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Prologue

“Your father’s blasphemy ran deep.”  Xi’Yor stood patiently beside Cerebrate Ra’thenn, his vivid orange eyes peering through the large windows of the spaceport in the Hazor Cluster.  Looming just outside, in the spidery clamps of the massive docking facility, was the Inkhezi, the first Elorg destroyer of the new regime.  Three months ago, however, this immaculate behemoth was little more than a pile of scrap metal.

Ra’thenn chuckled faintly.  “My father was a fool,” he mused, the disdain in his voice apparent.  “We are fortunate he was unable to completely dismantle the facilities here.”

“Zalsar rarely saw things to completion,” said Xi’Yor, his voice matching Ra’thenn’s disgusted tone.  Before his trip to the Zukara Segment late last year, Xi’Yor had given Ra’thenn’s father a rather specific list of things to do: eliminate the Cardassian threat and restore the Elorg military.  But now the Cardassians have invaded Sathratar VII, and the Elorg have no military to speak of.  “It is fortunate we terminated your father when we did…”

“Indeed,” said Ra’thenn agreeably.  Just then, the numerous rows of lights along the Inkhezi’s dark hull flickered into existence.  “We expect to have fifteen additional destroyers by the end of next month.”

A devious grin crossed Xi’Yor’s pallid face.  “Excellent,” he whispered, clenching his excited fists.  “You have given us much, Cerebrate—and I assure you, when the holy month of Zraa’tul is upon us, I shall honor your generosity appropriately.”

Ra’thenn paused for a moment.  Apparently he had forgotten that, as the divine leader of the Bloc, all Elorg would honor him with gifts during the holy month.  “I suppose I should rescind my tithe,” he mused.  “There is no need for me to honor myself.  Such vanity would be unbecoming of the Cerebrate, would it not?”

“Perhaps…” As he recounted his numerous interactions with the Cerebrate Z’danorax, Xi’Yor did not recall seeing her partake in very many indulgences—but then again, her wardrobe, which consisted primarily of tight, leathery uniforms, was certainly indulgence enough—but his thoughts lingered only the Cerebrate for only a moment longer.  She was not worthy of his mental musings.

Instead, Xi’Yor turned his gaze back to the dark, graceful curves of the Inkhezi.  It was a magnificent sight—one he could gaze upon for many cycles—but with fifteen new vessels to be commissioned in the near future, he knew there was much work to be done.  He turned back to Ra’thenn.  “Begin searching through the Conclave.  Locate the most competent Overseers and assign them to these new vessels.”

Ra’thenn’s eyes widened.  “You forget your place, Xi’Yor.  I am the Cerebrate… such menial tasks are generally relegated to the High Overseer.”

Xi’Yor’s ashen lips immediately parted, but the words he intended to speak died in his throat at the sound of footsteps echoing throughout the corridor.  Within moments, a gray-skinned Underling appeared at Ra’thenn’s side.  He was of average height and build, and wore a simple black tunic—but his deep crimson eyes glimmered with incredible brilliance.  Xi’Yor was immediately intrigued.

“Cerebrate.”  The Underling knew the routine.  After addressing the Cerebrate, he immediately proffered a padd and waited for acknowledgement.

Ra’thenn regarded the padd for only a moment before plucking it from the Underling’s hand.  “Thank you, Tassadar.”  He immediately perused the padd’s contents before nodding his firm approval.  “Tell Overseer Fel’duin this data will be most helpful.”

Though the padd’s contents were not visible to him, Xi’Yor nonetheless knew what data resided therein.  He himself had assigned Fel’duin the task of observing the Breen overseers recently absorbed into the Conclave.  As far as Xi’Yor was concerned, they were not to be trusted—and he suspected Fel’duin’s report would justify those concerns.  Still, such matters could not be discussed in the presence of the curious underling.

Xi’Yor slowly turned his eyes upon Tassadar, whose glittering crimson gaze remained fixed upon Ra’thenn.  “I do not believe we have met,” said Xi’Yor to the underling.

Tassadar politely acknowledged Xi’Yor with a nod.  “We have not.”

“I am High Overseer Brii’el.”  Xi’Yor had long ago decided his true identity should remain concealed.  Though many within the Conclave of Overseers favored him, Xi’Yor still had countless nemeses… nemeses that believed him adrift somewhere in the Zukara Segment—and as long as that belief was maintained, Xi’Yor could do his work without bother.

“I am honored,” said Tassadar evenly.  He was clearly preparing to leave when, suddenly, for the briefest of moments, his crimson eyes locked with Xi’Yor’s—and in that one, singular moment, Xi’Yor noted the faintest glimmer of recognition in the underling’s crimson eyes.

Xi’Yor immediately turned his back to the underling, instead focusing his attention on the Inkhezi.  “I should commence a search of the Conclave,” he said sternly.  “We need to locate the most competent Overseers, and assign them to the new fleet.”

“A wise decision,” said Ra’thenn, obviously pleased by Xi’Yor’s sudden change of heart.

Xi’Yor only grunted.  The change, of course, had more to do with Tassadar than anything else, but Ra’thenn obviously cared not.  Within a few moments, the Underling Tassadar was dismissed, and the conversation gradually regained its original focus.  “How did Fel’duin judge the Breen?”

Ra’thenn glanced briefly at his padd before joining Xi’Yor in his reverie of the new Inkhezi.  “The Breen are very receptive to our cause.  They are eager to reclaim the empire forged by Na’zar—but they cannot be trusted.  The eons have poisoned their minds; their blood may be Elorg, but their souls are entirely Breen…”

Much as Xi’Yor had expected.  “Then we shall exclude the Breen from our plans—keep them at arm’s length until they can be trusted.”

A faint smile crept across Ra’thenn’s otherwise stoic face.  “You have just made your task easier, Xi’Yor.  In one decisive action, you have eliminated more than thirty candidates from the Conclave of Overseers.  However, you must still act with haste.  The Inkhezi will be completed in three cycles—and it will need a capable Overseer to command it.”

Xi’Yor had already considered countless Overseers for the job.  None of them showed very much potential, but it mattered not—he already knew who would be in command during the Inkhezi’s maiden voyage.  “I know just the man for the job…”

“Who?”

“Me.”

Chapter One

“Zirat?”  Alan Christopher had been witness to many odd requests over the years, but as he considered the one recently made by Megan Reinbold, he had to admit, this one really took the cake.  Sure, it was a lush, tropical world, but—located 800 light years away, in the heart of Velora space—it was hardly a recommended travel destination.

Still, Megan seemed quite adamant about going.  She sat patiently on the sofa in Christopher’s ready room, waiting for his answer—and when it seemed he was still stuck on the very mention of Zirat, Megan very quickly bolstered her case with additional evidence.  “Ambassador Tuvok believes the mystery there is worthy of our attention.”

 “I read through the report,” said Christopher, holding up the padd for Reinbold to see.  However, ‘read through’ was a bit of an understatement.  While Tuvok’s report was indeed concise, it was also boring to the point of torture.  After muddling through the first few paragraphs, Christopher decided it would be best for his sanity if he simply skimmed the document for the major points.  “Tuvok had plenty of convincing data—I mean, a trip to Zirat sounds great right about now…”

“…But?”  Reinbold could obviously sense a more substantial conclusion was on the horizon.

Christopher would not disappoint.  He quickly glanced over the padd for the information in question—though it proved somewhat elusive.  “Ah,” he said upon spotting the data, “here’s one of the more interesting morsels I’m sure you’re aware of—it’s 840 light years away!”

Reinbold shrugged.  “A minor setback.”

Christopher arched a curious brow.  One day, he would have to ask Megan about her definition of minor—but then again, with the advent of the transwarp drive, even 840 light years could be traversed in a reasonable amount of time.  “Under normal circumstances, I might be inclined to loan you the Aztec for a bit, but since Erin kindly rammed it into the side of a Tholian ship…”

“Then I’ll take a shuttlecraft,” Megan readily replied.

“Well… assuming everything goes well, that’s only a two-year journey,” said Christopher lightly—though he had no intention of sending Reinbold on such a trip, especially when considering everything that might go wrong.  “Getting through Garidian space is bound to be a challenge… penetrating the Ul-kimari Expanse is next to impossible… and crossing into Velora territory is probably a death sentence.”

Much to Christopher’s surprise, Reinbold didn’t seem that deterred by the foul prospects for success.  “I think I can handle it,” she said—though the notion was almost certainly a lie.

Christopher decided to humor her.  “I’m sure you can,” he said evenly.  “But we can’t afford to lose another shuttle.”

Megan started to protest, but the very moment Christopher’s words dawned in her mind, she finally paused to reconsider her stance.  “Okay… maybe this is a stupid idea.”

Christopher nodded.  “I understand your desire to figure out what’s going on with Zirat,” he said softly. “Not knowing whether it’s a part of your mind… or Spock’s mind… or something else entirely has got to be a little nerve-racking.  But traveling 840 light years during a war is indeed a very stupid idea.  Maybe once things calm down with our friends, the Romulans, we’ll be able to work something out, but until then, I need your focus here.”

Megan nodded.  “The visions have been infrequent as of late,” she said quietly.  “I think I’ll manage for now…”

“Good.”  Christopher smiled.  Though it was a definite part of his job, he very much hated to lay down the law.  At least Megan took it well…  Christopher still had vivid—and quite unpleasant—memories of the mutiny that ensued after his first attempt to assert himself aboard the Discovery.

Eager to move on, Christopher’s lips parted to discuss the new recruits the Starlight would be receiving from the Liberty when they rendezvoused in a few hours—but before he could utter a single word, Christopher heard his communicator bleep.

“Captain,” came Matthew Harrison’s voice a moment later, “please come to the bridge.  We have stumbled upon something that might be worthy of attention…”

His interest piqued, Christopher immediately rose from the warmth of his chair.  “I’m on my way.”

