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Previously…
 
Stardate 74186.5

• Talyere’s daughter, Creya, is thought killed in the Battle of Ciden II (“Checkmate”).

Stardate 74667.8

• Federation and Cardassian forces attempt to maintain order within the new Elorg/Breen territories, but Xi’Yor is not content with this new arrangement, and conspires to clandestinely gain control of the government (“Sodom and Gomorrah”).

Stardate 74811.9

• Xi’Yor contracts Aevedar Syndrome, a potentially lethal illness (“A Touch of Darkness”).

Stardate 75457.8

• Xi’Yor allies himself with Overseer Ra’thenn, and together they assassinate the newly installed Cerebrate Zalsar.  Ra’thenn is elevated to the position of Cerebrate (“Aria of Sorrows”).

Stardate 75722.0

• Tensions between the Breen and Elorg grow, as the vast majority of the Breen still recognize the chi-goehs—and not the Cerebrate Ra’thenn—as divinity.  As a result, Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor begin to suppress the Breen (“Kalidar Rising”).

Stardate 75847.1

• The Breen contact Talyere, and beg him to assume his rightful position as Cerebrate (“Destinies of Flame and Sorrow”).

Stardate 75978.2

• Talyere begins receiving visions from the chi-goehs.  Therein, he witnesses the untimely demise of Megan Reinbold (“Screams of Armageddon”).

• The Elorg, lead by Xi’Yor, launch a devastating attack on Earth.  It is the beginning of a new Elorg campaign to eliminate the Federation and restore the former Elorg Bloc forged by Na’zar 200,000 years ago (“Screams of Armageddon”).

Stardate 76002.8

• Unwilling to allow Xi’Yor’s rampage to continue, Talyere joins the Breen Resistance, intent on restoring Eredas to power before Xi’Yor.  It is widely believed that he who controls Eredas will control the Elorg Bloc—unfortunately, the location of the Elorg homeworld was long ago lost.  Thus, both Talyere and Xi’Yor embark upon a journey to Rebena Te Ra, an ancient observatory known to have tracked Eredas across the cosmos (“In Memoriam,” “Toccata and Fugue”).

Stardate 76067.1

•  Xi’Yor’s medical condition worsens, and he fakes his death to test Ra’thenn’s loyalty.  Believing Xi’Yor dead, Ra’thenn disobeys orders, and focuses on his own agenda.  After “recovering,” Xi’Yor makes it clear to Ra’thenn that his days as Cerebrate are numbered (“Toccata and Fugue”).

Stardate 76101.2

• Federation President Ghodan Makar is revealed to be a changeling, and while it was obvious he purposely engineered the recent war between the Federation and Romulans, the extent of his treachery remains unknown (“Moments of Transition”).

Stardate 76257.7

• The mysterious Administrator Va’kyr becomes pregnant with Ra’thenn’s child, providing Ra’thenn with an heir to the throne (“Adversaries”).

Stardate 76443.9

• The Dominion arrives in the Alpha Quadrant to investigate Ghodan Makar.  Answers are few and far between, but it is discovered that Makar’s allies are both lethal and of unknown origin (“Dominion”).

Stardate 76543.2

• Growing frustrated with Ra’thenn, High Overseer Xi’Yor forges an alliance with the mysterious General Ordikan.

• Va’kyr is promoted to the rank of Overseer.

• Hoping to inspire a Breen uprising, Talyere and Captain Harrison head to Cardassia to meet with Aladar, an influential Breen leader (“Shadows of an Empire”).

Stardate 76570.7

• Aladar is killed prior to meeting with Talyere, and hopes for a Breen insurrection fade.

• With General Ordikan’s help, the Cardassian fleet is obliterated by the giant lunar base called Eredas-Il.  The moon was an Elorg base that once orbited the Elorg Homeworld (“The Fall of Cardassia Prime”).

Stardate 76643.9
• A mysterious distress signal leads Talyere to Rebena Te Ra.  Unfortunately, the planet is out of temporal sync with the rest of the universe, and the data he collected on the Elorg Homeworld is several thousand years out of date.

• Erin Keller is injured in a shuttle accident.

• The Garidians attack both the Romulans and the Federation, prompting Praetor Tomalak to pledge the entire Romulan fleet to the Federation’s defense.

• Va’kyr suddenly kills her unborn child.

• Xi’Yor defects to the Federation, claiming Ra’thenn’s stupidity has grown intolerable (“Rebena Te Ra”).

Stardate 76670.4

• With assistance from Eredas-Il, the Elorg fleet manages to destroy Deep Space Nine.

• Overseer Va’kyr kills Cerebrate Ra’thenn.  She later reveals to Talyere that she is actually his daughter, Creya.

• Xi’Yor’s defection is a ruse to capture the Starlight in an effort to obtain the data gathered on Rebena Te Ra.

• General Ordikan reveals that the Phobians control Eredas-Il—but the General himself is not Phobian (“The Treachery of a Queen”).

Chapter 29

The great crescent moon gracefully climbed through the icy haze and bitter winds to assume its rightful place in the receding blue sky.  Far below the gleaming moon loomed the glacial peaks of the Celbarai Mountains. In the daylight, the majestic peaks glimmered under the frozen sun, but with the fall of night came great shadows that claimed the snowbound land.  The transition was both serene and tranquil—and potentially something more…

Each night, before twilight came to pass, the convergence of light and shadow conspired to reveal the mountain’s greatest secret.  On the windswept summit atop the highest peak rose a great ivory citadel.  Gleaming in the golden sunlight, the massive structure surged into the clouds…

To some, it was known as the Dragon’s Roost.  Though weathered by the aeons, there still existed four giant gargoyles perched atop the smaller support structures.  A superstitious individual might have feared the sculptures represented the roost’s temperamental (and fire-breathing) denizens… but such stories had rarely been known to frighten children—for even they referred to the ancient citadel as Khyar-Adun.

Nobody knew who erected the giant observatory or why it was constructed in the remote Celbarai Mountains, but it had stood for centuries in silent observation of the great celestial firmament above…

Though he had long suspected Rebena Te Ra was a distinct and special place, never in his wildest imaginings did First Administrator Ceniir believe the entire star system was out of sync with the rest of the universe.  He first suspected something was amiss years ago, when the Romulans first attacked.

They came without warning, descending upon Rebena Te Ra with hundreds of ships and thousands of centurions.  The clash that followed was both brief and bloody; though their numbers were impressive, the Romulans were a technologically inferior civilization, and their limited starships and unfortunate technology could not compete with the might of Rebena Te Ra.  Every last invader was destroyed…

As he surveyed Khyar-Adun in the battle’s aftermath, Ceniir always knew that the Romulans might one day return—but he always suspected that his descendants would stand to face the darkness.  There was no way the Romulans could hope to challenge the mighty armies of Rebena Te Ra.

He was wrong.

Less than two years later, the Romulans returned in full force.  Gone were their paltry birds of prey; in the span of two short years, the Romulans not only augmented every last bit of their technology, they somehow managed to develop the incredibly powerful D’deridex-class warbird.  Though the second invasion was indeed repelled, it was hardly the decisive victory Ceniir had previously been witness to…

“At that point, I had my suspicions,” admitted the First Administrator.  He stood with Malganis and several other high-ranking officials in the astral observatory floating high above Khyar-Adun’s highest tower.  Following Talyere’s departure, most of the governing council agreed to meet and discuss the temporal situation.  Though Talyere himself had not broached the subject, the Overseer’s presence raised numerous questions.

“When did we fall out of alignment with the rest of the universe?” asked Malganis.  The Iconian stood near the elegant master control station in the center of the observatory.  “The archives indicate our ancestors were able to come and go as they pleased…  There is no indication of a temporal variance.”

Ceniir shook his head.  “There is no way to be certain when we diverged from the timeline,” he admitted.  “Our computer systems have not recorded any variance in the space-time continuum.  It is entirely possible the entire process was so gradual, the computer simply did not take notice.”

Malganis looked to his companions for suggestions, but they were all of them ill at ease with the very notion of temporal displacement.  Hence, Malganis continued to speak in their stead.  “I have consulted with the denizens of Al Atrun,” he said.  “They were reasonably unconcerned about this development.”

Unfortunately, the denizens of Al Atrun had every reason to be concerned.  Ceniir was First Administrator for a reason—he did not bring attention to this matter as a common courtesy… he did so because the fate of Rebena Te Ra was suddenly in question.  “If our temporal displacement was indeed a gradual process, then there is no evidence to suggest the displacement has ceased.”

Malganis raised a curious brow.  “Meaning?”

Though it was mere speculation at this point, Ceniir had in his possession sufficient knowledge to make such speculation practical.  “Meaning,” he sighed, “we might someday become so far removed from the timeline that our progression into the future slows to a halt…”

 “We’ll stop aging?” suggested Administrator Lyude.

Ceniir shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “We’ll stop living.  We might literally become frozen in time…”

Though not very difficult to understand, the concept was nevertheless hard to accept.  On the surface, it didn’t really mean anything, because it was unlikely anyone would notice the continued divergence from the timeline.  The denizens of Rebena Te Ra had been oblivious to the changes for centuries, a trend that was likely to continue well into the foreseeable future.  Unfortunately, they could no longer afford to turn a blind eye to the situation.

“We have been in this meeting for more than an hour,” Ceniir stated.  “As far as we are concerned, one hour has passed…  But nearly three days have elapsed in the rest of the universe.  If we continue to allow this temporal divergence, we might one day find ourselves so far removed from the timeline that eons will pass in the time it takes us to eat breakfast.”

There was a bit of a gasp before silence filtered into the astral observatory.  The governing council did not take well to such radical thoughts, and for a moment, Ceniir feared that he would be laughed out of the building.  Thankfully, Malganis considered everything that had been said, and his words kept the governing council in check.  “What do you propose we do?” asked the Iconian.

The proposal was not a simple one.  In fact, Ceniir suspected it might ultimately prove unpopular… but it mattered not to Ceniir.  His duty was not to appease the fickle wonts of the governing council, but to ensure the continued endurance of Rebena Te Ra.  “We must bring an end to our temporal displacement,” he calmly stated.  “We must merge Rebena Te Ra with its neighbors…”

The transmission’s quality was unfortunate, but Arch-Rashon Fornath was certain that he heard something about Rebena Te Ra and its neighbors.  Unfortunately, that enigmatic little something would not be enough to appease Fornath’s superiors.  They expected fantastical results from this mission—anything that might give the Garidians a tactical advantage in their invasion of the Federation—and vague twilight whispers certainly fell short of that desire…

Fornath would have to redouble his efforts—or get himself executed…  Whichever came first.  Evidently the timeline was not in his favor.  Thankfully, Fornath considered himself an opportunist.  Though his mission to Rebena Te Ra had seen some strife, the situation was nevertheless rich in opportunity.  One way or another, his superiors would get their tactical advantage…

Chapter 30

Megan Reinbold stepped into the Columbia’s mess hall with a plethora random thoughts flitting about her mind, the least of those concerns being her lunch.  She had a pair of reports to submit to Captain Harrison, a duty roster for Commander Robinson, and of course… the ongoing conflict with the Elorg was never far from her thoughts.  Lunch barely registered as a blip on her mental radar… yet Megan somehow found herself standing in front of the replicator.

Not wanting to waste what little time she had to imbibe her meal, Megan ordered the very first thing that came to mind:  “Vegetable soup.”

The computer chirped, and from a shimmering blue light came a steaming bowl of soup in the replicator’s basin.  It looked reasonably decent and didn’t smell half bad, but the Columbia’s replicator was fast becoming notorious for its unfortunate meals.  As such, Megan’s expectations were understandably low.

She carefully grabbed her lunch tray and headed toward a table.  All things considered, the mess hall was bustling with activity.  In recent weeks, Megan had dined alone more than once… but the “crowd” of about a dozen made for a pleasant change of pace—and it also gave Megan a chance to remove one of the blips from her mental radar.

Commander Robinson sat alone at a small table near the windows.  Though she was glancing at a padd, she didn’t seem too terribly enthralled by its contents—and Megan thusly decided there was no better time to approach.  With her soup in hand, Megan came up alongside Amy Robinson and cleared her throat.  “Mind if I join you?”

Robinson glanced up from her padd.  “No,” she said, pleasantly surprised by the intrusion.  “Not at all.”

