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Author’s Note
 
First and foremost, welcome to the Final Chapter of Star Trek: The Final Frontier.  Before this epic begins, I would like to take a moment to thank everyone who has taken the time to read TFF over the years—and I would especially like to thank those of you who provided comments and insights into the series.  You know who you are.   Without people like you, I never would have been able to devote five years of my life to this massive project.  And since I’m going to save the longwinded and emotional speech for the final episode, I guess I’ll leave just it at that…

And now a quick note about the timeline that starts… well, right after I’m done babbling.  It’s a work in progress.  For the most part, I’ve limited it to events that I think might be relevant to The Final Chapter.  While I’m reasonably certain of the story’s direction, nothing is set in stone until an episode is complete.  Additionally, I’ve included some fairly generic events that are meant to fill in some of the blanks that I probably won’t be able to cover in the series (like much of the ancient Elorg/Phobian/Iconian history).  A lot of you have been asking for such details, but I have been unable to incorporate them into the story.  This timeline might be as good as it gets.

Yes, I have decided to incorporate Enterprise into the TFF universe.  I’ve been ambivalent about Enterprise in the past, but I have begrudgingly come to accept it as an actual part of the Star Trek universe.   “Borderland” was pretty good, wasn’t it?  The Orions looked just like I thought they would!

And… before I get tons of hate mail, I should like to clarify right now that I thought The Empire Strikes Back was an excellent movie.  By far, my favorite of the Star Wars flicks.

To ensure an enjoyable experience for you and your friends… 

• Be considerate!  Please, refrain from talking during the show.

• Turn off all cell phones, pagers, Gameboy Advance SPs, and that hideous electric fruitcake hat that your grandmother gave you for your birthday last year.  I don’t care how near and dear it is to your heart, that thing has to go!

• Place all waste in the nearest receptacle on your way out.

Now, grab an ice-cold Pepsi, sit back, and enjoy

STAR TREK: THE FINAL FRONTIER - THE FINAL CHAPTER

Previously…
 
201,134 BCE

• A conflict between the Phobian Republic and the Al-Bhed Collective begins.  The Phobians are swiftly defeated at every encounter (“A Link to the Past”).

201,131 BCE

• The Phobians encounter a space-dwelling organism in the Sra’xa’diin Nebula.  After extensive study, Phobian scientists are able to genetically modify the organisms for use against the Al-Bhed (“A Link to the Past”).

201,129 BCE

• The Phobians successfully deploy the genetically modified aliens in battle; the Al-Bhed are summarily eliminated (“A Link to the Past”).
• The Phobian Republic enjoys a few months of peace, however scientists quickly discover that they are unable to control their creation—and with the Al-Bhed no longer a viable target, the aliens—now known as the Sra’xa’diin—begin to attack Phobian targets (“Reconciliation,” “A Link to the Past”).

• The Phobian Ambassador Phannah contacts the Iconians for help containing the Sra’xa’diin (“A Link to the Past”).

201,128 BCE

• The Iconian Professor Eridar reaches Fa’diel Station several months later, and is initially receptive to Phannah’s suggestions—but when he discovers the Sra’xa’diin were genetically modified to suit the Phobians’ needs, Eridar officially withdraws the Iconians’ support.  Unfortunately, he is killed by the Sra’xa’diin shortly thereafter (“A Link to the Past”).

• Without help from the Iconians, the Phobian Republic quickly begins to crumble.  In a matter of months, the Sra’xa’diin obliterate more than 90% of the Republic (“Reconciliation”).

• Rumors of a powerful species called the Elorg begin to circulate (“A Link to the Past”).

201,126 BCE

• Hoping to preserve at least some of their species from slaughter, the Phobians place dozens of their young in stasis pods, and launch them into the unknown (“Reconciliation”).

• The remainder of the Phobian Republic’s fleet is annihilated by the Sra’xa’diin at Xantoran VII (“Reconciliation”).

200,914 BCE

• The Iconians seal the Sra’xa’diin into fluidic space (“A Link to the Past”).

200,618 BCE

• The Elorg Prophet Na’zar is born on Brilnari IV (“The Joining”).

200,505 BCE

• The star at the center of the Eredas System enters the final stage of its life.  Instead of evacuating, the denizens of the fifth planet—the enigmatic Elorg—decide to move their entire homeworld to safety (“Lost Worlds”).

200,464 BCE

• Na’zar sets out on a journey of exploration that takes him across the galaxy; he chronicles his journey in a set of notes that would later be dubbed The Tome of Na’zar.  

200,409 BCE

• After nearly 100 years of preparation, the Elorg use a highly advanced transwarp conduit to move their homeworld, Eredas, to safety (“Lost Worlds,” “Rebena Te Ra”). 

200,406 BCE

• The Elorg try to place Eredas in orbit of a nearby star, but their efforts are hindered by a species known as the Rilnar.  Instead of fleeing to another star system, the Elorg stand and fight; they subsequently claim the Rilnar System as their own (“Roulette”).

200,399 BCE

• The Rilnar armada attacks Eredas.  Angered by the assault, the Elorg amass a considerable fleet of starships and hunt down the attackers; before long, the entire Rilnar armada is destroyed, and the Rilnar themselves are a conquered people (“Roulette”).

200,316 BCE

• Na’zar concludes his travels, and thusly begins to share the chronicles of his journey with his peers back on Brilnari IV.  Many of his thoughts and observations are considered revolutionary, and at the urging of the Brilnari government, Na’zar travels to Eredas to share his findings.

200,315 BCE

• Na’zar finds the journey to Eredas an arduous one.  While his route falls entirely within the borders of Elorg space, the myriad Elorg colonies rarely communicate with one another, and their differing laws and agendas tended to weaken the empire as a whole. 

• When Na’zar finally reaches Eredas, he finds a world in decay.  A combination of factors, including civil war, poverty, and plague, have reduced the once opulent world into little more than a slum.  With little in the way of a government, Na’zar finds it relatively easy for the natives to accept his ideas.

200,311 BCE

• Na’zar forms the Elorg Bloc.  At the moment, it is little more than an official title for the myriad Elorg colonies, but as word of the newly organized government begins to spread, leaders from each of the colonies travel to Eredas to learn more.

200,307 BCE

• At long last, representatives from all 21 of the major Elorg colonies agree to unify.  Na’zar thusly grants each of the representatives the title of Overseer, and appoints them to the newly established Conclave of Overseers.

200,306 BCE

• Curious about this new government forming very near the borders of their empire, the Iconians begin to investigate the Elorg Bloc.

200,304 BCE

• After several years of rule by the Conclave of Overseers, Na’zar seeks to reform the governing council, believing the Conclave needs a single voice to speak of its myriad actions.

• In response to the call for reform, the Conclave appoints Overseer Fenix to the newly created position of Cerebrate.  

200,294 BCE

• Hoping to add a few more worlds to the Elorg Bloc, Fenix issues an edict to the Conclave of Overseers authorizing them to colonize worlds along the Iconian Border.

200,292 BCE

• The Elorg colonize Gildebron III, a desert world on the edge of their territory.  It is the first of six colonies established under the Cerebrate’s edict.

• On his deathbed, Na’zar adds a list of ten prophecies to The Tome of Na’zar.  He claims they are visions sent to him by the chi-goehs, the Elorg gods. 

200,289 BCE

• Hoping to dissuade any further colonization along their border, the Iconians attack the Elorg colony on Rebena Te Ra. The Iconians subsequently occupy Rebena Te Re, making it one of the few colonies where Iconians and Elorg coexist (“In Memoriam”).