The smoldering vessel on the Starlight’s viewscreen was oddly familiar to Talyere Rosat.  He couldn’t quite decide why that was the case, but the longer he stared at the mysterious craft, the more familiar it became.  It was a small, slender craft—no more than eight or nine decks; a pair of large wings extended from either side of the primary hull, sheltering the warp nacelles and tactical array from harm.  And while the wings fared reasonably well, the remainder of the ship—the vast majority of the forward section—was gone.

“We did not detect the vessel on sensors until we were practically on top of it,” said Harrison as the Captain and Commander Reinbold appeared on the bridge.  “It is of unknown configuration, but it may very well be a mercenary vessel.”

Captain Christopher glanced at the smoldering vessel.  “A new design, perhaps?”  He immediately deferred to Commander Keller for confirmation.

She shook her head indifferently.  “That is a distinct possibility,” she gleaned from her console.  “But then again… it could just as easily belong to an alien species we’ve not yet encountered.  After all, I’m not detecting any cargo—though there is quite a lot of interference.”

“Then perhaps they were raided by mercenaries,” suggested Talyere.  “As I understand it, there is much competition between the myriad parties supplying the Romulans.”

“They’re eager to get their hands on that dilithium,” said Christopher.  He gently rested his hand on the metallic rail behind the command chairs and turned his gaze back to the viewscreen.  “Are there any life signs aboard the ship?”

“None,” said Keller, shaking her head.  “I’m reading about twenty life forms, but they’re all dead.”

“Species?” asked Harrison.

Again, Keller shook her head.  “There’s too much interference.  The computer can’t make any sense of the readings—it knows there are life forms aboard the ship, but that’s it.”

“Captain,” called Bator a moment later.  “I may have something…”

Christopher’s bright turquoise eyes immediately fell upon the Phobian.  “What is it?”

“I am detecting residual weapons fire amidst the debris,” said Bator, his deft fingers diligently tapping on his console.  “They appear to be Elorg in origin.”

And in that very instant, Talyere’s vivid orange eyes fell upon the smoldering vessel on the viewscreen.  He gleaned its familiar curves only a moment longer before a flash of insight banished the haze in his mind.  “That is an Hatrel-class explorer,” he proclaimed.  “I was able to glean the schematics during my visit to Kalidar earlier this year—however, the first vessel was not due to be commissioned until stardate 76050… Hence, my surprise.”

“Who were they fighting?” asked Christopher.  “The Romulans?”

Though the Starlight evacuated Romulan space at the onset of war, they were still reasonably close to the front lines.  Romulan attackers made sense, but given the curious look upon Bator’s face, Talyere suspected Romulans it was not.

“The residual energy signatures I detected are consistent with an Elorg destroyer,” said Bator, still flummoxed by the sensor readings.  “It would appear the explorer was attacked by a larger destroyer…”

And now, Talyere shared in that confusion.  “During my brief tenure on El Toris II last year, I became aware of a shipyard in the Hazor Cluster.  Xi’Yor intended to resurrect the Elorg fleet from there—but during my visit to Kalidar, Zalsar informed me the shipyard had been dismantled…”

“Apparently, Zalsar was wrong,” said Christopher.  “And now the Elorg are equipped not only with weapons of mass destruction, but a new fleet of destroyers…”

His concern growing, Talyere finally pried his eyes away from the remains of the science ship.  “How many Starfleet vessels are patrolling Elorg space?”

Christopher didn’t know the exact statistics, but given the war with the Romulans, he suspected the number was low.  “I know the Endeavor is in the vicinity.  I had a chat with Captain Landsberg just the other day.”

“There are twelve other ships on patrol near Elorg space,” gleaned Megan Reinbold from one of the science stations behind ops.  “That’s barely enough to defeat one Elorg destroyer…”

In the days of old, a fleet of thirteen Federation starships was sufficient to defeat an Elorg destroyer—but Talyere suspected that vast improvements had been made to this new destroyer’s design.  Should they face off in battle, those thirteen Federation starships would likely be decimated in short order—though Talyere didn’t think they had much to worry about just yet.  “This battle took place a considerable distance from the Elorg Bloc…”

Christopher joined Talyere at mission ops, and briefly perused the sensor data.  “They are a long way from home,” he admitted.  “The question is: what were they doing out here?”

It seemed that Erin Keller was already working on finding an answer.  Her fingers raced over the operations console with incredible skill, and when her computerized symphony stopped, her placid brown eyes turned immediately to Talyere.  “You didn’t happen to see the crew compliment of this new little explorer, did you?”

Though his time spent in research and development was extremely limited, Talyere nonetheless had some recollection of the data Keller required.  “I believe the Hatrel-class is capable of supporting twenty-four individuals.”

“Now that we’re closer to the debris, we’ve got a better fix on the stuff inside,” said Reinbold, working diligently alongside Keller.  “There are twenty-two bodies…”

“…and a missing escape pod,” added Keller.  “I’m not detecting it anywhere in the debris.”

Captain Christopher immediately perked up.  “We have survivors,” he realized.  “Scan the region—the pod couldn’t have gone far.”

Keller immediately complied, but her search turned up nothing of interest.  “No sign of it…”

The escape pod must have been vaporized in an explosion—or by the attacking destroyer.  Talyere ran a few other vague theories through his mind, but that seemed the most reasonable.  To him, at least…

“We might be able to reconstruct the vessel’s warp trail,” said Megan Reinbold, already working in collusion with Erin Keller to begin the process. 

“Assuming the trail hasn’t decayed, we can work to figure out where the ship came from—and perhaps project where it was going,” said Keller.  “And who knows… we just might find an escape pod along the way.”

While Talyere was content to believe the escape pod vaporized, Commander Keller’s infectious enthusiasm hastily spread to the Captain.  He casually leaned back on the metallic rail and asked, “How long do you think this is going to take?”

Keller shrugged.  “Not much more than a few hours,” she guessed.  “Probably less… but one thing is quite certain—the sooner we get started, the better.”

The Captain nodded his approval.  “Then get started.  I am eager to chat with our friendly survivors… that is assuming they haven’t croaked in the aftermath of this little skirmish.”

“Very well, then,” chirped Keller—and on that note, she and Reinbold delved deeper into their work.

The Captain happily watched the duo work for a long moment—though in retrospect, Talyere realized he was probably admiring Commander Keller’s aesthetically pleasing qualities.  The moment eventually passed, and Christopher eventually turned his gaze back to Talyere—though now his eyes definitely lacked the passionate glimmer they held just moments earlier.  “So… what do you think, Talyere?”

The Overseer shook his head.  “I do not know,” he admitted.  “It is unusual for a vessel to be so far from the Bloc.”

“You said the Hatrel-class was designed for exploration.”  Christopher briefly glanced back at Keller.  “Perhaps they were cruising around in the name of science?”

“Perhaps,” conceded Talyere.  In fact, that made a great deal of sense.  It was everything else that worried him.  “But that still does not explain why one of our destroyers attacked and crippled the vessel…”

Christopher leaned back a bit further on the rail, gracefully arching his back until several little bones clicked and popped.  “Maybe something went wrong aboard the explorer,” he postulated.  “The crew went insane?  Or… they ran out of bran muffins?”

Somehow, Talyere doubted both scenarios—especially the latter of the two.  Elorg did not ingest bran muffins… and if they did, a muffin dearth would hardly drive the crew to insanity.  Thus, Talyere was left with one simple conclusion:  “Time will tell, I suppose.”

Christopher nodded his agreement, and an instant later, abandoned Talyere’s side.  “Neelar,” he called as he approached the helm, “how far are we from the rendezvous point?”

The Bolian swiftly tapped a few commands into his console.  “About thirteen light years,” he gleaned from the readout.  

“Bator.”  Christopher swiftly turned on his heel to face the tactical officer.  “Hail Captain Sezala.  Tell her there’s been a change of plan—I want to stick around this Elorg ship until we know what’s going on… so have her meet us here instead of the rendezvous coordinates.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Talyere had to admit, something was definitely amiss—and as his gaze wandered back to the smoldering ship on the viewscreen, he had a very bad feeling about the entire situation…

* * *

After more than forty-five years of dedicated service to the Federation, William Grayson often envisioned the end of his tenure at Starfleet Command.  He didn’t want anyone to make a big fuss or even throw him a retirement party.  He just wanted a nice pat on the back and the thanks of his peers (and maybe a very small gathering to honor his many years of service.  Maybe…)

But of course, as he packed away the few personal belongings in his office, Grayson knew he would get none of that.  After his disagreement with President Makar a few days ago, Grayson knew his career was very much over—and that the only thing he would get upon his departure was Makar’s booted foot helping him out the door…

But before Grayson’s musings could get too far out of hand, the chime on his very own door sounded—probably Makar, coming to speed along the moving process.  Grayson wearily dropped a few padds into his box and then set aside his cleaning.  “Come.”

The doors parted, and Grayson fully expected to see the Trill’s long, sneering face—but much to his surprise, Makar was nowhere in sight.  Instead, a seemingly quiet, introspective Andorian stood at the threshold.  “Admiral,” he said, taking a few hesitant steps into Grayson’s office.

Grayson immediately raised a dismissive hand.  While his relationship with Shar ch’Thane had never been anything more than a vague professional one—they would acknowledge each other on occasion and little more—Grayson nonetheless had great respect for the Andorian.  As such, he didn’t wish to sound overly terse as he dismissed ch’Thane.  “Ambassador…  I’m afraid I can’t offer assistance to you at the moment.  However, I’m certain Admiral Nechayev will be more than happy to address any concerns you might have.”

Under normal circumstances, that would have been enough to turn away almost anyone.  But apparently, these circumstances were not normal, and instead of retreating, ch’Thane took a few steps closer to Grayson’s desk.  “No,” he said quietly.  “I must speak with you, Admiral.”

And the doors hissed shut behind him.