That was the biggest hurdle in the conversation.  Though she had spent the better part of a year aboard the Columbia, Megan wasn’t particularly close to anyone aboard the ship.  As such, starting conversations was at times… awkward.  Still, once the ice was broken, Megan could easily hold her own in almost any conversation.

She seated herself directly across from Robinson, and was momentarily tempted to try her soup—but ultimately thought it wiser to tend to the fledgling conversation.  “I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

“No,” said Robinson, indolently picking at the remains of her own lunch.  “I was just finishing my meal.  Have you tried the calamari salad?  It’s quite good.”

“Squid?” Megan didn’t bother to hide her disgust.  “I’m afraid that one’s not on my menu.”

If she took offense, Robinson showed no sign of it.  She merely chuckled, and pushed aside her empty plate.  “So, what can I do for you, Commander?”

Megan quickly fished the duty roster from her pocket, and slid it across the tabletop for Robinson to inspect.  “I just wanted to submit next week’s duty roster for your approval,” she explained.

Robinson easily intercepted the padd in its journey across the table.  “Thank you,” she said.

Megan provided a slight smile—but said nothing in response.  Her vegetable soup was still calling to her nostrils, and this time Megan decided to appease her senses.  She carefully brought a spoonful of soup to her lips… and was pleasantly surprised when the sultry liquid splashed upon her tongue.  It was actually palatable!

Intrigued by this revelation, Megan imbibed a second spoonful—just to make absolutely certain her taste buds hadn’t conspired to fool her—and again, the vegetable soup proved decent.  But much to Megan’s chagrin, her euphoria was cut short by the conversation.

Robinson’s inquisitive eyes darted up from the duty roster.  “You intend to work three double-shifts next week?”

In that instant, another blip appeared on Megan’s mental radar.  “I meant to talk to you about that,” she said.  “I’ve been hoping to put in a few hours in the science lab—I am a scientist after all…  I miss being down in the lab working on some frivolous project late at night.”  She chuckled as her numerous frivolous projects came into her thoughts.  “Once, when I was studying Species 8472 at the xenobiology lab in Brisbane, I stayed up all night designing an aquarium based in fluidic space.”

“And?”

“My fish croaked.”

Robinson cracked a faint smile, but her face retained enough neutrality to keep her thoughts on the proposal a complete and total mystery.  “Do you intend to simulate aquariums in the Columbia’s science lab?”

“Only during peacetime.”

The quip prompted Robinson to arch a curious brow.  “Well, in that case, I suppose we could use some additional help in the science lab,” she said.  “I’m sure Matthew won’t have any objections.”

“Matthew?”

Robinson frowned.  “Captain Harrison,” she clarified.

But the source of Megan’s confusion was apparently lost upon Robinson.  “Oh, I know who Matthew is,” she lightly retorted.  “But… since when are we on a first-name basis?”  Aboard the Starlight, everyone was on such friendly terms, but Captain Harrison adhered to a much stricter protocol aboard the Columbia.  Thus, a relationship working on a first-name basis could only mean one thing—and that brought a smile to Megan’s face.  “Have you slept with him yet?”

To that, Robinson had no reply.  She simply sat, suddenly engrossed by subtle intricacies of the duty roster.

“So you have slept with him.”  Megan’s devilish grin widened.  “Wait until Lucas hears about this…”

The sudden prospect of a spreading rumor inspired Robinson to action.  She gently set aside the duty roster and parted her lips to speak—but no sooner than she did so, Captain Harrison’s voice broke through the silence.

“Senior officers,” he called over the com, “report to the bridge with due haste.”

• • •

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76717.6: A Federation listening post near the Zosma Cluster has detected a vessel of unknown origin headed for Federation space.  The Columbia is moving to intercept.

“Distance?”  Matthew Harrison strode onto the Columbia’s bridge feeling ill at ease.  The past few weeks had been most unsettling, and this mysterious starship did little to allay those fears.  Danger, it seemed, lurked in every corner of the galaxy.

Still, Harrison had faith in the Columbia’s crew.  They had long ago proven themselves capable officers, able to handle themselves in any situation.  He was certain this time would be no different.

“The ship is 1.8 light years away,” noted Ian Meade as his deft fingers pecked away at the helm controls.  “It is currently holding position near Delta Zosma II—an uninhabited Class-B planet with no intrinsic value.”

To the best of Harrison’s knowledge, the entire Zosma Cluster was lacking intrinsic value.  It was a small, open cluster near Tzenkethi space that spanned seven light years and four star systems.  It had no resources, no life forms, and until a few hours ago, no starships.  Harrison’s gaze wandered back to Megan Reinbold at the operations console.  “What do we know about that starship?” he inquired.

“Not much,” she crisply replied.  “It doesn’t have any shields or weapons to speak of… a laughable warp drive—I doubt it can break warp three—and I’m not detecting any life signs.”

Perched on the edge of her seat, a quizzical gaze crossed Commander Robinson’s face.  “It’s not a Tzenkethi ship, is it?”

Reinbold shook her head.  “No.  The hull configuration and energy signatures are unlike anything in the Tzenkethi fleet.”

The helm suddenly bleeped.  “We’re entering visual range,” noted Meade.

Though the situation was certainly curious, Harrison found himself only slightly concerned.  In fact, he was quite eager to see this mystery ship.  “On screen.”

Reinbold immediately complied with the order.  Moments later, the hazy blue streaks of the quantum slipstream vanished, replaced by the craggy, volcanic features of Delta Zosma II.  But there was no ship in sight.

“Are these the right coordinates?” asked Robinson.

“They are,” Reinbold confirmed.

“Then where is the ship?”

Utterly perplexed, Reinbold shook her head.  “I’m still detecting it on sensors,” she said.  “By all accounts, it should be right in front of us.”

“Is it cloaked?” asked Harrison.

“As far as I could tell, it doesn’t have a cloaking device,” said Reinbold, but she double-checked the sensor logs just in case.

Though he wasn’t quite ready to call for yellow alert, Harrison’s curiosity was quickly making the transition to concern.  He turned his attention to Robinson.  “What do you make of this, Commander?”

She shook her head.  “It could be a trap,” she tentatively suggested.  “But the Elorg have been fairly overt in their actions, recently…”

Harrison was inclined to agree.  “And we do not possess anything of value aboard the Columbia,” he added.  “It is highly unlikely they wish to capture us.”

“If we encountered the Elorg, they would, in all likelihood, destroy us,” Robinson agreed.

“Perhaps we can ask them about their intentions,” Turathan Karalis promptly interjected.  “We are being hailed.”

Harrison frowned.  “I was under the impression the vessel was uninhabited…”

“There are no life signs,” confirmed the Andorian.  “But the ship is hailing us.”

Harrison wasn’t about to argue.  “On screen.”

And moments later, Talyere Rosat’s pleasant visage flitted onto the viewscreen.  “Captain Harrison,” he politely greeted, “forgive the confusion, but I must make every effort to keep my actions clandestine.”

For fleeting a moment, Harrison reconsidered Robinson’s suggestion.  After all, Talyere made for a very tempting lure… but having known the Overseer for five years, Harrison was inclined to believe the man.  “What has transpired?”

The Overseer pulled in a nervous lungful of air.  He was truly concerned—and that in itself was enough to alarm Harrison.  “That Starlight was captured,” he stated.  “I am currently being held with the rest of the crew aboard Eredas-Il.  The vessel you witnessed in the Zosma Cluster was little more than a creation of particle synthesis.”

“It doesn’t exist,” Harrison correctly surmised.  The realization answered a lot of questions—but gave rise to just as many more.  “How did you gain access to the communication systems?”

“I still have friends within the Bloc,” he whispered.  “With their help, I can assure the safety of the Starlight crew… but not for long.  Xi’Yor is also here, and he intends to have them executed.”

“Where, exactly, is here?” inquired Harrison.  He didn’t know how many friends Talyere had left, but it was his hope that one of them had access to an astrometrics lab.

“To the best of my knowledge, we are still in the Denobulan Sector,” he quickly replied.  “However, I do not know how much longer we shall remain.”

The Denobulan Sector was much closer than Harrison would have expected… and though the information was extremely useful, there was little Harrison could do with it.  Eredas-Il was a heavily fortified moon; the Columbia was a small Federation starship.  From a logistical standpoint, any attack on Eredas-Il was a suicide mission.  “I shall confer with Starfleet immediately,” replied Harrison.

Talyere nodded his agreement.  “Very well,” he said.  “I will contact you again as soon as I am able.”

The moment Captain Harrison’s image flittered away, Talyere Rosat felt a stab of victory in his heart.  Though brief, his communiqué was a definite step in the right direction; the wheels of progress were finally beginning to turn.  With any luck, the Starlight crew might soon be rescued.  It was a pleasant thought, but not one that Talyere had the luxury of savoring…

 “I will have to teach you the virtues of concision.”  Creya Rosat’s moderately terse voice floated in the sterile air as she approached the holoprojector platform.  “I told you to keep your transmission brief.”

Talyere frowned.  “That was brief,” he calmly stated as he stepped away from the circular platform.  “But if you believe my performance unsatisfactory, you are more than welcome to speak with Captain Harrison in the future.”

“That won’t be necessary,” said Creya, her ashen lips forming a faint smile.  “I could never hope to reach your level of eloquence.”

Talyere matched her gaze.  “Point taken.”  He lingered near the projector for only a moment longer before stepping over to the control console a few meters away.  The workstation was surprisingly simple given the complexity of the holoprojector… but that was perfectly fine with Talyere.  He did not consider himself a technically inclined individual.  “While Captain Harrison consults with Starfleet, I believe we should begin formulating an escape plan of our own…”

“I might be able to gain access to a shuttle,” said Creya, though she sounded skeptical.  “I’m not sure that escape is our best option…”

Unfortunately, it was the only viable option that Talyere could think of.  “If we do not escape, Xi’Yor will soon install himself as Cerebrate.  That cannot happen.  We must get to Kalidar before he does.”

Creya considered her options for a moment before reaching the very same conclusion.  “I will tell General Ordikan that I am needed on Kalidar.  His watchful gaze extends well into Elorg space, but I doubt he will concern himself with my whereabouts.  He believes Overseer Va’kyr is little more than one of his pawns.”

“Admittedly, I was under the impression Overseer Va’kyr was little more than a pawn,” replied Talyere.  “You have changed considerably since our last encounter.”

All things considered, Talyere’s sentiment was a significant understatement.  Nearly three years had passed since the fateful Battle of Ciden II—and a great many things had changed.  “I was aboard the Kedris during the battle,” said Creya, gradually recalling those painful memories not forgotten.  “We were attempting to lower the shields so the Starlight could rescue Captain Christopher and capture Xi’Yor…”

“But you failed,” Talyere noted.  He wasn’t upset or disappointed… he was merely stating fact.

A fact that Creya could not deny.  “We failed,” she confirmed.  “The Kedris was destroyed… Gul Oshere was dead, and I was badly injured—but I somehow managed to survive in the wreckage for three long weeks.”

“Thousands of starships were destroyed in that battle,” Talyere solemnly noted.  “It took the Klingons and the Federation many long months to clear the battlefield.”

Talyere’s voice had suddenly acquired an unusually bitter tone, but Creya chose not to inquire—because her saviors were neither Klingon nor Federation.  “I was rescued by the Yelss and taken to one of their installations in the Zukara Segment.”  Creya’s memory from that time was highly fragmented, but she had one very distinct recollection:  “They… altered me…”

In that moment, Talyere’s face drained of all color.  His vivid orange eyes wide with curiosity, he asked but a single question: “How did you get back?”

“They sent me back…”

“Why?”

She shook her head.  “I don’t know.”  And she didn’t want to know.  Though fragmented, Creya’s memories of the Zukara Segment were anything but pleasant—and she thusly drove the conversation back on track.  “About that ship…”

Thankfully, Talyere was not one to dwell.  He easily dropped the subject and got back to business.  “Make the necessary arrangements,” he said, “but we will not be leaving immediately.”

“Why not?”

The pair briefly exchanged glances.  “I told Captain Harrison that I would protect the Starlight’s crew.  I intend to keep that promise…”

Today’s meeting was in a seemingly nondescript corridor deep inside Eredas-Il.  Bator had passed through the narrow passage countless times in recent days, but never did he give its existence much thought.  He had been far more concerned with General Ordikan.  Unfortunately, the mysterious man had little to say.

