Hartman moaned from the tactical station in back, her voice drenched in sarcasm.  

Alan turned back to face the Doctor and her Uncle.  “For the record, Erin and I have shared a bed only once…. well, maybe twice… or…”

Immediately, Erin found her fist drilling into Alan’s arm.  Though he spoke of the innocent little incident on the Velora flagship, Erin thought it was more than a little tactless to discuss such…private things.  “Are you trying to get on the shit list?” she asked Alan.

Alan, rubbing his arm to ease the pain Erin had inflicted, had little in the way of defense.  “All we did was sleep…and…” he protested, his voice trailing off.

 “I think that’s enough about sleep,” Hartman interjected before the “conversation” could progress any further.  “You two are putting me to sleep.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” quipped Alan. “Four hundred cc’s of kayolane should do the trick.”

“That would put me out indefinitely,” said Hartman.

“Ahh, you catch my drift,” said Christopher lightly.

“So, Alan,” Andrew said a moment later, “why did your parents not journey with us?”

“They’re probably afraid of flying with him.  I know I am,” Hartman sneered—the grin on her face was almost detectable. 

“They’ve been out to the mountains every day since Drayan disappeared,” explained Alan, completely ignoring Sarah’s ongoing banter.  “I suppose they needed a break.”

“They seem to be handling the situation well enough,” Erin noted as she made a few minor course corrections.

“They’re not,” Christopher assured her, but he chose not to provide any more of an explanation than that.  Instead, he swiftly changed the subject from his parents, to a completely unrelated topic.  “So, what exactly is our destination?” he asked Andrew.

Sarah’s Uncle considered it for a moment.  “Antha’nuel,” he proclaimed after a moment.

Antha’nuel was one of the most remote areas on Ka’Tula Prime.  Located upon a rocky terrace at the edge of the Farhelian Mountains, it was mind-blowing to even think about how the place was constructed.

The terrace was roughly circular in shape, surrounded by a series of rocky hills and coniferous trees.  The perimeter was lined with a series of towering black obelisks; most of them had either fallen over or broken in half over the years, but they still managed to cast a series of ominous shadows across the domed building in the center.  The building’s base was carved out of stone, and shaped to accommodate the huge metallic dome on top.  Toward the front, a short flight of stairs provided the way to a set of archaic doors that led inside.

Beyond the trees and hills sat the magnificently huge Farhelian Mountains.  Each and every peak rose thousands of meters into the sky, and was covered in dense coniferous shrubbery; because of Ka’Tula Prime’s relative warmth, only the highest peaks were able to support snow.  

“Wow,” was Christopher’s only reaction upon seeing the mountains.  Having never ventured to the landmark before, he immediately regretted the decision not to come earlier.  “…Wow,” he repeated a moment later.

“Wow indeed,” said Erin calmly.  Being a native of Earth, she had been witness to countless of her own planet’s incredible landscapes, and though the Farhelian Mountains were impressive, they were nothing compared to some of the sights on Earth.  The Himalayas and the Alps immediately came to mind…

Andrew and Sarah, both having been to Antha’nuel before, had little reaction other than the usual euphoric awe that accompanied them with each visit.  Quickly, Andrew jumped off the beaten path that led to the domed structure, and to a supplemental path that seemed to run outside of the perimeter of the site.

 The trail was steep and rocky, decorated on both sides by vast conifers and thick green underbrush.  Pink and yellow flowers swayed lazily in the gentle breeze, while tiny azure birds chirped happily in the trees.  The faint sound of rushing water that had been in the distance slowly grew more intense as the group drew nearer to the source.  Within a few moments, the group stood at the banks of a tiny river that flowed down from the mountaintops, providing drainage for whatever precipitation fell.

Suddenly, Erin noticed three tiny yellow birds waddle out of the river onto the sandy shore.  Still covered in a bright yellow fleece, she quickly came to their side.  “They’re so cute!” she exclaimed, her heart melting.  “What are they?”

Alan slowly approached her position.  “You might have heard of them before.  They’re called ducks…”

Erin frowned as she took yet another look at the tiny creatures.  “Ducks?  As in…Terran ducks?”

“The one and only.”

“But…what are they doing here?”

Christopher watched intently as the three little ducklings continued upon their journey.  “I’d say they’re walking across the beach.”

Erin grumbled her angst as she returned to her feet.  “I gathered as much,” she said flatly.  “What is the species doing on Ka’Tula Prime?” she corrected.

“The species arrived during the Dominion War—obviously, they didn’t migrate directly from Canada…”  He paused to allow for laughter at his joke, but received only a faint giggle from Erin.  Rolling his eyes, Alan continued, “The ship they were on was attacked by the Jem’Hadar, and forced to Ka’Tula Prime.  Since we were annexed shortly thereafter, the ship wasn’t permitted to leave, and the crew just let the little duckies go.”

 “Aww, that’s so sweet,” exclaimed Erin, watching the tiny yellow bundles of fluff waddle across the shore, quacking happily the entire way.

The group followed the river for a while longer before diverging in favor of a more forested course.  For several hours, Andrew Hartman hastily lead the group over the rocky terrain, through thickets of dense underbrush and up into the highest terrain on Ka’Tula Prime.  While the sun’s afternoon rays were at their strongest now, they provided little in the way of heat at such high altitudes.

Despite the increasing chill, the group moved onward, meticulously scanning the vicinity with tricorders and old-fashioned visual surveys.  Still, very little was revealed.

“Do you think she got up this high?” Erin asked as they came upon a fork in the path.

“Well, we haven’t seen her below, have we?” Christopher asked.