Grayson was tempted to insist the Andorian leave, but something in the back of his mind insisted he hear ch’Thane out.  “All right,” he said.  “But make it quick.  I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

“Yes, of course,” said ch’Thane.  He quietly slinked into one of the seats before Grayson’s desk and attempted—to a minimal degree of success—to make himself comfortable.  “I will make this as brief as possible.”

Grayson gently plucked the picture of his granddaughter from his desk, admired it for a brief moment, and then placed it in the box.  “Please do.”

Ambassador ch’Thane nodded, took a moment to compose his thoughts, and then started to unravel the web of deception that had recently entangled the Federation.  “I have recently been in contact with one of my sources on the Klingon Homeworld.  He had indicated to me that the intelligence data recently provided to the Federation might have been forged.”

Chapter Two

“Forged?”  The very moment he heard of the Garidian mercenary’s confession, William Grayson suspected there was some sort of treachery at hand.  Everything seemed to fall into place just a little too conveniently for his liking, but until this very moment, he had little in the way of proof.  “How reliable is this source of yours, Ambassador?”

“Very,” said ch’Thane without hesitation.  “He is one of my must trusted advisors.  I consult with him frequently on a vast array of subjects.”

“And how close is he to the High Council?”  Grayson didn’t want to take any risks with this data.  If there was the slightest chance that the contact’s information was false, he wasn’t about to pursue it—but Grayson had to admit, things were definitely looking promising.  “Is he himself a member of the council?  Or does he simply have the ear of one of the council members?”

“He is a guard for the House of Kraydich.  He officially has no standing with the High Council… but he hears things—and I assure you, Admiral, his hearing is unprecedented.  Never has his information proven faulty.”

A small portion of Grayson’s mind was inclined to wonder what use the Andorian Ambassador had for a spy in the Klingon Empire—but then again, there was much scheming and plotting amidst the Federation Council.  The good Ambassador undoubtedly had many agendas of his own, some of which probably involved the Klingons.  Grayson, of course, was not about to look a gift horse in the face.  He was simply thankful this information came to him when it did.  “I thank you for time, Ambassador.”

ch’Thane nodded politely.  “It was the least I could do.  I have been uncertain about our conflict with the Romulans for quite some time—and now that the conflict has escalated to open warfare, idly sitting by no longer appealed to me.”

“Well,” said Grayson evenly, “this could be our golden opportunity to bring about an end to the war before things get out of hand.”

“What do you intend to do?”

Not even Grayson knew what he was going to do.  Five minutes ago, he was content to march out of his office and never return—but now that was definitely out of the question.  He had to act, and do so with due haste.  Unfortunately, while the data presented to him was indeed valuable, it wasn’t much to go on.  Taking that to the Federation Council would hardly inspire the myriad ambassadors to end the war; it was little more than hearsay, and would be dismissed without so much as a moment of consideration…  Which meant Grayson needed more information.  Something more concrete and not so easy to dismiss—something he wasn’t going to find on Earth, that’s for certain…

Grayson pondered his options for a few moments longer before finally reaching a decision.  “I’ve been in Starfleet for more than forty-five years,” he mused.  “I think it’s finally time to visit Qo’noS.”

As he strode into the transporter room alongside Matthew Harrison, Alan Christopher’s bright turquoise eyes immediately fell upon Flora Sanders.  The young woman stood idly at the transporter controls, and flashed a pleasant smile once their eyes crossed paths.  Clearly, she was relieved to have someone come and visit her in the transporter room; and not only was the company welcome, it also a sign that she would soon have something to do.

While Harrison was content to simply stand by and do nothing, Christopher happily reciprocated Flora’s smile as he approached her console.  “Bored yet?”

“A little,” confessed Sanders.

Christopher could only begin to imagine.  It had been a few weeks since his last visit to Flora’s transporter room, and he couldn’t imagine many other crewmen dropping by just for fun.  This was undoubtedly the most boring job on the ship—but someone had to do it, and Flora Sanders did it well.  “I can’t say this is going to be the highlight of your day… but the Liberty just entered transporter range, and I’m eager to meet with Captain Sezala.”

Sanders glanced at her console.  “I’ve received the coordinates,” she said.  “Captain Sezala is ready to beam aboard.”

Christopher nodded his approval.  “Energize.”

Within moments, a lone pillar of shimmering blue light twinkled atop the transporter pad, gradually phasing Keri Sezala’s lean body into existence.  The Liberty’s Captain was tall, with dark skin and short-cropped hair.  The moment the transporter cycle was complete, she marched off the platform and flashed a warm, charming smile.  “Captain Christopher,” she greeted.  “I’ve wanted to meet you for quite some time.  You seem quite an interesting man.”

After less than ten seconds in her presence, Christopher already found himself liking Sezala.  She seemed to be a woman of impeccable judgment; perhaps she could chat with Erin for a bit?  After all, it took her almost a year to reach the same conclusions…  Eager to help broaden Sezala’s horizons, Christopher started to recount some of his most incredible tales—but the words died in his throat.

Sezala’s gaze lingered on Christopher for only a moment longer before turning to Harrison.  “Matthew,” she said, placing a friendly hand upon his shoulder, “it’s been a long time…”

“Indeed it has,” Harrison said, smiling faintly.  There was a definite sense of warmth in his voice, perhaps hinting at some sort of prior relationship with Sezala—but the look on his face was so utterly neutral that it was hard to tell.  Harrison held her placid gaze for only a moment longer before diplomatically gesturing toward the doors.

In tandem with Sezala, Christopher started toward the exit, but while Sezala kept moving, Christopher paused briefly to consult with Harrison.  “You two know each other?” he asked.

“To an extent.”  Harrison’s response was cryptic, at best—certainly not enough to satisfy the curiosity brimming within Christopher’s mind.  He wanted answers, not innuendos.  But with Captain Sezala already in the corridor, Christopher knew those answers would have to wait.

Christopher smiled, as if satisfied with the explanation and then retraced Sezala’s path to the corridor.  “I had no idea you went for older women,” he quietly joked as they crossed into the corridor.

Though he pretended to ignore the comment, Harrison’s face betrayed him, and a faint glimmer of annoyance crossed his brow for a fleeting moment.

“Captain,” continued Sezala as they began to negotiate the myriad corridors of deck five, “you’ve got some fine replacements coming aboard.  Lieutenant Waltman is the finest deputy your chief of security could ask for…”

Earlier in the day, Christopher had briefly perused the service records for all twenty-two new crewmembers.  Lieutenant Waltman certainly seemed capable, and would undoubtedly make an excellent addition to Bator’s team.  In fact, all of the newcomers seemed worthy additions—but there was one in particular that piqued Christopher’s interest.  “What about the cadet?”

“Mister McCormick…” Sezala happily clasped her hands behind her back and smiled as they strolled toward the turbolift at the end of the corridor.  “He is a very competent young man.  I have nothing but praise for the job he’s done on the Liberty the past few weeks—in fact, I’m sorry to see him go.”

As he stepped into the turbolift, Christopher felt a weight lift from his shoulders.  That was exactly what he wanted to hear.  Never before had he guided a cadet through field studies, and he feared when the day came, the kid would be an incompetent piece of dung.  Since that was apparently not the case, things were definitely looking up.  “I’ll try not to screw him up too badly,” he mused as the doors slid shut behind Harrison.  “Deck one.”

The lift promptly set into motion, effectively leaving behind the reasonably discursive banter that had dominated the conversation thus far.  There were other questions brewing in Christopher’s mind, and there was no better time to ask them.  “How goes the war?”  For one reason or another, after the war’s inception, the Starlight was assigned to patrol duty along the Neutral Zone, and while news from the front lines certainly crossed his desk, Christopher wanted a first-hand account.

Though the Liberty hadn’t participated in any battles, she had been a lot closer to the action than the Starlight.  “There have been seven major engagements thus far,” Sezala replied.  The smile on her face seemed to wane as she recounted the rest of the details.  “The Romulans were swiftly defeated at each encounter.  Captain Schmitz thinks that Remus will be secured by tomorrow morning.”

Things were definitely proceeding very quickly.  “President Makar must be pleased,” said Christopher under his breath.

“You could say that.”

“I assume Federation losses have been minimal?” asked Harrison.

“The Wolfe took heavy damage near the Trìkkala Pulsar,” Sezala replied.  “There were only a few casualties, but the ship was a total loss.”

“That is most unfortunate,” mused Harrison.  “The Wolfe was a fine ship.”

“That is was,” said Sezala, but the curious tone in her voice indicated to Christopher that she hadn’t yet revealed all of the details.  Thankfully, it didn’t take her long to cut to the chase.  “If my memory serves, Captain, your fighter craft was destroyed in a skirmish with the Tholians not too long ago…”

“Complete and total obliteration,” he confirmed.  “Which is a bit of a shame, because the Aztec was an excellent little ship.”

“Then I might have a gift for you.  All three of the Wolfe’s fighters managed to survive the battle.  We don’t have room for them aboard the Liberty, so…”

A grin spread across Christopher’s face.  “Are we talking about the new Raptor-class tactical fighters?”

Sezala nodded.  “We are.”

Christopher didn’t usually get very excited about a shuttlecraft, but for the Raptor, he would make an exception.  If Neelar’s ranting and raving was to be believed, this new class of vessel was a thing of beauty.  “I’ll make room in the shuttle bay…”

Reconstructing warp trails was not the most exciting task in the universe.  There was an incredible amount of math involved, plenty of science, and more than a little speculation.  Of course, Erin Keller didn’t have trouble doing any of the calculations—but it was so very time consuming that the entire process was just about unbearable.

For the past several hours, Erin found herself working closely with Megan Reinbold to complete the work.  For the most part, their conversation consisted of little more than mathematic equations and things of the sort, but now that the computer had taken over the majority of the calculations, Erin felt compelled to speak of something else.  “Angela wants to get another kitty,” she said, wearily pushing herself away from the console in the astrometrics lab.