Ordikan frequently—and ironically—spoke of the great Phobian Republic, and how it might someday return to power.  He spouted platitudes on the conflict with the Al-Bhed, listened to Bator recount a few tales from his days aboard the Starlight.  Generally, noteworthy discussions were few and far between.  Today seemed no different.

The General arrived, in his Phobian guise, shortly after Bator.  He brought with him a cryptic smile… and a Phobian woman.  Bator had seen her before, mainly in the corridors and mess hall, but he couldn’t even begin to fathom the woman’s importance to this conversation.

“General,” Bator politely greeted.  “It is good to see you.”

“Likewise,” said Ordikan with a curt nod.  At that point, the conversation typically descended into some sort of lecture on the Phobian Republic, and Bator was fully prepared to listen—but today, Ordikan deferred to the attractive woman at his side.  “This is Garenna,” he said.  “She will be working with you from now on…”

Bator frowned.  “What?”

Sensing the confusion and concern in Bator’s voice, Ordikan quickly clarified the situation.  “We will still have our discussions,” he stated, “but not on a daily basis.  I am a busy man, and the conflict with the Federation will soon require much of my attention.”

“So you want me to work with Garenna in your stead?” That was unfortunate news.  Though she certainly seemed pleasant, Garenna was likely half Bator’s age, and no doubt lacked the data that Bator so desired.  “I would much rather continue my work with you…”

Ordikan chuckled.  “In good time,” said the false-Phobian.  “You have a great destiny before you… but until you are ready to fulfill that destiny, you must work with Garenna.  She has much to teach you.”

“Such as?”

The petite woman summarily handed Bator a hefty toolkit.  “We can start with recalibrating the anodyne relays on level ninety-eight.”

At first, Bator didn’t understand.  If his destiny was so grand, why was he recalibrating anodyne relays?  So he hazarded a guess:  “I am to be a maintenance worker?”

Ordikan nodded.  “It will be a test of your skills…”  And on that note, he turned on his heel and left Bator with Garenna… and the anodyne relays on level ninety-eight…

Alan Christopher opened his bleary eyes to find himself in what appeared to be a lab of some sort.  It smelled incredibly sterile and was harshly illuminated by countless overhead lights.  There were numerous computer workstations clustered throughout the facility… all of them manned by Elorg.

Christopher didn’t recall his journey to this Elorg facility… in fact, he didn’t recall much of the last few days. His most recent memories harkened back to the struggle with the incubus aboard the Starlight.  The fight had not gone well, and in a last-ditch effort to destroy the feral beast, Christopher tried to overload his phaser.  Evidently, it only worked to a certain extent.  The incubus was undoubtedly destroyed, for Christopher still had his life—but the Elorg must have somehow intervened… and now Christopher could only assume that he and Justin Reinbold were prisoners.

They were both of them bound to uncomfortable metallic tables in the back of the lab.  The restraints, located around the chest and legs, were a bit tight… but Christopher supposed that comfort was a luxury he no longer had.

“One of the subjects is awake.”  The voice came from the opposite side of the lab; Christopher couldn’t see the speaker, but he sounded unpleasant. 

“Is it the boy?”  Christopher found himself infinitely more familiar with the second speaker—it was Xi’Yor.

“No,” replied the lab technician.  “It is Captain Christopher.”

The High Overseer chuckled.  “Excellent.”

Christopher immediately tensed.  Though he was loathe to admit it, there were moments when Xi’Yor truly frightened him—and this was one of those unfortunate moments.  Christopher knew not what Xi’Yor wanted, but he suspected the process of fulfilling those wants would be a painful one.

Within a few moments, Xi’Yor’s heavy footfalls brought him to Christopher’s side.  The High Overseer said nothing at first; he allowed his malevolent gaze to speak in his stead.  And it spoke volumes.  Within those blazing orange eyes, Christopher could see years of hatred and malevolence… and for a moment, he could almost feel the enmity brewing within Xi’Yor’s dark soul.

“What do you want?” Christopher demanded, making every effort to put some force behind his words.  He wasn’t entirely successful, but he nevertheless managed to get his point across.

In response, a sinister grin crept across Xi’Yor’s pallid face.  “I want you.”  The High Overseer slowly brought his lips to Christopher’s ear and said,   “I should have done this a long time ago…”

Chapter 31

“How do you feel?”

On the surface, Kendall Johnson’s question seemed innocent enough, but in the back of her mind, Erin Keller knew that it was the hidden entrance to another one of Sarah’s medical examinations.  Erin didn’t know how many days she had been cooped up in her holding cell with Kendall—her thoughts were too hazy to keep track of time—but given the number of medical exams, it had to have been more than a week.

Of course, Sarah was situated in the adjacent cell.  As she provided her longwinded professional opinions, the good doctor couldn’t even see her patient.  Erin suspected that was probably a good thing, because her condition seemed worse than Kendall’s dutiful reports indicated.

Erin felt unbelievably tired; unseen weights constantly tugged at her eyelids, and waves of malaise kept her from performing even the simplest physical tasks. Her thoughts were clouded with a haze of confusion and, if she wasn’t mistaken, her body was beginning to retain fluids.  “I feel like shit,” she wearily summarized.

The answer was probably enough to satisfy Kendall; Erin could tell that he didn’t really like performing the medical exams… but Sarah insisted, and Kendall was far too reticent to voice his objections.  Thus, he gently prodded Erin for more information.  “Are there any new symptoms?”

Yesterday’s list had included nausea, fatigue… and a few other items that Erin couldn’t quite recall.  She tried to pull the fading memories to the surface…

Memories of what?

Erin knew not.  The all-consuming haze crept through her mind like a plague, erasing her past and unsettling her future.  Erin didn’t like haze.  It was bad.  It blocked the sunlight…

“Erin!”

She blinked away the mental haze, and Kendall’s face was suddenly right in front of her.

“Erin,” he repeated.  “Are you all right?”

She shook her head, hoping to clear away more of the confusion.  “I’ve been better,” she groaned.  “I’m having a lot of trouble concentrating.”

“That’s not unheard of,” came Sarah’s voice from the adjacent holding cell.

Kendall turned toward the Doctor’s voice.  “Is it bad?”

She sighed.  “It’s not good.”

After everything Erin had endured the past few weeks, it was almost ironic that she would die in a shitty little holding cell.  Hardly the heroic death she had envisioned… but then again, it was infrequently that Erin actually stopped to think about death.  The fact that it so consumed her thoughts right now certainly did not bode well.  “How long do I have?” she asked, and when there was no immediate response, Erin had her answer.

The nearby doors suddenly clanked apart amidst a mechanical cacophony, and the sound of heavy footfalls echoed in the clammy air.

Kendall placed a gentle hand upon Erin’s shoulder.  “Phobians,” he whispered.

The mere mention suddenly got Erin’s heart pumping, and for the first time in days, she actually knew that she was alive—but as she watched the hated General Ordikan stride past her holding cell, Erin almost wished herself dead.  He caught a glimpse of her…  It was fleeting—the Phobian kept his attention focused on his duty—but Erin could see the demonic glint in his beady eyes.  He would be back, and when he returned, Erin feared the General would not be acting in an official capacity.

She began to tremble…

Flanked by two much smaller guards, Ordikan came to a halt directly in front of Sarah’s holding cell.  “This one,” he said to his subordinates. 

The guard on the left quickly tapped a short sequence of commands into the keypad beside the cell.  The forcefield that imprisoned Sarah flickered away, and Erin feared the Doctor would soon meet her demise… but Ordikan did not draw his weapon, nor did his diminutive guards.  They instead stepped aside, making way for two massive Elorg protectors.

Each one of the Elorg carried within their muscular arms a limp humanoid figure—newcomers to the prison—and despite her clouded mind, Erin instantly recognized both of the newcomers: Alan and Justin!

The protectors indolently dropped their cargo into Sarah’s holding cell and then left without uttering a single word.  Once the Elorg were gone, the Phobians quickly restored the forcefield and made an indiscreet exit of their own.  Ordikan again exchanged glances with Erin, but emboldened by Alan’s return, she weathered the incident well enough.

“How are they?”  Lucas spoke the very instant the Phobians were gone.  He was situated with Jayla and Angela (and a few others) in the relatively large cell directly across from Erin’s claustrophobic little dungeon.

Unfortunately, Sarah didn’t have a lot to report.  “They’re unconscious,” she plainly noted.

Lucas half-chuckled.  “Heh…  Besides that.”

Though Erin couldn’t see what was going on in Sarah’s holding cell, she imagined the Doctor was examining the new arrivals—and well on her way to providing some much needed good news.

“Let me check my medical tricorder.”  She paused for a thoughtful moment and tartly added, “Wait, I don’t have a medical tricorder!  I’m locked away in a godforsaken shit hole.  I haven’t eaten in more than two days!  I haven’t showered in more than a week.  And I’m soon to be executed by the Elorg.”

“Yes,” Lucas flatly agreed, “but how is the Captain?”

Sarah grumbled her discontent, but apparently realized that complaining wasn’t going to get her anywhere.  “Alan doesn’t appear to be injured,” she calmly announced.  “Justin has a faint mark on his forehead, but it doesn’t look like much of anything.  Quite frankly, they appear to be in better shape than any of us—not that it really matters.  When Xi’Yor comes for us, physical condition isn’t going to mean damn thing!”

“She has a point,” Jayla quietly noted.  “We need to get the hell out of here before people start to die.”  And though it went unspoken, Jayla had to have known that Erin would be the first to go…

Lucas pulled in a deep lungful of the stale and acrid air, but before he could even think about considering the situation, the doors clanked apart once again.  Fearing that Ordikan returned, Erin practically shriveled up and died… but when a pair of Elorg protectors strode into the brig and lowered the forcefield on Lucas’s cell, she realized that something else entirely was about to transpire.

One of the protectors raised a massive weapon and pointed it into the cell.  “Do not resist,” he sternly called.  Even from her unfortunate viewing angle, Erin could tell the weapon was set to kill.  In one fell swoop, it could probably take out everyone in that cell, Angela included…

Thankfully, Lucas raised his hands in defeat.  Knowing Lucas, that didn’t necessarily mean that he truly surrendered, but Erin sincerely hoped that he wasn’t about to try something stupid.  Despite his imposing physical stature, Lucas had no chance of taking down one Elorg protector in heated combat—two heavily armed protectors was out of the question.

The second protector boldly stepped into the cell and wrapped a meaty hand around Lucas’s arm.  “Walk,” he ordered.

When he didn’t immediately comply, the protector kindly helped Lucas along, practically dragging him into the corridor.  “Where are you taking me?” asked Lucas as he stumbled along.

Without responding, first protector resurrected the forcefield.  Once it zapped into place, he grabbed Lucas’s other arm, and the trio departed…

Erin was left with the distinct impression that she might never see Lucas again.

Bator was gradually settling into life aboard Eredas-Il.  He wasn’t exactly thrilled with about his forced servitude.  After all, the Phobians forcefully abducted him and his friends—and then made him a maintenance worker—but finally being amongst his own kind made that particular wound easily healed by time.

For the most part, Bator’s days were rather eventful.  Despite its massive size and formidable defenses, Eredas-Il was hardly a well-oiled machine.  It was ancient beyond words and in constant need of maintenance.  Bator’s work with the maintenance teams was hardly challenging, but General Ordikan constantly assured him that his stature would soon rise—that he had a destiny to fulfill.

This news excited Bator.  After spending his entire life with humans, it felt good to earn a respectable position amongst his own kind.  Unfortunately, after spending his entire life with humans, Bator was somewhat attached to them… he didn’t quite share in the Phobians’ desire to obliterate humanity.  He was certainly caught between a rock and a hard place… but for the time being, Bator need not concern himself with his allegiances.

His duty shift just ended, and though it wasn’t nearly as exhaustive as yesterday’s trek through one of the tertiary power conduits, Bator was nonetheless ready for a break.  He stepped into his closet-like quarters, ordered a plate of negreshteq—actual Phobian cuisine!—from the replicator, and plopped down at the small circular table in the center of the room.

General Ordikan suddenly joined him.  Thankfully, the General once again assumed his Phobian guise.  Bator had little desire to witness Ordikan’s true nature over dinner.  That grotesque and demonic form was enough to give Bator nightmares for weeks to come.