• Fenix dies at the age 304.

• An’tiir is elevated to Cerebrate—and vows to honor both Na’zar and Fenix by continuing to expand the Elorg Bloc (“Adversaries”).

200,172 BCE

• The Elorg continue to colonize, not only along the Iconian border, but across the galaxy.  Their territory now spans hundreds of light years, and their military now rivals that of the Iconian Confederation…  Unwilling to stand by and allow the Elorg to gain supremacy over the galaxy, the Iconians attack and destroy most of the Elorg colonies along the border—and the Great War begins.

• An’tiir and the Conclave of Overseers quickly decide to take Eredas to a secluded—and secret—location in order to prevent an Iconian attack.  The tactic was devised by Na’zar decades earlier (“Lost Worlds”).

200,166 BCE

• After enduring a considerable stalemate, both the Elorg and the Iconians attempt to harness the vast energies of interspace, the layer of space between subspace and normal space.  The Iconians are immediately successful—but are surprised to find a malevolent species, known as the Ividians, inhabit the region.  Their task force is summarily obliterated (“In the Line of Fire, part II”).

• The Elorg quickly take advantage of the Iconians’ predicament, and make several bold forays into Iconian space.

• In response to the incursions, the Iconians attack the Elorg flagship, killing Cerebrate Al’tiir in the process.

200,165 BCE

• Jevian is elevated to Cerebrate.  He authorizes the construction of a new Elorg flagship—a city ship—that would serve as headquarters for the Elorg Bloc for the remainder of the war.

200,161 BCE

• Construction of the city ship is completed.

200,157 BCE

• Jevian is assassinated by the Iconians.

• A resolute Overseer Xa’yen is elevated to Cerebrate.  After naming the city ship to honor the fallen Cerebrate Jevian, he vows to bring about an end the war.

200,156 BCE

• The Battle of Sorrows.  The Elorg and the Iconians wage a cataclysmic battle that ends with the destruction of Iconia.  In one final act of desperation, the Iconians use their dimensional technology to seal the entire Elorg fleet into a subspace pocket.  In the aftermath of the battle, both the Elorg and Iconians are thought extinct (“Beginnings”).

• A small group of Elorg, however, manage to escape capture.  Fearing some of the Iconians might have also survived, the Elorg flee into the Alpha Quadrant, where they founded the highly enigmatic Breen Confederacy (“Desperate Measures”).

200,154 BCE

• Because they did nothing for the Elorg during the Great War, Xa’yen declares the chi-goehs false gods.  To fill the newfound spiritual void, Xa’yen declares himself a divinity (“Toccata and Fugue”).

30,000 BCE

• Modern humans evolve on Earth.
3200 BCE

• The first of many violent wars takes place on Vulcan.

371 CE

•  After thousands of years of violence and bloodshed, a philosopher known as Surak leads the Vulcan people to reject their emotions in favor of a philosophy that embraced pure logic (“The Savage Curtain” [TOS]).
378

• The Romulans leave Vulcan in a rebellion against Surak’s teachings (“Unification” [TNG]).

384

• The Romulans conquer the Remans.

• The Romulan Star Empire is founded.

407

• As Elorg culture continues to stagnate in subspace, many individuals begin to seek the forbidden wisdom of the chi-goehs.  

1014

• A century-long war between Romulus and Vulcan begins (“Death Wish” [VGR]).  The war would ultimately end in stalemate.

1129

• The Hebitians attack and occupy the Breen Homeworld (“Toccata and Fugue”).

1344

• Led by Za-el, the Breen destroy a Hebitian outpost in the Molgeras Sector.  The victory gives the Breen the momentum needed to destroy the Hebitians (“Toccata and Fugue”).

• The Cardassians, also emerging from Hebitian rule, begin to assert themselves as a culture (“Chain of Command” [TNG]).

1953

• The Vulcans make first contact with the Andorians (“The Shipment” [ENT]).

2063

• Humans become a warp-capable civilization (Star Trek: First Contact).

• The Vulcans make first contact with humanity (Star Trek: First Contact).

2119

• Starfleet is established on Earth (“Broken Bow” [ENT]).

2152

• The Earth Starship Enterprise encounters the Romulans for the first time (“Minefield” [ENT]).

2153

• Seven million people are killed when the Xindi attack Earth (“The Expanse” [ENT]).

• The Enterprise is ordered to find the Xindi weapon and prevent another attack (“The Expanse” [ENT]).

2154

• With help from both the Andorians and several of the Xindi factions, the Enterprise is able to destroy the Xindi weapon (“Zero Hour” [ENT]).

2156

• After learning of Earth’s longstanding alliance with Vulcan, the Romulans attack, thrusting Starfleet into another major interstellar conflict (“Balance of Terror” [TOS]).

2161

• The Romulan War ends.  The Treaty of Algeron establishes a vast Neutral Zone between Earth and Romulan territories (“Balance of Terror” [TOS])

• The United Federation of Planets is established.  Founding members include Andoria, Earth, Tellar, and Vulcan (“Zero Hour” [ENT]).

2218

• The Federation has a deadly encounter with the Klingon Empire.  The incident leads to nearly a century of hostilities between the Klingons and Federation (“First Contact” [TNG]).
2266

• The Romulans violate the Neutral Zone for the first time (“Balance of Terror” [TOS]).

2293

• A catastrophic explosion on the Klingon moon Praxis causes serious ecological and economical damage to the Klingon  Homeworld.  The Klingon Chancellor Gorkon subsequently launches a peace initiative with the Federation, an event that leads to the historic Khitomer Accords (Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country).

2311

• The Tomed Incident between the Federation and Romulans. Thousands are killed on both sides of the conflict, and the Romulans enter an extended period of isolation that lasts until 2364.  During that time, the Romulans develop their D’deridex-class warbird (“The Neutral Zone” [TNG]).

2314

• The Dii’nysyr Incident.  A renegade Elorg warship attempts to spread the word of the chi-goehs.  A young Overseer Xi’Yor ensures that the renegades are destroyed (“Toccata and Fugue”).  

2328

• The Cardassian Union annexes Bajor (“Ensign Ro” [TNG]).

2363

• The Federation Starship Alexander intercepts one of the hundred escape pods launched the Phobians several thousand years ago.  The pod contains one life form, a child by the name of Bator (“Reconciliation” [TFF]).

2365

• The Federation has first contact with the Borg (“Q Who?” [TNG]).

2368

• With help from Vulcan Ambassador Spock, support for Romulan reunification with Vulcan quietly grows on Romulus (“Unification” [TNG]).

2369

• The Cardassians withdraw their claim to Bajor.  The Federation assumes control of Deep Space Nine at the invitation of the Bajoran government (“Emissary” [DS9]).

• The Bajoran Wormhole is discovered in the Denorios Belt (“Emissary” [DS9]).

2370

• The Federation has contact with the Dominion on the other side of the Bajoran Wormhole (“The Jem’Hadar” [DS9]).

2372

• The Cardassian government is overthrown by civilians (“The Way of the Warrior” [DS9]).

• Believing civilians could not have overthrown the Cardassian government without help, the Klingons invade Cardassia, stating the Dominion engineered the coup (“The Way of the Warrior” [DS9]).

• The Khitomer Accords are dissolved (“The Way of the Warrior” [DS9]).

