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Prologue

Phaser fire arced through the glimmering stars, pummeling the Elorg warship Ven’dyr with considerable force.  Explosions rippled along its flailing shield grid, plasma streaked out of its warp nacelles, and gaping hull breaches widened to potentially catastrophic proportions.  The mighty destroyer fought back valiantly with its impressive arsenal, but the vile Federation forces had depleted the Ven’dyr so thoroughly that the assault was less than effective—and that was unacceptable.

Watching the calamitous events unfold on the Ven’dyr’s flickering viewscreen, Overseer Ra’thenn clenched an angry fist and forcefully pounded it into the arm of his command chair.  “Underling Na’thyre,” he hissed, “would you care to tell me why we are being decimated by three meager Federation starships?”

Up until a couple of moments ago, Ra’thenn had held Na’thyre in reasonably high esteem.  He had presented himself as a competent officer, capable of performing his duties and then some.  But with the Ven’dyr suddenly on the brink of destruction, Na’thyre’s favor was quickly deteriorating—and the underling knew it.  He desperately pecked away at the helm in search of answers before cobbling together a meager status report:  “Our tactical array took heavy damage during the conquest of Gildebron III!  We are still attempting to make repairs!”

“Gildebron III?” Ra’thenn exclaimed.  “That was nearly eight cycles ago!  I could have repaired the tactically array myself in half the time!”

Na’thyre shook his head with confusion as he peered back at his station.  “Then there must be another reason,” he quickly surmised.  “Perhaps the Federation fleet received a tactical upgrade?”

Ra’thenn shook his head—Na’thyre was only partially correct.  The fleet from the Osian Cluster was built using some of the most advanced technology known to the Federation; it was unlikely they would upgrade so soon.  “There is another reason,” said Ra’thenn icily.  “You are a pedantic fool—as am I for allowing you to set foot upon my vessel!”

The ship rumbled as a sleek Sovereign-class starship streaked across the viewscreen in a blaze of phaser fire.  The lights briefly flickered and a few sparks rained down from the ceiling—but that appeared to be the extent of the damage.  Once the rumbling ceased, Ra’thenn abandoned the warmth of his command chair, pulled the disruptor from his belt and approached the pedantic underling at the helm.

Knowing his death was imminent, Na’thyre ceased pecking at the helm controls and simply sat still in his chair, awaiting his demise.

Ra’thenn made certain the underling’s wait was a short one.  In the blink of an eye, a streak of purple light surged from the Overseer’s weapon and struck Na’thyre squarely in the chest.  He started to scream, but his internal organs were swiftly incinerated by the blast, cutting short the cries of agony and leaving little more than a pile of ash.  Ra’thenn haphazardly swept it to the floor.  “Administrator Dori’il,” he called across the bridge.  “Take the helm.”

The summoned Dori’il quickly crossed the bridge and assumed his new position at the helm.  He gracefully tapped away at the controls as if he had done so a thousand times, and then turned to Ra’thenn with his succinct status report: “Weapons will be online momentarily.”

That was all Ra’thenn needed to know.  He returned to his command chair and at long last, prepared himself for an illustrious triumph over the wretched Federation.  The three attackers were growing more confident with each blast they managed to fire; they truly seemed to believe the Ven’dyr would soon fall.  And Ra’thenn chuckled at their naivety.  It was they who would fall.

After a moment’s calm, the Sovereign-class vessel reappeared on the viewscreen, this time flanked by its smaller companions.  Without hesitation, they opened fire in what appeared to be a final assault.  Phaser beams arced across the viewscreen, torpedoes lanced the hull—and indeed, the Ven’dyr shuttered under the impact.  A wisp of flame even curled around the viewscreen…

But suddenly, without warning, a ragged beam of azure death surged away from the viewscreen, plowing through the pathetic Sovereign’s shields and blowing it to smithereens.

“Weapons have been restored,” Dori’il reported a moment later.  The satisfaction in his voice was evident—and rightfully so.  The tide had finally turned, and victory was at hand.

The second starship fell a moment later.  It was a smaller Athena-class destroyer, and the flames that erupted from its crumpling hull were both wondrous and terrifying.  Ra’thenn knew that if the battle had lasted but a few moments longer, his ship would have met a similar fate.

The last remaining Federation starship hung haplessly on the viewscreen amidst a field of smoldering debris.  There was nowhere for them to run; the Ven’dyr could easily outrun them.  There was nowhere to hide; the Ven’dyr’s sensors were superior in every way imaginable.  The only thing left for the crew of that small ship was death.  Ra’thenn smiled.  “Hail them,” he said, slowly rising from his command chair.

Moments later, an ugly human male appeared on the viewscreen.  He started to introduce himself as the starship’s commander, but Ra’thenn could not have cared less about the man’s status.  He would be dead soon, anyway.  His status was of little consequence.

“Are you frightened?” asked the Overseer, easily dismissing the human’s platitudes.

The man ceased his mindless introduction just long enough to consider the question.  “Yes,” he admitted after a moment’s thought.

  If one needed to think about fear, he obviously was not feeling it.  And being the skeptical man that he was, Ra’thenn arched his brow.  “Not nearly enough,” he whispered to the human.

That seemed to get the human’s attention.  He bristled in his command chair for few seconds before nervously rising to his feet.  “What are your terms?”

“Terms?” asked Ra’thenn.

The human nodded.  “For surrender?”

Ra’thenn’s pallid lips slowly curved into a demonic smile.  The moment he was waiting for was nearly at hand.  “There are no terms, you pathetic wretch.”

The human’s face suddenly turned pale—fear was known to him now, that much was certain.  But still, he denied the terror surging through his veins.  He folded his muscular arms upon his chest and made a valiant effort to appear nonchalant about the situation.  “No terms,” he quietly repeated, as if it were a minor impediment.  “Very well, what then do you propose we do?”

“Die, perhaps?”  Ra’thenn did not bother to occlude the perverse pleasure in his voice.

Now fearing for his life—and rightfully so—the human began to tremble and perspire.  “I… I thought you wanted to negotiate terms?  For surrender?”

“No,” said Ra’thenn.  He casually ran his fingers along the backside of Dori’il’s chair before making his way back to the opulent command chair in the center of the bridge.  Once seated, he spent a moment or two thinking about second meal—falanora stew sounded palatable—before finally turning his attention back to the human.  “As has already been established in this truly enlightening dialogue, surrender is not an option, human.  Perhaps you should have paid closer attention to my words?”

Though the human was visibly shaken by the ordeal, he did not take well to Ra’thenn’s suggestion.  Humans were perhaps the most vile and arrogant people in the known universe.  If ever their was a species worthy of extinction, it was them.  “What, then, do you want?” asked the human, his voice fierce.  “A fight?  I’ll give you a fight if that’s what you’re looking for.”

The sentiment brought a smile to Ra’thenn’s face.  “Human stupidity never ceases to amaze me,” he mused between chuckles.  “Your vessel poses no threat to me.  I simply wished to see the look upon your pathetic little face when you died.”  And before the human fool had a chance to respond, Ra’thenn gave the fateful order:  “Destroy them!”

The human’s skin was pale as a ghost—perhaps even pale as an Elorg—and his furrowed brow beaded with perspiration.  Angst welled in his azure eyes, and his teeth began to chatter.  At long last, the brewing fear had consumed his very soul, and all that remained was a hollow, trembling shell that was helpless to save himself.  He stumbled back a few weary steps and…

“Overseer!”  The melodious voice seemed to come out of nowhere.  Ra’thenn’s head swiveled about to see who had addressed him, but all of his subordinates quietly tended to their duties—oblivious to the voice.  Clearly, none of them had called him.

“Overseer!”  Again, the voice called—and again, the bridge crew appeared oblivious.  For a moment, Ra’thenn considered the possibility that he were losing his mind…

“Overseer!”