“I have just returned from the brig,” said Ordikan.  “Your comrades are… well.”

Though he had no reason to doubt Ordikan’s word, Bator didn’t quite believe the sentiment.  “Can I see them?” he inquired.

An affirmative response would have significantly bolstered Bator’s faith in Ordikan; alas, the General did not comply.  “That is a restricted area,” he calmly replied.  “And you are not quite trustworthy, Bator.  I am not a fool.  I know that you still have feelings for the Starlight crew—and I don’t expect those feelings to dissolve overnight.”

Though he completely understood Ordikan’s reasoning, Bator would have hoped he had proven himself long ago.  “I have done everything you asked of me,” he reminded.  “I have even killed for you…”

Ordikan tended to gloss over the elimination of Nicholas O’Connor.  After all, had Bator not killed the councilor, it was highly likely another faction—such as the Breen—would have done the same.  Nevertheless, it was a mark on Bator’s scorecard.

The General shifted in his seat.  “Bator,” he said, “your accomplishments are not lost upon me.  My trust is not something that is easily earned.  After all, you can be deceived if you trust too much…”

Bator grunted.  “But you will live in torment if you do not trust enough.”

To that, Ordikan smiled.  “We have been incomplete in your absence, Bator,” he noted.  “The Phobians were wrong to send you away.  It was an unfortunate mistake that I am not willing to repeat.”

Eons ago, Bator and many of his kind were sent away from a Phobian Republic under siege.  He had always been under the impression that act of desperation was meant to ensure the continued existence of his species—hardly a mistake in Bator’s opinion.  But then again, Ordikan wasn’t quite Phobian; that meant his opinions weren’t quite Phobian, either.

“With all due respect,” said Bator, “you have little right to pass judgment upon the Phobians.”

Ordikan glanced at his large, simulated hand.  “I have every right,” he calmly insisted.  It wasn’t a threat or anything remotely similar.  It was a simple statement that Ordikan no doubt intended to justify.  “My species is not from this… conglomeration you call the universe.”

Given the General’s true nature, Bator was not at all surprised by the revelation.  Yet, his curiosity was certainly piqued.  “Where, then, are you from?”

Ordikan did not reply—and Bator was not about to prod him for answers.  Besides, he suspected an entity of Ordikan’s nature would be infinity complex in its origins, and subsequently beyond Bator’s ability to comprehend.  He let the subject go… 

But there still existed other questions with far simpler answers:  “Why are you here?”

Ordikan clenched his jaw.  “Because it is my…” He hesitated.  “It is my responsibility.”

Bator didn’t follow.  “What do you mean?”

A faint smile crossed Ordikan’s face.  “So many questions,” he lightly noted.  “A long, long time ago, before the universe had taken its present form… I made an error in judgment.”  He expelled a troubled sigh.  “I must atone for those sins before I perish.”

Though he was infinitely curious about Ordikan and his mysterious origins, Bator’s inquisition was cut short by the unpleasant chirp of the com system.  “Ordikan,” came Xi’Yor’s stern voice, “report to the command deck at once.”

“I am on my way.”  Ordikan immediately rose from his seat and started for the exit—but he paused about halfway there.  “Bator,” he called, “I trust you would like to join me?”

Bator glanced at his negreshteq.  It was either that lukewarm meal or a journey to the command deck.  He wisely chose the latter.

When Ordikan stepped onto the command deck, High Overseer Xi’Yor was appalled to see Lieutenant Bator trailing close behind.  If it had been Xi’Yor’s decision, the abject little Phobian would be locked up in the brig with the rest of the Starlight’s crew, but Ordikan insisted the wretch integrate with the crew.  Unwilling to alienate the General so quickly, Xi’Yor complied… but he had his limits.

“What is he doing here?” demanded Xi’Yor, angrily pointing an accusatory finger at Bator.

“He is one of us,” Ordikan calmly insisted.

Even if Xi’Yor truly believed that, Bator was still a low-level maintenance worker.  He did not have authorization to approach any command facility, let alone the main chamber.  “We cannot trust him!”

Much to Xi’Yor’s surprise, Overseer Va’kyr intervened on Bator’s behalf.  “He cannot become trustworthy unless we trust him,” she stated.

“He will do no harm,” added Ordikan.  Given his tone, that was the last he intended to hear on the subject.  

It was insanity as far as Xi’Yor was concerned, but Ordikan was the recognized leader of the Phobian Republic… and until Xi’Yor became Cerebrate, he could not easily overrule the General.  He could always kill the insolent fool, but that seemed unwise.  There was much more to Ordikan than was immediately evident, and Xi’Yor had little desire to make an enemy of the man.

“A vessel is approaching,” Va’kyr announced in an effort to get back to business.

Ordikan stepped closer to the large workstation near the command pit.  “Origin?”

“Garidian,” replied Xi’Yor, not entirely certain what to make of their approach.  Officially, there was no political relationship between the Garidian Republic and the Elorg Bloc—but both empires shared similar agendas, and those agendas simultaneously brought both empires into conflict with the Federation.  They certainly had reason to form a political relationship.  “They have detected us.”

Ordikan considered his options for only a moment.  Clearly, there was only one viable option, and he was quick to reach that conclusion:  “Hail them.”

Within moments, a well-built Garidian flitted onto the panoramic viewscreen in the front of the command facility.  Though his ears were longer and his ridges more pronounced, he looked very much like a Romulan.  “I am Arch-Rashon Fornath of the Garidian Warbird Sha’vok.”

Though it was customary for Ordikan to speak with foreign dignitaries, Xi’Yor immediately stepped forth to address the Garidian.  He was tired of lingering in the shadows and waiting for Ordikan to make the next move.  Xi’Yor was no follower—he was a leader, and it was a position he intended to reclaim.  “I am Cerebrate Xi’Yor,” he announced.

But the sentiment was a bit too premature for Va’kyr’s liking.  “Don’t flatter yourself, Xi’Yor,” she tersely interjected.  “You’re not the Cerebrate yet!”

Xi’Yor froze, and for a fleeting moment he was tempted to put Va’kyr in her place.  He had no affinity for the Overseer, and now that Ra’thenn was dead, her intrinsic value was depreciating at an alarming rate.  He would terminate her soon… but not in front of the Garidians.

“Our sensors detected your vessel approaching,” said Xi’Yor to the Garidian.  “Have you any business with the Elorg Bloc?”

Fornath provided an enigmatic smile.  “Perhaps,” he cryptically replied.  “I have some information that might prove useful.”

Xi’Yor’s interest was piqued.  The Cortisan Enclave had countless agents situated deep within the Garidian Republic, and none of them indicated the Garidians had anything of use.  Xi’Yor could only assume the Garidian had in his possession tactical information on the Federation fleet, but he wasn’t about to waste his time with theory.  “What sort of information?”

Fornath’s smile turned devious.  “What do you know about Rebena Te Ra?”

Chapter 32

Rebena Te Ra.  It was a mysterious world nestled within the ribbon of space known until recently as the Romulan Neutral Zone.  It was an isolated outpost, a forlorn observatory, and if the Starlight’s sensor logs were not faulty, Rebena Te Ra was a world apart from time itself.  But if Xi’Yor understood his Garidian companion correctly, the winds of change were on the horizon.

“I have been observing Rebena Te Ra for quite some time,” said Fornath.  Along with two of his guards, he sat at the foot of the obsidian table in the Starlight’s dank little conference room.  “At first, my investigation was limited to visual observations from afar.  It was interesting, but hardly noteworthy.  However, I recently acquired a technology that provided limited access to the computer systems on Rebena Te Ra.”

“What sort of technology?” demanded General Ordikan.  He sat between Va’kyr and Xi’Yor at the head of the table.

“There is a species on the edge of Garidian space known only as the Afflicted.  The Velora attacked them once long ago, and while they managed to overthrow their oppressors, the Afflicted were unable to defeat the blight.

“The Garidians have had extremely limited contact with them, but several months ago, we encountered an Afflicted ship.  The entire crew was dead when we arrived.  The technology was located inside their cargo hold.  It appeared to be amongst the wreckage of an alien ship, but we did not recognize any of the markings or energy signatures.”

“And the technology itself?” repeated Ordikan.  He certainly seemed anxious to learn about this mysterious technology.  

But Fornath had little to information to provide.  “It possessed unique temporal properties,” he said.  “Using it, we were able to penetrate the barrier separating Rebena Te Ra from the rest of the universe.  But in all reality, the technology is beyond our ability to comprehend.  Garidians are not renowned scientists…”

Considering the Garidians had to appropriate starships and warp technology from the Romulans, Xi’Yor regarded Fornath’s sentiment as a tremendous understatement.  At least they were intelligent enough to put their thievery to good use.  Xi’Yor could only hope that his own underlings were equally crafty in their dissection of the Starlight’s computer database.  He turned his gaze upon the Garidian.  “What, exactly, did you learn from this technology?”

The question was reasonably straightforward, yet Fornath provided little more than silence in response.  Xi’Yor could only assume the Garidian lied his way into this meeting, or the information was culled from Rebena Te Ra was so utterly complex, the Garidians could not wrap their small minds around the concepts.

Xi’Yor generously gave Fornath another moment to compose his thoughts—but if answers were not forthcoming, it would be a simple matter to take the necessary data by force.  The Garidians could never hope to defeat Eredas-Il in battle.

Fornath chuckled nervously, no doubt feeling Xi’Yor’s omnipresent glare drilling into his skull.  “Unfortunately,” he humbly replied, “we have learned very little.  The data we collected from Rebena Te Ra was highly fragmented—but it did seem to indicate that something was amiss on the surface.”

Va’kyr spoke even before Fornath could finish his sentence. “Elaborate,” she said, turning a demanding glare upon the Garidian party.

The intimidating gaze was enough to drain Fornath’s face of color.  He stumbled over a few incoherent words before finally finding his voice.  “As I said, the data was highly fragmented.  We would have investigated further, but we were already at risk from the planetary defenses.  Had we ventured nearer, they would have destroyed our ship.”

Ordikan was already nodding his agreement.  “My men have tried unsuccessfully to infiltrate Rebena Te Ra on numerous occasions.”

Xi’Yor was only vaguely familiar with Ordikan’s numerous journeys to Rebena Te Ra.  Evidently the Phobians knew about the mythical world long before the Elorg—not that the knowledge did them any good.  “If I recall, each of those occasions ended in failure.”

Ordikan was not eager to confirm the sentiment, but the truth could not easily be denied.  “We breached the planetary defenses only once,” he said.  “When my men reached the surface, they were promptly slaughtered by the Iconians.”

Given the immense and awesome power of Eredas-Il, Xi’Yor took some perverse pleasure knowing the otherwise invincible General Ordikan failed on numerous occasions to destroy a meager planetary defense grid—but before he could gloat, the doors parted to admit Administrator Dra’venn.

Standing at the threshold, his pale crimson eyes scanned the bleak conference room, pausing only for a moment to acknowledge Xi’Yor’s presence.  “High Overseer,” he respectfully stated, “I have the data you requested.”  And he summarily proffered a standard-issue Starfleet data padd for inspection.

Dra’venn was a relative unknown in the Bloc.  He had few political ambitions and served without distinction during the war with the Federation—in fact, the Klingons destroyed his vessel during the Battle of Ciden II—but he nevertheless served Xi’Yor well.  Perhaps a bit too well…

Xi’Yor took the proffered padd and briefly perused its contents.  He was expecting a small treatise on a select few of the items he requested from the Federation database—but was surprised to find the document contained everything he desired, including the data gathered from Rebena Te Ra.  Xi’Yor turned to Dra’venn.  “You are dismissed.”

Dra’venn again nodded his acknowledgement, then turned on his heel and left as quickly as he appeared.  The man might have lacked political ambition, but Xi’Yor sensed his aspirations were hardly lacking.  Still, it was an investigation for another time…

“The Federation recently had contact with the Iconians,” Xi’Yor gleaned from his newly acquired padd.  The information was not new—after all, the Elorg had tracked a small shuttle all the way to Rebena Te Ra—but the minutiae of that contact had remained a mystery.

“It would seem they were able to penetrate the planetary defenses without incident,” Fornath stated—and his brash assumption was completely erroneous.