2373

• In order to avoid a long-term Klingon occupation, the Cardassians join the Dominion (“By Inferno’s Light” [DS9]).

• The Khitomer Accords are reinstated (“By Inferno’s Light” [DS9]).

• The Borg discover fluidic space.  They subsequently mount an invasion in an attempt to assimilate Species 8472—the Sra’xa’diin—but are quickly defeated (“Scorpion” [VGR]).

• The Federation and Klingons become involved in a large-scale war with the Cardassians and the Dominion (“A Call to Arms” [DS9]).

2374

• Despite several major victories against the Dominion, the Federation’s future is still in doubt (“Statistical Probabilities” [DS9]).

• Starfleet Captain Benjamin Sisko brings the Romulans into the war against the Dominion (“In the Pale Moonlight” [DS9]).

2375

• The Breen ally themselves with the Dominion.  At this point in time, their true origins are completely unknown; many people believed the Breen Homeworld a frozen wasteland, but others were convinced it was a tropical paradise (“Strange Bedfellows,” “The Changing Face of Evil” [DS9]).

• The USS Voyager experiments with Borg transwarp technology (“Dark Frontier” [VGR]).

• The Dominion War ends when the Cardassians, led by Legate Damar, turn against their Dominion oppressors.  More than 800,000,000 Cardassians are killed in the final battle, and the Federation, Klingon, Romulan, and Dominion fleets are left in ruins (“What You Leave Behind” [DS9]).

2376

• The Dominion retreats into the Gamma Quadrant.  

• While the Klingon Empire remains in shambles, Federation and Romulan forces quickly begin to rebuild their fleets.

• The Romulans refuse to relinquish control of several Federation colonies annexed during the Dominion War, including those in the Kilka Sector (“Beginnings”).

2377

• The USS Voyager returns from the Delta Quadrant (“Endgame” [VGR]).
2378

• Led by Shinzon, the Remans assassinate most of the Romulan Senators and take control of the Senate.  Shinzon later makes preparations to attack and destroy Earth, but the plan is foiled by the Starship Enterprise and the few Romulan Senators that survived the Senate upheaval (Star Trek: Nemesis).

2379

• Following the Shinzon incident, the Romulans and Federation make several attempts at peace, however the annexed colonies along the Neutral Zone are a continued point of contention (“The Fields of Asphodel”).

2380

• Peace talks between the Federation and Romulans break down, and the two empires subsequently to go war (“The Fields of Asphodel”).

2382

• Lacking a strong leadership, the Romulan front crumbles.  They surrender to Federation forces and relinquish control of almost all disputed territories to the Federation (“The Fields of Asphodel”).

2384

• Talyere Rosat, a highly respected Elorg Overseer, begins to speak out in favor of the chi-goehs.  His actions are quickly condemned by Overseer Xi’Yor and the Conclave of Overseers (“Beginnings”).

2386

• Using the advanced Borg technology collected by the USS Voyager, the Federation finally begins to develop a stable transwarp manifold (“Beginnings”).

2392

• Alan Christopher is promoted to Captain, and is given command of the Starship Discovery (“In Pursuit of Justice”).

• Starfleet develops a new type of transwarp-capable shuttlecraft; the Discovery is given the prototype USS Dark Star (“In Pursuit of Justice”).

• Despite condemnation from the Conclave of Overseers, Talyere Rosat continues to be a major proponent of the chi-goehs—and his beliefs are slowly gaining popularity (“Beginnings”).

2393

• A subspace rupture begins to form in the Kilka Sector; because the area is still under Romulan control, the Federation refuses to investigate.  The rift, however, continues to expand, forcing Alan Christopher and Rachael Meyer to disregard Starfleet’s order.  He steals the Dark Star and enters the Kilka Sector to seal the rift (“Beginnings,” “In Pursuit of Justice”).

2394

• The Romulans finally relinquish control of the Kilka Sector to the Federation (“In Pursuit of Justice”).

• Forces in favor of the chi-goehs begin to take radical actions against the divine Cerebrate Z’danorax.  While Talyere Rosat has no part in these radical maneuvers, he nevertheless sympathizes with the rebels—a stance that causes much chaos within the Conclave (“Beginnings”).

2395

•  The rift in the Kilka Sector reopens.

• Led by Xi’Yor, the Conclave of Overseers decides to execute all who oppose the divinity of the Cerebrate Z’danorax.  To evade Xi’Yor’s forces, Talyere Rosat flees through the rift into the Kilka Sector—and is greeted by the USS Starlight.  Xi’Yor’s forces quickly follow… only to discover that the rift is an exit from subspace (“Beginnings”).

• The Elorg drive the Federation away from the Alteran Expanse and claim the entire region as their own (“Beginnings”).

• Alan Christopher and Rachael Meyer are captured by Starfleet, but their punishment is ultimately negated; Christopher is given command of the Starlight (“In Pursuit of Justice”).

• The Romulans attempt to invade the Aurillac Sector, but the attempt fails.  The Romulan fleet is left in ruins (“Ground Zero”).

• Xi’Yor challenges Talyere to the zagah’tulina, a form of ancient ritual combat.  Talyere accepts the challenge, but it turns out to be a trap; he is captured and interrogated by Xi’Yor (“Requiem”)

2396

• The Starlight makes first contact with the Velora Aggregate (“Velora, part I”).

• As Xi’Yor plans to claim additional territories outside the Alteran Expanse, the Cerebrate Z’danorax arrives to personally oversee the invasion.  Displeased by the intrusion, Xi’Yor plots to assassinate the Cerebrate (“Fithos Lusec Wecos Vinosec”).

• Still incarcerated aboard Xi’Yor’s flagship, Talyere forms a pact with several Underlings sympathetic to his cause.  With their help, Talyere is able to get a transmission to the Starlight, and is thusly rescued (“Between Dark Places”).

• After conquering Gildebron III, the Elorg attack Ka’Tula Prime.  Rachael Meyer is killed by Xi’Yor during the bombardment (“Meridian Dance”).

2397

• A Federation/Romulan task force penetrates the Alteran Expanse and collapses the Elorg Rift (“Behind Enemy Lines”).

• The Breen reveal themselves as brethren of the Elorg (“Desperate Measures”).

• Led by Overseer Cree’dan, Elorg forces attack and nearly destroy Romulus, killing billions (“Checkmate”).

• The Battle of Ciden.  Federation and Elorg forces wage a considerable battle in orbit of Ciden II.  Both sides suffer heavy losses, but the Elorg front crumbles when Cerebrate Z’danorax is mortally wounded (“Checkmate”).

•  Z’danorax dies aboard the Starlight; before her death, she appoints Talyere the next Cerebrate; he declines the offer, but remains the Chosen One of Z’danorax (“Confessions and Confrontations”).

• Talyere forces the Elorg to surrender.  The Elorg are subsequently relocated into Breen space, where the Breen Confederacy is absorbed into the Elorg Bloc (“Confessions and Confrontations”).

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

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

• Alan Christopher and Erin Keller are married (“Once Upon a Wedding…”).

2398

• In an effort to secure dilithium for the Federation, President Ghodan Makar accuses the Romulans of developing weapons of mass destruction—summarily giving the Federation a reason to occupy several dilithium-rich Romulan colonies (Various Episodes).

• The Starlight encounters the last known remnants of the Phobian Republic, an ancient outpost on the fringe of explored space.  Unfortunately, the station is captured by Species 8472 shortly thereafter (“A Link to the Past”).

• 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”).

• 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”).