Ra’thenn blinked, and an instant later, everything was gone.  The wretched, terrified human… the smoldering smoke-filled bridge… the heated battle… It was all gone, and all that remained was the dead of night, and the echo of his numerous summons.

“Overseer Ra’thenn!” called the voice a fourth time.  Clearly the speaker—whose voice now sounded more like Dori’il’s—was not one to give in so easily.  Ra’thenn suspected the underling would continue to call until his summons was answered.

And knowing this, Ra’thenn knew his slumber had reached its end.  He wearily cast aside his bedding and then realized that the raging battle was little more than an illusion of his mind—a whisper from the past.  Indeed, the vast theater of war in Ra’thenn’s dream was perhaps the last true stronghold of the once great Elorg Bloc.  The overseer shook his head.  “A pity,” he proclaimed.

Moments later, on the Ven’dyr’s cavernous bridge, Overseer Ra’thenn stood beside the incredibly persistent Administrator Dori’il at the tactical station behind the command chair.  Ra’thenn briefly skimmed the data flitting across the screen before turning to his subordinate for an explanation—and if Dori’il valued his life, the explanation would be a brilliant one.  Before heading for the bridge, Ra’thenn was able to spare a moment to glance at his chronometer—and the night was barely halfway through…

“Long-range sensors detected this small Federation shuttle about two hours ago,” Dori’il stated, referring to the craft on the computer terminal.  “According to sensors, it is called the Newton, a class-twelve shuttlecraft.”

Ra’thenn arched a curious brow.  “And this is worthy of my attention… because?”  As far as he knew, there was nothing overly special about class-twelve shuttlecrafts.

“They are on a direct intercept course,” Dori’il continued.  “The Newton will be in weapons range in less than one interval.”

It was hardly the brilliant explanation Ra’thenn had expected.  In fact, it was barely worthy of mention.  “This is a small shuttle we are discussing?” asked the Overseer, just to make certain he had not mistaken Dori’il’s words.

“Yes.”  Dori’il nodded.  “It would seem the Federation has been made aware of our location.”

“One shuttle poses no threat,” said Ra’thenn icily.  He was already plotting Dori’il’s demise.  “Destroy them.”  Ra’thenn immediately turned his attention back to the sensors in anticipation of the cataclysmic blast that would reduce the shuttle to ash—but to his apparent consternation, the shuttle remained.

“I do not believe that is a prudent course of action, Overseer.” 

Though the speaker’s voice was a familiar one, Ra’thenn could not place it.  It was definitely not Dori’il; the Administrator’s lips had not parted for even a moment.  This new voice came from behind, and was filled with both angst and treachery.  A rival, perhaps?  An ill-tempered underling?  Ra’thenn knew not.  The only certainty was that no insurrection would be tolerated.

As such, Ra’thenn moved to draw his weapon—but before he could move so much as a millimeter, he felt the gentle touch of his rival’s disruptor upon his spine.

The rival expelled a devious chortle.  “You are getting slow in your old age, Ra’thenn.”

And suddenly, memories of the perfidious voice trickled into place.  Knowing he stood no chance against his rival, Ra’thenn submitted himself for termination.  “Make it an honorable death,” he pleaded.

Circling like a hawk, the legendary Overseer Xi’Yor slowly stepped into sight.  His vibrant orange eyes burned with a treacherous fire that Ra’thenn had not seen for ages.  “Your death may be on the horizon, Overseer Ra’thenn—but it will not be at my hand…”

“Oh?”

“Indeed.”  An evil glint crossed Xi’Yor’s face.  “You must rally our people and lead them to their destiny—you must restore the Elorg Bloc!”

Chapter One

“My affinity for travel has waned in recent weeks,” said Talyere Rosat from the Aztec’s cramped cockpit.  “We spent one week venturing to the Klingon border… another week en route to the Alpha Surias System… then two additional weeks making the return trip to Federation territory—and now I must endure this three-week journey into the depths of Elorg territory.”

Talyere turned to Bator for some solace, but found none in his Phobian companion.  “It is better than staying in one place all the time,” he stated, casually tapping a few commands into his workstation.

That much was certain.  Though the Starlight managed to find a fair amount of action whilst guarding the Alteran Expanse from Elorg invasion a few years ago, the vast majority of their time was spent sitting in one place.  “Still, the galaxy should be smaller,” Talyere suggested.  “That would make these voyages far more bearable.”

Bator began to make a few minor course corrections; if Talyere’s analysis of the sensor data was accurate, there was a large ion storm in their current path.  Avoiding the anomaly was definitely in their best interest.  Unfortunately, Bator tapped only a few keys before turning his attention back to Talyere.  “A smaller galaxy would make for shorter trips,” he conceded, “but think of all the territorial disputes that would be caused.  I suspect the Federation would be permanently engaged in some sort of bloody war just to defend its borders—and peaceful exploration would be out of the question.”

That much was obvious… now.  The boredom that had recently consumed Talyere’s mind temporarily blinded him to that bloody reality.  But now that the fog was lifting, the Elorg found his wits quickly returning.  “One could also postulate that there would be fewer habitable worlds,” he countered.  “If you recall, the Drusari existed alone in their distant galaxy—and though it is certain their hostility was directly responsible for their desolate galaxy, I suspect that region of space was sparse to begin with.  Otherwise, the opposition would have united to overthrow the Drusari.”

Bator grinned as he returned to work.  “So the galaxy’s population would be lower,” he agreed.  “What makes you think your people would even exist in this smaller galaxy?  After all, a lower population would seem to indicate fewer species.”

Talyere turned a curious eye upon his companion.  “You seem rather philosophical today, my friend.”

Bator chuckled.  “After spending three weeks alone with you, anyone can become a philosopher.”  He tapped the last few commands into his workstation and, at long last, the Aztec’s course was adjusted.  “And we will steer clear of the ion storm you have been tracking for the past three days.”

Not once had Talyere mentioned the ion storm—in fact, he thought his scans of the anomaly had been fairly clandestine.  “Not only a philosopher, but a decent spy as well.  You would do the Cortisan Enclave proud, Bator.”

He grinned enigmatically.  “Captain Christopher has long suspected a Federation intelligence agent has managed to infiltrate the Starlight…”

Talyere had to admit, Bator was crafty, but he wasn’t about to believe the Phobian was a member of Starfleet Intelligence.  “You are too decent a man,” said the Elorg, confident that his analysis was correct.  “You are crafty, Bator, but not treacherous enough to exist in that clandestine world of secrets and lies.”

Bator said nothing to further the conversation, and the very notion of treachery and deception fell by the wayside.  He made a few final course corrections and then placed the ship back under the computer’s control.  “So… you have spoken very little about our mission, Talyere.  Why have you been recalled to Kalidar?”

After the destruction of El Toris II last year, the Elorg officially named the forested world of Kalidar their new home.  And aside from the planet’s name, Talyere knew very little about it—or his reasons for going there.  Still, he had his theories.  “I suppose it has something to do with my status.  More than a year has passed since Z’danorax was terminated on Ciden II.  Undoubtedly, the Conclave of Overseers is looking to install a new Cerebrate.”

“You?” asked Bator.

Talyere shrugged indolently.  “With her dying breaths, Z’danorax chose me to succeed her.  I am the Chosen One.  As such, the title of Cerebrate is rightfully mine.  However… I do not feel it is my place to hold such an illustrious title.”

Bator frowned.  “Why not?  You are favored by many throughout the Elorg Bloc…”

“The old Elorg Bloc,” Talyere corrected.  “After two hundred thousand years of stagnation, the Elorg who escaped from that subspace pocket were ready for change—however, the Breen have complicated things.  Having spent two hundred thousand years denying their lineage, they are eager to embrace The Tome of Na’zar—to rediscover their roots as Elorg, and shed the Breen façade they have worn for all these centuries.”

“They will not follow you,” Bator quickly surmised.