“Their vessel was destroyed,” Xi’Yor promptly corrected, “but they were able to make peaceful contact with the Iconian and Elorg denizens of the planet.”

A glimmer of hope suddenly flickered in Fornath’s eyes.  “If we could somehow do the same…”

“..the Elorg might finally be able to gain control of the Astral Observatory,” Va’kyr finished.  “But the data within the observatory is obsolete.  Even if it is tracking the Elorg Homeworld, the coordinates will be useless today.”

“It is nevertheless a powerful weapon,” said Ordikan.  “If we use the Afflicted technology gain access to the main computer, we might finally be able to claim Rebena Te Ra for ourselves…”

Nearly all parties present summarily fell into concurrence, but Xi’Yor was no longer certain Rebena Te Ra was vital to his plans.  “We already have a potent weapon in Eredas-Il,” he said.  “We should instead go to Kalidar and—”

“Kalidar?” Va’kyr tersely interjected.  “I was under the impression we were waging this war to restore Eredas to its former glory and give all Elorg a place to live…” Her eyes narrowed to angry slits as glared at Xi’Yor.  “But it seems to me your lust for power and conquest have blinded you…”

The prospects for finding Eredas were categorically forbidding.  Even with the Astral Observatory, Xi’Yor innately knew the Elorg Homeworld would remain elusive, as it had been for the past 200,000 years… Still, the observatory could confirm or deny the planet’s fate.  Did it still exist?  Was it destroyed in the Battle of Sorrows?  Or was it sealed into a subspace pocket?

“I have waited this long to become Cerebrate,” Xi’Yor begrudgingly replied.  “I suppose I can wait a while longer.”

Fornath grinned at the news.  “Then we have an alliance…”

When he was taken from his cell, Lucas Tompkins was left with the distinct impression that he would soon be dead.  The steady march through long, narrow corridors did little to change that opinion.  Though they would frequently glare at Lucas with disdain, the Elorg protectors said nothing of his fate. 

Escape was still an option.  There were only two protectors.  Yeah, they were heavily armed, but they were also bulky guys—probably not able to give chase for very long.  If Lucas could somehow evade them for a short while, he suspected he just might find himself freed.  Or, more likely, dead.

But they were going to kill him anyway.  If Lucas chose to escape, at least he would be going out in a blaze of glory on his own terms… rather than dying some sort of gruesome death inside an interrogation chamber.  Lucas had heard the stories.  Though the Captain didn’t frequently speak of his ordeal in the interrogation chamber, Talyere occasionally mentioned his time spent with Xi’Yor.  It didn’t sound pleasant.

So, escape was suddenly sounding like a pretty sweet option.  Lucas could handle a quick death—a phaser blast to the back… or maybe the protectors would go all out and vaporize him?

After what seemed like five minutes of uninterrupted travel, they finally reached the end of the narrow corridor.  There was a metallic gray door dead ahead, and pair of ordinary corridors to the right and left.  Without hesitation, the bulky protectors turned left—and in their infinite stupidity, they didn’t glance back to make sure that Lucas followed in their footsteps…

This was his chance.  Heart thundering in his chest, Lucas pulled in a nervous lungful of the sterile air and turned to the right—and a ragged blue phaser beam immediately streaked over his shoulder.  Lucas instinctively dropped to the deck for cover, but the action did him little good.

Heavy footfalls echoed throughout the narrow corridor, and within moments, Lucas felt a pair of large, meaty hands clamped around his neck.  Without uttering a single word, the massive protector lifted Lucas to his feet and pointed him in the proper direction.

“Do not stray,” instructed the other protector as they resumed their steady march toward death.

And the journey was painfully short.  After traversing little more than a few meters of the new corridor, both of the protectors came to a decisive stop just outside a pair of large black doors.  The silent protector summarily tapped a short sequence of commands into the nearby keypad, and the doors clanked apart amidst a mechanical symphony.

The room before them was pitch black.  Peering into the darkness, Lucas saw little more than vague shadows in the eternal abyss.

The second protector gently prodded Lucas with the tip of his weapon.  “Enter.”  It was not a suggestion.

Not feeling compelled to argue, Lucas slowly stepped into the void.  It was cold, unforgiving space.  Each tentative footstep into the unseen chasm seemed to echo for miles…  And then the doors clanked shut behind him.

Lucas froze.

Robbed of his only light source, he dared not venture deeper into the chasm without first surveying his dismal surroundings.  The ground beneath him felt rugged, and the chill air carried with it a musty scent.  If this chasm was within Eredas-Il… it was not a part of the lunar base.

A cavern, perhaps?

But why would the Elorg take him to a musty cavern?  If they wanted him dead, there were dozens of more efficient options—Lucas had envisioned most of them on his way to the cavern.  He could only assume that he was being fed to the incubus…  Or worse.

He took another step into the darkness—this time stumbling over a stone.  “Definitely a cave,” he muttered to himself.  The sentiment repeated countless times in the distance.

Still, the cave had some advantages.  Lucas could use rocks for defense… and if his vision ever adjusted to the darkness, he could begin to look for an exit—preferably before some feral beast started to look for him.

He carefully knelt down upon his knees and felt around on the cold, craggy ground for the rock he had stumbled upon just moments earlier.  He easily found it… and not a moment too soon.

A light, not more than ten meters away, suddenly flared in the murky abyss.  Lucas nervously clutched his makeshift weapon and hoped that it might be enough to render the light bringer unconscious—when a second light appeared nearby.  This one was much closer, and approaching fast.  Lucas quickly took aim upon the coming light and—

A disembodied voice suddenly called to him from within the abyss.  “Commander Tompkins!”  It sounded like Talyere.

Lucas dropped his weapon and started toward the light.  He knew the Elorg possessed technologies that could effortlessly simulate another being, but Lucas couldn’t imagine them attempt to subdue him when he was already in their custody.  In all likelihood, the voice was Talyere’s.

“Commander,” Talyere calmly repeated as he drew nearer.  “I must apologize about the abduction, but it is unsafe for me to visit you.”

Within moments, the second light bringer converged upon the clandestine meeting—and Lucas was surprised to see Overseer Va’kyr holding that light beacon.  Talyere must have seen the surprise on Lucas’s face, because he quickly justified her presence.  “It is a long story,” said Talyere, “and I would be happy to relate it to you at a later date—but time is not on our side.  Suffice to say, the Overseer is on our side.”

Va’kyr’s sudden change of heart seemed strange, but Lucas wasn’t going to argue.  “Heh… I look forward to hearing that story,” he said.  “So, what the hell is going on?”

“We are attempting to free the Starlight crew,” Talyere immediately replied.

Those were definitely the words that Lucas wanted to hear, but there was something in Talyere’s voice that indicated not all was well.  “But?”

“As of this moment, we are without a solid escape plan,” noted Talyere.  “While I still have numerous allies within the Bloc, they are far outnumbered by the Phobian patrols.  It is a minor setback…”

Lucas had to agree.  The news was hardly encouraging, but it didn’t mean they were completely out of options.  “What about Xi’Yor?”

Va’kyr stepped forward.  “He believes that I am interrogating Talyere,” she said. 

That struck Lucas as odd.  “Why doesn’t he personally interrogate Talyere?”

She shook her head.  “I know not,” she admitted.  “For reasons unknown, the High Overseer has purposely avoided contact with Talyere.  Until that changes, we are free to conspire against him…”

Lucas sensed another bump in the road.  “What else?”

Va’kyr’s face was pale to begin with, but the question drained her façade of all color. “I just returned from a rather disturbing meeting with Xi’Yor and General Ordikan.”  She crept closer to Lucas and conspiratorially whispered, “They have forged an alliance with the Garidians.”

“Shit!”  That was a very big problem—and Lucas’s initial reaction easily summed up his feelings.  It was like someone hit him in the gut…

Talyere arched a curious brow.  “Indeed.”

Despite the gravity of the situation, there was very little they could hope to do about it.  The Starlight was probably locked up in some sort of docking port, its crew still incarcerated.  Lucas felt entirely helpless in the face of an all-out invasion of the Federation.  “What are we going to do?”

Va’kyr shook her head.  “At the moment,” she said, “there is nothing you can do.  I will have the guards transfer you back to your holding cell.  Do not try to escape from them this time.”

Talyere allowed himself a wan smile, but his tone remained strictly professional.  “We will contact you again once we have conferred with Starfleet.”

It was barely a start on the road to freedom, but at least the wheels of progress were starting to turn.  For the first time since his incarceration began, Lucas actually felt like he might survive the ordeal.  Now all he had to do was ensure that everyone else survived…

After several hours at high warp, the Columbia was at long last approaching Starbase 54.  Not surprisingly, Admiral Janeway was quite eager to discuss Eredas-Il, but agreed that the discussion would have to wait until the Columbia docked.  Neither she nor Captain Harrison wanted to risk someone intercepting the transmission (no matter how heavily encrypted it might have been).  But it seemed they would have more to discuss than Eredas-Il when the Columbia finally arrived…

Not more than ten minutes ago, Harrison concluded his second conversation with Talyere—and the news was most unfortunate.  In the back of his mind, Harrison had always feared the Garidians might ally themselves with the Elorg, but it seemed such a remote possibility that he never gave it serious consideration—after all, Garidian space was well within the borders of the former Elorg Bloc, thusly making it a prime target for invasion.   Because of that, Harrison suspected the alliance would ultimately fail, but not before causing extensive damage to the Federation.

After brooding over the news in his ready room for a short while, Harrison ultimately decided the time was right to visit Starbase 54.  He was not eager to deliver such regrettable news, but it was best to simply get it over with.  He quickly deactivated his computer terminal, strolled across the bridge and stepped into the turbolift.

When the doors slid shut behind him, Harrison immediately found himself standing face-to-face with Amy Robinson.  He briefly nodded his acknowledgement and then assumed a position at her side.  “Deck four.”

The lift promptly set into motion, effortlessly making its way through the Columbia’s extensive maze of turbolift shafts.  For his part, Harrison was content to stand in silence.  He rather enjoyed listening to the turbolift’s rhythmic chug—and given the situation with the Garidians, he was in no mood for conversation.

But Commander Robinson was not a telepath, and she was clueless to Harrison’s desires.  Thus, she turned to him in an attempt to strike up a conversation.  “Dinner tonight?”

He shook his head.  “I suspect our forthcoming meeting with Admiral Janeway shall keep us from such luxuries on this eve.” 

Her eyes widened.  “Oh?”

“The Garidians have forged a pact with the Elorg,” replied Harrison, his voice little more than a whisper.  He knew not why he assumed such a quiet tone; it was not truly necessary—though it certainly felt appropriate.  “Additionally, I intend to ensure that the Columbia is involved in the Starlight’s rescue.  Things might turn ugly.”

“I understand,” Robinson quietly replied.  “But you still need to eat dinner.  And I need someone to watch the last two episodes of Chrono Crusade with…”

Harrison had already seen Chrono Crusade in its entirety on several occasions—but the final few chapters were certainly worthy of repeat viewing.  He thusly warmed to the idea of dinner.  “Have you tried the calamari salad?  It is most excellent…”

Megan Reinbold almost felt out of place as she stepped into Admiral Janeway’s private meeting room.  The expansive hall was bustling with foreign dignitaries, including Chancellor Martok, Praetor Tomalak, and Overseers Artanis and Zeratul.

Under normal circumstances, someone of Reinbold’s meager stature would have been completely excluded from the proceedings—but her experience with the Garidians aboard the Starlight gave her just enough insight to justify her inclusion.

Artanis and Tomalak lingered near the sparse refreshment counter in the far corner of the room, but most everyone else sat congregated around the large egg-shaped table that dominated the meeting hall.  Since she was not at all hungry, Reinbold quietly made her way to the empty seat next to Commander Amy Robinson at the far end of the table.

Robinson briefly regarded Reinbold with a faint smile, but her attention was decidedly fixed on something on the far side of the room.  “What do you think?” she sheepishly inquired, gingerly alluding to the object of her attention.

Reinbold discreetly followed Robinson’s gaze all the way to the boyishly handsome face of Captain Ryan Landsberg.  She had met the man only a few times before, and her reaction was the same each and every time:  “Very nice.”