“I guess not,” Erin concurred.  “Which way are we going, anyway?”

Andrew stopped amidst an intersection and performed a brief visual survey.  “This trail heads northeast,” he said, pointing toward the right.  “The area is geologically interesting, but has already been charted on several occasions.  The other trail heads northwest.  It’s never been fully charted because of the unwelcoming terrain,” he explained.  “Any guess as to which way she went, Alan?”

Christopher slowly surveyed both possible directions.  To the right was a beautiful green valley surrounded by more immense peaks.  To the left, nothing but sheer rock and trees, the higher ones covered in a sheet of ice.  And the very sight gave him his morbid hunch.  “If I know Drayan, she went left,” he said.  “But just because I think that, she probably went right,” he added.  “Truly, I have no idea.”

“Then we’ll split up,” Andrew decided. 

Christopher surveyed both possibilities one last time before making a decision.  “Erin and I will head northwest,” he said.  “You and Sarah can go the easy way.  If you need the Dark Star, the command override code is Alpha-47-Kappa.”

“Very well,” said Andrew warmly before he and Sarah began their journey into the vibrant green valley.  “Good luck!”

“Thanks.”  Alan took a look at the rough, inhospitable terrain ahead of them.  “I have a feeling we’ll need it,” he grumbled to Erin a moment later.

The nanosecond Alan set foot upon the northwest pass, he regretted the decision to take the high road.  Within a few hundred meters, the path all but disappeared; it was overgrown by a scraggly brown thicket and long grass.  The slope rapidly grew unpleasantly steep, the air grew thin, and the chill was only enhanced by the howling wind.

Before long, scattered patches of snow dotted the terrain, and the conifers grew sparse, but the terrain leveled out to a reasonable slope, and the mountain started blocking some of the more unpleasant gusts of wind.

“Damn it,” Erin exclaimed as they came across a relatively flat area.

Christopher ignored her language, and concentrated on the concern in her voice.  “What is it?”

“My tricorder just went dead,” she muttered, furiously tapping the sensing device with the palm of her hand.

Christopher quickly pulled out his own tricorder, only to get the same results.  “Mine too.  The power cells were fully charged when we left this morning; there must be some sort of dampening field in the area.”

“Well in that case, we’d better return to the Dark Star,” said Erin.  “Otherwise we can kiss our chances of finding your sissy good-bye.”

“Then let’s ease on out of here,” Alan readily agreed.  He quickly folded up his inert tricorder and slapped his comm badge.  “Christopher to Dark Star.”

Nothing.

“It must be that magical dampening field,” Erin hypothesized.

Christopher slowly pulled his tricorder back out of its holster and flipped it open.  “Where exactly did your tricorder go dead?” 

Erin pointed to a nondescript spot a few meters back. 

Christopher hastily brought himself to those coordinates and watched as his tricorder returned to life.  “We’re in business,” he said, touching his comm badge once more.  “Christopher to Dark Star, two to beam up.”

As the hazy blue confines of the transporter beam finally released Alan Christopher, the Captain quickly made his way to the Dark Star’s cockpit and seated himself at the helm.  “We should have done this in the first place,” he said, his fingers running over the controls.

“But then we wouldn’t have been able to see the cute little duckies,” Erin said as she took her seat at ops.  “Besides, it was a nice walk.”

Finally, the preflight sequences were completed, and Alan touched the proper controls required to initiate the thrusters.  Almost immediately, the Dark Star rumbled, and kicked up copious amounts of dust as it made its initial ascent.  Within a few seconds, they left the dust behind, and were riding comfortably, thousands of meters above the ground.

Erin’s sensor station bleeped.  “I’m detecting a very faint power source about 150 meters below the surface of the mountain we were on,” she noted almost immediately.  “I don’t recognize its energy signature, but I—”

Her station went blank.  

Summarily, the rest of the ship’s systems followed.  Consoles failed, the lights went dim, and most troublesome, the engines whined with the sound of a power failure.  Alan’s fingers pounded away at the helm, and eventually managed to stabilize their decent…but terror flowed through the veins of both Alan and Erin as they realized what was happening.

“It’s got to be that dampening field!” Erin exclaimed, watching her station fade in-and-out of functionality.

Alan frowned.  “I’ve never seen a dampening field with a range like this!”

“You need to get out more!”

The Dark Star veered awkwardly yet again, only this time, Christopher couldn’t get the helm to respond.  “We’re losing attitude control,” he exclaimed as the helm finally went completely black.

“Sensors are off-line, and manual controls are frozen,” added Keller as an EPS conduit burst from its casing above her, spewing a harmless white cloud into the atmosphere.   Moments later, two more conduits blew out, only this time, raining down a shower of sparks and debris as they ruptured.

Christopher pecked away at the controls, though his efforts were futile.  “Can you get the emergency transporter operational?” he shouted over the spewing EPS rupture.

“I might be able to, but by that time, we’ll be nothing more than a pile of scrap metal,” Erin shouted back.  “But I think I can use a portable generator to restore power to the helm!”

“Do it!” Christopher beckoned as the ship slowly descended into chaos.

Sarah Hartman slowly fastened her tricorder to its holster; satisfied that Drayan was nowhere nearby, she decided to simply take in the beautiful sight of the fertile valley—but her reprieve from work was brief.  Suddenly, a huge shadow blotted out the sun for a fraction of a second.

Both Hartmans looked to the sky, expecting to see a flock of high-flying birds, or something similar.  The last thing they expected was to see the Dark Star leading a trail of smoke and flames toward the ground.