“No,” said Talyere.  “They will not—and soon, I fear the bloodlust within my people’s veins will reignite.  The old bloc and the new shall become one—and united, they shall usher in the tides of darkness.”  

As the gravity of the situation became apparent, Bator could not help but expel a concerned sigh.  “You are not in any danger, are you?”

“There is always danger,” said Talyere. “But I do not believe the Conclave intends to have me terminated…  I still have many supporters within the Bloc, and to rid of me now would be unwise.”

“Then what do they want?”

Talyere considered his words carefully.  “You are allegedly the spy,” he joked.  “You tell me…”

Again, Bator dismissed the nothing with a simple laugh, but there was suddenly a mysterious air about the Phobian that Talyere had not seen in the past.  And the Elorg couldn’t help but wonder: was he about to lead a Federation spy into the great Dryad Citadel on Kalidar?  

Bator clearly was not going to clarify, and until he had more evidence, Talyere had to assume it was little more than a joke.  He thusly continued under that premise.  “A man by the name of Zalsar has served as High Overseer for some time now.  He has gained much respect from both the Federation and Elorg—and as a relative newcomer to the political landscape, he has not been tainted by the treachery of the old bloc, or the bloodlust of the new.  If there is hope for our people, it lies within him.”

Bator considered Talyere’s words for a long moment, but if he reached some sort of conclusion about them, said nothing to indicate it.  Instead, he focused his eyes upon the computer terminal and began to recite some of the information on the screen.  “We are approaching the Endeavor,” he stated.  “It would appear our three-week journey has reached its end…”

“Ahh,” said Talyere on the heels of Bator’s sentiment, “the end of one journey is no more than the beginning of another—and the warning in my heart tells me that our next journey shall not be so simple…”

The Meridian-class starship Endeavor was easily the most powerful vessel patrolling the Elorg’s new empire.  Beyond that, it was also one of the largest… and compared to the cramped quarters aboard the Aztec, the Endeavor’s cavernous shuttle bay was a pleasant change of pace.

The Aztec was parked in the middle of the bay, flanked by a dozen or so Raptor-class tactical fighters, a few class-twelve shuttles, and the Inca—one of the Aztec’s Warrior-class brethren.  And while it was certainly an impressive assembly of ships, Bator nevertheless found his attention focused upon the two figures standing very near the Aztec’s exit—Admiral Damien Reddrick and Captain Ryan Landsberg.

Though he did not know Reddrick very well, Bator had become fairly well acquainted with Captain Landsberg during his short tenure aboard the Starlight.  Granted, they weren’t best friends, but they were far from bitter nemeses.

Equally pleased with the reunion, Landsberg was quick to abandon his position at Reddrick’s side.  “Mr. Bator,” he greeted upon his approach.  “How the hell are you?”

The Phobian flashed a smile as he shook Landsberg’s hand.  “I am well,” he stated.  “I assume the same can be said for you?”

“Hell yeah,” said Landsberg.  He emphatically patted Bator on the back and ushered him into the shuttle bay.  “Starfleet Command has been good to me,” he continued conspiratorially.  “I’ve got all the hot chicks on this ship!”

And suddenly, Admiral Reddrick cleared his throat.  “Gentlemen?” called the Admiral.  He was a bulky man, dark in complexion, with a hairline that was both silvering and receding.  Furthermore, he seemed to carry an air of authority about him at all times—and as such, his interjection in the conversation brought about an immediate silence.  “The last time I checked, this was not Starfleet Academy.”

“No sir!” said Landsberg sheepishly.  “I was merely making an observation.”

Reddrick nodded.  “In the future, I would suggest you keep those observations to yourself, Captain.” 

“Of course.”

And without any preamble, the Admiral turned his attention to Talyere.  The Elorg stood on the deck just a couple of paces behind Bator, waiting patiently for the banter between the two officers to end—and now that that time had come, he was more than ready to address the Admiral—but Reddrick spoke even before Talyere had a chance to open his mouth.  “Talyere,” he said evenly, “I know you were summoned here by the Conclave of Overseers to sort out the political situation on Kalidar.”

“I was,” Talyere confirmed—and Bator smirked.  Apparently Talyere’s words aboard the Aztec were more than simple speculation.  “I would like to beam down to Kalidar immediately to meet with the Conclave.”

Reddrick promptly nodded his agreement.  “High Overseer Zalsar is eager to speak with you,” he stated.  He paused for a moment, allowing his gaze to wander as if surveying the room for intruders.  Naturally, he found nothing, and returned to the conversation a scant second later.  “Unfortunately, we may have a situation developing…”

A glint of concern flashed in Talyere’s fiery eyes.  “Oh?”

“The Ven’dyr,” said Landsberg quietly.

“The what?  While the sentiment seemed to solidify the concern in Talyere’s eyes, it had absolutely no resonance with Bator.  He frowned and turned to Talyere for an explanation. 

And the Elorg, though disturbed by the very mention of Ven’dyr, was nevertheless eager to explain.  “The Ven’dyr is the last remaining Elorg Destroyer.  It vanished over a year ago, shortly before the Battle of Ciden II.  There have been rumors of a rogue Elorg vessel roaming the stars ever since the—but nothing concrete.”

“Until now,” corrected Reddrick.  “A listening post in the Arathar Cluster spotted the Ven’dyr three days ago.”

Bator was only vaguely familiar with this region of space—but he knew enough to place the Arathar Cluster relatively near the Cardassian border.  “Are there any settlements in the Arathar Cluster?”

“One,” Landsberg confirmed.  “A small mining colony on Arathar VI—and its inhabitants are primarily Elorg.”

“Nevertheless, we’ve increased security throughout the region,” Reddrick added.

Talyere nodded his approval.  “I have only met Overseer Ra’thenn once—he visited the Inkhezi during my incarceration there several years ago… And he seemed quite devious.  He is undoubtedly up to something.”

“We don’t have any evidence of treachery thus far,” said Reddrick, “but given Overseer Ra’thenn’s violent history… and the installation of a new Cerebrate imminent, I am certainly inclined to agree with you, Talyere.  We must proceed with caution…”

A chorus of solemn voices echoed throughout Xi’Yor’s lavish cathedral, quietly chanting their lament amidst a somber string melody.  As the movement progressed, a lonely brass section played counterpoint to the chorus, gradually building to a placid crescendo.  As the music twinkled away, a lone female voice carried the somber melody, singing a dirge for the fallen…

The female’s ethereal voice floated through the air like magic, gradually enticing Overseer Xi’Yor to let down his guard, close his eyes, and finally recall the echoes of the past.  It was not often Xi’Yor could afford such luxuries—even as he composed his aria, he kept up his guard—but given the whirlwind of events he had lived through in recent months, he needed to stop and put everything into perspective.  And now, as the unearthly voices danced through the cool cathedral air, Xi’Yor could do just that…

Or so he thought.

The moment his heavy eyelids fell, the Overseer heard the doors slide open amidst a mechanical symphony.  Footsteps soon followed, and Xi’Yor knew his reflections were through.  Even so, he believed he learned enough from the writing of his aria to satisfy his need for perspective.  With a few quick commands, Xi’Yor muted his aria and turned to face his unwelcome guest.  “What is it, Ra’thenn?”

The Overseer stood but a meter away, the look upon his face relatively neutral.  “That was an exquisite piece,” he commented, taking a few additional steps closer to Xi’Yor and his elaborate synthesizer.

“I call it the Aria of Sorrows,” said Xi’Yor, gently running his fingers over the inert control interface.  The aria’s haunting chorus still lingered in his mind.  “The dirge is in honor of our once-great empire…”

Ra’thenn nodded his agreement.  “I assume you have been made aware of High Overseer Zalsar’s agenda?”  he asked, seating himself on the small balustrade of obsidian stone surrounding Xi’Yor’s workstation.