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

• Battle of Talon IV.  The conflict between the Federation and Romulan empires ends with the dissolution of the Romulan Senate.  Despite the hostilities, Praetor Tomalak still seeks to forge a lasting peace with the Federation, mainly due to his amicable relationship with Alan Christopher (“Destinies of Flame and Sorrow”).

• The Elorg, led 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”).

2399

• 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 (“Toccata and Fugue”).

•  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”).

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

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

• 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”).

Prologue

A fiery maelstrom of crimson light swirled in the starry heavens as a pair of Cardassian warships blasted through the smoldering remains of an Elorg destroyer.  The ragged yellow phaser beams sliced in half the ancient destroyer, and the vessel exploded instantly in a cataclysmic burst of fire and debris.  Both Cardassian ships swiftly charged through the roiling crimson flames, already in search of a new target…

And there were plenty to choose from.

Nearby loomed more than a hundred Elorg vessels, all of them intent on the destruction of Cardassia.  Most of the hulking destroyers were already engaged in fierce combat.  The orbital defense grid ceaselessly pummeled the invading Elorg with a potent barrage of plasma torpedoes; hundreds of agile Cardassian warships danced across the raging battlefield, easily laying waste upon the ragged Elorg fleet…

• • •

Legate Brunel was almost tempted to chuckle as he watched the Elorg lines crumble before his very eyes.  When news of an approaching armada reached his desk, the Legate was immediately concerned; after all, less than a year had passed since the Elorg managed to launch a devastating attack on Earth.  Considering the multitude of intelligence reports that indicated a constant buildup of Elorg forces, Brunel had been expecting an attack of epic proportions.  But this was almost laughable.

“Our shields are down to eighty-six percent,” announced the young glinn at tactical.  “Weapons are still near maximum, and we have sustained no structural damage to the hull.”

A smile finally managed to crack Brunel’s face.  He couldn’t help it.  “The Elorg underestimated us,” he happily mused.  “When they set out to invade our territory, the Elorg saw a weak, beaten people on Cardassia Prime. They weren’t expecting this sort of resistance.”

Even the glinn could see the beauty of the situation.  “And now the Elorg will pay for their ignorance,” he quipped.  “We have destroyed seventeen of their warships; nine others are heavily damaged… and their starboard flank is beginning to crumble.”

 “Good,” said Brunel, watching intently as two Cardassian attack wings converged upon the Elorg’s starboard flank.  By his estimate, the entire battle would be over within the hour—and never again would the Elorg dare challenge the mighty Cardassian Union…  Brunel suspected that he would soon find himself promoted to the head of the Cardassian First Order.  “Should we break out the kanar now… or wait until the last Elorg vessel has been destroyed?”

The glinn at tactical chuckled in response, but kept his attention primarily focused upon his constantly bleeping workstation.  With so many vessels approaching and exploding outside the ship, it was almost a symphony of harsh, computerized notes…

…And as Brunel watched the Elorg’s starboard flank go up in flames, that symphony suddenly hit a sour note.  Something was wrong.  “What is it?”

Brunel was expecting reinforcements, or something similar, but given the baffled look upon the young glinn’s face, the trouble was something else entirely.  “I can’t be certain,” he said, shaking his head in confusion.  “There is some sort of intense gravimetric distortion forming off our port bow…”

Intense waves of gravimetric energy were already slamming into the ship, rattling the deck and disturbing the prevalent sense of triumph that had pervaded the bridge.  Brunel grabbed hold of his command chair.  “What sort of gravimetric distortion?” he demanded.

The entire deck suddenly trembled, and the lights flickered in response.  “It’s a singularity of some sort,” gleaned the glinn from his console.  “And it’s massive!  More than four-thousand kilometers in diameter!”

“What?”  For a moment, Brunel thought his ears betrayed him, but when he saw the data for himself, it could not be denied.  There was a massive anomaly of unknown origin forming very nearby…

Colossal distortion waves spread from the center of the blossoming anomaly, obliterating anything and everything nearby.  Dozens of Cardassian ships simply exploded as the verdant waves of death blasted across the raging battlefield—but this pestilent shockwave was only the beginning…

Massive tendrils of energy suddenly surged through the swirling epicenter, violently ripping a giant hole into the very fabric of space—and from this new gateway came forth an evil unlike anything known to exist.  An enormous, hellish sphere burst through the chaotic threshold, spewing death and destruction in every conceivable direction.

A massive wall of roiling fire swept across the battlefield, consuming Cardassian and Elorg ships alike—and when all was said and done, not a single ship remained.  Cardassia Prime once again teetered on the brink of destruction…

Chapter 1

Ten Days Earlier

“How many stars are there, Mommy?”

The questions were never easy.  Innocent as they were, they seemed to come out of nowhere… little blossoms of curiosity that spontaneously sprouted from Angela’s fertile mind.  The little girl never asked anything out of the ordinary, but that didn’t mean her questions were simple.  In fact, Erin Keller often found herself struggling to explain.  Perhaps it was better to know some of the questions than all of the answers?

Even so, Erin wished she could better explain this answer.  Peering into the vast and glittering starfield beyond the Starlight’s hull, she was almost at a loss to explain the sheer number of stars that existed in the universe.  In fact, Erin wasn’t even certain if she could comprehend the answer, even if she had one readily available.  “There are lots of stars, Angela.  More than you can imagine!”

Naturally, that wasn’t enough to satisfy the little girl.  She pried her eyes away from the twinkling starscape just long enough to further her inquiry.  “A million stars?”

Erin gently shook her head.  “More than that,” she whispered.  “Even if you started counting the stars right now, you would never be able to finish.  Not even in a million years!”

This new bit of information was starting to satisfy Angela’s curiosity, but Erin was confident there would be more questions to come.  But first, the little girl had to absorb the information she already had.  She was kneeling on the couch next to Erin, her delicate little face gently resting upon the pale violet blanket draped over the back of the couch.  For a moment, she seemed utterly lost in thought, but… it didn’t take long for another question to sprout.  “Are there purple stars, Mommy?”

And much to Erin’s relief, that was something she could answer.  “Yes,” she exclaimed, already searching the starfield for an example.  To an untrained eye, every single star looked like just another glittering white speck…  But having devoted much of her life to science, Erin could spot an O-type star from dozens of light years away.

“There!” she said, carefully pointing toward a single speck of pale violet light in the sea of shimmering stars.  “Do you see that group of stars that’s shaped like a triangle?”

Angela carefully followed Erin’s finger into the starfield, and it didn’t take long for her to spot the cluster in question.  “I see it!”

Erin smiled.  “Do you see the really bright star near the top of the triangle?”

“Is that a purple star?”

“It is!” Erin happily confirmed. 

“What’s it called?”

Given the relative infrequency of O-type stars, Erin was reasonably familiar with the few such stars nearest the Starlight.  She couldn’t have possibly named every last one of them, but… she knew this one.  “That star is called Kalidar.”

Angela was immediately awed by the sentiment.  Her curious blue eyes widened with curiosity, and she turned to Erin demanding more information.  “Are there kitties on Kalidar?”

Since the planet of the same name was uninhabited prior to Elorg colonization, Erin knew that there weren’t any native cats—but she supposed it was possible that the Elorg brought some furry friends with them to their new home.  “There might be…”

“Can we go and see them?”

Erin shook her head.  “I don’t think so, honey.”

Angela frowned.  “Why not?”