Unfortunately, Landsberg seemed oblivious to his fans.  He instead kept his attention on Chancellor Martok, who seemed thoroughly entertained by the conversation.  On more than one occasion, the Klingon’s hearty laughter filled the air.  Reinbold almost wished that she could be a part of that conversation—because Landsberg definitely had her attention.

“You should talk to him after the meeting,” urged Robinson.

But Reinbold wasn’t so sure.  “He’s the Captain of the Federation flagship!  I’m a lowly operations officer with a seventeen-year-old son.  He is way out of my league…” And though she was dead serious, Reinbold couldn’t help but notice the sentiment brought a faint smile to Robinson’s face.  “What?”

Robinson grinned.  “He was just checking you out…”

Reinbold’s heart suddenly fluttered—but before she had a chance to confirm the alleged occurrence for herself, Captain Landsberg’s conversation with Martok reached its conclusion and the meeting began.

Without any preamble, Admiral Janeway took her seat at the head of the table and began to speak.  “As you all know, we have a situation with the Garidians.  They have apparently joined forces with the Elorg and the Phobians in an attempt to capture Rebena Te Ra.”

“That cannot be allowed to happen,” said Tomalak as he took his seat next to Commander Jerras.  “We don’t fully understand Rebena Te Ra, but if it falls into enemy hands…”

“The results could be catastrophic,” Jerras concluded.

Reinbold had been briefed about the situation prior to the meeting, but she was still having trouble digesting all of the information.  “We know the Garidians are seeking weapons of mass destruction,” she reminded.  “If they capture Rebena Te Ra, they won’t hesitate to use any weapons the might find.”

Artanis frowned.  “Why are the Garidians so hostile toward the Federation?  Much of their territory is far from Federation space, and to the best of my knowledge, the Federation has done nothing to incur their wrath…”

“The Garidians fear an alliance between the Federation and the Romulans,” explained Tomalak.  “They have long sought freedom from the Romulan Star Empire—and now that they have that freedom, they are fearful of anything that might threaten it.”

Martok grunted.  “Then we should strike the enemy,” he loudly proclaimed.  “Cut off the serpent’s head before it can strike!”

Janeway promptly raised a dismissive hand to silence the Klingon.  “It’s my understanding that the Garidians believe something is happening on Rebena Te Ra.  Is that correct?”  Her gaze turned to Captain Harrison.

“It is,” he confirmed.  “But they know not what is about to transpire, if anything.  Whatever the case, Talyere insists the Garidians and the Elorg intend to claim the world as their own.”

“Well,” Janeway continued, “if there is something amiss on Rebena Te Ra, we need to know about it.  But an attack?”  Her gaze wandered back to Martok.  “I think that might be a little premature…”

Martok started to voice his objections, but Zeratul beat him to the punch. “To the contrary, Admiral, it would seem an attack is the wisest course of action.  For the first time since this conflict began, we have a decisive tactical advantage…”

Reinbold quickly caught onto Zeratul’s train of thought.  “The temporal barrier,” she recalled.  “The moment the Elorg armada crosses that threshold, they will be cut off from the rest of the universe.  If we go on the offensive, it will be virtually impossible for Elorg sensors to detect an approaching Federation task force—at least not for a few thousand years.”

“They’re cut off from the timeline,” Landsberg quickly summarized.

“For every hour that passes on Rebena Te Ra, nearly three days will have passed in the rest of the universe,” said Robinson.  “Even if the Elorg task force remains in orbit of Rebena Te Ra for a few hours, we will still have the better part of a week to make the necessary preparations…”

A wide grin suddenly crossed Martok’s face.  “I can have six thousand Klingon ships ready for battle in less than a week,” he announced.

Not to be outdone, Tomalak quickly added, “The Romulan Empire has already devoted its entire fleet to the defense of the Federation.”

“That’s another four thousand ships ready for battle,” Jerras proudly noted.

“Unfortunately,” Harrison quietly interjected, “if the Elorg bring with them Eredas-Il to the battlefront, no amount of starships will matter.  The Elorg could eradicate the entire fleet in one fell swoop…”

Zeratul grunted.  “Every weapon has its weakness,” he reminded.  “Eredas-Il is no different.”

Janeway’s glare fell upon the Elorg.  “I’d be interested to find out what that weakness is,” she said.

“Regrettably, we do not possess that information,” said Artanis in response.  “Xi’Yor purposely kept the existence of Eredas-Il a secret.  We know nothing about its operations.”

For a moment, Eredas-Il and its weak point seemed like a dead end—but before the conversation could shift into new directions, Reinbold was struck with a bit of inspiration.  “I’d be willing to bet that the astral observatory on Rebena Te Ra is more than able to scan Eredas-Il…”

“If those sensors can penetrate the moon’s shield grid,” Tomalak continued, “we just might find our weak point.”

Reinbold tried unsuccessfully to stifle the grin that crossed her face.  This was just the sort of frivolous project that she had in mind when she volunteered to take a few shifts in the science lab.  “I would be more than happy to work on this project,” she announced.

“You’re hired,” said Janeway, her pale blue eyes aglow with envy.  Reinbold imagined that in the not-too-distant past, Janeway might have taken upon the job herself.  “There’s just one other matter to tend to…”

“The Starlight crew,” said Harrison.  “If you don’t mind, Admiral, I would like the Columbia to partake in that mission.”

Janeway flashed a sympathetic smile.  “We’ll do everything we can for the Starlight crew,” she said, “but I’m going to need every ship available on the front lines, the Columbia included.”

“So we’re going to attack?” prompted Martok.

Janeway afforded the Klingon a devious glare.  “You’d better believe it…  We’re going to war.”

Chapter 33

“I wanna go home…” 

Jayla Trinn had a lot on her mind.  She was curious about the Captain, worried about her friends, and constantly thinking up new ways to escape from her prison cell—but all of those random thoughts vanished at the sound of Angela Christopher’s quiet little voice.

The girl had mostly kept to herself the past few days, occasionally clinging to Lucas for support and guidance.  She never whined or cried, but the incarceration was definitely taking its toll on the little girl—and now that Lucas was gone, it was beginning to show.

Angela was huddled against the wall in a dark corner of the cell.  Her big blue eyes were brimming with fear; Jayla could tiny teardrops streak through the smudges of dirt on her cheeks.  The Trill couldn’t even begin to imagine how frightening this ordeal was for the little girl, but she was bound and determined to do everything possible to put Angela to ease.

“I want to go home, too,” said Jayla.  She crouched down beside Angela and gently maneuvered the girl into her lap.  “I’m going to do everything I can to make sure we get home really soon.”

Angela silently nodded her agreement, but Jayla could tell the girl took little solace in the words.  “But I’m scared!” she worriedly exclaimed.  “I miss my Mommy!”

“Don’t tell anyone, but I’m scared too,” Jayla quietly admitted.  As far as she knew, she was in command—not that there was much to command… but as long as Lucas was gone and the Captain remained unconscious, Jayla would nevertheless assume the role.  As such, she couldn’t go around telling everyone how frightened she was.  “It can be our little secret.”

Again, Angela nodded her agreement.  The girl seemed somewhat eased, though Jayla doubted their little secret had anything to do with it.  Angela was probably just glad to have a friend.

“We’re going to get home soon,” Jayla reaffirmed—partially for her own benefit.  “But until we get home, we have to be brave, okay?”

“I’m really brave,” said Angela in response, though she hardly sounded it.  At least she made the effort and in that sense, she truly was brave.  Courage came in all shapes and sizes.

“Lieutenant…”

At Drayge’s quiet—yet urgent—call, Jayla gently freed herself from Angela’s grasp.  “What is it, Lieutenant?”

The blue-skinned Bolian gestured toward the exposed bit of conduit that he and Lieutenant Ashton had been tinkering with for the past couple of hours.  Jayla hadn’t expected anything to come out of the effort, but she would gladly be proven wrong.  “Have you found something?”

Drayge shook his head.  “Sort of,” he admitted, and then turned to Ashton for the complete report.

“I might be able to disrupt the power supply to our cell block.”  He gingerly tugged at a few cables inside the conduit, but nothing happened in response.  “Might,” he cautiously appended.

It was news—certainly more than Jayla would have anticipated—but she didn’t know how much good it would do them.  “Even if we can disrupt the power supply,” she whispered, “there are probably a dozen guards outside this brig.  I don’t need to remind you how heavily armed they are…”

Ashton frowned.  “One step at a time, Lieutenant.”

He was right, of course.  In the back of her mind, Jayla could feel that this was the beginning of something.  She just hoped that it wasn’t the beginning of the end.  “Let me take a look at those cables,” she interjected, carefully making her way past Drayge and Ashton.

“The technology is somewhat primitive,” noted Ashton.

As she looked into the claustrophobic conduit, Jayla had to concur.  Despite the weapon’s lethality, it was archaic beyond belief.  No bio-neural circuitry, only a few isolinear chips.  “This technology is decades behind our own,” she concluded.  The glimmer of hope in her voice was no doubt apparent; for the first time in days, Jayla felt they might actually escape.

“Eredas-Il is allegedly hundreds of thousands of years old,” reminded Drayge.  “But it’s still lethal—and the Phobians have no doubt upgraded other parts of the base.”

“Well,” said Jayla, “for the time being, we don’t need to worry about the other parts of the base.”

Ashton chuckled.  “We just need to get the hell out of here…”

Jayla grinned.  “Lieutenant,” she said, “you took the words right out of my mouth.”

But that grandiose escape would have to wait.  Just as the nearby doors began to clank apart, Flora Sanders hastily turned away from her perch near the forcefield and said, “Guards!”

The guards didn’t really concern Kendall Johnson.  Even as their heavy footfalls clanked on the decking, Kendall felt indifferent to their approach.  His every last thought was with the delicate Erin Keller, and nothing, not even the guards, could change that…

Erin was dying.

Doctor Hartman had yet to give that official prognosis—but Doctor Hartman was in an adjacent cell, and couldn’t even see Erin.  In his heart, Kendall could sense that Erin’s life force was gradually draining away; it was all the diagnosis he needed.  Her skin was pale and flaky.  There were dark bags under her sunken brown eyes—eyes that were completely lacking the sparkle of life that Kendall once envied so long ago.

Without food or water or proper medical treatment, Kendall estimated that Erin would be gone within a few days.  He tried not to think about that, though.  His primary concern was keeping her comfortable in her final hours.  “I couldn’t help you in life,” he whispered, gently brushing a lock her hair out of Erin’s face, “but I’ll do everything I can to help you in death.”

There was no response.  In fact, Erin remained completely still—and for a fleeting moment, Kendall feared that she might have died—but then she expelled another labored breath… and Kendall expelled a long sigh of relief.  Only then did he realize that the guards stood in silent observation of his actions just on the other side of the forcefield.

“She is injured.”  It was General Ordikan who spoke.  Arms folded upon his broad chest, the Phobian was flanked on either side by two smaller guards—and seemed unusually interested in Erin Keller.

“She… she was injured in a shuttle accident,” Kendall nervously explained.  His heart was racing, and coherent thoughts were evacuating his mind at an alarming rate.  

But if Ordikan noticed Kendall’s discontent, he was completely unconcerned.  Indeed, the Phobian’s dark, beady eyes seemed fixed upon Erin Keller.  “The Darwin crashed on Rebena Te Ra,” he calmly noted.  “I know all about it.”

Of course he knew about it.  He had undoubtedly accessed the Starlight’s computer database for that reason alone.  But Kendall nevertheless refused to give him so much as a shred of information—not that he was interested in Kendall.

Ordikan stepped closer to the forcefield.  “I will restore her,” he said, and one of his guards was already moving to lower the forcefield.

Kendall tensed.

He didn’t know what to do.  Ordikan was hardly trustworthy, yet Erin would almost certainly die without this alleged restoration.  What would Erin want?

He rightly assumed that Erin would want to live, but would she be willing to live with the knowledge that Ordikan restored her?  The Phobians’ methods were utterly unknown, and what if they violated Erin’s moral standards?  Then what?

The forcefield zapped away in a flash of blue light, and General Ordikan stepped into the cell.  Oblivious to Kendall’s ethical dilemma, the giant Phobian purposely strode over to Erin’s side and wrapped his meaty hands around her body.  “Take her to the medical bay,” he said, easily handing Erin over to one of his smaller subordinates.  “See that she is properly treated.”

The guard did not comply.  In fact, he just stood there, utterly stupefied by the order.  “General?”