“I have,” Xi’Yor hissed.  “And it disgusts me.”  The very mention of the dreaded Zalsar made his stomach churn.  “When I left to seek Tracker Melas after the fall of El Toris II, I gave Zalsar explicit instructions to eliminate the Cardassian threat and restore our military using the shipyards in the Hazor Cluster.  At the time, my orders did not seem unreasonable, but apparently, I was mistaken.”

“Apparently so,” Ra’thenn grimly continued.  “We are at peace with both the Federation and Cardassia—and the shipyards in the Hazor Cluster were dismantled before producing a single vessel.”

“Blasphemy…” Xi’Yor could not decide which atrocity angered him more—not that it mattered.  Both offenses were damnable, and Xi’Yor would see that Zalsar received the appropriate punishment.

“And if the communiqués I have gleaned are to be trusted, this blasphemy is but the beginning of Zalsar’s tyranny,” Ra’thenn bemoaned.  “If I am to rally our people against him, it must be done with due haste.”

Though his aria was not yet completed, Xi’Yor nevertheless tapped a few ominous notes into the synthesizer—the beginnings of his next masterpiece.  “I think I shall score a Symphony of Fire…”

Chapter Two

It took only a couple of intervals for Xi’Yor to complete his symphony—at least the tactical aspects of the symphony.  In all reality, Ra’thenn could not have cared less about the promised musical accompaniment unless it somehow figured into the agenda.  And as it was right now, Xi’Yor’s Symphony of Fire was little more than that—a piece of thunderous music.  
Ra’thenn sat quietly along with Xi’Yor, Dori’il and a few select Administrators at the sleek obsidian table in the Ven’dyr’s conference room.  As was customary, the discussion proceeded from ship status reports to news from within the Bloc—most of which was bad—and a plethora of other pedantic subjects.  Though much of what was said harbored little interest, Ra’thenn nevertheless forced himself to pay attention—just in case something noteworthy actually came from the lengthy discussions.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of mundane status reports, Overseer Xi’Yor was called upon to share his thoughts.  The Overseer conferred with is padd one last time before sharing his wisdom.

“The Arathar Cluster was annexed by Cardassia during the closing days of the war—shortly after the Breen revealed themselves as our brethren.  Though the colony on Arathar VI has always been an Elorg settlement, the recent peace between the Elorg Bloc and Cardassia has resulted in the creation of a Cardassian Embassy on Arathar.”

Ra’thenn was well aware of the Cardassian Embassy.  In fact, it had been the topic of discussion at a similar meeting several cycles ago.  “More than one hundred Cardassians have settled on Arathar VI,” Ra’thenn reported.  “They are also planning to establish a presence on Lialus II, Matherital Prime, and even Kalidar itself!”

“These myriad worlds are rightfully ours—and ours alone,” Xi’Yor emphatically continued.  The fire within his eyes slowly began to burn once more.  “High Overseer Zalsar has made it quite clear that he intends to allow the Cardassian infestation to continue on Arathar VI and the other worlds—but I assure you, we will not allow that to happen…”

The Dryad Citadel on Kalidar was perhaps the most incredible structure Talyere Rosat had ever seen.  It was an immense ivory castle, lavishly decorated with arches and towers; the intricately carved walls in the morning sunlight seemed to glow with their own incredible radiance.  Standing guard at the gateway to the citadel were two stone sentinels of incredible height; Talyere suspected they were thirty—perhaps forty meters high.  Each of the sentinels extended one arm outward, as if welcoming visitors to the Citadel, while the other arm wielded an ancient jen’talak—the incredible blade once used in hand-to-hand combat—to the morning sun.

Admittedly, Talyere felt like an ant as he walked past the looming sentinels…  And for the first time in ages, he was proud of his people and what they could accomplish.  For a moment, he even felt a glimmer of hope in his heart.  Perhaps the founding of Kalidar would indeed be a new and prosperous era for the Elorg.

They would know soon enough.

As Talyere climbed the ivory stairway leading to the entrance, he could already glimpse High Overseer Zalsar standing at the Citadel’s elaborate arched doorway.  It had been some time since Talyere had met with Zalsar—in fact, when last they spoke, Zalsar had been a mere Administrator on El Toris II.  However, his noble actions in recent months won him the respect he deserved, and ultimately, the position of High Overseer.

Zalsar flashed a candid smile as Talyere approached.  “Overseer!” he called happily.  “It is good to see you.”

For a moment, Talyere thought he had misheard—Overseer!?  He had not been addressed as such in ages!  But after a moment’s thought, the statement could not be denied.  Still, his surprise must have shown, for Zalsar descended the ivory steps harboring concern in his face.

“Is there something wrong, Overseer?”

Talyere shook his head.  “No,” he stated.  “It has just been a long while since anyone addressed me as Overseer—Xi’Yor stripped me of the title during my incarceration.  As far as the Conclave is concerned, I am little more than a civilian.”

“I think not,” said Zalsar evenly.  He gestured for the doors, and slowly began to ascend the ivory stairs alongside Talyere.  “You are honored by many within the Bloc.  Your writings have proven a worthy supplement to The Tome of Na’zar… in fact, we are waiting for the next installment.”

Talyere chuckled.  He had not opened his sacred tome for many months.  Perhaps it was fatigue?  Perhaps he had worked through his writing phase?  Whatever the case, the next installment was not on the horizon.  Still, he could not say as much before the Conclave’s leader.  “I am certain something can be arranged,” he cryptically replied as they reached the landing atop the flight of stairs.

Zalsar took a moment to catch his breath and compose his thoughts before entering the citadel.  “So, what do you think of Kalidar?”

Talyere peered out beyond the towering sentinels and into the great sprawling forests of Kalidar.  “It is truly a magnificent sight to behold,” he admitted.  “To erect such incredible structures in such a short time is a testament to our people’s drive and ambition.  I must admit, I harbored serious reservations about coming here—about our people here… But apparently, those reservations were unfounded.  We may very well be a civilization headed in the right direction.”

Zalsar’s smile widened.  “Working with the Breen has been difficult.  While they have little desire to re-conquer the empire of old, they still desire conquest.  Absorbing them into the war-weary Conclave has been trying… But, I feel we are making definite progress.”

Suddenly a huge flying creature eclipsed the morning sun.  For a moment, Talyere suspected they were under attack, but upon closer analysis, he realized it was little more than one of Kalidar’s native creatures.

“A yathis,” said Zalsar.  “One of the many creatures that inhabit this world.  You should see the draxithyre—an impressive six-legged creature that stands three meters tall.  It lives in the forests not far from here.”

Admittedly, Talyere was not one for creatures.  The vile incubus​—an Elorg creation—sent chills down his spine even today.  “If you don’t mind, I believe I shall remain within the more civilized parts of Kalidar.”

“As you wish,” said Zalsar with a smile.  His crimson eyes followed the graceful yathis to the misty horizon before finally turning back to Talyere.  “Shall we?” he asked, motioning to the doors.

“By all means.”  Talyere stood for a moment, patiently waiting for the doors to slide apart.  It was not until Zalsar reached for one of the massive handles did he realize the doors were not mechanical.

Zalsar easily pushed the heavy doors open, revealing the Dryad Citadel’s equally enchanting interior.  Immediately before them was the Great Hall—a cavernous arena where the Conclave of Overseers gathered for the first time in thousands of years.

The myriad Overseers elected to the Conclave sat congregated in the numerous tiers surrounding the main floor.  From Talyere’s perspective, he could see each Overseer was provided with a chair and a small computer workstation to do his or her work.

The main floor was equally simple.  It consisted of a few carvings of Elorg insignia on the floor, and a simple violet carpet that climbed the short flight of stairs before the Cerebrate’s lavish throne.  Elorg Protectors were strategically positioned throughout the facility, but were barely noticeable amidst the simple grandeur of the place.

Zalsar briskly crossed the chamber and approached the throne without hesitation—but Talyere, still feeling like an outsider, followed only halfway.  He found himself standing upon one of the intricate carvings in the floor—but it held his attention for only a moment.