Erin hesitated.  As far as Angela was concerned, Kalidar was just another planet spinning around a pretty purple star.  She knew nothing of the evils brewing deep inside Dryad’s Citadel, knew nothing of the hatred that lingered there—and Erin wasn’t exactly eager to enlighten the little girl.  Children shouldn’t have to be burdened by such things…  But Angela deserved some sort of answer.  “Well…”

And then, as if on cue, the bedroom doors slid apart, and Alan popped into the living room.  “Who wants pancakes?” he playfully inquired.

In an instant, Kalidar vanished from Angela’s thoughts.  A wide smile on her face, the little girl eagerly bolted away from the couch and ran toward the kitchenette shouting, “Me! Me!”

“All right!” Alan happily exclaimed, intercepting Angela about halfway to the replicator.  He easily scooped up the girl into his arms and carried her the rest of the way, gently placing her on the nearby countertop so that she might watch her breakfast appear.  “What kind of pancakes do you want?”

The decision was an easy one for Angela.  “Chocolate chip!”

Alan’s bright blue eyes widened.  “What was that?” he inquired.  “You want gagh pancakes?  I didn’t know you liked Klingon!”

But Angela was already shaking her head.  “No!” she exclaimed.  “I want chocolate chips!”

“Chocolate chips?”  Alan turned to Angela, feigning a deep frown.  “I’ve never heard of those!  I guess you’re going to have to eat Klingon worms…”

On some mornings, Angela would have argued her position a bit further, but this was not one of those days.  She must have been hungry, unwilling to accept any sort of delay, because she immediately craned her head back toward the living room and called forth the end to all problems:  “Mommy!”

And while this was certainly a problem that Erin could very easily solve, somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew that she couldn’t protect Angela forever…

• • •

Once, long ago, Talyere Rosat believed in the sacred teachings of Na’zar.  There was a time when he simply could not fathom turning his back on the Elorg’s most sacred tome—because once, long ago, there existed a universe where those teachings were relevant.

Two hundred thousand years ago, when Na’zar first scribed his beloved tome, the Elorg civilization lacked both direction and identity.  It was little more than a collection of disjointed worlds that had nothing more than genetics in common.  There was no culture.  There was no history.  There was no Bloc.  It seemed that, for many great aeons, the Elorg were a people destined for obscurity.

But then came Na’zar.  In his infinite wisdom, he molded the Elorg into a great and powerful civilization—one that commanded both respect and fear from its neighbors.  And for a time, it seemed the Elorg Bloc was fated to rule the entire galaxy… 

But two hundred thousand years later, the mighty Elorg Bloc was little more than a shadow of its former self.  Eredas, the Elorg Homeworld, was lost to the ages.  Most of the ancient territories were inhabited by newer, younger species… and the Elorg themselves were a culture divided.  The teachings of Na’zar were still infinite in their wisdom—but they were also archaic beyond compare.  If the Elorg Bloc was to be restored, its myriad denizens would have to adapt.

There was but a single problem hindering this grandiose restoration:  the myriad denizens of the Elorg Bloc…  So set were the Elorg in their ancient ways, the very notion of change brought forth accusations of heresy from the Conclave of Overseers.

For many years, Talyere had been working to alter this self-defeating mindset, but slowly did the wheels of progress turn.  His allies within the Bloc were few and far between.  Many of them were long ago terminated by Xi’Yor and his minions, and it was certain the few allies that remained had gone into seclusion to avoid Xi’Yor’s wrath.  The situation was not yet dire, but Talyere knew better than most that the single constant in the universe was change.

Perhaps one day in the distant future, the Conclave of Overseers would reach the same conclusion.  Perhaps they would see the error in their stagnant ways, and at long last allow the Elorg Bloc to flourish within the confines of the old Breen Confederacy.  It was wishful thinking on Talyere’s behalf, and until that new era of enlightenment dawned, things would be… difficult… 

Thus, Talyere had no choice but to seek out a power that was even greater than change itself—the chi-goehs.  Since he could not prevail on his own, Talyere hoped the sacred spirits would hear out his troubles; if only they shared a drop of their divine and infinite wisdom, it would be enough to propel Talyere forward into the unknown.

And so, he sat alone in his candlelit chambers, quietly appealing to the heavens above.  “Meris kudio tor gau julin.  Ashal ner-mah tel zonri, tor chi-goehs.  Liir suvana tulin anra-vek en taro, jor vekras akori sel’nah.”
Talyere paused.  He knew the ancient incantation predated even Na’zar’s sacred tome… and yet he was using it to call forth the chi-goehs in an appeal to see through a great change?  No, that would not suffice.  The spirits would see his efforts as a farce; they might even shun him.  A more direct and truthful approach was required.

“I shall soon embark upon a journey,” said Talyere, his voice little more than a whisper.  “I know not which paths I will travel, nor is my ultimate destination clear—but of this I am certain… the Elorg have strayed from the path to greatness, and it is my solemn duty to rectify that error.

“I am the Chosen One of Z’danorax, the One ordained to lead the Elorg into the next phase.  I have denied this fortune for many moons, but as the sands of time have dwindled, the weight of this burden has begun to resonate within my soul.  I have yet to decide if I should accept this fate—never did I seek to become Cerebrate—but until that decision is made, I must take a stand against the darkness…

“I seek from you not divine intervention or favors of any sort…  merely the courage to see this journey through to the end.”

Though there were no guarantees, Talyere felt confident the chi-goehs would look favorably upon his words.  After all, there was nothing more honorable than a journey to restore a decadent people to greatness; it was certain a little extra courage could go a long way toward achieving that goal.

But before Talyere had a chance to delve deeper into his silent meditation, he heard something curious chime in the back of his mind.  It was a familiar tone, yet sounded hundreds of light years distant…  Since it was certain the chi-goehs hadn’t resorted to such an overt means of communication, Talyere could only surmise that he was being summoned away from the spiritual world…

And the very moment his mind returned to all things secular, the door chimed.  It was little more than a few dreadfully atonal music notes, but it was more than enough to get Talyere’s full attention.  “Enter,” he called, though he made no real effort to greet his new guest.  Many of his thoughts were still with the chi-goehs.

Still, the doors parted with a mechanical hiss, and a wedge of bright light sliced into Talyere’s candlelit quarters.  “Forgive the intrusion, Overseer…” The visitor lurked at the threshold; only his shadow was bold enough to enter.

“Tassadar…” Talyere’s ashen lips curved upward.  He always enjoyed seeing the underling; when compared to most Elorg, the young and idealistic Tassadar was a refreshing change of pace.  “Your presence is hardly a bother.  I was merely appealing to the chi-goehs when you arrived.”

The underling smiled politely, but made no effort to intrude upon Talyere’s private surroundings.  “I would sincerely hope they consecrated our coming trials…”

“I know not,” said Talyere, gently shaking his head.  “I was disturbed before my mediations were complete.”

A slight frown fell upon Tassadar’s face.  “Again, Overseer, I apologize… but this matter could not wait until morning.”

Talyere’s curiosity was immediately piqued.  “What matter?” he inquired.  When he retreated to his chambers several cycles ago, there had been nothing of consequence on the horizon.

Finally, Tassadar stepped into Talyere’s chambers.  When the doors clanked shut behind him, the underling’s expression quickly turned from apologetic to grim.  “We are receiving a distress signal from our colony on Reza-Karun.  They are under attack.”

Reza-Karun.  Talyere was not at all familiar with the colony or its exact location, but he was vaguely aware of its existence. “That is a Breen colony, is it not?”