“What do you think?”  Megan stood just beside Erin, tapping a few last-minute calculations into the computer.  “I’m more of a dog person, myself…”

Erin shrugged.  She had given the sentiment a lot of consideration the past few days, but had made little in the way of conclusions.  “I guess I’m still thinking about Cleo sometimes…  And to be honest, I don’t know if I’m ready to replace him just yet.  Or… if I even want to be ready.  After all, Cleo and I were best buds for a good four years!  Going out and getting another kitty so soon just seems wrong to me.”

“You’ll have to move on eventually,” said Megan softly.  “But if you don’t think you’re ready, then wait.  Angela might not understand—but chances are good that she’ll forget all about it in a couple of weeks.”

“I don’t know about that,” Erin mused.  “Angela is a smart little cookie.  She doesn’t forget things that easily.”

“Then explain the situation to her.  She just might understand…” Megan started to say something else, but the computer’s pleasant chirp interrupted her pearl of wisdom.

Moments later, a thick red line darted across the lab’s sprawling panoramic viewscreen, stretching from the Starlight’s current position, all the way into the confines of the Elorg Bloc.  Whatever thoughtful wisdom lingered in Reinbold’s mind evaporated, as her attention was immediately focused on their new warp trail.  “It looks like the explorer came straight from the Elorg colony on Atriius.”

Erin had never before heard of this colony, but she assumed it was some sort of small, scientific outpost.  “Where was the ship headed?” she asked.  Given the warp trail’s gracefully curved arc, Erin could very easily extrapolate the explorer’s projected path, but nothing of interest seemed to grab her attention.  “It could have been headed for Zantedeschia, but…”

Reinbold shook her head.  Zantedeschia was an interesting world, home to countless microbial life forms, but it was probably not something to warrant the attention of the Elorg Bloc.  “I think there were headed here…”

Erin’s eyes widened.  “The Starlight?”

Reinbold nodded.

“Our only theory is that someone aboard that ship wanted to speak with you.”  Erin Keller sat assembled with the rest of the senior staff in the Starlight’s conference lounge, her placid gazed fixed squarely upon Talyere Rosat.

And while the Commander’s conclusion was very logical, Talyere could not even begin to fathom what business some Elorg scientist would have with him.  “It is an interesting theory,” he conceded.  “But I am afraid I am no scientist.  It is unlikely I would be of any use to that crew…”

“It’s possible a non-scientist was aboard the ship,” reminded Christopher.  “Stranger things have happened.”

“True enough.”  Talyere nodded accordingly, but he still did not place much faith in the theory.  There were far too many unanswered questions to satisfy his curious mind.  “But that does little to explain the attack…”

Commander Reinbold, however, seemed up to the task.  She glanced at padd sitting on the tabletop and postulated, “Someone aboard the explorer wanted to meet with you—and someone aboard the destroyer didn’t.  And having a considerable tactical advantage, the destroyer won out over the explorer—no meeting took place.”

“I… I have downloaded the explorer’s crew roster,” said Kendall Johnson.  He carefully purloined Megan Reinbold’s padd and slid it across the table.  It stopped less than a centimeter from Talyere’s hand.  “You can check and see if you… if you recognize any names on the list.”

Talyere plucked the padd from the table and swiftly inspected its contents.  In addition to the bits of data Commander Reinbold had been inspecting, was a list of twenty-four individuals, ranging from Overseer Auron to Underling Ro’on.  Talyere was vaguely familiar with many of the names on the list—but that was the extent of it; he had never spoken with any of those people.  “I am afraid I cannot be of any assistance.  None of these names have any resonance with me.  Perhaps the explorer was not headed here after all…”

Commander Keller promptly shook her head.  “We were definitely in their flight path,” she stated.  “Space is big—very big—so I doubt that’s a coincidence.”

“You are definitely a piece of this puzzle, Talyere.”  Captain Christopher sighed.  He hated puzzles, and after three years of fighting the Elorg, this type of puzzle was undoubted his least favorite.  “If only we could account for those two missing crew members.  They undoubtedly have some answers…”

“Do we know which crew members are missing?” asked Harrison.

Sarah Hartman shook her head.  “No.  Someone would have to go over to the explorer and check out every single corpse if we wanted to find out.  And before anyone suggests it, there’s no way in hell I’m going to get stuck doing that.”

Christopher shook his head.  “As much as I’d like to see you endure another exciting away mission, Sarah, I don’t think it’s necessary.  We already know the identities of all twenty-four crew members—all we need to do is somehow link one of them to Talyere, and we’ll have our start…”

It was a decent plan, if not flawed. “Unfortunately,” said Talyere, “my access to the Elorg Archives has been severely restricted since Ra’thenn’s rise to power.  Apparently, I am not in favor with the new Cerebrate.  I may be able to acquire data on some of the more prominent members of the crew, such as Overseer Auron, but the others will remain shrouded in mystery.”

“Not a problem,” interjected Bator.  “I could bypass some of the security protocols blocking our access to the archives.  It will be tricky, but I think I can handle it.”

Christopher smiled.  “That’s a good idea—get started on that…  Neelar, start retracing that warp trail; with any luck, we’ll find that escape pod…  Now let’s get moving!”

Chapter Three

The mess hall was usually quiet late in the evening.  With the late afternoon rush a distant memory, the crew tended to stick around their quarters or the holodeck or… their station if they had the misfortune of working the night shift.  The mess hall was definitely not a popular hangout this time of night, and on this quiet eve, Neelar Drayge found the sentiment was true as ever.

When he and Taylus set foot inside the mess hall ten minutes ago, there had been but one other soul in the room, Lieutenant Maryniak.  The security officer sat in the far corner, sipping at some undisclosed beverage while he reviewed the contents of a padd.  After about five minutes, Lieutenant Willer joined Maryniak, and the two quietly slinked away, leaving Neelar alone with his brother.

“It is odd having the entire place to myself,” mused Neelar as he seated himself at his customary table in the middle of the dimly lit mess hall.  In the morning, the mess hall was always packed; there was barely room to stand, let alone sit.  “It is certainly a pleasant change of pace.”

Taylus shrugged.  “I wouldn’t know.”

“You should join us for breakfast tomorrow morning,” said Neelar, happily digging into his plate of naguli noodles drenched in velvety gupta sauce.  “I’m certain you would fit in just fine.”

But Taylus wouldn’t even consider the proposal for a nanosecond.  “I didn’t come here to make friends, Brother.  I came here to make peace!”  He indolently picked at his plate of noodles.  “The negotiations with Tomalak were going so well…”
Sensing his brother’s concern, Neelar set aside his fork.  “You cannot simultaneously prevent and prepare for a war,” he said.  “Something had to give—and unfortunately, it was peace.  The Federation Council had been planning this conflict for months.  I mean no offense, but your negotiations were probably doomed even before you set foot on Talon IV.”

Taylus expelled a long, weary sigh.  “Perhaps you are right, Brother.  Perhaps it was foolish of me to think that a few out-of-favor ambassadors could stabilize an entire empire overnight.  Perhaps it was foolish of me to think that I could make a difference!”

“You have made a difference!”

“Have I?”  Taylus raised his fork, but again, he could not bring himself to imbibe his meal.  “Have I made a difference, Brother?”

Neelar gulped.  He had said that because it sounded like the right thing to say—but now that Taylus was demanding proof of the claim, Neelar was hard-pressed to find any.  “Well, you have certainly placed the foundations of peace.  Despite the onset of open war, our departure from Talon IV was on amicable conditions…  Surely when the peace process resumes, things will go smoothly.”

“‘When the peace process resumes…’” Taylus chuckled faintly. “Of course, in the interim, Klingon troops are spilling into the Neutral Zone, conquering worlds left-and-right, Remus will have fallen by the morning’s first light, and all hope for Unification will have been lost!”  He slammed his fork on the table and shoved aside his plate.

Neelar frowned.  “You’ve barely touched your meal,” he protested.

Taylus shook his head.  “I’m not hungry.”

“Suit yourself.”  Neelar took a brief sip of his tonic water, and promptly returned to his naguli noodles.  They were a fair approximation of the noodles his mother made years ago.  The sauce was just a little too thick for Neelar’s liking, but it was still one of the best meals one could get from a replicator.  

“How can you do that?” Taylus asked a moment later.

Neelar brought a forkful of noodles to his mouth.  “Do what?”

“Eat…”

“I’m hungry,” explained Neelar between bites.  “Between the Elorg and the Romulans, it’s been a very long day.”

And while Neelar thought his explanation was more than reasonable, Taylus could only grunt his dissatisfaction.  “People are dying out there, Neelar!” he exclaimed, gesturing toward the glittering starfield. 

He shrugged.  “You get used to it.”

Taylus cringed.  “You shouldn’t have to get used to it…  For Vaiur’s sake, this is the Federation!  This is supposed to be paradise!  Am I the only one who has a problem with this war?”

Neelar finally set aside his fork.  “There are many who believe this war questionable,” he whispered.  “But unless someone does something about it, it will endure.  So instead of interrupting my meal with your complaints, perhaps you should speak with someone who can bring about the desired changes?  Like the Federation Council?”

“Thank you, Brother.  I’ll do that.” And for the first time, Taylus smiled.  “After dinner…”

Alan Christopher had been hoping to spend a quiet evening playing dolls with Angela.  It wasn’t exactly high entertainment for him, but it certainly made Angela happy, and in the end, that was probably all that really mattered.  But much to Christopher’s chagrin, the sleek little craft prominently displayed on the viewscreen kept him from his daughter.

“It’s a mercenary ship,” said Kendall Johnson, his fingers slowly extracting data from the operations console.  “According to its registry, it’s called… it’s called Jenni.”

“Jenni?”  Christopher briefly shot Harrison a curious gaze, but the Commander only smiled.  Apparently he was aware of a starship with an even stranger name—and Christopher made it a point to ask him about it one day.

“They are hailing,” said Johnson.

Harrison nodded.  “On screen.”