“More than a year has passed since the divine Cerebrate Z’danorax was terminated on Ciden II,” Zalsar said to the assembled Overseers.  “While we are still a people in mourning, it is imperative that we forge ahead into the future with a new Cerebrate.  As such, I have summoned you, the Conclave of Overseers, to begin this new era!”

There was some minimal chatter from the Conclave, and most of it seemed positive enough—though Talyere knew some of the older, more traditional Overseers would have liked a longer period of mourning.

Zalsar lingered by the lavish obsidian throne for a moment, as if admiring its curves.  He knew that one day soon, the throne would be his—but not yet.  “Talyere Rosat, Son of Durotan,” he called across the chamber.  “You are the Cerebrate’s chosen successor.  Your writings are both respected and revered throughout the Elorg Bloc, and your ability to lead our people is unquestioned.  Do you accept your fate as leader of our people?”

Since learning of his fate from Z’danorax, Talyere had given much thought to his newfound status.  Initially, he refused to lead his people, fearing they would reject the rule of a traitor—but obviously that is no longer a problem.  Those who had previously opposed Talyere were either terminated or had a change of heart (he tended to suspect the former happened more frequently than the latter, but… change was change, no matter what form it took).

But despite this newfound shift in allegiances, Talyere still knew that he could not lead the Elorg.  “I am a relic from the past,” he said to Zalsar.  “Our people have been led by ancient relics for hundreds of thousands of years.  It is time for change, Zalsar—and that change is you.”

“Me?”

“You,” Talyere confirmed.  He took a few steps closer to the violet carpet upon the stairs.  “You have led our people as High Overseer for many cycles—your reign has already been established.  You have brought peace with the Federation and Cardassia in these uncertain times—and you have founded our home here on Kalidar.

“We stand at the cusp of a new era, Zalsar.  An era of peace—and you are destined to lead our people.  Not I.”

Zalsar glanced back at the obsidian throne behind him.  He knew it would be his one day… but he had not been expecting that day would be today.  “Overseer… I know not what to say!”

There was a faint commotion from the Conclave.  It was barely enough to warrant the attention of the Protectors, but curiosity demanded Talyere’s investigation.  It did not take him long to spot Fel’duin—now an Overseer—rising from her seat.  “You could say that you accept the position, Zalsar.”

He glanced up at Fel’duin and smiled.  “I will do that,” he said.  “Thank you, Fel’duin.”

And suddenly, for the first time in many millennia, the future of the Elorg Bloc was looking bright…

* * *

Pacing in his small anteroom beside the Great Hall, Zalsar was still both shocked and awed by recent developments.  “I knew we would have a new Cerebrate by the day’s end,” he said to Talyere, who sat in a simple chair near the windows overlooking the Kalis Wood.  “However, I was expecting you to accept the position, Talyere, not I.”

Talyere’s attention was divided between the woods and the conversation, but he nevertheless managed to maintain a reasonable dialogue.  “You have made much progress in the past couple of years.  If memory serves, just three years ago you were a simple Administrator aboard the warship Halana.”

“Second Administrator,” Zalsar corrected.  The position was so lowly that it was barely worthy of mention.  “And three years ago, had you told me I would soon be Cerebrate, I would have thought you daft!”

Talyere smiled.  “Yet now you lead…”

“For now,” said Zalsar.  He had served as interim leader for the better part of a year, and was certainly honored to have full leadership responsibilities.  But in the back of his mind, Zalsar would always know that he was not the Chosen One—not the true leader of the Elorg Bloc.  “You are the Chosen One, Talyere,” he reminded.  “Z’danorax selected you to lead, and sooner or later, you will be required to accept your responsibilities.”

And suddenly, Talyere’s interest in the Kalis Wood evaporated.  He chuckled at Zalsar’s prophetic statement and said, “The clock has already dawned—your reign upon us, Zalsar.”

The new Cerebrate’s pacing suddenly came to an end, and Zalsar stood facing a large wooden bookshelf loaded with ancient tomes and treasures—and one treasure in particular had suddenly caught Zalsar’s eye.  Slowly, he reached for the hefty hourglass propping up a well-read copy of The Tome of Na’zar.  As the tome fell upon its side, dust billowed from within, but Zalsar cared not—his attention was fixed upon on the hourglass.  He carefully flipped the hefty clock and watched intently as the black sands—allegedly from the Elorg Homeworld itself—began to spill into the bottom.

“I have watched the sands fall through the glass on many occasions,” said Zalsar, holding the hourglass to the light.  “It takes exactly two cycles for every grain of sand to reach the bottom.”

“Fascinating,” said Talyere flatly.  His interest in the conversation was obviously starting to wane, and the Kalis Wood slowly crept back into his thoughts.

But Zalsar continued as if Talyere’s interest were infinite.  “Have you ever watched an hourglass, Talyere?”

He shook his head.  “No.  Not under close study, at least.”

“You should,” said Zalsar.  “You can learn much from the sands of time.  You see, the hours will pass no matter what—in two cycles, every last grain of sand will have fallen to the bottom.  The next time I turn the hourglass, the process begins anew—two cycles will pass, and the sands will have completed their journey…

“For you and I, the process is the finite—each turn of the hourglass yields two cycles of time… But for the sands, no two turns of the hourglass are the same.  Each time the sands filter to the bottom, they do so in a different order.”

“Yet the outcome is still the same,” Talyere surmised.

“It is,” Zalsar confirmed.  “And this has serious ramifications for the likes of you.”

Curious for an explanation, Talyere’s eyes immediately locked with Zalsar’s.  “Enlighten me,” he beckoned.

Zalsar carefully placed the hourglass upon his nearby desk.  “In her dying breaths, the Cerebrate Z’danorax dealt you a grain of sand, Talyere.  It is passing through the hourglass even as we speak—your time is coming…”

Chapter Three

The Cardassian Embassy was a vile eyesore in Arathar VI’s otherwise respectable skyline.  The wretched abomination—little more than a tower of twisted metal—poked above the treetops with its crowning triad of brownish arches protruding high into the grayish sky.  Overseer Ra’thenn could barely stomach the view—and unless he did something soon, the monstrosity would only grow. 

Housing units were needed for Cardassian diplomats.  A few Cardassian shops would be built to add culture to the region.  Before long, Cardassian families would move in, and the already tainted Arathar VI would become the scourge of the Elorg Bloc.  Ra’thenn knew none of this would happen overnight—in fact, a few slovenly Cardassians posed little threat.  But if they believe they can establish a presence on one Elorg world… why stop there? 

Ra’thenn was about to demonstrate.

Taking up the guise of a mindless civilian, Ra’thenn approached the construction sight wearing a curious façade.  He held his imager to the sky and snapped a few shots of the tower under construction—and of course, the Ven’dyr looming in the distant murk.  By now, Ra’thenn’s presence had been made known to the Cardassian builders, and one of them set down his tools to speak with the Elorg.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” asked the Cardassian.

“Indeed,” said Ra’thenn flatly.

The Cardassian took a step back to observe the abomination for himself.  “It was designed by Legate Nesall himself—a legendary Cardassian architect responsible for most of the building designs in New Lakarian City… a wonderful tribute to those killed in the closing days of the Dominion War.  Have you ever—”

A streak of violet light suddenly cut into the worker’s abdomen.  Gushing blood, he promptly collapsed, dead before his body hit the dusty ground.

Ra’thenn smiled as little puffs of dust mushroomed around the corpse.  “If anyone asks, it was self defense,” he muttered to the Cardassian.  “You nearly bored me to death…”

With his tourist guise undoubtedly on the brink of failure, Ra’thenn threw down his imager and stepped into the construction site.  Almost immediately, a few of the other Cardassian workers approached his position, though now that Ra’thenn had encroached upon their terrain, they weren’t nearly as accommodating.