But given their current position, there was little they could do other than hope everything looked worse than it actually was…

As the side of a mountain rapidly filled the forward view, smoke and flames rapidly filled the rest of the Dark Star’s cockpit.  Christopher held onto the helm for dear life as Keller hastily worked underneath the operations station next door.  Just as he closed his eyes to prepare for the end, Keller emerged the underside of the station.

“You’ve got thrusters, little buddy!” she shouted.  “Use them!”

Without saying anything, Christopher placed his hands on the barely lit helm, thanking himself for taking the time to memorize the controls, and then set a course away from a horrid death in the side of a mountain.

For her part, Erin simply clutched the arms of her chair and watched as the mountain’s face slowly crept out of sight.  For a very—very—brief moment, Erin thought they averted disaster…but the ship was still moving incredibly fast, and without anything but maneuvering thrusters, it was still heading for the ground—and a very large pine tree.   Erin’s eyes briefly crept over to Alan, who was concentrated solely on the helm.  “Alan,” she said quietly.  “You might want to watch out for that—”

But her warning was too late.  

Rocks and pine needles danced over the windshield, and the forward section of the hull made an unpleasant creak as it was forced out of shape by the tree. Christopher quickly shoved himself away from the helm as it burst into flames.  But by that time, the helm didn’t really matter.  The Dark Star had already gone out of control, and was skittering rampantly across one of the rocky terraces about halfway up the mountain—nothing could be done to save it.

The manic Dark Star skittered over a large rock, throwing the vessel onto its side and into the air amidst a massive cloud of roiling dust.  As one of the warp nacelles broke away from the hull and crashed to the ground, the other belched out a considerable amount of pasty blue drive plasma before bursting into flames.

After cutting through some underbrush and a few more rocks and trees, the smoldering hulk that was once the Dark Star finally came to rest in its rocky grave.

“We have to get out of here!” Christopher shouted as the ship finally came to a stop.

That task was easier said than done, however.  The ship was resting at nearly a forty-five degree angle, and flames were pouring out of every conceivable access point.  In the background, the faint sound of the dying warp core could be heard, a sound that concerned Christopher greatly.

Without hesitation, Erin ripped her phaser from her belt and increased its setting to maximum—a setting that would completely vaporize anything it came in tact with.  She pointed it at the ceiling and fired.  The bright orange beam pulsed rapidly as it encompassed its target in a radiant red-orange hue.  Moments later, as Keller ceased firing, the ceiling simply withered away, revealing the great outdoors once more.

Rapidly, Christopher stepped through the new doorway, followed closely by Erin.  Without bothering to look back, both Christopher and Keller raced for cover behind a considerable rock as the agitated warp core started to fracture, an event so powerful that it shook the ground.

“Get down!” Alan told Erin as they crouched down behind their rock.  He just hoped it would be sufficient.

Seconds later, an immensely powerful explosion rocked the entire mountain, spewing a mushroom cloud of flames and debris out in every conceivable direction.  For a brief moment, Alan saw the rush of flames creep around the edge of their rocky alcove—only to be extinguished by the lack of oxygen at their altitude—if anything, that was their saving grace.

As the debris settled down and the flames died out, a feeling of doom flooded over both Christopher and Keller—they had just witnessed the death of the Dark Star…

The Cerebrate’s schedule was filled with many tasks, and Xi’Yor took it upon himself to make sure she was able to complete as many of those tasks as possible.  He knew there was one task in particular that had high priority, and to his delight, when Z’danorax had summoned him, the first thing on her list was a visit with Talyere.

On the way to the interrogation chamber, Xi’Yor informed the Cerebrate, and to his dismay, Hatrel, of all the secrets Talyere had divulged to the Federation—quite an extensive list.  Additionally, he shared the list of Federation secrets Talyere was aware of.  It was a short list, but pleased the Cerebrate nonetheless.

But now, Xi’Yor anxiously waited for the moment he had been dreaming of for years—the death of Talyere.  He stood at Hatrel’s side, behind Z’danorax as the interrogation chamber doors rushed open, allowing the trio to enter.

The Cerebrate slowly wandered into the chamber with Hatrel directly behind her.  She activated the lights and immediately positioned herself before the bloody, weakened Talyere.  “Release the restrains,” she ordered evenly.

Recalling the agony his windpipe endured the last time Talyere’s arms were free, Xi'Yor stopped before exacting the order.  “I must dissent, Cerebrate.  Talyere is vile, insipid and treacherous.  If he is free to move his limbs, he may be tempted to terminate you.”

Z’danorax quickly turned on her heel to face Xi'Yor.  “He will not,” she bitterly assured him.  “Now…comply.”

“How can you be certain?  Talyere did not hesitate to harm me when the opportunity presented itself,” Xi’Yor explained.  “It in your best interest, Cerebrate.”

The Cerebrate took a few steps closer to Xi'Yor, her vivid orange eyes locked with his.  “Talyere would not harm the mother of his child,” she said quietly.

Though Hatrel hid his surprise much better than Xi’Yor, both were visually stunned by the revelation.  “What?” Xi’Yor inquired.  The word seemed to fall from his mouth like saliva.

“It is none of your concern, Xi’Yor,” said Z’danorax sternly.  “Now comply, or I will terminate you, and find someone with the ability to carry out my orders.”

Xi’Yor complied, not out of fear, but out of confusion.  He still did not know what to think about the words he had just heard.  He was not sure he ever would.  Was it a blasphemous act, or were there other circumstances?  Xi’Yor was almost certain he would not find out…

“I am disappointed in you, Talyere,” said Z’danorax as the restraints receded into the arms of the chair.  “I expect more from my Overseers than open rebellion against the Tome of Na’zar.”