Within moments, an incredibly muscular Orion flitted onto the viewscreen—incredibly muscular.  There was little doubt in Christopher’s mind that the man could very easily snap him in two.  “Captain Christopher,” he said, his pale green eyes drilling into the Captain’s skull, “I am General Marth.”

Somehow, Christopher highly doubted the guy was actually a General—but he wasn’t about to dispute the claim.  “General,” he crisply replied, “is there something I can do for you?”

“No,” said Marth running his fingers through a head of very short gray hair.  “But I may be able to help you…”

“Oh really?”

Marth nodded.  “As you undoubtedly know, I am a simple mercenary.  As such, I hear all sorts of interesting news from the frontier—things that you might find interesting, Captain.”

“Such as?”  For some reason, Christopher wasn’t entirely convinced the ‘General’ was a mercenary, either.  In fact, being the articulate, well-dressed Orion that he was, Marth was probably affiliated with the Orion Syndicate in some way.  But the allure of interesting data kept Christopher from closing the channel.

“Over the past few days, I’ve begun to hear rumors of an Elorg destroyer scouring the outskirts of the Xatavian System for an escape pod.  It probably has something to do with the derelict explorer you recently encountered—but as a simple mercenary, I cannot confirm any of this.”

In that instant, Christopher decided that Marth was definitely not a simple mercenary.  He seemed to know just a little too much.  “Why are you telling me this?”

Marth grinned.  “Because I owe you a favor.”

“Perhaps you’ve mistaken me for someone else,” said Christopher almost immediately.  “We’ve never met—and I’ve never done you any favors.”

Marth raised a dismissive hand.  “Ahh, but you have…” He grinned.  “That Ferengi ship you detained last month—the one smuggling dozens of endangered Romulan sunils across the Neutral Zone…  That vessel’s daimon was my most hated nemesis—and since he is now resting comfortably in one of your penal colonies, I certainly owed you a favor.  Business has gotten much better in recent weeks…”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Christopher lied.  In truth, he not only had nothing to do with the said incident… he didn’t really care about Marth’s profit margin, either.  But Christopher did care about Marth’s connections—and he obviously had quite a few of them.  It was a resource too valuable to let go.  “You know something, General, you’re about to owe me another favor…”

“I’m afraid not.”  He shook his head.  “My debt to you is repaid in full, Captain—unless, of course, you are kind enough to eliminate more of my nemeses.  I would be eternally grateful.”

While it would probably do the region wonders, Christopher was no bounty hunter.  He wasn’t about to start tracking down thugs to curry Marth’s favor.  He had something else in mind.  “Actually,” he said grinning deviously, “because of your incredibly generous offerings today, I am going to ignore the contents of your cargo hold—and you can be eternally grateful for that.”

Marth’s pale verdant eyes widened.  “Ahh,” he said, a hint of nervousness creeping into his voice.  “I appreciate your generosity.”

“I’m sure you do.”  Christopher triumphantly folded his arms across his chest.  He might not have been able to snap Marth in half—but at that particular moment, he certainly felt like he could have.

“I am in your debt once more,” said Marth.  “We shall meet again.”  And the transmission ended.

Christopher maintained his victorious stance even after the General blinked away, but with the quivering giant gone, the sense of power that came with the pose gradually faded.  He shrugged off the euphoria and turned his full attention to the helm.  With Neelar off duty, helm duties fell to one of the new recruits from the Liberty—an ensign whose name Christopher had yet to commit to memory.  “Set a course for the Xatavian System, maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir!”  The ensign’s deft fingers immediately graced the helm controls, and within moments, the said course was plotted.

Christopher retreated to the command chair.  “Engage!” he said, his eyes glued to the viewscreen.  Within moments, the twinkling starfield streaked into a flash of white light—and the spiraling verdant hues of a transwarp conduit were upon them.

With the excitement done and over with, normalcy was slowly returning to the bridge—and Harrison took the brief repose from the chaos to address the question that was undoubtedly burning in the back of his mind.  He carefully leaned over from his seat and whispered, “We did not perform any scans of the mercenary vessel’s cargo hold…”

“Really?”  And a devious grin crossed Christopher’s face yet again.  

When the Hatrel-class explorer first appeared on the Starlight’s viewscreen, Talyere found himself less than excited by the prospects of meeting with his people.  After all, they betrayed all of Talyere’s beliefs when they embraced Ra’thenn as the new Cerebrate.  But as the hours passed, and the mystery surrounding the explorer began to unravel, Talyere had to admit, he was curious—and that curiosity only grew as he waited for Lieutenant Bator to break into the Elorg Archives.

Talyere stood congregated with Bator and Megan Reinbold around a large, circular workstation in the science lab.  Bator had been working diligently for about half an hour, and though he was able to access some of the data contained within the archives, none of it was particularly enlightening.  In fact, Talyere probably could have accessed those few reports on his own.  But Talyere said nothing; if Bator really could gain access, he would wait.

“The security protocols are impressive,” grunted Bator as a string of Elorg text flitted across his workstation.

“Maybe you should try gaining entry in a different part of the archive,” suggested Reinbold.

Talyere shook his head.  “My people are diligent, Commander.  Everything contained in the archives is guarded with the same strict security protocols.”

Reinbold paused.  “So if I wanted to steal a cherry pie recipe, I’d have to go through all this?”  She gestured toward Bator and his continuing efforts.

“No,” Talyere quickly stated.  “If you searched the database, you would quickly discover that Elorg do not imbibe cherry pies.  As such, no such recipe exists.”

“It was a theoretical question, Talyere…”

“As was my response.”

The computer suddenly bleeped, and a wealth of new information started to scroll across Bator’s screen.  Talyere instantly recognized it the most heavily encrypted portions of the archives.  “Impressive,” said Talyere.

“Your hacking skills are amazing,” admitted Reinbold, equally awed.  “Where did you learn to do that?”

The Phobian shrugged off the question.  “It is just a skill I picked up.”

And while Bator certainly made it sound like some sort of inherent ability, Talyere wasn’t so sure.  During their journey to Kalidar earlier in the year, the Phobian hinted at his involvement with Starfleet Intelligence.  At the time, Talyere easily dismissed the notion as a simple joke, but now he was not so certain.    Hacking into the Elorg Archives was not a simple task.  Of course, there was still no proof to substantiate any of this—only theory.

“Who is the first person on the list?” asked Bator, obviously not willing to linger on the subject.

“Overseer Auron,” gleaned Reinbold from her list.  “We already know a fair amount about him—during the war he earned a reputation as a ruthless Overseer.  He was directly responsible for the destruction of the colony on Shakuras IV, and participated in seven other engagements, all of which resulted in victories.”

“He is not a member of the Conclave,” Talyere added.  “I do not recall seeing him on Kalidar.”

Bator tapped a few commands into his workstation, and within moments, Auron’s profile flitted onto the screen.  “According to this, he has never been favored by the Conclave; despite his numerous victories during the war, he has remained an outsider in Elorg politics.”

“Why?” asked Talyere.

“He strongly believed the Tome of Na’zar was obsolete, and demanded reform, however, his radical beliefs were never popular—he called for a complete overhaul of Elorg society, even more drastic than your own proposals, Talyere.”

“Well, I can see why the Conclave would want him terminated,” said Talyere.  “Perhaps he intended to meet with me to discuss those reforms?”

Bator shook his head.  “Unlikely.  Auron was a staunch opponent of the chi-goehs.  He dismissed your sacred ghosts as little more than lunacy, and called for the termination of anyone who shared your beliefs.”

“Then… perhaps he was coming to terminate me,” suggested Talyere.  “And the crew of the destroyer deemed it necessary to save my life?”

“Also unlikely,” said Bator.  “You are also out of favor in the new regime.  It is likely the crew of the destroyer would have allowed you to perish before making any sort of intervention on your behalf.”

“How magnanimous of them.”

“Indeed.”  Bator tapped a few additional commands into the computer.  “Who is next on our list?”

Reinbold stared into her padd, but said nothing.

“Commander,” said Bator, hoping to get her attention—but to no avail.  “Megan!”

It was then that Talyere noticed the rather blank look upon Reinbold’s face.  She might have been staring at the padd, but she definitely wasn’t seeing its contents.  Her mind seemed a million light years away—or more specifically, 840 light years…

“Megan…” The howling wind screamed her name.  The angry sea crashed ashore, threatening to drag her into its murky depths.  Thunder clasped overhead, and a bolt of lightning crackled beneath the roiling black clouds.  Droplets of rain began to pelt the white sands…

“…Megan…”

The palm trees flailed helplessly in the roaring wind.  Branches snapped, broad green leaves blew away, and in some cases, entire trees were surrendered to the angry sea…

But amidst the chaos, Megan could still see the footprints in the sand—they were faint, and with each raindrop that fell, they grew a little fainter.  Soon they would be gone… she had to act, fast!  Without so much as a second thought, she started to follow the footprints…

Chapter Four

“Welcome aboard, Cadet.  This day marks the beginning of your sophomore year—the beginning of field training.  I remember my field training aboard the Victory twenty years ago, and while the work was both difficult and challenging, it provided… some lectures that were probably as boring as this one…”

Christopher threw aside the padd containing his welcome aboard speech—adding it to the pile of six other padds containing six other speeches, all of them smoldering piles of dung.  If there was one thing Christopher hated, it was mysterious puzzles—but if there was a second thing he could be allowed to hate, it was giving speeches.  Despite his best intentions, they always seemed to turn out crappy; perhaps he should have paid closer attention during his communication classes…

He grabbed another padd from his desk drawer and started again.  “Welcome aboard, Patrick.  I’m Alan Christopher, and…” He could tell right away that that particular spiel wasn’t going anywhere but downhill.   He quickly cleared its contents and started anew.  “Greetings, Cadet.  Welcome aboard the…”

The door chimed.

Again, Christopher set aside his padd, adding to the ever-mounting pile.  “Come in.”