“You should not be here,” said one of the Cardassians.  “This is a restricted area.”

Ra’thenn flashed a dismissive hand.  “I won’t be here long,” he stated.

“That is correct,” said the Cardassian.  “If you do not leave immediately, I will have security escort you off the premises.”

Ra’thenn flashed his disruptor.  “You shall do no such thing,” he forcefully stated.

By now, the commotion had started to garner attention from the Elorg population.  A few had gathered near the threshold of the construction site—a few others near the fallen Cardassian’s body.  They knew something was amiss, but until they knew exactly what was going on, Ra’thenn knew they would keep their distance.

“Your welcome here is over,” Ra’thenn told the two construction workers.  “From this day forward, Arathar VI will have nothing to do with your backward little empire.”

The guard was unmoved by the sentiment.  “I would watch…”

But his voice trailed off as an incredible, thunderous cacophony fell upon the construction site.  The guards immediately cupped their hands to ears to shield themselves from the dissonance—but ultimately, Ra’thenn knew that would do little to protect them from the fiery death that awaited them.

  In the cloud-shrouded skies above, the faint outline of the Ven’dyr descended from the mist, its faint shadow enveloping the entire embassy.  As the mighty destroyer charged its weapons, Ra’thenn turned to the gathered crowd.  Knowing his words would go unheard amidst the chaos, he simply smiled to the crowd—and then vanished amidst a swirl of violet light.

Moments later, the sky rained fire.  Countless torpedoes pounded the construction site, leaving in their wake a gaping hole in the city’s skyline.  The Cardassian Embassy was little more than a smoldering hole in the ground.

Overseer Xi’Yor was pleased.  As he surveyed the destruction from the Ven’dyr’s bridge, it became clear that the Cardassian Embassy was obliterated—not even a scrap of brownish metal remained for the Cardassians to examine.  Everything was completely vaporized in the assault.  Everything but Ra’thenn’s legacy…

Already, Xi’Yor could see loyal Elorg citizens gathering at the site.  Many of them were confused by the chaos, but those who had witnessed the wretched embassy’s fall appeared jovial.  With grandiose gestures, they related Ra’thenn’s tale to the others, and the confusion waned.  

The Cardassians were gone.

The Elorg were riled.

And Xi’Yor… Xi’Yor was pleased.  Though it pained him to do so, the Overseer pulled his eyes away from the smoldering remains of the Cardassian Embassy, and turned to face Ra’thenn.  “You performed adequately,” he commended—and for Xi’Yor, that was high praise.  “Word of this incident will soon spread…”

“And Zalsar’s forces will be coming,” Ra’thenn continued.  He seemed genuinely concerned about the new Cerebrate.

For his part, Xi’Yor harbored no such ills.  “Zalsar is but a minor impediment,” stated Xi’Yor.  “He has no ship strong enough to oppose the Ven’dyr.  Yes, he may solicit help from the Federation or Cardassia—but not before we vacate the Arathar Cluster.”

“We may escape this time…  But we have lost the luxury of surprise.”  Ra’thenn shifted uncomfortably as the barrage of unpleasant realizations struck him.  “Zalsar will hunt us down until he finds us—and we cannot elude him forever.”

Still, Xi’Yor was unconcerned.  He had planned for this contingency long ago, and knew exactly what needed to be done to ensure the Ven’dyr’s continued freedom.  “We shall make things easy for the Cerebrate,” Xi’Yor sneered.  “We shall hunt him down—and terminate him.”

For the first time in recent memory, Talyere Rosat sat at his desk with a pen in hand, slowly fleshing out the details of his tome.  It was not Zalsar that inspired him to write… nor was it the infinite beauty of Kalidar… or the apparent renaissance the Elorg seemed to be enjoying.  Indeed, the true reason behind his tome’s sudden resurrection was the very one that inspired him to write in the first place: evil was at hand.

“I became aware of the attack just hours ago,” said Talyere.  He did not look up from the page, but he was well aware of Bator’s presence in his chamber.

 The Phobian stood but a meter from Talyere’s pale ivory desk, silently observing his companion.  He had stood for three… perhaps four minutes, but since he was clearly unwilling to break Talyere’s concentration, it was likely he would have stood for many more.  For his part, Talyere did not care to find out; Bator was a friend, and deserved attention.  Undoubtedly, some of that attention would be devoted to the Ven’dyr.
“I just found out myself,” Bator stated.

Talyere’s lips parted, but he paused before uttering a single word—Bator’s statement seemed curious…  after all, that was a rather short amount of time for a simple Lieutenant to hear of this attack—but then again, the attack was considerable; it had probably been made known to the general public.  Again, Talyere dismissed the warning flags in his mind.  “I assume word spread quickly,” he continued.

Bator simply nodded.

Talyere completed scribing his sentence, and then set aside his pen.  “Overseer Hasar has called for three days of celebration,” he said, quoting some of data he gleaned from the initial report.  “The denizens of Arathar VI are rejoicing… and already there have been numerous skirmishes with Federation and Cardassian peacekeepers throughout the Bloc.”

“The bloodlust has returned,” surmised Bator.  He carefully seated himself on the edge of Talyere’s desk.  “It would seem your people have taken a step in the wrong direction.”

“Indeed,” Talyere agreed.  “Even worse, it took but one simple attack to encourage the bloodlust.”  He toyed with his pen for a brief moment and then cast it aside once more.  “Perhaps I was wrong about that renaissance.”

“Mistakes happen,” said Bator evenly.  It was an obvious effort to downplay the situation, but Talyere knew better than to fall for it.

“Mistakes are a fact of life,” he affirmed.  “But it is the response to the error that counts—and my people have faltered.  One should not celebrate the carnage on Arathar…  one should be appalled by it.”  He sighed.  “I told you our journey would not be a simple one.”

“So you did,” said Bator.  Then he hesitated for a moment, as if taking time to choose the right words.  “What was the Conclave’s response?”

Talyere also made an effort to choose the proper words.  If Bator was a member of Federation Intelligence, he didn’t want to leak anything.  Thankfully, the question posed was nothing too traumatic.  “The Conclave has officially condemned the attacks,” said Talyere.  “Unfortunately, I don’t know if that was the Conclave of Overseers speaking as one… or Zalsar speaking unilaterally.  After all, Overseer Hasar is a member of the Conclave; I highly doubt he would condemn the assault en route to the celebratory gala.”

“So there may be dissonance within the Conclave?” asked Bator.

“Perhaps,” said Talyere.  Normally he would have confided in Bator, but with the uncertainty mounting, again he hesitated to do so.  “…Before we proceed, Bator… I must ask you something.”

The Phobian nodded.  “Anything.”

And Talyere said nothing.  Now that the subject was finally broached, he suddenly felt silly about confronting Bator.  For a moment, he almost considered changing the subject—but in the back of his mind, Talyere knew he would not be at ease until an explanation was presented. He forged ahead. “Shortly before we reached the Endeavor, you practically admitted to being a spy…  That was one of your sly jokes, was it not?”

And at long last, Bator laughed about the spy business.  “Of course it was!” he exclaimed.  “Did you really think me a spy?”

Talyere shook his head.  “I was on the fence.  In my heart, I could not accept you as a spy—but my more suspicious mind demanded I approach you with caution.  I am relieved to have my paranoia disproved.  In fact, my sleep may be more restful tonight knowing you are the decent man I thought you to be.”

Though Bator’s exuberance began to wane, he nevertheless flashed one last smile in the Elorg’s direction.  “And tomorrow is the big day,” he reminded, speaking of Zalsar’s official elevation to Cerebrate.  “You will need all the rest you can get…”

Chapter Four

Somehow, Dryad’s Citadel managed to lose a lot of its magic overnight.  As he set foot upon the Elorg Bloc’s crowning achievement for the second time, Talyere felt nothing more than the stone beneath his feet.  There was sense of awe and wonder—nothing magical about the experience at all.