Talyere did nothing, as if he were completely oblivious to the Cerebrate’s speech.  He simply sat, looking straight ahead.  His eyes were pale and supported black rings around both of them.  Black blood was dried to his lips and chin, and he was clearly exhausted, as was the case when he attacked Xi'Yor, earlier.  But now, he did nothing, not even speak.

But Z’danorax did not care. She simply pressed on.  “And to make matters worse, you defected to our greatest nemesis?  I beg to ask how you can live with yourself?”

She gave him a moment to answer the question, but again, Talyere did nothing.

“You leave me little choice Talyere, but to have you terminated…at once…”

Chapter Ten

Xi’Yor watched closely as Z’danorax turned her back to Talyere and cast her ominous gaze upon him.  “What are you waiting for, Xi’Yor?  Terminate him,” she ordered.

It was the order Xi'Yor had been waiting to hear for years, only now that it had finally been given, the Overseer found himself frozen in place, unable to carry out the deed…  He did not know why.  Every bone in Xi’Yor’s body knew that Talyere had to be terminated, if not for the Cerebrate, then for his own personal pleasure.  But for some unknown reason, Xi’Yor remained motionless.

The Cerebrate slowly began moving toward him, her gaze growing deeply concerned with each passing second. “If you cannot carry out my orders…” she threatened again.

“Forgive me, Cerebrate.  I seem to have faltered,” Xi’Yor admitted.  “If you wish to terminate me, I understand completely.”

Z’danorax stopped dead in her tracks a few meters from Hatrel.  “You are forgiven—this time,” she told Xi'Yor.  “In the future, my generosity may not be as vast.”

Carefully nodding his understanding, Xi'Yor suddenly realized how lucky he was.  He defied the Cerebrate; he should have been terminated…but he was spared, and Xi'Yor did not intend to waste his second chance to impress the divine Z’danorax.  Without any further hesitation, Xi’Yor pulled his disruptor from its holster and took aim upon Talyere.  “Shall I preserve the body, Cerebrate, or do you desire total annihilation?”

Z’danorax stepped away from Hatrel and back toward Talyere, placing the prisoner under close scrutiny.  For his part, Talyere simply stared out into space… he was in meditation, no doubt.  Z’danorax shrugged.  “Preservation is not necessary,” she decided after an additional moment of thought.  “We have no further use of him.”

“We could feed the incubus,” suggested the feeble Hatrel a moment later.  “Then again, I suppose the tainted blood would do more harm than good…”

As she watched Xi'Yor increase his weapon to its maximum setting, the Cerebrate stepped aside, not wanting to risk being caught in the deadly blast that would soon impale—and perhaps vaporize Talyere Rosat.  “Have you any last words?”

Talyere slowly looked up at the Cerebrate, but said nothing.  Instead, he placed hands on the arms of his chair, sat erect in his chair, and prepared to embrace death.

Xi’Yor grinned, and looked to Z’danorax for her blessing.  The divinity considered the lowly Talyere for a fraction of a second—if that—and then turned away, slowly marching toward the doors.  “Fire,” she said on her way out.

Xi'Yor raised his weapon, aligned it so that the beam would pierce Talyere’s heart, positioned his finger over the trigger, and—

Hatrel suddenly stumbled into Xi’Yor’s line of fire.  The elderly Overseer haphazardly grasped his chest, gasping for air as he crashed to the cold, hard floor of the interrogation chamber.

Immediately, Xi’Yor lowered his weapon and rushed to the High Overseer’s side.  Hatrel was still struggling to breathe; his body was shaking violently, and his bright orange eyes had practically been extinguished.  Death would soon arrive, and as Xi'Yor heard the Cerebrate’s footsteps approaching, he smiled faintly.

 “We must proceed to the infirmary,” Z’danorax ordered, carefully inspecting her fallen advisor.

Nodding pleasantly, Xi'Yor quickly retreated to the computer terminal near the doors and touched the com unit.  “Xi’Yor to infirmary,” he said evenly, “there is a medical emergency in Talyere’s interrogation chamber.  Proceed to my position with haste.”

Minutes later, a medical team arrived and hastily scurried the ill Overseer to the infirmary.  With Xi’Yor at her side, the Cerebrate watched helplessly as the Inkhezi’s medical unit performed countless procedures on Hatrel.  

Though she was no doctor, Z’danorax could tell by the readouts above Hatrel’s bed that his condition was summarily deteriorating from bad to worse, as all the indicators to spiral in a downward direction; eventually, they leveled out at the bottom of the charts, making for an entirely flat line…

Eventually, the chief medical officer relented, seeing that Hatrel was beyond help.  He carefully set aside some of his instruments and started to approach Z’danorax and Xi'Yor.    “Cerebrate,” he said evenly, “I regret to inform you that the High Overseer’s condition has deteriorated at an extraordinary rate.  Death will claim him within minutes…still, he desires to speak with you.”

Z’danorax nodded.  “Very well,” she said.  But before leaving for Hatrel’s side, she turned to Xi'Yor for his reaction to the situation.

On the inside, Xi'Yor was ecstatic.  With his plan to terminate Hatrel successfully completed, Xi'Yor knew that he was one step closer to power.  One step closer to divinity.  One step…  Still, joy was not something Xi'Yor wished to portray to the Cerebrate, and so he managed to engender a relatively somber gaze, which the Cerebrate all too readily embraced, and eventually returned.  

And then, without another word, Z’danorax turned on her heel and approached the dying Hatrel, practically toppling the chief medic on her way.