The doors parted with a hiss, and Cadet Patrick McCormick stood at the threshold, arms folded rigidly behind his back.  He was rather tall, had short dark hair, bright blue eyes, and an utterly stoic stance.  Had Christopher not known better, he might have mistaken the boy for a statue. 

“Are you going to stand out there all day?”

McCormick immediately shook his head.  “No, sir!”  He took no more than three or four small strides into the ready room and then assumed his rigid stance.  “Thank you, sir!”

Christopher cringed.  He was quite certain the boy was an exemplary officer, but he still had quite a bit to learn about life on the Starlight.  “How old do you think I am, Patrick?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

Christopher tried to get into the boy’s line of sight, but he was apparently staring into the abyss.   “Do I look like a sir?”

“Yes, sir.”

“So you think that I’m old?”  Christopher grinned.  This was definitely a lot more fun than some boring lecture…

“That’s not what I meant, sir—I was simply indicating that you did not look like a ma’am.”

And the grin widened.  “Thank you, Cadet.  That is the most incredible compliment I’ve had in weeks.”

A few droplets of sweat began to bead along McCormick’s brow, and his comfort level was clearly beginning to reach a rather considerable low.  And while Christopher could have easily extended his banter with the boy for another few hours, he decided to spare him.  

For now.

Christopher lazily leaned back in his chair and sighed.  “First rule of life aboard the Starlight: absolutely, positively do not call me sir!  I don’t care what they told you back at Starfleet Academy, sir is something you call some crotchety old geezer—not me.  Calling me ‘Alan’ is more than acceptable, but since that will probably give you an ulcer, ‘Captain’ will suffice.”

McCormick nodded, and seemed to relax as much as protocol would allow.  “Thank you… Captain.”

“At ease, Cadet.”  Christopher motioned for the chair sitting in front of his desk.  “Have a seat.”

The cadet immediately complied, nervously seating himself on the very edge of the proffered chair.  If the ship so much as vibrated, he would likely fall to the floor.  Still, it was a vast improvement over a few moments ago.

Christopher cast a quick glance upon his mountain of padds, and for a moment, he thought about retrieving one of the better lectures—just so he’d know what to say now that the fun and games had ended.  But then he remembered why there was such a stack of padds there: none of those lectures were any good to begin with.  He chuckled.  “Well, I was in the process of writing a long, boring welcome aboard speech for you…” He gestured to the padds.  “It was supposed to be the most grandiose piece of literature ever created…  But I’m no Shakespeare, so… I think we’ll both agree that it’s best to dispense with the stupid spiel.  Besides, when I served aboard the Victory during my sophomore year, the last thing I wanted to hear was a boring speech—I wanted action!  So… that’s exactly what you’re going to get.  End of story.”

McCormick nodded.  “Thank you, si… Captain.”

“Have you settled into your quarters?”

“Yes,” said McCormick quietly.  “Thank you.  They are more than sufficient.”

There were plenty of other things on Christopher’s mind, but before he could begin to share any of those pearls of wisdom, the door chimed yet again.  “Come in…”

The doors parted yet again, this time revealing Megan Reinbold—but unlike McCormick, she didn’t wait for Christopher to welcome her inside; instead she strolled right up to the corner of his desk and said, “We need to talk.”

Christopher glanced back at McCormick.  “You’re dismissed, Patrick.  Take the rest of the day off… get settled in—you might even want to introduce yourself to our other resident teenager, Justin Reinbold.”

“He’s trouble,” said Megan, though her tone was only half-serious.  “He’s also my son.  Our quarters are on deck six if you’re interested.  Section twelve.”

McCormick nodded his understanding and then made haste to vacate the premises, leaving Christopher and Reinbold to their conversation.

“He’s cute,” she commented once the doors slid shut.

“I hadn’t noticed.”  Christopher collected his myriad padds and stacked them neatly on the desktop.  “So… what wondrous thing are we discussing this time?”

With the chair now empty, Megan seated herself opposite Christopher.  “Zirat,” she proclaimed without any preamble.

“Again?” Christopher arched his brow.  “Can’t we talk about the weather, or something?”

“Fine.”  Megan didn’t exactly slam her hand on the desktop, but the maneuver definitely wasn’t the most gentile Christopher had seen.  “It’s dark and stormy—a driving rain is pelting the angry sea as monstrous waves crash ashore.  Thunder rumbles overhead and a crack of lightning soars through the blackened skies…”

“That is perhaps the most dramatic weather forecast I’ve ever heard,” mused Christopher.  “Let me guess—it’s for Zirat?”

“It is.”

Christopher gently bit his lip.  “This whole Zirat thing is starting to worry me, Megan.”

“Me too,” she said.

“Have you talked to Sarah about it?  Maybe she can prescribe something to make your visions stop…”

Apparently, while both parties were definitely concerned about the said situation, their reasons were polar opposites.  Christopher’s top priority was Reinbold’s health, while she seemed to be more concerned with the goings on 840 light years away.  The disparity angered her.  “I’m having an epiphany, Alan, not a brain fart!”

“You could have fooled me.”

She sighed.  “Look… We have three new Raptors just sitting in the shuttle bay.  I’ve glanced at the schematics, and they’re equipped with the latest transwarp technology.  I can take one of those and—”

“No!”  said Christopher, perhaps with a bit more force than he intended.  “I made my position quite clear the last time we had this conversation.  It’s too dangerous!”

Still, Reinbold would hear none of it.  “Damn it, Alan!” she angrily exclaimed.  “Listen to me!  I’m not just going off on some random quest to satisfy my need for an adventure.  There is something going on out there, and we need to know what it is!

“I’ve served on this ship for more than a year, now—and during that time, not once have I asked you for a favor… and I probably won’t ask for another one… but just this one time, indulge me!”

“…Okay.”  The decision went against every last shred of common sense in Christopher’s body, but even he was known to ignore common sense once and a while (or perhaps even with a great deal of frequency).  “But you’re not going alone.  Sarah is going with you, just in case these visions start interfering with your ability to function properly.  And you can take anyone else you feel you might need to see this through to a successful conclusion.”

Reinbold’s rage seemed to dissipate, and a warm smile fell upon her face.  “Thanks,” she said.

Christopher nodded, just as his communicator chirped.  “You’re welcome,” he said, tapping the insignia on his chest.  “Yes?”

“Captain,” came Harrison’s voice a moment later, “we’ve reached the Xatavian System.”

“I’m on my way.”

The escape pod hung on the viewscreen, a sleek little unit that reminded Matthew Harrison of a metallic acorn.  But while most acorns tended to sprout trees, Harrison knew this one had the potential to sprout another war with the Elorg.  Thus, he proceeded with caution was the Captain and Commander Reinbold retreated from the ready room.  “General Marth was correct,” said Harrison.  “The crew of the explorer must have jettisoned the pod while they passed through this star system.”

Christopher nodded his approval.  “I’m glad he owed us a favor.”

“As am I.”

“I’m only reading one life sign aboard the pod,” said Erin Keller a moment later.  “It’s Elorg—and very faint.”

“Tractor it into the cargo bay,” said Christopher.  “Have Lucas start going over the technology.  Since this is from a new class of Elorg ship, we need to know everything we can about it…”

A logical course of action—but Harrison was inclined to take one further step.  “Beam our Elorg guest into sickbay,” he said.

Bator immediately complied with the order, but his efforts were greeted with the sound of failure.  “I cannot establish a lock,” he stated.  “The Elorg is apparently hidden in a heavily shielded compartment.”

Harrison sighed.  “Then we will have to do things the old fashioned way…”

With his engineering toolkit in hand, Lucas Tompkins burst into the cargo bay, eager to start taking apart the wealth of new technology undoubtedly buried within the escape pod.  Sure, there weren’t going to be any weapon or engine components inside—but there was bound to be a wealth of other interesting equipment.  After all, the Elorg were meticulous in everything they did.

The escape pod sat in the center of the cargo bay, and aside from the few small few dents in its dark obsidian hull, the pod was in decent shape.  There was no indication of a struggle, which meant everything inside the pod was likely to be in pristine condition.  Tompkins popped open his toolkit and…

The cargo bay doors suddenly opened amidst a mechanical cacophony, and a squadron of armed security officers stormed inside, headed straight for Tompkins.

“Step aside,” said the husky man at point.  He was an extremely tall, bulky fellow with a shock of thick black hair combed straight back.  He effortlessly ripped the emergency panel from beside the pod’s hatch and pulled on the lever inside.  “We couldn’t beam the survivor out,” he explained.  “We must release him from the pod.”

“I see,” said Tompkins.  He was about to offer his assistance when he suddenly noticed the security officer’s breasts—he… was not a he at all!  Both shocked and amazed, Tompkins stumbled back a few steps.

“What the hell is that?” asked Hartman as she stepped inside the cargo bay alongside Lieutenant Bator.  

Tompkins quietly maneuvered between the Doctor and security chief.  “Heh… I didn’t know your girlfriend was stationed here, Bator,” he mused, watching intently as she worked the controls on the escape pod’s exterior.  He then turned his gaze upon the Phobian.  “That’s your new deputy, Lieutenant Waltman!”

Bator immediately frowned.  “That is not funny.”

Tompkins couldn’t help but grin.  “But it’s true,” he replied.

Waltman worked at the controls for a moment longer before ultimately giving up.  Tompkins suspected she would call for his assistance, but instead, she grabbed the handle on the front of the hatch and ripped the whole thing from the pod in one quick motion.  The hatch clamored wildly as she threw it on the floor, and moments later, a pale, sickly Elorg stumbled from within.

Any coy thoughts running through Hartman’s mind vanished in that instant.  She quickly withdrew the medical tricorder from her pocket, and rushed to the Elorg’s side.  He was able to stand on his own for only a moment longer before his knees buckled.  Waltman caught him as he fell, and carefully guided him to the deck.

“He was exposed to high amounts of derosine radiation,” gleaned Hartman from her chirping tricorder.  “There’s nothing I can do!”

“He was shielded from our transporters,” reminded Bator.  “He was probably hiding in or very near a radiation-filled conduit.”