Now, it was possible that he was truly jaded with euphoria during his inaugural visit—in fact, Talyere was certain of it…  But he also suspected that the treachery running throughout the facility—and the entire Elorg Bloc—had something to do with its ethereal degradation.

Talyere stood congregated in the Great Hall with many of the Overseers.  Much as expected, Zalsar was nowhere to be seen; he was likely making preparations in the anteroom nearby, and would emerge when he felt himself presentable.  In the interim, Talyere was left to mingle with the Conclave and its myriad members.  Though it was unlikely the treachery they breathed was contagious to the touch, Talyere nevertheless kept his distance, and instead stood alongside his companions from the Endeavor—Bator, Landsberg, and Reddrick.

Still, the conversation was thin.  They would occasionally speak of the citadel’s architecture… how it compared to other facilities, such as Inferno’s Citadel on Gildebron III.  It was little more than discursive banter, exchanged for the sole reason of passing time.  Most of the time it failed; Talyere could only imagine the grains of sand slowly creeping to the bottom of Zalsar’s hourglass…

The chatter amidst the Overseers, however, was anything but drab.  Many of them spoke of former conquests, shared memories of the Cerebrate Z’danorax, and things of the sort.  While their anecdotes were undoubtedly quite interesting, Talyere tended to ignore them completely—it was the infrequent mentions of Overseer Ra’thenn and the legendary Ven’dyr that caught his attention… And with each minute that passed, the mentions became more numerous.

“There was another attack last night,” explained Admiral Reddrick after a particularly loud exchange between Overseers Hasar and Lenori.  “Apparently a Cardassian ship on Matherital Prime was destroyed by the Ven’dyr.”

“And the Cardassians are pissed off,” Landsberg quietly added.  “They want to see this Ra’thenn guy dead.”

“Unfortunately, my people want to see Ra’thenn as a hero,” Talyere somberly replied.  “He is one of the few undefeated Overseers, and his return has inspired them to violence.  If the attacks are allowed to continue, the Elorg will undoubtedly come to believe they can repeat his success…”

They would fail, of course.  Without the aid of a powerful starship, even Ra’thenn’s cause would lose steam—and thankfully, powerful starships were not overly abundant within the confines of the Elorg Bloc.  However, the situation was still a cause for concern.

“This has ‘coup’ written all over it,” Reddrick quietly grimaced to his comrades.

The thought had crossed Talyere’s mind.  It would not be the first time in Elorg history a government had been overthrown by an outsider. 

“I can make arrangements for additional security,” said Bator.  “Nobody will be allowed near the Cerebrate without—”

“The gesture is kind,” said Zalsar as he emerged from his nearby anteroom.  “Kind, but unnecessary.  Overseer Ra’thenn will not oppose my rule.”

“How can you be sure of that?” Landsberg promptly inquired, taking the words right out of Talyere’s mouth.

Zalsar was dressed far more elaborately than usual.  For the first time, he adorned the Cerebrate’s cloak—a silky obsidian cape fastened in front by an elaborate silver broach.  He also seemed to carry a newfound air of authority that Talyere had not noticed in their previous meetings—and given his certainty over Ra’thenn’s allegiance, Zalsar’s newfound stature apparently went straight to his head.

“Divine is merely an adjective,” Talyere reminded.  “Cerebrate or not, you are still a mortal, Zalsar.  You can be terminated, and Ra’thenn will not hesitate to do so, I can assure you…”

But Zalsar only smiled.  “You do not know Ra’thenn as I do,” he confidently replied after a moment.  “We have a past, he and I—and understanding of sorts.  Ra’thenn might reign chaos upon the outskirts of our territory, but I assure you, no harm will come to me.”

“Very well…” Talyere remained skeptical, but he was not about to contradict the Cerebrate in front of the Conclave of Overseers.  “Shall we proceed?”

Zalsar tugged at his cloak.  “By all means,” he said, approaching the Circle of Power in the Great Hall’s center.

Scientifically speaking, the Circle of Power was little more than glowing white lights on the floor.  They had no magical properties whatsoever—but eons ago, before the Elorg had come to embrace science, the legendary Circles were thought to bestow divinity upon the Cerebrate.  But in spite of the scientific advances, the tradition of the Circle remained.

In tandem with Zalsar, Talyere stepped into the ashen circle.  As the Chosen One, it was his responsibility to pass the torch to his successor—and it was not a duty he took lightly.

The two stood still for a long moment, waiting for the commotion outside the Circle of Power to die down.  It took only a moment, and once the golden sound of silence befell Talyere’s ears, the ceremony began.  Carefully, he placed his hands upon Zalsar’s shoulders and recited the proper incantations from The Tome of Na’zar.

“Ashal theridas.  Akori sel’nah makal tur ni mah, Zalsar. En taro aken aldetanori ju ni salas tu cini en silnori va amos.  Z’danorax kanori gau ju, ner mah akori sel’nah makal…”

* * *

Though he had absolutely no idea what Talyere Rosat was saying, the mysterious Elorg tongue nevertheless enchanted Ryan Landsberg.  There was just something about it that caught his attention.  He was almost inclined to believe it was hypnotic—and that he would fall asleep if he continued to follow Talyere with such vigilance…

But before his mind had a chance to drift into dreamland, Landsberg heard the quiet chirp of his communicator.  Not wanting to disturb the ceremony too much, he discreetly made his way to the fringe of the Great Hall and tapped the Starfleet insignia upon his chest.  “Landsberg here.  This had better be important.”

“It is,” came the voice of his first officer, Holly Gabriel.  “Sensors just picked up the Ven’dyr approaching Kalidar.”

“Shit,” cursed Landsberg—perhaps a bit too loud, for it seemed to draw the attention of several Elorg Overseers.  “I’m on my way…”

Five minutes later, Landsberg strode onto the Endeavor’s bridge alongside Admiral Reddrick.  Almost immediately, he could tell something was very amiss, because Commander Gabriel harbored a very concerned look upon her face.  “What is it?” asked Landsberg.

Gabriel motioned toward the image of the Ven’dyr looming on the viewscreen.  “They have assumed a standard orbit.  Their weapons are presently inactive, their shields are down, and they appear to have taken their engines offline.”

Landsberg had to admit, that was a curious course of action.  “It’s got to be a trick,” he said almost immediately.  It was his gut reaction, and in this instance, he was fairly certain his gut was an accurate measure of the situation.  “I doubt they would come all the way to Kalidar just to visit… No, they are up to something.”

Reddrick nodded his grim agreement.  “It is possible they have developed some sort of new weapon,” he suggested.  “We should proceed with cau—”

The tactical station suddenly cried out for attention—they were being hailed.  Landsberg quickly turned on his heel and marched over to the source of the bleeping.  “Report.”

“The Ven’dyr is hailing us,” said Lieutenant Dalarn.  He was fairly well built Bajoran who recently transferred from the Sutherland.

“On screen.”

Moments later, the ominous view of the Ven’dyr flitted away, replaced by an equally ominous Elorg Overseer—undoubtedly Ra’thenn.  His skin was different from most Elorg; it had the faintest blue tinge—so faint in fact that it was barely noticeable.  His malevolent eyes burned a deep shade of crimson, and seemed to peer into Landsberg’s skull with the intent to kill.  “I am Ra’thenn,” he proclaimed.

“Ryan Landsberg, of the Federation starship Endeavor.”  He took a few steps closer to the metallic rail behind his command chair, desperately hoping he didn’t look as frightened as he felt.  “What can I do for you, Overseer?”

Ra’thenn’s eyes narrowed as he sized up Landsberg—and apparently he could see right through the Captain’s courageous façade.  “Fear not, Ryan Landsberg…  I am not here to cause you any trouble.  As your sensors have undoubtedly indicated, our shields and weapons are offline.  Our engines are down.  We mean you no harm.”