Once at Hatrel’s side, Z’danorax slowly knelt down beside the dying Overseer.  Using the last of his energy, Hatrel extended a trembling arm and welcomed Z’danorax to his side.  He summoned her closer and closer until her ear was at his mouth.  Then, he rasped a brief message into the Cerebrate’s ear before his eyes were finally purged of all color.  Z’danorax gently placed her hand on Hatrel’s forehead and ran it down over his eyes, shutting them one last time.

She remained at Hatrel’s side for several moments before rising to her feet. When she did so, she cast an awkward, blank gaze in Xi’Yor’s direction for what seemed like an eternity.  When she finally turned her gaze elsewhere, Z’danorax set into motion, and without uttering a single word, stormed out of the medical facility.

Lucas Tompkins and Kendall Johnson stood patiently outside Commander Harrison’s quarters with the results of their many hours of labor, spent working on a plan to collapse the Elorg rift. And a full eleven minutes before Harrison’s deadline, they believed they had found the perfect plan.

“Come,” Harrison beckoned after a few moments.

Harrison’s quarters were nothing out of the ordinary.  He had a couch, a table, and a magnificent view of the U.S.S. Prometheus out his window.  The Commander was seated behind his desk, almost immediately to the left of the door.  

Johnson slowly revealed the padd to Harrison before setting it down on the edge of his shiny mahogany desk.  “Here it is,” he said with his usual, cautious demeanor.

Harrison immediately placed the padd in his hands and eagerly reviewed the data his fellow crewmembers had compiled for him.  What he saw frightened him.  “Ahh…most people consider using data from the Phoenix Project to be tempting fate,” he informed them bluntly.

The Phoenix Project had been an experimental undertaking to harness the energies of interspace, the layer of space between subspace and normal space.  It failed miserably, destroying the U.S.S. Phoenix and most of its crew.  Most of the data collected was consequently disregarded as too experimental to be considered as data.   Apparently, his officers thought otherwise.

“Even though it’s not in any engineering handbook, the Phoenix still recorded the sensor readings our calculations are based upon,” said Tompkins.

“Those sensors also recorded a fleet of Cardassian warships attacking Ferenginar,” Harrison added candidly.  “One simply cannot trust such ludicrous readings!”

“We’re fairly confident our data is representative of the more concrete sensor readings gathered by the Phoenix,” Kendall said softly.

“But there’s one other problem—the Ividians,” Harrison added a moment later.  The Ividians were the only known race to inhabit interspace, and they were not very tolerant about incursions into their space, if past experience was any indication.

“We considered the Ividians,” Tompkins countered. “The chances of them being able to mass an invasion fleet in the time we’ll accessing interspace is minimal.  If you look over the data, you’ll see that.”

When he had suggested alternatives, the padd that sat before him was certainly not what he had in mind.  But time was up, and that was the only plan they had.  He would, of course, look it over, but his feelings on the matter would remain unchanged—the Phoenix Project had disaster written all over it.

“I shall consider the data, and transmit it to Captain Talbot.  It is up to him whether or not Admiral O’Connor sees it, and if she does, she will certainly find it most disagreeable.  Even so…it is our option.  I will stand behind your work.”

Both Tompkins and Johnson nodded agreeably to Harrison’s decision, and slowly started to make their way for the exit, when the Commander slowly rose from his chair, bringing them to a halt.  “Excellent, if unorthodox work,” he commended before dismissing them once more.

Sarah Hartman didn’t know she had the ability to run swiftly.  But she did.  And with her Uncle Andrew in close proximity, she was able to retrace their steps through the rugged Farhelian Mountains back to the base at Antha’nuel with incredible speed.  Once at Antha’nuel, they used a small transporter at the base to transport back to Christopher’s humble abode.

 And now, without warning, the two Hartmans were materializing in the grand living room they had been congregated in the other night.  Now that it was day, the view out the windows was far more exotic: huge Ka’Tulan willows wept silently over a quiet stream that was surrounded by yellow and blue flowers; in the distance, the Farhelian Mountains graced the horizon.

Riana stood quietly at the window while Ti’yenn sat at the desk, indulged in a sensor analysis.  Upon noticing the two beams of light, both looked up from their activities to greet their visitors.  

“Sarah,” said Riana once they materialized.  “What is it?”

Sarah took a few steps forward, knowing her eyes were most likely giving away the extent of the message: bad news.  Riana sighed inwardly and grasped her churning stomach, waiting patiently for Sarah to find the necessary words.

“The Dark Star was destroyed,” she finally said.  “It crashed in the mountains a few hours ago, we assume Alan and Erin were on board.”

Ti’yenn took another, closer look at his sensors.  “There’s no sign of them on sensors,” he said a moment later.  “Not even a residual warp ion trail.  Are you sure?”

“We saw it with our own eyes,” said Andrew.  “Unless it was an hallucination…  But then again, when we returned to Antha’nuel, the Dark Star was gone.”

As the smoldering hulk of the Dark Star elicited its final gasps of thick gray smoke, Erin slowly placed her back up against the large gray rock that served as their shelter, and slid to the ground.  “Now what?” she asked after expelling a hopeless sigh.

“I’m not sure,” said Alan as he joined her on the ground.  “We’re all by our lonesome in the mountains in a region where sensors can’t find us, and any ship that tries will be destroyed.  It sounds less than optimistic, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” Erin concurred.  “I could use something to eat.”

Alan pulled a small, leafy plant from the ground and held it up before Erin.  “Balifexis,” he told her before throwing it over the edge of the cliff.  “Not a very tasty plant, but high in nutrients—and toxins.  If I were you, I’d stick to emergency rations.”