The dying Elorg’s blazing orange eyes bolted open, and his trembling hand grabbed Hartman’s shoulder.  “The… Romulans… took Tassadar,” he rasped.

Hartman frowned.  “Romulans?”

And in his final, raspy breath, the Elorg hissed two faint words:  “Minos Tureth…”

“Tassadar is an aide to Cerebrate Ra’thenn,” Talyere calmly stated five minutes later.  He sat gathered with the rest of the senior staff in the conference lounge, unraveling the last threads of this particular mystery.  “I have never spoken with him, but in retrospect, he once sent me a message expressing his satisfaction with my writings.”

“Why did you not mention this earlier?” asked Matthew Harrison.

Talyere held up a padd.  “His relationship with the Cerebrate was mentioned in the Elorg Archives,” he stated.  “But so minor an aide is Tassadar that a link to this situation seemed unlikely.  He has no access to important data, no power, and no friends within the Conclave…”

“What did he have to say in his message to you?” asked Erin Keller.  “And when did he send it?”

The exact details of the communiqué had long ago faded, but its shadow still remained in Talyere’s mind.  “It was more than a year ago,” he stated.  “Tassadar simply stated he enjoyed my theories, and looked forward to reading future installments.  I have received dozens of similar messages.”

“Well,” said Christopher, “I’m thinking Underling Tassadar our man.”

Hartman nodded her agreement.  “According to his friend, Tassadar has something of great importance.  I don’t know what it is, but Minos Tureth might have something to do with it…  The Elorg uttered the words in his dying breath.”

There was still too much theory floating around for Talyere’s liking, especially considering they still knew not what Tassadar wanted.  But Minos Tureth has long been a point of contention in the conflict with the Romulans, and this was as good a time as any to bring its mysteries to light.

Christopher turned his gaze upon Neelar Drayge.  “Is the Liberty still in range?”

“It’s less than two light years away,” he confirmed.

“Good,” said Christopher.  “Contact Captain Sezala and have her set a course for the Minos Tureth System; we’re going to war…”

Chapter Five

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75722.0: After two days at high warp, the Starlight has reached Minos Tureth.  Though the planet itself is clearly abandoned, there are signs of life in the moons above…

“I’m detecting 174 life signs,” said Erin Keller, her deft fingers tapping away at the operations console.  “Many of them are Romulan, Reman, and Garidian—but there is a lone Elorg bio-signature inside the primary dome.”

Alan Christopher assumed the said dome was the largest of the five structures sitting atop the moon’s rugged ashen terrain.  According to every last report from Starfleet Command, that was supposed to be the Romulans’ primary source of VXR-87, but as he gazed upon the structure, Christopher saw little more than a prison.  There was no heavy machinery or mining equipment on the surface, nothing to indicate this was a tactical facility; sure, the Romulans might have hidden all of that beneath the surface, but Praetor Tomalak had insisted there was nothing of that scale going on here. Christopher believed him.  “Can we beam the Elorg out of there?”

“No,” said Bator almost immediately.  “He is apparently confined by a forcefield or something similar, because I am unable to get a transporter lock.”

Somehow, Christopher knew that their mission wasn’t going to be concluded that easily.  Luck just didn’t run that way.  Thankfully, with the presence of the Liberty, they were more than ready for anything the Romulans might throw at them—and Christopher adjusted his boldness level accordingly.  “Hail the base.”

Bator complied, and within a few seconds, a lanky Romulan Subcommander flitted onto the viewscreen.  Apparently, he had been anticipating such a call—either that, or he just had incredible reflexes.  “I am Subcommander Tisar.  Is there something I can do for you?”

Christopher calmly rose from his command chair.  “I am Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation starship Starlight—and yes, there is something you can do for me: release your Elorg prisoner at once.”

Tisar shook his head.  “I’m afraid I can’t do that.  I’m under strict orders to keep him here for questioning.”

Under normal circumstances, Christopher would have played the diplomatic game a bit longer—but since they were at war with the Romulans, he saw no need to do so.  “Let me rephrase that—release us the Elorg to us, or we will take that base from you, and release him ourselves!”

Clearly, Tisar was not intimidated by Christopher.  He simply shrugged, and shook his head.  “I have my orders…”

His loss.  “Then my forces will see you in a couple of minutes, Subcommander,” said Christopher, subsequently motioning for Bator to cut the transmission.

The Phobian complied, and Tisar blinked away, his image replaced by the five domed structures that made up his lunar base—only this time, there were some noticeable differences: a number of large disruptor turrets emerged from the perimeter of the base, and a glittering shield grid now protected it from invasion.

But Christopher knew this base was old.  The disruptors were probably older than he, and the shields no match for a volley of transphasic torpedoes.  “Mister Bator,” he called, seating himself in the command chair,  “lock weapons on their central power core and fire!”

“Aye, Captain!”

A blur of golden light suddenly streaked across the viewscreen, accompanied by a barrage of phaser fire—all of it crashing directly into one of the smaller domes on the perimeter of the base.  The marginal shields flickered and then failed—and the entire dome exploded in a glittering firestorm.  As the flames began to mushroom into space, Christopher knew it was time to act.

He turned his bright turquoise eyes upon Commander Harrison.  “Matthew,” he quietly called, “assemble your away team…”

Minutes later, Bator materialized beside Commander Harrison and Talyere in a darkened corridor of the Romulan base.  Nearby, Lieutenant Waltman and her team glittered into existence—and a few seconds after they materialized, Commanders Keller and Tompkins beamed down with yet another security team.  Additionally, several teams from the Liberty were presently beaming into the other sections of the base…

“Where is Tassadar being held?” asked Talyere.

Bator consulted with his tricorder.  Though the lunar base was complex, the route to the Elorg Underling’s cell was fairly straightforward.  “We must follow the corridor about seventy meters that way,” he said, pointing in Lieutenant Waltman’s general direction.

“Unfortunately,” said Commander Keller, also engrossed in her tricorder data, “there are about thirty Romulans approaching from that direction.”

“Then let us proceed,” said Harrison sternly.  He hefted his phaser rifle and started down the corridor; though he was more accustomed to fighting with a sword in the holodeck, he could be just as lethal with a phaser.  “Keep your phasers on heavy stun!” he called to the troops.  “I don’t want to kill anyone unless it’s absolutely necessary—conversely, I don’t wish these Romulans coming back for another round after we have already dispatched them!”

His pulse pounding, Bator snapped shut his tricorder and readied his own rifle.  Heavy stun would definitely incapacitate the Romulans—but they were a resilient people, and under these conditions, possessed superior physical strength.  There was little doubt in his mind—death would become this battlefield…

Trailing Harrison by less than a meter, Bator’s primary duty—if not official—was to see the Commander and other senior officers remained safe.  After all, their presence here wasn’t exactly required—and Bator would have felt much better had they stayed behind.  Still, he had faith in their combat skills; they would prevail.

A streak of green light suddenly arced through the corridor, striking the ceiling just over Bator’s head.  A few sparks fluttered to the ground… and the battle began.

Quickly, Bator ran over to the heart of the action and joined in, driving his elbow into the back of the nearest Romulan guard.  The poor fellow grunted and crashed to the floor in an instant, but Bator had no time to relax.  Moments later, he saw another Romulan guard coming straight at him—only this one was a bit more trigger-happy.

The Romulan hastily fired three blasts in Bator’s direction.  The first soared overhead, the second one grazed Commander Harrison’s uniform, and the third clipped Bator’s neck.  His skin tingled with pain, and blood trickled onto his uniform, but the wound appeared mostly superficial.  Not wanting to acquire a more serious wound, Bator quickly lunged at the Romulan aggressor, driving his head into the bastard’s chest until they both tumbled to the metallic deck.  

The two struggled for several moments, but the Romulan’s resistance quotient was relatively low, and Bator eventually overpowered the offender, freeing him up to deal with another foe…

Storming through the long, narrow corridor with Lucas and Talyere, Erin Keller felt like some sort of super hero.  Hastily picking off Romulans as they forged ahead into the darkness, they seemed nearly unstoppable in their quest to liberate the Underling Tassadar.

“We’re almost there,” Talyere called just moments after Erin downed her tenth foe.

Keller glanced at her phaser’s power cell.  The charge was still greater than fifty percent, and with the number of enemies decreasing with each moment that passed, she felt confident they would make it to the cell in one piece.

Three more Romulan guards appeared in the corridor up ahead—they appeared to be the last of the aggressors, but also the most heavily armed, each of them possessing impressive Romulan disruptor rifles of a design that she had never before seen.  Not wanting to get shot by one of those, she very quickly took aim upon the closest foe and, in tandem with Lucas, opened fire.

Vibrant orange phaser beams arced through the murky corridor, lancing the guard in the chest.  He stumbled back a few steps, but the personal shield that flickered around his chest kept him from sustaining any sort of permanent damage.

“Damn it,” said Keller, frantically increasing her phaser’s power level. 

The Romulan guards, however, were not content to stand by and wait.  Two of them opened fire, sending massive blobs of glowing green energy into the battlefield—and while both shots missed by a wide margin, the wall that once existed behind Keller and her friends was now little more than a smoldering array of twisted metal.

Keller returned fire, but knowing any attack on the Romulans would be futile, she instead focused her attack on the bulky weapons they held.  Her phaser beam crashed into the massive disruptor with explosive force, blowing the thing right out of the Romulan’s hand.  He cursed loudly, threw the smoldering weapon to the ground—and then charged Keller.

Talyere kicked the guard in the head before he could make contact, and the Romulan slammed into the wall, trailing green blood as he crumpled to the deck.

With two quick and precise blasts, Lucas took out the other two massive Romulan disruptors, leaving two very disgruntled soldiers of the empire.  They tossed aside their defunct rifles, but instead of forging ahead, they unsheathed their smaller, standard-issue disruptors and opened fire.