Landsberg had heard that before.  He hadn’t believed it in the past, and he certainly didn’t believe it now.  “Then why are your here, Overseer?”

Ra’thenn paused for a long moment, searching his mind for the right words.  “I am here,” he said slowly, “to surrender…”

Chapter Five

“Surrender?”  Landsberg didn’t bother to hide the skepticism that was undoubtedly in his voice.  Never had he seen an Elorg surrender.  They would either fight to the death or vanish under utterly mysterious conditions.

“Yes,” confirmed Ra’thenn.  His voice was totally placid, but the malevolence burning in his crimson eyes seemed to betray his words.  “I am willing to cease hostilities and turn myself over to Elorg authorities.”

Landsberg bit his lip.  He didn’t buy any of it, not for a minute.  “Why would you, of all people, want to surrender?”

“I have my reasons,” Ra’thenn cryptically replied.  And Landsberg was left with the distinct impression the Overseer wasn’t going to give up much more than that.

“In recent days, you have been directly responsible for the destruction of a Cardassian ship and the Cardassian Embassy on Arathar VI,” Reddrick tersely reminded.  “Furthermore, you have inspired your fellow Elorg to chaos.  Even if your words are sincere, Overseer, and you do wish to surrender, there is no way you will be allowed to surrender to the Elorg.”

He shrugged indolently.  “Then I retract my offer.”

The tactical station was aglow yet again, this time providing a virtual symphony of sensor alerts.  “The Ven’dyr has restored power to its weapons,” cried Dalarn.  “They have established a weapons lock on the Endeavor!”

Though one of the mightiest vessels in the Federation, Landsberg was well aware that the Endeavor still paled in comparison to the Ven’dyr.  He nonchalantly turned to Reddrick. “If this comes to blows, Admiral, we won’t stand a chance.  The Ven’dyr could cream us in a matter of minutes.”

“And the nearest reinforcements are presently twenty minutes away,” added Holly Gabriel.  “We could probably defend the ship for twenty minutes—though it’s unlikely there would be of a ship left when the reinforcements arrived.”

Ra’thenn cleared his throat.  “You have ten seconds to make a decision,” he warned.  “Nine… Eight…  Seven…”

Reddrick’s concerned gaze flitted from Landsberg to Dalarn to Gabriel and back.   “Then perhaps we should reconsidered the Overseer’s offer…”

Ra’thenn’s countdown ended at four, and a perverse smile subsequently crossed the Overseer’s face.  “A wise decision on your behalf, Admiral.”

Reddrick, however, wasn’t so sure.  “That remains to be seen,” he grumbled.

* * *

The bells high atop the ivory towers chimed as the denizens of Kalidar gathered round Dryad’s Citadel to welcome home their long-forgotten hero.  The jubilant crowed showered Ra’thenn and his entourage in a spectrum of colorful flower petals; the fragrant shards floated in the light evening breeze before collecting on the lavish stone road to the citadel. 

In the distance, far beyond the magnificent citadel and the Kalis Wood, the golden rays of the setting sun slipped below the mountainous horizon—and with fall of night at hand, Ra’thenn made haste to reach his destination.  He stormed past the towering sentinels and climbed the ivory staircase—taking the steps two at a time.  As he approached the landing atop the stairs, the Overseer could hear his beating heart pounding within his head… He could feel the adrenaline pumping through his veins… He could sense the fire burning within his crimson eyes… 

Wearing a demonic smile upon his ashen face, Ra’thenn forcefully shoved his palms into the heavy doors atop the staircase.  They burst apart with ease and slammed into walls of the Great Hall with a clamor.  Driven forward by his bloodlust, Ra’thenn crossed the threshold into the Citadel and approached the Cerebrate’s throne in the distance.

Already, Cerebrate Zalsar was on his feet, welcoming Ra’thenn and his entourage to the Citadel.  “My son,” he warmly called across the hall.  “You have caused quite a stir.”

  “I know, Father.”  Bringing his journey to an end near the center of the hall, Ra’thenn knelt before his creator.  “But I only want what is best for our people.”

Zalsar chuckled, and slowly descended the short flight of stairs leading to his throne.  “I understand, my son.  I understand completely.  But attacking the Cardassians has proven more of a hindrance than anything else.  You have managed to jeopardize the fragile peace that existed between our two peoples—but given time… I am certain the damage can be undone.”

“Yes, Father.”  Ra’thenn nodded.  “It has recently come to my attention that my tactics were indeed folly.  I regret my decisions… and have resolved to take up a different strategy to restore our people to greatness.”

“I knew you would,” said Zalsar warmly, extending his arms to embrace his wayward son…

Upon seeing his father’s approach, Ra’thenn flashed a faint smile.  The old man was clueless…  

Ra’thenn rose to his feet.  In the same instant, his entourage dropped their obsidian cloaks and unsheathed their impressive disruptors—but this no simple display.  In the blink of an eye, every last Elorg Protector guarding the divine Cerebrate lay upon the cold, hard floor in a pool of their own dark blood. 

Ra’thenn’s demonic smile widened—and Zalsar stumbled back a few fearful paces as his son unsheathed his own mighty weapon.  “What… what are you doing, my son?”

“Succeeding you… father,” he hissed in a dark, malevolent voice that echoed ominously throughout the Great Hall.

With his disruptor in hand, Ra’thenn approached his trembling father and fired.  A beam of ragged violet light streaked away from the weapon, explosively blowing through Zalsar’s torso before striking the distant wall behind him.  The gaping hole in the Cerebrate’s torso spewed buckets of thick black blood, and wriggling organs slowly oozed onto his smoldering abdomen…

Behind him, Ra’thenn could hear Overseer Xi’Yor’s malevolent laughter fill the air—and once his father started to collapse, Ra’thenn could not deny the demonic smile that crept across his ashen face.

Zalsar’s dead body hit the floor with a definitely sense of finality, and the elaborate silver broach adhered to the front of his tunic skittered across the ivory floor, trailing obsidian blood as it crashed into Overseer Xi’Yor’s booted foot.

 Xi’Yor peered down at the broach for a long moment before lifting it from the soiled floor.  He glared at the trinket for only a moment before clutching it in the palm of his hand.  “This empire shall fall,” he loudly proclaimed, “and from the ashes will rise a new regime that will shake the very foundations of the universe!”

And the bells high atop the ivory towers tolled…

Tucked away in his chambers on the far side of town, Talyere Rosat could hear the bells echoing in the night.  Curious, he set down his pen and peered out the grandiose arched window to his aft, hoping he might see something from afar.

Though his chambers were situation upon a grassy hilltop, Talyere’s view was nevertheless limited by the thicket within the Kalis Wood.  He could see a bit of a commotion near the great ivory citadel… a crowd had definitely gathered near the magnificent structure—and he highly doubted they came to admire its elegant architecture.

The bells tolled.

Indeed, Talyere suspected something far more sinister than a simple congregation.  With the recent attacks against Cardassian interests, and the bloodlust brewing within his people’s veins, it was quite possible the Elorg Bloc’s renaissance had come to its end.

The bells tolled, and in the distance, Talyere could hear the excited cries of the festive crowd.  Instinct told him they were not celebrating Zalsar’s rise to power; in fact, Talyere could practically sense the malevolent tides in the cool evening’s breeze.

Indeed, the descent into chaos was completed.  That was the only possibility that remained—and whatever faith Talyere had instilled in his people was finally gone.

The bells tolled.

As did the door.

It slid open to reveal Bator’s stark figure standing at the threshold.  He said nothing, but the grim look upon his face spoke volumes.  Instinctively, Talyere knew it was time to leave.  He started to reach for his pen and paper—but for one reason or another he chose to leave them behind.  Perhaps there was no salvation for the Elorg Bloc?  Talyere knew not.

The bells tolled.

Talyere exchanged a brief, but solemn gaze with Bator and together, the two departed…

And the bells high atop the ivory towers tolled.
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