“It is,” confirmed Tassadar.  “It’s located in the Sylvarant Cluster, near the Cardassian border.  The Breen established the colony almost seven years ago, in order to observe Cardassian fleet movements—but aside from that, the colony has no strategic value.”

Regardless of Tassadar’s claim, Talyere knew that any colony near enemy territory could be considered strategic, especially a colony meant to observe fleet movements.  “Perhaps the Cardassians became aware of the observatory—and decided to eliminate it?”

Tassadar shook his head.  “The Cardassians have known about the observatory for more than two years.  If they wished the installation destroyed, they have had plenty of other opportunities.  For example, when Ra’thenn came to power last year, he destroyed the Cardassian Embassy on Arathar VI; the Cardassians did not retaliate.  I find it highly unlikely they would choose to respond now…”

Talyere wasn’t quite ready to discount the Cardassians.  They could be a very treacherous people when they needed to be.  “They might know something we don’t,” he stated.  “Set a course for Reza-Karun, maximum warp.”

Tassadar promptly nodded his acknowledgement, and hastily vacated Talyere’s quarters to execute the order—but Talyere stayed behind, finding himself momentarily transfixed by the movements of fire and shadow in his candlelit chambers.  Instinctively, he knew that he was being watched…

…dozens of light years away, Overseer Xi’Yor peered into a crimson flame of his own.  Late was the hour on Kalidar, and instead of using the standard overhead illumination to divine the ancient wisdom from The Tome of Na’zar, Xi’Yor chose a more simplistic approach.  After all, it was rumored that Na’zar scribed much of his sacred tome bathed in the crimson light of a candle’s flame; it somehow seemed appropriate to peruse the book’s ancient pages in a similar manner.

On most evenings, Xi’Yor tended to scour Na’zar’s extensive accounts of the Rilnar War, searching for both insights into the ancient conflict and tactics that could be applied in more modern times.  But on this rainy eve, Xi’Yor’s curious eyes wandered past the confines of the Rilnar War, and he found himself rediscovering the very foundations of the Elorg Bloc.

“We have strayed from the path to greatness,” Xi’Yor realized as he gazed upon the text describing the reign of Fenix, the very first Cerebrate.  According to Na’zar, the benevolent Fenix presided over the newly formed Elorg Bloc from his Citadel on the rolling Plains of Izlood.

Xi’Yor couldn’t even begin to fathom such a beautiful sight in his mind’s eye, but if all went well, he would soon find the Elorg Homeworld… and all the wonders that went with it.  With such a divine and infinite power on his side, Xi’Yor could very easily seek out the infidels that now infest the true Elorg Bloc—and if they neglected to recognize the Bloc’s newfound greatness, they would be eliminated…

It seemed simple enough, but Xi’Yor knew better.  For many months, he had been searching for Rebena Te Ra, the ancient world with the power to reveal Eredas…  But the search had thus far proven fruitless.  Xi’Yor’s patience were growing thin, but he suspected that he could wait a while longer.

And he would have to, because a blaring sensor alert suddenly cast his dreams for the future aside.  Xi’Yor quickly shoved aside Na’zar’s ancient tome, and with a few quick keystrokes, called forth his computer screen—a simple holographic display that hung in the air near the edge of his cluttered desk…  And the data displayed on that screen was certainly cause for concern—the colony on Reza-Karun was under attack…

Desiring a more complete report on the developing situation, Xi’Yor hastily deactivated the display on his desk, and headed for the Great Hall located in the very heart of Dryad’s Citadel.  From there, he could see all the relevant data, and thusly orchestrate an appropriate response.

It took only a few minutes for Xi’Yor to reach the Great Hall, and contrary to his expectations, he encountered no one en route to the meeting place.  Granted, the hour was late and most of the Citadel’s myriad denizens were asleep in their chambers… but Xi’Yor fully expected to encounter at least some of the Conclave’s more curious members.  Alas, the dimly lit corridors were completely devoid of activity.

Something was amiss…

When he stormed into the Great Hall a few moments later, Xi’Yor was prepared to confront the Cerebrate for his utter lack of preparations—but again, he was taken aback, for he strode straight into the murky depths of the abyss.  The Great Hall was bathed in shadow, illuminated by little more than the tendrils of lightning that infrequently crackled overhead—and even then, the shaft of light that poured through the oculus was blazingly brief.  Standing on the fringe of the darkness, Xi’Yor couldn’t even begin to fathom what was going on…  Nor did he have the time to speculate.  If he was the only one able to deal with this crisis, then so be it.

“Computer,” he tersely called, “display a schematic of Reza-Karun.”

Obviously, the computer was unaffected by the situation, because it effortlessly displayed a holographic image of Reza-Karun (and its satellite) in the center of the Great Hall.  The planet was an unremarkable sphere of blue and green, shrouded in a thick ribbon of wispy gray clouds… and inhabited by more than 3200 Breen.

“The colony will fall within the hour,” came a voice from within the darkness.  It was Ra’thenn, and it sounded like he was situated very near his throne.  

Xi’Yor thusly glanced in the Ra’thenn’s general direction, but saw little more than darkness.  “You know of the attack?”

Ra’thenn chuckled.  “I ordered the attack,” he mused, sounding very pleased with himself.  Moments later, a bolt of lightning ripped through the storm raging overhead, briefly flooding the hall with light—and in that instant, Xi’Yor glimpsed the demonic smile etched into Ra’thenn’s face.  Not only was the Cerebrate pleased with his actions, he apparently seemed to think it was a wise course of action.

It was not.  “Ra’thenn, you are a bigger fool than I thought…”

“We needed to test our new warships in battle,” Ra’thenn calmly explained, still oblivious to the extent of his stupidity.

Xi’Yor sighed.  “Did you have to test them on an Elorg colony?”

“I didn’t,” said Ra’thenn, tersely clenching his jaw when the lightning flashed yet again.  “The colony on Reza-Karun is… was inhabited by Breen—and since the Cardassians are well aware of the observatory on the surface, neither the colony nor its wretched population are of any use to us.”

To a certain extent, Ra’thenn was correct.  With the observatory known to the Cardassians, the colony itself was strategically worthless… and the population was never much of a concern, but…  “Reza-Karun is still an Elorg colony!  It is tactically unwise to eliminate worlds that fall within our own borders!”

Taken aback by the harsh sentiment, Ra’thenn rose from his opulent throne.  “You yourself have said that these are not our own borders, Xi’Yor.”

“That is true,” conceded the Overseer, “but until we have restored Eredas, we must live within the confines of these wretched borders.  If you must take action against one of our worlds, you should at least consult with me prior to doing so…”

Ra’thenn shrugged.  “Va’kyr had no objections.”

“Va’kyr?”  A simple mention of that deplorable woman was enough to make Xi’Yor’s blood curdle.  She was vile beyond words, and utterly treacherous, but for the life of him, Xi’Yor could not discern Va’kyr’s motives.  At first, she seemed to desire power—but after worming her way into Ra’thenn’s bed, she became infinitely more ambiguous.  There were times when she seemed to oppose Ra’thenn, but then came moments like this, when she apparently provided the Cerebrate with counsel.  “If you were wise, Ra’thenn, you would terminate your alliance with that… woman.  She is not to be trusted.”

But as Ra’thenn was wont to do, he dismissed the notion with an indolent shrug.  “You are simply jealous, Xi’Yor.”