Erin pulled up a similar plant and threw it over the edge.  “To bad there aren’t any,” she said, motioning with her head toward the Dark Star’s remains.  “If I starve to death, promise you’ll eat me.  I’d hate to rot on this damn mountain.”

“There’s not enough oxygen up here to start a fire—I hate raw meat,” said Alan.  “But if you’d like, I can throw you over the edge of this precipice.”

Erin tossed yet another plant over the edge.  “Just make sure I’m dead first.”  As she moved to grab another balifexis from the ground, her hand stumbled upon a sharp object in the vegetation.  She quickly thumbed the object and brought it to Alan’s attention.  

It was a small diamond-shaped crystal with alien writing inscribed upon the golden sphere in its center.  “It looks like ancient Ka’Tulan writing,” Alan decided.  “I can’t read it, though.”

Erin hastily surveyed the surrounding terrain for other similar crystals.  Though she didn’t see any, she did see something else.  “Footprints,” she whispered.  “And they look fairly recent.”

“I’m fairly certain this spot isn’t a very popular tourist attraction,” said Alan.  “Those footprints could be Drayan’s.”

Erin frowned. “Is your sister related to Bigfoot?” 

“Big-who?”

“Some sort of almost-human beast that lives deep in the forest on Earth,” explained Erin.

“Oh,” said Alan.  “Well in that case, there’s a good chance they’re related,” he quipped before realizing his joke probably wasn’t as funny as it sounded.  

While Erin smiled, she didn’t laugh.  Instead, she rose to her feet and brushed off the excess dirt from her filthy uniform.  “Let’s go,” she decided.

Without any additional banter, Alan rose from his spot beside the rock and made haste to catch up with Erin, several meters ahead of him.  “I don’t see any more footprints,” he muttered as they started down the overgrown trail the prints had been traversing.

But since that trail provided the only possible route for the footprints, they followed the hardly deciphered path for what seemed like an eternity.  The steep cliffs were now mostly covered in a dusting of light fluffy snow, making it a very dangerous, very slippery journey.  One wrong move could send even the most experienced hiker to his or her death.  

After following the trail for several additional minutes, it finally led them into a dark, damp mountain cave.  Jagged stalagmites, millions of years old, reached down from the ceiling.  A quiet mist hovered around the ground, and a cold, gentle breeze seemed to pervade the cave walls.

More than once, the trail seemed to double-back on itself, or turn erratically, and on one occasion, actually paralleled itself for several meters.  

“Maybe we’re chasing shadows,” Erin suggested as they rounded yet another murky cavern path, her voice echoing mysteriously throughout the cave.

“You’ll find no objections here,” Alan whispered.  “But I’m not sure I can retrace this maze back to the entrance.”

“Very well, then,” said Erin.  “We’ll press on.”

The cave grew darker and darker with each passing minute and the mist became a dense cloud as the humidity skyrocketed.  The rugged walls drew closer together, and the ceiling lowered itself until neither Alan nor Erin could stand erect.

“This is not good,” said Alan.  As he looked over at Erin, she appeared as nothing more than a faint shadow, despite the fact she was only a meter away from him.  

“Not at all,” she agreed.

Suddenly, a stalagmite crashed down on the path behind them, followed closely by a sonorous boom that echoed throughout the cavern.  Moments later, several smaller stones trickled to the ground in the fallout of the crash.  

Erin sighed.  “Damn,” she muttered, realizing their only avenue of escape had just vanished.  Hesitantly, Erin took a few additional steps forward, only to run into her greatest fear: a rock wall.  “We’re trapped,” she whispered.

The air was already growing thin.  By Christopher’s estimates, they had less than fifteen minutes before they would suffocate and die.  Given those prospects, he slowly sat down on the cold, clammy bottom of the cave beside Erin and closed his eyes.

A few moments later, he felt her rest her head on his shoulder.  “Alan,” she whispered as she grabbed his hand.  “I was waiting for the right moment to tell you this.  This isn’t it, but, considering the number of moments we have left, there’s no time like the present.”

“Go on,” Alan said as he felt his energy slowly draining away.  “I’m listening.”

She hesitated before speaking, for she knew the topic was sensitive—and had to get out in the open before it was too late.  And so, gathering her courage, Erin decided to simply blurt it out.  “Alan, I think that I—”

The cave floor suddenly shifted beneath them.  At first, pebbles trickled down from the ceiling, but those slowly turned into stones and rocks before finally stopping again.  Both Christopher and Keller were spared the wrath of the cave, but a fissure had opened in the small space between them. As they peered down into it, light shined through.

“There’s something down there,” said Alan.  Using his inactive phaser to chip away at the fissure’s edge, he slowly uncovered some sort of room beneath them.  Erin quickly joined him in widening the fissure using her own phaser until the breech was wide enough for them to fit through.

“After you,” said Erin warmly.

Alan smiled and dropped his bag down the hole, followed closely by his body.  He crashed into the hard, metallic floor of an advanced lab, decorated with what Christopher instantly recognized as Elorg writing.

“What took you so long?” came the voice of Drayan Christopher moments after Erin came crashing down beside Alan.

Following the death of Hatrel, the Cerebrate had disappeared into her quarters without another word.  With the execution of Talyere postponed for at least the next couple of hours, Nafar took the opportunity to make one last visit before the inevitable end of Talyere.

“I saw the look in Hatrel’s eyes when he collapsed,” said Talyere somberly.  “He seemed surprised at his sudden deterioration, as if he wasn’t expecting it so soon.”

“According to Hatrel, he had several cycles left,” Nafar recalled.  “Perhaps his medic was wrong.”