Ordikan frowned.  “You heard me.  She is to receive proper medical treatment.”

Utterly confused, the guard’s beady eyes widened.  “But the High Overseer…”

“Is not here,” said Ordikan through clenched teeth.  “Now take her!”

The men were yelling.  The big man was mad about something—about Mommy—and he was taking her away.  But Mommy didn’t feel good.  She couldn’t go away!  She had to stay by Sarah and get better!

Angela wanted to cry, to tell the men that they couldn’t take Mommy… but she had to be brave.  She promised Jayla that she would be brave, and Daddy said that you can’t break a promise.

But the men were still taking Mommy away.  Kendall said something to the men, but they didn’t listen.  They grabbed Mommy from her sleeping place and carried her away!  The big man said that he would bring her back, but he sounded mean.  He sounded like he was going to hurt Mommy!

Where were the men taking her? 

How was she supposed to get better?

Angela stopped.  She tried to think about happy thoughts, tried to be brave…  But Mommy was gone!  And Daddy was sleeping!  She couldn’t help it.  Angela couldn’t be brave anymore.  So she buried her face in her knees and started to cry…

The anniversary had nearly come to pass without notice.  It was not an occasion frequently celebrated by the Elorg—in fact, Xi’Yor suspected that few within the Bloc bothered to observe the sacred date.  Nevertheless, it was a date of some importance, one that history was bound to remember.

Exactly five years ago, radical forces challenged the divinity of Z’danorax.  They proclaimed the chi-goehs the Elorg’s true gods and made every effort to dethrone the Cerebrate.  The Conclave of Overseers quickly disposed of the threat, but the damage was already done.  The heretical word of the chi-goehs began to spread… 

All the while, Talyere Rosat stood by and did nothing.  He could have sided with his fellow Overseers, and taken a firm stance against the heresy, but he instead opted for neutrality.  In that fleeting moment of inaction, Talyere proved himself a traitor—and made a mortal enemy of Xi’Yor.

At the time, Xi’Yor thought nothing of the betrayal.  His prized pupil merely had a mind of his own—albeit a tainted and dissenting mind.  Talyere would simply have to be eliminated…

But that never happened.

Now, five years later, Talyere and his beloved chi-goehs were the only things keeping Xi’Yor from divinity.   But not for long…

At the sound of a bleeping computer, Xi’Yor’s reverie came to an abrupt and immediate end.  He quickly shook his head to bring his thoughts back into the present, and then cast his gaze upon Captain Christopher’s personal computer.  Xi’Yor did not like what he saw…

He had spent the better part of the day sorting through the Starlight’s vast computer resources.  He perused Christopher’s log entries, scrutinized the Federation’s tactical capabilities, and had the computer analyze every bit of data pertaining to Rebena Te Ra.  The results on all fronts were less than encouraging.

Captain Christopher’s log entries were essentially useless.  Though occasionally insightful, the logs were little more than a chronology of the Starlight’s mission.  But given Commander Keller’s recent medical crisis, Captain Christopher had few insights on the Starlight’s most recent missions.  There was nothing present that Xi’Yor could use to his advantage.

The tactical database, however, proved infinitely more useful.  Within the heavily encrypted files were fleet deployments, communication frequencies, shield modulations, and a vast array of other tactical data.  Xi’Yor could easily track the entirety of the Federation fleet—but that was a problem in itself.  The Elorg had severely underestimated the Federation; they had more ships and troops ready for deployment that Xi’Yor thought possible…

And the unfortunate news did not stop there.  “Rebena Te Ra is heavily fortified,” he read aloud to Dra’venn.

The Administrator sat upon the nearby sofa, diligently analyzing the newfound tactical data.  “We know the planet possesses advanced technology,” he calmly reminded.

“And I am not entirely certain we can defeat that technology with Eredas-Il alone.”  Xi’Yor hastily perused the data before him.  “We must summon an addition six thousand warships from Kalidar.”

“What about the Afflicted technology?” asked Dra’venn.

To the best of Xi’Yor’s understanding, the technology the Garidians appropriated was indeed powerful—but its use as a weapon was unknown.  “We cannot depend on alien technology,” he stated.  “If the Afflicted technology was as powerful as Fornath stated, he wouldn’t need us to penetrate Rebena Te Ra’s defenses.”

Nodding his understanding, Dra’venn tapped a few commands into his padd.  “Six thousand warships.  It will be done,” he said.  “I will speak with the Conclave of Overseers on your behalf.”

Much of the Conclave was already aboard Eredas-Il, but Xi’Yor knew the few Overseers that remained on Kalidar would agree to deploy the reinforcements.  He hoped they would also agree to personally command those reinforcements.  “I want to convene the Conclave on Rebena Te Ra once the battle has concluded.  Make certain that all of the remaining Overseers are en route to Eredas-Il.”

“Yes, Overseer.”  Dra’venn quickly made note of Xi’Yor’s wishes, and started for the Starlight’s bridge.  He made no attempt to inquire about the pending congregation, nor did he question the orders.  Such loyalty was a rarity within the Bloc… and it sparked some interesting thoughts in the back of Xi’Yor’s mind.

“Dra’venn,” he called before the administrator could reach the exit.  “You have served me well in recent weeks.”

“And I will continue to do so,” replied Dra’venn.  “Unless you intend to have me eliminated.”

It was one of those rare instances when Xi’Yor could not admit to possessing such treacherous thoughts.  He had no desire to eliminate Dra’venn.  “In fact, I intend to promote you.  When the Conclave of Overseers convenes on Rebena Te Ra, I intend to have them perform the Rite of al-Agon.”

Dra’venn’s interest was immediately piqued.  The ritual was incredibly rare, but in order for Xi’Yor to achieve his goals, it was a necessary evil.  “You intend to become the Chosen?”

Xi’Yor shook his head.  “No,” he replied.  “I intend to become the Cerebrate.  Once the Rite of al-Agon is completed, I will return to Kalidar, step into the Circle of Power, and claim my rightful position—and you, Dra’venn, will act as my High Overseer…”

The prospects certainly intrigued Dra’venn, but he wasn’t about to accept such a generous offer without first considering all the options—and there was one very large option weighing on Dra’venn’s mind.  “What about Talyere?”

Xi’Yor’s ashen lips curved upward.  “You said that you would continue to serve me…”

Dra’venn nodded his agreement, but Xi’Yor was not blind to the hesitation behind the action.  He had misjudged his previous student; he would not make the same mistake twice.

“I want you to prove that loyalty.”

Chapter 34

“I am reading a small power fluctuation…” In all reality, it was a very minor problem.  During her short tenure aboard Eredas-Il, Va’kyr had dealt with problems much more complex than a meager power fluctuation… but for reasons unknown, General Ordikan seemed to think her unable to handle such a problem.

The Phobian ambled over to Va’kyr’s workstation.  “Where is it located?” he demanded, already perusing the sensor data for himself.

“Level 121.”  Va’kyr alluded to a small area in the moon’s southern hemisphere.  “There are minor fluctuations in sections four, eight, fifteen, sixteen, twenty-three, and forty-two.”

Ordikan easily shoved aside Va’kyr, and with a few quick keystrokes, the Phobian brought forth an in-depth schematic of the area in question.  “This is near the brig,” he quickly realized.

“I can have a repair team tend to the problem immediately,” said Va’kyr.  She tried not to sound too upset… but she was not accustomed to being walked through such a minor procedure.  In fact, she almost expected Ordikan to personally show her how to call the maintained workers…

But he refrained from doing so.  Instead, a curious grin fell upon his face.  “Send Garenna’s team.”

Bator…

Va’kyr turned her glare upon the Phobian.  “Is that wise?”

He grunted.  “We are about to find out.”

The duty roster was unusually light today.  As he glanced at the datapad in his hand, Bator duly noted that he was only required to tend to a minor power fluctuation on level 121.  “This task should take less than an hour,” noted the Phobian as he prepared his toolkit.

Nearby, Garenna was examining one of the many hyperspanners in her toolkit.  “We were scheduled to upgrade the ODN relays in the central power core, but that task was relegated to another team.”  Satisfied with the spanner’s functionality, she set it in her kit.  “Between you and me, Bator, I am glad we got this task.  The power core is never pleasant.”

Bator had yet to visit the central power core, but he had no reason to doubt Garenna’s word.  If the core was unpleasant, then it was so.  “Does this mean we have the rest of the day to ourselves?”

“It does,” Garenna happily replied.

The news also pleased Bator.  He could use the down time to explore the inner-workings of Eredas-Il, perhaps uncover some secrets that Ordikan was not so willing to part with.  He smiled.

As did Garenna.  “Perhaps you would care to join me for dinner later on?  I haven’t enjoyed a civilized meal in quite some time—and I prepare a delicious negreshteq.  I am certain you will find it agreeable.”

Though he had eaten more than his fair share of negreshteq in recent weeks, Bator was so utterly fond of the dish that he simply could not refuse.  “I would like that,” he said with little hesitation.  Since his arrival, Bator’s social life had also been a bit lacking; the company would certainly be welcome.  Besides, Eredas-Il’s many secrets had been hidden for so very long, a few extra hours in seclusion would not make much of a difference.

“Then it’s a date.”  Smiling, Garenna gently placed a few more items in her toolkit, and then snapped it shut.  “Let’s head down to level 121.”

In the schematics, level 121 looked like any other part of Eredas-Il:  bland and gray with narrow corridors and harsh illumination.  But in reality, level 121 was anything but ordinary.  This portion of the lunar base was obviously new; the corridors, though narrow, were blessed with that typical Gothic-like architecture employed by the Elorg.  The arched obsidian corridors were eloquent in their simplicity, yet stunningly intricate at the same time.  Bator was content to wander, but Garenna kept their course true.

After negotiating several of the corridors, the pair finally came upon a set of large black doors.  There were massive Elorg protectors on either side, both of them heavily armed.  The man nearest Garenna spoke first.  “Identify yourself.”

She flashed the tiny gray datapad containing her identification and work orders.  “We are here to check out the power fluctuations,” she explained in the likely event the protector did not understand the datapad’s contents.  “General Ordikan sent us.”

The bulky protector scrutinized the datapad a moment longer.  Once satisfied everything was authentic, he ambled aside.  “You may proceed,” he said, giving his hulking associate permission to open the doors.

The second protector slowly tapped a password into the keypad beside the door—so slowly, in fact that Bator committed the short sequence to memory: 32381-Alpha.

With the sequence complete, the thick metallic doors slowly clanked apart.  Garenna stepped through the doors without hesitation, and Bator followed—but the room he stepped into was more than a simple laboratory… it was the brig, and the Starlight crew was incarcerated inside.

An ominous chill immediately crept down Bator’s spine.  Though his view was limited both by the Elorg protectors and his unfortunate viewing angle, Bator could see enough to know the crew was, for the most part, alive.  He briefly made eye contact with Jayla Trinn… but the Elorg protectors and their hefty weapons made absolutely certain that Bator said nothing to his friends.

“This way,” said Garenna, completely unfazed by the sight.  Of course, these people were strangers to her, and she had little reason to sympathize.  She casually strolled over to a small alcove in the corner of the room, set down her toolkit, and started to work.

Bator followed.

Garenna first removed a few pieces of the cool, metallic wall covering.  As was standard procedure, she removed the scanner from her belt to analyze the situation, but it took Bator only a moment to realize what was causing the power fluctuations.

The archaic cables that ran along the inside of the wall seemed to connect with a small power nodule very near the first prison cell.  To the average prisoner, this meant nothing, but if Lieutenant Trinn somehow realized this…  She was an apt engineer.  Bator knew that she could use the design flaw to her advantage.

Unfortunately, escape was not in the crew’s best interests.  At least not yet.  The Starlight was still under heavy guard, and while the brig wasn’t overly infested with Elorg protectors, there were more than enough to neutralize any insurrection.  As far as Bator was concerned, he could not allow the crew to escape.

“There,” said Bator, pointing to some of the damaged cables leading to the power nodule.  “I believe that might be the source of our fluctuations.”  He started to continue, but after a moment’s thought, Bator chose not to reveal his suspicions about the Starlight crew. 

Garenna quickly turned her scanner toward the cables in question.  “They are slightly degraded,” she said, gently guiding her scanner toward the power nodule. “They cannot handle the amount of power being channeled through that nodule.”