Keller ducked to avoid being shot in the chest, and rolled across the corridor, firing her phaser at the ceiling with hopes of knocking some sort of bulkhead onto the Romulan aggressors.  Much to her chagrin, she was only successful in starting a few EPS ruptures—and thick clouds of white plasma now spewed into the air.

The Romulans fired again, their multiple blasts briefly illuminating the murky haze.  Keller shot back, but she knew her efforts were futile…  There was only one way to settle this feud.

She crawled to her feet and charged through the murky haze, diving headfirst into the nearest guard.  He grunted and they both fell to the deck in a flurry of fists and expletives.  Keller took a few jabs to the face, but having caught the Romulan off guard, she had a definite advantage.  She drove her elbow into his chest, and as the air forcefully exited the Romulan’s lungs, Keller scrambled back to her feet.  After a dodging a few more weak punches, Erin swiped the Romulan’s chin with her fist—and he fell to the deck.

With Harrison at his side, Bator leapt over countless bodies—both Starfleet and Romulan—as they worked to evade the Romulan aggressor in hot pursuit.  While most of the Romulans were dispatched with ease, this one seemed particularly devious.  Not only did he have a personal shield, his incredible size made him a formidable foe.  Commander Harrison occasionally fired a few phaser blasts back in his general direction, with the hopes that it might slow the manic Romulan down, but sure enough, his heavy footfalls never seemed to cease.

“Parts of Lieutenant Waltman’s team is still fighting in the secondary corridor,” said Harrison after his latest failed attempt to stop the Romulan.  “Shall I summon them?”

“No,” said Bator.  Waltman and her people were busy holding off the rest of the station’s angry denizens.  If they were all diverted to this corridor, hell would undoubtedly break loose.  “We have almost reached our destination.  If we can hold off our aggressor long enough to retrieve Tassadar…”

A streak of verdant light soared past Bator’s head—but it wasn’t from the manic Romulan to their aft—it came from up ahead.

“Curses!” shouted Harrison.  He fired a few phaser blasts into the dark, hazy corridor ahead, but given the continued sounds of struggle, his efforts did little good—and with the massive manic Romulan in hot pursuit, trouble was undoubtedly on the horizon.

Lucas Tompkins ducked to avoid being clobbered by his Romulan adversary, and quickly swung his phaser rifle at the bastard’s knees.  Something cracked as he struck the guard, and for a moment, he suspected it was the Romulan’s knee—but when he withdrew his crumpled phaser, Tompkins knew otherwise.

Incredibly upset by the assault, the Romulan grabbed the phaser from Tompkins’ hands and trained it upon the engineer—but before he had a chance to fire, a commotion in the corridor prompted him to change his focus.  Not even bothering to take aim, he increased the phaser to level sixteen and fired into the corridor…

As he followed Bator toward their destination, Harrison tried to keep up, but admittedly, he was not much of a runner—and his repeated attempts to slow down their Romulan pursuer only seemed to hinder the pace.  Still, Harrison had to try.  He fired a few wayward blasts into the corridor behind him—and then tripped over a body in the corridor.  As he careened to the floor, the bulky Romulan started to open fire, shooting dozens of disruptor blasts into the air…

They stormed overhead, through a murky fog of EPS plasma—and struck Lucas Tompkins’ aggressor square in the chest.  The first few blasts were absorbed by his personal shield, but by the seventh blast, the power cell on his belt overloaded, and the guard was reduced to a pile of ash.  Simultaneously, the level sixteen phaser beam fired by the now-smoldering guard careened through the corridor and vaporized the manic guard in pursuit of Harrison and Bator.

And then there was silence.

The battle was over.

Eager to see this mission to its conclusion, Talyere raced to the end of the corridor, where he found Tassadar waiting patiently in his cell.  The Underling was obviously relieved to see Talyere, but given the morbid look in his crimson eyes, he was troubled by something.

Talyere quickly phasered the keypad on the wall beside the cell, and the forcefield keeping Tassadar incarcerated zapped into oblivion.  Talyere smiled thinly.  “I believe you wished to speak with me?”

* * *

An hour later, Tassadar stood peering out the windows in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  He had been invited to sit, but so unsettled was the Underling by this whole ordeal, he could not bring himself to do much of anything—except relate his chilling tale.  “As you know, I was a servant of the Cerebrate Ra’thenn…  It was an honor to be in the position—for the first time in my life, I felt as if I might become a person of power…”

Aside from Talyere, only Captain Christopher sat in on this conference.  There was no need to overwhelm the Underling after his imprisonment.  Besides, if the information was extremely confidential, it was best that only a few people came to know of it.

Tassadar took in a lungful of nervous air.  “I was visiting the spaceport in the Hazor Cluster several days ago.  It was a routine mission—I was to deliver a status report to the Cerebrate.  The mission itself was fine, and the Cerebrate was undoubtedly pleased with my competence—but it was my chance encounter with our new High Overseer that brought a warning to my heart.”

“Brii’el?” said Talyere.  “I know very little about him or his record in the Conclave.  To the best of my knowledge, he is a fairly reclusive man.”

Tassadar nodded, and finally turned his back to the glittering starfield.  “With good reason,” he said quietly.  “Brii’el is not who he seems to be.”

Talyere’s eyes widened.  “Oh?”

 Tassadar nodded.  “Overseer Xi’Yor has returned to us,” he said, struggling with each and every word.  “That is why the High Overseer has been so reclusive…  He does not what his identity known to us just yet…  I knew I couldn’t take this information to the Conclave.  While Xi’Yor has many nemeses there, he also has many friends.  I would have likely been terminated on the spot; I needed to inform someone I could trust—someone I knew could bring about his defeat.”  Tassadar paused, and his burning crimson eyes fell upon Talyere.  “Someone like you.”

“Me?!” exclaimed Talyere.  “I am but a simple Overseer—barely a part of the Conclave.  What could I possibly do bring about the fall of Xi’Yor?”

Tassadar shook his head.  “I know not.  But… you have more supporters than you know, Talyere.   Should you choose to oppose Xi’Yor’s darkness, I can provide you with an army of light.”

And suddenly, Talyere Rosat could feel the weight of the galaxy resting squarely upon his shoulders.  His people were counting on him to restore the Bloc to glory—but he remained uncertain if that was the destiny he was willing to accept.  “I will… consider your proposal,” said Talyere.

Shar ch’Thane was tired.  Having spent three hours in the Federation Council Chamber listening to an endless string of accounts from the front lines, his mind was numbed to the point of insanity.  Thus, as he stumbled into his quarters, the only thing on the Andorian’s mind was sleep.

He very quickly shed his tunic and turned down the bed, but before he had a chance to slide between the cool, silky covers, the computer terminal on his desk began to chirp.  Shar was inclined to ignore the summons, but much to his chagrin, the sender of the message was infinitely patient, and contained to wait for Shar’s reply.  Slowly, the Andorian wandered over to his desk and activated the viewscreen—which immediately prompted him for authorization.  “Authorization ch’Thane-9-7-Alpha.”

The computer chirped happily, and within moments, patched him through to the Klingon Homeworld.  Shar fully expected to see Admiral Grayson’s face, ready to share the news of the treachery within the Klingon Empire.  But much to the Andorian’s surprise, it was his contact, Bogra, who had summoned him.  “What can I do for you, my friend?”

The Klingon flashed a jagged smile, but it quickly faded.  “That human you sent to speak with me—Grayson?”

Shar nodded.  “Yes, that’s him.  Did you meet with him?”

“No,” said Bogra, shaking his head.

“Why not?”

“He never arrived.”  Bogra’s face turned grim.  “He boarded the Klingon transport Bok’mar several days ago, but according to the security logs, he never exited. Making matters worse, the Bok’mar was destroyed this morning—it suffered a freak warp core breach…”  

A pang of concern thundered throughout Shar’s heart.  “That is… odd.”

“It is,” agreed Bogra.  “It would seem someone has murdered your friend…”

As he materialized in the Great Hall of the Dryad Citadel on Kalidar, Overseer Xi’Yor found himself quite pleased with the Inkhezi’s maiden voyage.  Not only had he been able to elude detection all the way to the Romulan Neutral Zone, he eliminated a potential threat long before it manifested itself into a serious challenge.  Things were definitely looking up in the Elorg Bloc…

“Ra’thenn.”  Eager to share his experience with the Cerebrate, Xi’Yor started for the empty throne in the heart of the Great Hall.

But the Cerebrate did not appear…   

“Ra’thenn!” repeated Xi’Yor, this time a bit louder.  If the Cerebrate had retreated to his nearby anteroom, it was possible he was completely unaware of Xi’Yor’s presence.  But still, Ra’thenn made no appearance.

Slowly, Xi’Yor crossed the Great Hall and wandered into the maze of adjacent corridors.   Ra’thenn’s chamber was the first door on the left, overlooking the incredible Kalis Wood.  Thinking the Cerebrate might be lost in thought, he quietly peered into the private little chamber—but it, too, was empty.

Curious as to Ra’thenn’s whereabouts, Xi’Yor crept inside and accessed the personal computer on the Cerebrate’s desk.  It did not take him long to discover Ra’thenn had gone away on business; he was meeting with the leaders of the colony on Alterac, and would not be back for several cycles.

Xi’Yor shrugged.  His tale of the Inkhezi’s maiden voyage would have to wait—and on that note, he deactivated Ra’thenn’s computer and retreated to the Great Hall…  His intent was to simply return to the Inkhezi, but as he wandered past the Cerebrate’s throne, a darkly evil thought glimmered in his mind…

For a moment, Xi’Yor tried to dismiss the notion—Ra’thenn, after all, was a very close ally.  To betray him as such would be unfortunate for Elorg everywhere…  But the lure of power kept Xi’Yor from his moral compass—and he slowly climbed the small flight of stairs leading to the throne.  He gazed at its opulent beauty for only a moment before tentatively seating himself in the ultimate hub of power.  

And he smiled.  “Soon,” he whispered.  “Very soon…”

* * *
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