“Perhaps,” agreed Talyere.  “Perhaps not,” he added a moment later.  While Nafar’s theory was sound of mind, the Underling failed to consider who he was dealing with—those who are far from sound of mind.  “I suspect Xi’Yor had him poisoned, perhaps with something not detectable in normal medical scans.  It will only be a matter of time before he is appointed High Overseer, unless you act quickly.”

Nafar’s jaw dropped slightly.  “Terminate Xi'Yor?”

Talyere only nodded.

Nafar licked his lips nervously; the prospect of murdering Xi'Yor suddenly seemed the only viable option, but it felt very wrong.  Still, in spite of the lump in his throat, Nafar managed to speak.  “I’ll see what I can do,” he murmured.

But before Nafar had a chance to make his departure, Talyere broached yet another topic.  “There is one other thing…”

Nafar stopped dead in his tracks.  “Yes?” he inquired, not knowing which other issues existed that required his attention.

“I will not be here much longer,” said Talyere.  “But it would be in the best interests of your resistance if I were not dead.”

“What are you getting at?” demanded Nafar.

“Help me contact the Starlight…”
Captain Talbot’s meeting with Admiral O’Connor didn’t start on time because of an apparent discrepancy over its starting time.  Nor did it finish on time because of O’Connor’s mindless bumbling for the first several minutes of the meeting.  And now, forty minutes later, she was finally looking over the plan proposed by the Starlight crew.

“I don’t like it,” she decided before reading half of the strategic analysis.  “It’s too dangerous.”

Talbot rolled his eyes and frowned.  “There’s always danger involved in a battle plan.  Hence the term, battle plan.”

O’Connor tossed the padd aside and folded her arms.  “The margin of error is too high.  You could rupture the interspace barrier and cause an Ivdian invasion.”

“Ividian,” Talbot corrected before Admiral Grayson had the chance to do so.

But still, Grayson was next to speak.  “The chance of an invasion is minimal to none if we do this.  If we don’t we’ll be guaranteed an Elorg invasion—one we probably won’t survive,” he explained.

O’Connor turned away from her two guests and focused in on her computer screen.  “I’ll make a decision after conferring with Command,” she said.

Grayson extended his arm and terminated O’Connor’s computer.  “There’s no time,” he said sternly.  “It might take weeks for them to all agree on a course of action.  You have the authority to do it and do it now.  And that is what you’re going to do.”

O’Connor harshly removed Grayson’s hand from her computer.  “You forget your place,” she sneered.  “I will consult Command and get—”

Without warning, Talbot reached for his phaser and shot O’Connor’s computer.  As sparks poured from the display unit, Grayson gave O’Connor a stern, demanding look.  “Make a choice.”

O’Connor cast a wicked gaze at both officers before turning her back to them.  “Do it,” she sneered in a harsh, bitter tone. 

Chapter Eleven

Commander Harrison sat on the edge of the command chair watching the fleet assemble on the viewscreen.  He was utterly surprised by Admiral O’Connor’s authorization of the plan, and perhaps a bit upset, given his feelings about the Phoenix Project.  But he trusted his crew, and the crews of the countless other starships assembled on the viewscreen.  He knew it would work.

Neelar Drayge suddenly turned his back to the helm to face Harrison.  “The last ship is in position,” said the Bolian.  “We’re ready to go.”

“Activate the interplexing beacon, route a stream of keryon particles through the deflector grid and prepare for long-range dispersion,” Harrison ordered.  The words flowed from his mouth with ease…but each one strained his conscience.

It took several moments for the crew to comply, but within a minute, the plethora of computer bleeps died down to their usual level.  “All systems are ready,” said Bator from tactical.

“So is the rest of the fleet,” added Johnson from ops.

Harrison tried to force himself back into the Captain’s chair, but he found he couldn’t leave its edge.  As his nerves continued to mount, he almost forgot what to do.  But then, the one word he was looking for passed through his mind. “Fire.”

The Starlight’s deflector dish, and the dishes of all the ships around it, slowly grew into a dull violet hue before a massive, pure beam of purple light erupted from the deflector and surged into space.  As the interplexing beacon went to work, the beams were summarily phased out of sight as they penetrated the realm of interspace.

“The keryon beam is stable,” reported Lucas Tompkins from the mission ops station directly behind Harrison.  “We’ve got a minor fluctuation in the EPS grid on deck eleven, section seventeen, but I don’t think it’ll interfere.”

“Keep an eye on it,” Harrison demanded.  “No, make that both eyes,” he added as he recalled the Phoenix bursting apart at its seams.

“We’ve penetrated the interspace barrier,” Johnson reported.  “The beam is beginning to affect the Elorg rift.”

“The rift is currently at ninety-seven percent stability and dropping,” Bator added. 

“It’s going to take awhile,” Harrison said under his breath.

“About sixty-six minutes,” said Drayge.  

Harrison gulped nervously at the very prospect of keeping a keryon beam active that long.  It was very dangerous to keep such a beam active for six minutes, let alone sixty-six.  So many things could go wrong that Harrison couldn’t name them all… But he had to remind himself that it was working…for now.

The lab was huge and highly advanced.  Adorning two of the walls were a series of computer terminals.  The back wall supported a massive hatch and a few auxiliary stations, and near the center was an island station that appeared to be the primary control terminal.  A recess in the nearby wall indicated a small corridor leading back deeper into the lab, and apparently connecting to a similar recess on the opposite wall.  Behind Alan and Erin was nothing but sheer rock, indicating they were still underground.

Drayan stood a few meters away from the two of them at one of the computer stations on the wall.  “I can’t believe this place!” she exclaimed.