“Of what?  Her aesthetic qualities?”  Xi’Yor chuckled.  “I have seen diseased maggots that are more attractive than that wretch.  I almost feel sorry for your progeny, for it is destined to be hideous beyond compare…”

The sentiment did not sit well with Ra’thenn.  “You forget your place, Xi’Yor,” he angrily hissed.  “Without me, you are nothing!”

But Xi’Yor begged to differ.  “Without you, I am the Cerebrate…”

Ra’thenn was already shaking his head.  “My progeny will ascend to power before you do,” he curtly reminded.

A malevolent smile crept across Xi’Yor’s face.  “That is what you think.”  In his many years, Xi’Yor had conquered foes a thousand times more powerful than a meager child.  If Ra’thenn truly believed his progeny posed any sort of threat, he was sorely mistaken.

Chapter 2

CAPTAIN’S LOG, SUPPLEMENTAL:  The Starlight has docked at Starbase 54 for repairs to the science lab, which was completely obliterated during Illidan’s little rampage through deck eleven a few weeks ago.  Repairs are expected to take about a week, and while most of the crew will be enjoying shore leave during that time, I am left with a far less enviable task… 

It wasn’t often that Alan Christopher found himself troubled by nerves, but as he wandered aimlessly through Starbase 54’s impressive marketplace, the pit in his stomach seemed to grow more agitated with each successive step.   And much to his chagrin, nerves were the least of his concerns.  Everything hinged on his pending meeting with Admiral Janeway…  The meeting that he should have been at five minutes ago.

Technically, Christopher wasn’t due to meet with the Admiral until 1400 hours, but, being the punctual individual that he was, Christopher always liked to arrive a few minutes early.  That had been his intent when he beamed aboard Starbase 54 nearly an hour ago, but as the minutes passed, Christopher found himself looking forward to this meeting even less.  He still had a good fifteen minutes to change his dour mood, but somehow, he doubted that was going to happen.

Christopher supposed that he could take a page out of Lucas Tompkins’ book, and hit the bar before visiting with Janeway—that would certainly calm those nerves…  But somehow, Christopher didn’t think the Admiral would understand.  In fact, it was generally a bad idea to approach any high ranking officer while inebriated… and so, before his better judgment suffered some sort of failure, Christopher decided that it was best to simply get the whole encounter done and over with.  He thusly headed for Janeway’s office.

Kendall Johnson didn’t like bars.  In the back of his mind, he always had this preconception that they were dark, dingy little places filled with thugs and drunken Klingons… a notion that was easily reinforced when Lucas Tompkins announced earlier in the day that they were going to hang out at the Black Hole.  When they arrived—along with Jayla Trinn and Justin Reinbold—a few hours later, Kendall was not at all disappointed.  The Black Hole was everything he imagined and then some.

After being greeted at the door by a scantily clad Orion, Kendall and his party were led through a maze of tables and chairs until their kind hostess indicated for them to sit.  The designated table was a small and circular, illuminated by little more than a frosted-glass chandelier that hung directly overhead.

“This place is more of a restaurant than a bar,” Lucas happily explained as he seated himself between Kendall and Justin.  “I used to visit the one in Seattle all the time when I was at the Academy.”  He paused for a moment to reminisce.  “Heh… that brings back some memories.”

Jayla rolled her eyes.  “Memories that we probably don’t want to hear about,” she promptly interjected.

And rightly so.  On numerous occasions, Kendall had had the pleasure of hearing Lucas speak of his misadventures in Seattle.  The stories were dreadfully disinteresting to everyone but the few people fortunate enough to witness the events first hand—of which, Kendall was not.

Thankfully, Lucas conceded defeat to Jayla, and refrained from any and all verbal reminiscing.  But to fill the void in the conversation, Lucas subsequently chose an equally painful subject.  “So… Kendall, how was your date with Shannon?”

Though he tried to stifle his reaction, Kendall knew that some sort of cringe managed to creep across his face.  It was inevitable whenever the subject of Shannon Dalton came up—not because of what happened, but because of what didn’t.  For all intents and purposes, date was a very generous label for the encounter.  “It was… okay, I guess.”

Lucas arched a curious brow.  “Just okay?”

For a moment, Kendall was almost tempted to steer the conversation back toward Seattle, but he highly doubted his diversion would work.  Like it or not, he was going to have to come clean.  “Well,” he started, desperately searching his mind for the proper words.  “Um, I guess that, well… uh… if we had gone on a date, it might have been okay…”

Jayla’s jaw dropped a bit.  “You didn’t go?”

Kendall shook his head.  “I… I didn’t even ask her out to dinner,” he admitted.  “But… but I did pass her in the corridor yesterday.  And I… I thought about asking her to lunch or something.  Maybe.”  Where was the waitress?  Kendall certainly needed a drink…

“Heh…” Lucas sighed, wearily draping his arm around Kendall’s shoulder.  “Kendall, buddy… I talked to Shannon a week ago!  She was going go with you—all you had to do was ask!”

Easier said than done.  “I was… I… but… uh… well…”  And with that said, Kendall cast aside Lucas’ arm to officially end this pathetic excuse for a conversation.

And thankfully, at that very moment, the waitress strolled over to the table.  She was a very attractive young lady, probably not much older than Justin.  Her short, dark hair was parted neatly down the center, providing a loose frame for her face.  “Hi, I’m Courtney,” she greeted, flashing her most charming smile.  “Can I get you guys an anything to drink?”

 “Yeah,” Lucas immediately interjected.  “I’ll have a Black Hole…”

Kendall had only glanced at the menu, but as far as he could tell, a Black Hole was not only this fine establishment’s namesake, it was also an incredibly potent alcoholic beverage.

Lucas glanced over at Kendall.  He smiled.  “My misguided buddy, here, will have a Black Hole, too.  Trust me, he needs one…”

In that same instant, Kendall started to protest, but Jayla very quickly absconded with Courtney’s attention.  “I’ll have a strawberry daiquiri,” she said, pointing indolently toward the menu.  

As Courtney took note of Jayla’s beverage, Justin chimed in with his choice.  Or at least tried to.  His lips parted and he managed to say, “I’ll have…” but at that point, Jayla was quick to cut him off.

“Chocolate milk,” she politely interjected, playfully grabbing the boy’s muscular arm.  “You’re underage, bub.”

He frowned.  “Do I look like I’m five?”

The Trill shrugged.  “Five… Fifteen… What’s the difference?”

“Ten,” he muttered, apparently finding very little humor in the situation.  “And I’m almost eighteen, in case you were wondering.”

But Justin’s dour mood improved markedly when Courtney flashed him a faint smile.  “Chocolate milk’s not so bad,” she quipped.  “The calcium is good for you.”

Justin grinned, and at that point, the waitress probably could have sold him on a kid’s meal, as well, because he seemed thoroughly entranced by her ethereal presence.  “Yeah,” he stammered.  Whether or not he was agreeing to the drink or the calcium remained unknown, but Courtney tapped something into her padd.

“Can I get you guys an appetizer?”

Lucas glanced down at the menu.  “How about a tower of onion rings?”

Kendall had some reservations about onion rings—onions didn’t really agree with him—but nobody else objected, so he decided to live with it.  Indigestion be damned…

“Okay,” Courtney chirped as she made note of the appetizer, “I’ll be back with your drinks in a minute!”

And as Courtney sauntered away, Justin’s salivating jaw almost literally hit the tabletop.  “She is hot!” he exclaimed, his bright blue eyes looking to Lucas for confirmation.