“We will have to replace them,” Bator quickly decided.  “That should solve the problem.”

Garenna allowed her chirping scanner to complete its work before reaching a very similar conclusion.  “Agreed,” she said.  And they got to work.

Unbeknownst to both Bator and Garenna, General Ordikan stood in the nearby shadows, quietly observing their progress… He liked what he saw.

• • •

“How do you feel?”

At the sound of Sarah Hartman’s distant voice, the gears in Alan Christopher’s mind began to turn.  His thoughts grew coherent, his eyes parted, and words suddenly fell from his lips.  “I feel… tired.”  He shook his head.  “Where are we?”

Hartman sighed.  “Imprisoned,” she wearily replied.  “The Elorg captured the Starlight.”

The news did not come as much of a surprise.  “How long?”

“I don’t know.  Days.  Maybe a week.”  Hartman shrugged.  “Whatever the case, it’s been a while.”

Christopher started to ask another question, but the necessary words were slow in coming.  Besides, he didn’t really know what to ask…  not that it mattered.  Hartman beat him to the punch.

“Any pain?” she asked.  “Anything feel odd?”

Christopher took a moment to assess his bodily condition.  Aside the fatigue, everything seemed to be in working order.  “I feel fine,” he said—but given the look on Hartman’s face, she didn’t believe it.  “Am I dying?”

“Not that I know of…” She glanced over to Justin, still unconscious on the opposite side of the cell.  “But the Elorg did something to you.  Both of you.  And until we know what that something is, I’d like you to take it easy.  That means… want… hero… … … “

Hartman’s voice began to fade.  Darkness crept into Christopher’s vision and after a moment, his tenuous world faded to black.

“Congratulations.”

For a moment, Bator wasn’t entirely certain the sentiment was directed at him—but when General Ordikan suddenly fell into step at his side, it was obvious the adulation was indeed meant for Bator.  Surprised, his pace slowed, and he turned a curious gaze upon the hulking Phobian.  “What have I done?”

A wan smile appeared on Ordikan’s crusty lips.  “You have passed,” he proudly stated.  “You have earned my trust.”

Bator arched a curious brow.  “What?”

“Your journey to the brig was not fortuitous,” Ordikan enigmatically replied.  “It was a test.  I wanted to see how you would react when placed in such a situation.  And you acted properly…  The damage was repaired.  The Starlight crew will not escape so easily, thanks to you.”

The moment he stepped into the brig, Bator suspected something was amiss—after all, he had been denied access just a few short days ago.  But before he had a chance to further analyze the situation, Ordikan resumed the conversation.

“Now,” he said, “I want you to trust me…”

The General carefully tapped at the tiny keypad on his belt.  With a few simple commands, he summoned a transporter beam that brought the both of them to an utterly sterile medical facility.  Bator had been there before, not more than a few days ago, to replace a malfunctioning computer terminal…

But his attention was quickly drawn back to Ordikan.  Muscular arms clasped behind his back, the General alluded to the intensive care unit in the far corner of the room.  Numerous Elorg and Phobian medics were milling about the area, which was cordoned off by forcefields… but Bator could see enough to realize there was somebody in that unit.

“That is Commander Keller,” said Ordikan as he inched closer to the newly installed workstation.  “The injuries she sustained on Rebena Te Ra nearly killed her…  But I spared her life.  The medics believe she will make a complete recovery.”

For the first time since his arrival on Eredas-Il, Bator was speechless.  He had always assumed that Ordikan was an evil, manipulative man… But in light of recent events, Bator was forced to reconsider that opinion.  Obviously, there was much more to Ordikan than was apparent…

Eredas-Il glimmered in the crimson starlight as it crept into orbit of Rebena Te Ra.  The giant world was a patchwork of verdant fields and oceans blue, veiled in a stratum of wispy white clouds.  Placid as it might have seemed, Rebena Te Ra was a world on the brink of death, for Eredas-Il was not alone.

As the sphere’s giant shadow swept across the lands below, a burst of white light flashed in the heavens above.  Another soon followed, and before the moment had passed, thousands of Elorg vessels loomed alongside Eredas-Il in orbit of Rebena Te Ra.  The invasion was about to begin…

“Our reinforcements have arrived.”  Dra’venn’s voice was calm and collected as he made the announcement.  It was an impressive feat, considering the circumstances.  Not since the Battle of Sorrows had so many Elorg vessels contributed to the expansion of the Bloc—not even the war with the Federation yielded a fleet of such epic proportions.

“Six thousand ships,” said Va’kyr.  Unlike Dra’venn, the awe in her voice was evident—and with good reason.  It was nearly impossible to deride such a massive conglomeration.

Unfortunately, as he stood in silent observation of the fleet, Xi’Yor felt nothing.  If anything, a wave of quiet dissatisfaction crept through his soul, eating away at his insides like a disease.  But his feelings mattered not.  Xi’Yor had a mission, and he was bound and determined to see it to completion.  “Status of the planetary defenses?”

Va’kyr glanced at her console.  “Coming online.”  She briefly accessed the controls for a more detailed analysis.  “Several of our scout ships have already taken damage.”

None of the orbital defense platforms were visible on the viewscreen that spanned the front of the command deck.  Eredas-Il was still a considerable distance from Rebena Te Ra, but in his mind’s eye, Xi’Yor could nonetheless see the gathering legions.  “According to the Starlight’s database, there are more than 50,000 orbital defense platforms.”

“Our scans indicate that number is closer to 64,000,” noted the Garidian, Fornath, on the opposite side of the deck.  Standing beside the massive Phobian, Fornath appeared diminutive in stature—but Xi’Yor knew it was purely a visual quirk… Fornath himself was of considerable height.  “The platforms are highly maneuverable and programmed to swarm attacking starships.”

Shaking his head, Ordikan expelled a lungful of the humid air.  “Even with the addition of the Garidian and Elorg fleets, we are still heavily outnumbered.  Can the Afflicted technology provide any assistance?”

Fornath shook his head.  “Not at this point.  If we are able to neutralize even a portion of the defense perimeter, I might be able to use the Afflicted technology to access the astral observatory and shut down the remaining defense platforms.  But until then…”

Strategy was paramount in most conflicts, but this one clearly differed.  The sheer number of defense platforms would make the assault on Rebena Te Ra a considerable challenge.  Xi’Yor knew how the Elorg and Garidian vessels could defend against the threat, but his Phobian allies—and the Afflicted technology—remained a mystery.  Though the Phobian vessels numbered less than five hundred, they seemed both fierce and agile.  “I assume, General, that your contributions to the fleet will secure our victory?”

Ordikan harrumphed.  “Undoubtedly.”

Xi’Yor was not so certain—but he was in no mood to argue.  Despite his misgivings, he gathered his tired thoughts and prepared himself for the battle.  “Raise shields and activate the tactical systems.”

With the order came the blaring drone of the alert klaxon.  The lights dimmed and an eerie crimson hue befell the command deck.  “Shields and weapons standing by,” called Dra’venn.

A malicious grin curved upward Xi’Yor’s ashen lips.  He stood at the very edge of victory—he simply had to claim it for himself. 

And the Elorg Bloc…

Dozens of Elorg warships stormed past Eredas-Il as the massive sphere came about.  Some of them took up defensive positions around the colossal lunar base, but the vast majority of the Andrinel-class warships headed directly into burgeoning theater of war.  Weapons ablaze in azure light, they rained chaos upon the defense platforms; crimson flames and smoldering debris exploded into the arena…

And then the defense platforms fought back.

Though they appeared as meager pyramids glinting in the bloodstained starlight, the platforms were lethal.  Their ragged beams of emerald death sliced into the battle with explosive force—within moments, the Elorg saw their first losses as an ancient Inkhezi-class warship burst into flame.  Its hull breached and warp core critical, the damaged warship lingered on the front just long enough to witness dozens of the agile defense platforms converge upon its position…

“The battle has begun…”

On some level, Jayla Trinn had been moderately aware of that fact for nearly five minutes.  The deck’s gentle vibrations, the distant-sounding explosions…  The battle to claim Rebena Te Ra was almost certainly at hand.  But for nearly five minutes, Jayla Trinn was not eager to accept the circumstances.  By some quirk of fate, she was somehow destined to lead the Starlight’s imprisoned crew to freedom.  

But Jayla didn’t consider herself a leader.  She didn’t even consider herself a follower!  She was an engineer—and with good reason.  She could understand computers.  They were predictable and when something went wrong, she could fix any problem with her eyes closed.  People problems, on the other hand, were not so easy to fix.

Jayla could certainly deal with her fellow humanoids.  She wasn’t antisocial in the slightest.  But given the choice between a humanoid problem and a technical one, the computer would win every time—because Jayla could fix it.  She had no idea if she could fix the very human problems faced by the Starlight crew.

But she had to try.

Blowing those lingering fears through her lips, Jayla wearily rose to her feet.  “We know what we have to do,” she announced to the crew.  Despite her efforts, Jayla detected a hint of hesitation in her voice.  Given the circumstances, it was understandable… but Lucas wouldn’t have wavered for a moment.

Jayla sighed.  If only he were here…
Still, the hesitation went unnoticed by the crew.  Drayge and Ashton quickly set out to remove the nearby wall covering.  Trinn knew not what Bator had done, but had a bad feeling that it would not bode well for the crew.  There was only one way to find out.

Briefly turning away from her sentry duties, Flora Sanders glanced back and Jayla and said, “What about Bator?  What if he tries to stop us again?”

The Trill defiantly shook her head.  Treachery was one humanoid crisis she knew how to deal with.  “He won’t bother us,” she strongly affirmed.  No hesitation that time.

Flora gasped.  “How can you be sure?”

Jayla clenched her jaw.  “Because I won’t let him.”

Just then, the doors clanked apart, admitting two giant Elorg protectors.  Jayla was about to tense, fearing that she might be the next to—but when she saw Lucas trailing a few steps behind them, her fear began to diminish.

“Jayla,” he said, even before the guards put him back in the cell, “we’re getting the hell out of here…”

• • •

For some reason, the negreshteq didn’t taste so good tonight.  Bator initially tried to blame the foul taste on a computer malfunction.  Not everything that came from the replicator could taste like a four-star meal; he knew that from experience.  Unfortunately, Bator practically lived on negreshteq the past few weeks, and none of his previous meals were anything to balk at.  Making matters worse, Garenna seemed to be thoroughly enjoying her dinner.

And though he tried to hide it, Bator’s ill content did not go unnoticed.  Picking through the remains of her meal, Garenna’s her dark eyes eventually meandered over to Bator’s plate.  “Not hungry?” she asked.

“Something like that,” he lied.

It didn’t fool her.  “Something is bothering you,” she said, waving her fork in his general direction.  “What is it?”

“Nothing,” Bator replied.  He picked at his dinner, but it was already getting cold—and cold negreshteq was offensive to the pallet indeed.  “Just a guilty conscience,” he finally admitted, if only to avoid the negreshteq.

Garenna set down her fork, and her attentive eyes suddenly had Bator’s complete attention.  “It was those prisoners in the brig, wasn’t it?”

Bator nodded.  “They are my friends.”

“Oh?  Why are they imprisoned?”

“Our ship was captured…”

Garenna’s forehead crinkled.  “You were part of the crew?” she interjected.

“Yes,” Bator confirmed.  “I thought you knew…”

“No,” she admitted, readily shaking her head for added emphasis.  “I simply assumed that you transferred to Eredas-Il from one of the other Phobian ships.  I’m a simple maintenance worker; I only get information on a need-to-know basis.  Evidently, I didn’t need to know where you came from.”

The sentiment was certainly ironic, given that Bator himself hadn’t known his true origins for many, many years.  But he chose not to expound upon the bit of irony; it would only serve to complicate an already difficult situation.  “Suffice to say, I served as tactical officer aboard their vessel for many years.”

The revelation provided the conversation with countless new directions, but thankfully, Garenna chose to keep it simple.  “So why are you repairing conduits aboard Eredas-Il?  Should you not be with your crew?”

Again, Bator felt the details of his relationship with General Ordikan would only serve to complicate matters.  So he truncated the story to its very core:  “I was spared.”

Without the details, Garenna’s response was perfectly understandable.  She smiled.  “Lucky you!”

But Bator shook his head.  “That remains to be seen…”

• • •
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