“What on Ka’Tula are you doing here?” Christopher inquired as he approached his older sibling.

“Did you even bother to read the message?”

“We didn’t get it,” said Alan.

“What?”

“There’s some sort of dampening field around this lab,” said Erin.  “Your reports haven’t been transmitting for almost a week.”

Drayan threw her hands up into the air.  “So that’s why you didn’t come through the door.  How’d you know I was here?”

“We were lucky enough to stumble upon your footprints outside the cave,” said Alan.

“I didn’t know I’d left footprints behind in sheer rock,” said Drayan. 

“I told you those weren’t her footprints,” Erin muttered to Christopher.

“Then if they weren’t ours, and they weren’t hers, then somebody else is up here with us,” Christopher decided a moment later, though he could hardly imagine who would want to be here…

Suddenly, the area in front of the primary control station erupted into a throbbing purple distortion field.  The faintest outline of some sort of device wavered back-and-forth in the distortions as it solidified before their very eyes, eventually creating some sort of cylindrical device.

“What did you do?” asked Alan as he rushed over to Drayan’s station.

“I don’t know,” she said.  “I was just exploring…well, I thought I was exploring…”

“It’s definitely Elorg,” Erin deciphered from a simple visual inspection.  Habitually, she reached for her tricorder and flipped it open.  To her surprise, the device was fully functional.  “The dampening field must not be active in here,” she decided.

“What is it?” asked Alan.

“I think it’s a weapon,” she said slowly.  “It’s designed to feed polarons through a molecular field inverter.”

“A sort of polaron torpedo?” suggested Christopher.

Keller nodded her head indecisively.  “I think it’s an energy weapon, but it fires multiple bursts instead of a steady beam of energy.”

The pieces of the puzzle slowly fell together for Christopher.  “The molecular field inverter would phase anything that passes through it out of phase with the universe, would it not?”

Keller nodded, affirming his suspicions.  “These ‘torpedoes’ not only penetrate shields, they can penetrate a ship’s hull and directly strike a target.  A ship equipped with this weapon could destroy an entire fleet before the other side even knew they fired a single shot.”

Drayan excitedly surveyed the dangerous weapon.  “And it’s been sitting in this cave for thousands of years!” she grimaced.

Christopher ignored her enthusiasm and carefully inspected the weapon.  “The Elorg haven’t displayed any desire to attack the Ka’Tula System,” he stated.  “It’s possible they don’t even know they have a base established here.”

Keller’s tricorder suddenly beeped urgently.  “Alan, I just scanned this thing’s power source—a sarium-krellide infusion matrix—and it’s still active.”

Christopher quickly pried the tricorder from Keller’s grasps to see the data for himself.  “You’re right,” he said.  “We need to find a way to deactivate this thing and bring it to the surface,” he decided, quickly moving back to Drayan at her auxiliary computer station and started running some calculations.

As he did so, Drayan summoned Keller to follow her to the primary computer station.  “As far as I can tell, the weapon should be controlled from here,” she told Erin.  “But I don’t know how to work it.”

Keller quickly accessed the computer.  “It’s standard Elorg design,” she said.  “I should be able to deactivate it from here,” she decided, quickly going to work in such an endeavor.

But without warning, the device suddenly charged its power cells and opened fire, launching a massive volley of bright teal energy bursts in Christopher’s direction.  While the first few pulses missed, the remaining five or six struck him squarely in the back…

“What is going on?” Z’danorax demanded as she burst onto the bridge in a fit of anger.  Apparently, she had observed the mysterious pulsating action of the rift from her quarters, and was less than pleased by what she saw.

“It would appear the Federation fleet is using a type of keryon beam to disrupt the rift,” reported Sa’sheer.  

Xi’Yor hastily came to the Cerebrate’s side.  “We are in the process of countering their efforts even as we speak,” he assured her.

“Dekyon surge ready,” Sa’sheer reported a moment later.

“Fire,” Xi’Yor said without any delay.

Harrison watched helplessly as a surge of white light engulfed the Elorg rift.  They were countering the Federation’s efforts to collapse the rift…

“We’re losing it,” Tompkins said from the mission ops station.  “There’s nothing we can do.”

Reluctantly, Harrison gave the order to disengage the beam, but before he could finish the order, Bator suddenly interrupted him.

“We’re being hailed,” said the Phobian.  “It’s Talyere.”

Harrison’s heart skipped a beat.  “On screen.”

“Overseer, the communication system is in use,” reported an Underling from the communication station on the Inkhezi’s bridge.  

Xi’Yor and Z’danorax quickly jumped at the news with great surprise, while Al’tiir, Nafar and Sa’sheer quietly hoped the Underling could not trace it…

“By whom?” demanded the Cerebrate.

“Unknown,” admitted the officer at once.

“Terminate the signal,” snapped Xi'Yor, his anger slowly blossoming into a holy terror.

Talyere’s message was terribly garbled and growing even worse.  Vertical black lines ran across the viewscreen, and digital distortions plagued the transmission. “…your help…imperative!  You must hurry before… too late—” With those simple words, the transmission ended.  

“What happened?” Harrison demanded.

“The Elorg are jamming all comm frequencies,” explained Bator.  “He won’t be getting out another message any time soon.”

But Harrison had very little time to ponder his next course of action.  Only seconds later, Kendall gasped in horror as the operations station erupted in a plethora of sensor alerts.

“They’re coming!” he blurted out.

“Red alert!” Harrison ordered as he watched countless Elorg destroyers emerge from the roiling purple rift.  “All hands to battlestations!”

* * *
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