And he whole-heartedly agreed.  “Big time…”

Jayla seemed less than impressed, but at least she took it all in stride.  “Maybe you should ask her out?” she playfully suggested to Justin.  “You can show Kendall how it’s done.”

Though it was meant as a joke, the sentiment certainly resonated with the boy.  “I just might have to do that,” he quipped.

“You’ve got some decisions to make, Captain.”  Kathryn Janeway sat calmly on the sofa in her office, carefully sipping at a steaming cup of tea.

“I know.” The laid-back atmosphere in Janeway’s office eased Alan Christopher to an extent, but as he approached the Admiral, there was still more than a little trepidation in his steps.

Janeway took another sip at her tea.  “Earl Gray,” she calmly noted.  “Would you care for a cup, Captain?”

“No,” said Christopher, shaking his head.  He wasn’t especially fond of tea… it had an odd stench that made his stomach churn—but Janeway probably didn’t need to know that, so he left his answer blunt.  “Thank you.”

Janeway was hardly offended, and moved along with the conversation accordingly.  “Federation listening posts along the Elorg border have indicated a fifty-two percent increase in patrols,” she stated, “and a fleet of almost seven hundred vessels is located near Tal Qirat.  It’s obvious the Elorg are planning for a new offensive against the Federation.  The only question is when they’ll make their move.”

 The news was certainly not good, but it didn’t come as much of a surprise.  Having close ties with Talyere certainly helped, but ever since the attack on Earth several months ago, Christopher had been expecting much larger invasion.  In fact, Christopher would have expected it sooner…

“Since a conflict is inevitable,” Janeway quietly continued, “Starfleet is going to need somebody to coordinate our defense.”

“And that somebody is me,” Christopher very quickly surmised.  When Janeway first offered him the promotion four months ago, Christopher suspected that would be part of the job—and now that his suspicions were confirmed, his affinity for the promotion managed to drop a few more notches.  The sheer amount of responsibility that came with such a lofty position was almost more than he was willing to handle.

Still, Janeway seemed convinced that Christopher was the right man for the job.  “I know this promotion difficult for you to accept, Alan, but you performed a similar function during the first conflict with the Elorg.”  She cracked a faint smile.  “All of this meticulous plotting should be second nature to you by now.”

Christopher was certainly familiar with the procedures required of him, but he wouldn’t go so far as to say they were second nature.  In fact, he had tried his best to forget about the logistical nightmare that was troop rotation.  “What about Captain Talbot?” Christopher proffered in some last-ditch effort to shift the responsibility elsewhere.  “He was at my side almost at almost every junction during the first war…”

But Janeway shook her head.  “Captain Talbot is already working with Starfleet Intelligence to gather new intelligence on the Elorg,” she said.  “I assure you, Captain, you’ll still be working with him on a regular basis.”

The sentiment didn’t help to reassure Christopher—because in his heart, he knew that he didn’t really want the promotion in the first place.  He was perfectly happy with his life aboard the Starlight; a promotion would complicate things beyond belief.  “I’d like to consider this for a little while longer…”

But apparently, Christopher had delayed his decision long enough—because Janeway didn’t even consider the request for a nanosecond.  “No,” she said, her voice stern but quiet.  “You’ve had four months to consider this promotion, Captain.  I need your answer now…”

“We are approaching Reza-Karun.”  Underling Tassadar’s deft fingers carefully pecked away at the Aldaris’ helm controls as he guided the ship toward its destination.

The planet was already visible on the viewscreen, but it looked nothing like the verdant sphere that Talyere had seen in the computer database.  “Magnify,” he said, hoping to get a better view.

Situated at the operations console, Zeratul complied with the order, and within moments, Reza-Karun filled the entire viewscreen.  Spotty patches of green still littered the planet’s surface, but for the most part, Reza-Karun was a smoldering ruin.  “The colony was completely destroyed,” Zeratul subsequently reported.  “There are no survivors.”

Talyere’s heart skipped a beat.  Any death was a tragedy, but thousands of lives had been extinguished in a matter of hours.  It was almost unthinkable.  “Who could do something like this?”

Since they had just arrived, Talyere wasn’t expecting an immediate response—but much to his surprise, Overseer Artanis was quick to provide one.  “I might have an idea,” he said, slowly rising from his opulent command chair.  “Zeratul, highlight and enhance the debris in grid four-seven.”

A honeycomb-shaped grid fell upon the viewscreen as Zeratul pecked away at his console.  Moments later, a small section of the grid flashed green, and its contents zoomed in to fill the entire viewscreen.  It didn’t immediately look like anything extraordinary—little more than the smoldering remains of an orbital defense platform—but Zeratul rotated the image until something a bit more striking came into sight.

“A ship,” Tassadar exclaimed as his crimson eyes fell upon the sleek, angular vessel.  “It doesn’t have any hull markings…”

Despite that oddity, Talyere had to admit, the vessel was curiously familiar.  In the back of his mind, he knew that he had seen the design before.  “Is that an Elorg ship?”

“It’s an Andrinel-class heavy cruiser,” Artanis quickly confirmed.  “Xi’Yor and Ra’thenn were developing the vessel last year, shortly before I fell out of favor with the Conclave.  It is much smaller than the Inkhezi-class warships, and not nearly as powerful, but…”

“The Elorg have devoted all of their resources to the construction of new starships,” Zeratul continued.  “In the year since our departure from the Conclave, tens of thousands of vessels might have been constructed.  Perhaps more.”

“Xi’Yor could very easily overpower a Federation task force with sheer numbers alone,” Tassadar quickly surmised… perhaps a bit too quickly.

“Xi’Yor will not attack the Federation until he has secured Eredas for himself,” Talyere stated.  “Without the power of the Elorg homeworld on his side, nobody will follow him.”

“And what of Ra’thenn?” asked Zeratul.

Unfortunately, Talyere did not have a viable answer.  What little he knew of Ra’thenn came from his military records—which seemed to indicate a ruthless and egotistical individual—but even that data could not be trusted.  It was not yet included in the Archives, and was thusly suspect to alterations—and in order to cast himself in the best possible light, it was entirely possible that Ra’thenn made some alterations.  “Ra’thenn is an unknown variable,” Talyere admitted.  “If he earns the support of the Conclave, he could strike against the Federation at any time…”

“He already has the people’s support,” said Zeratul.  “I doubt it would take much to sway the Conclave of Overseers.”

Artanis chuckled.  “A glorious battle in the name of Na’zar?  The Conclave would eat that up in a nanosecond.  All Ra’thenn has to do is give the order…”

“And that would be his downfall,” said Talyere.  “If he attacks before Eredas is located, most of Xi’Yor’s vast resources will dry up—he will be unable to continue his search for the Homeworld.”

“That would be good for our cause,” said Artanis, “but the Federation would be decimated.  They don’t yet have enough allies to fend off such a massive attack.  With the Romulans in a state of disarray, that leaves the Federation with only the Klingons and Cardassians ready to fight—and the Cardassians are already weakened by continued border disputes with the Elorg.

“If Ra’thenn attacks without Xi’Yor’s consent, we might ultimately find ourselves in the possession of Eredas… but the Federation and its allies would likely be decimated beyond repair.”

 Either way, the situation looked bleak.  Talyere could suddenly find himself sympathetic with an old human phrase:  “It would seem that we are stuck between a rock and a hard place…”

“We could always make an alliance with Xi’Yor,” Tassadar indolently mused.

It was no doubt meant as a throwaway suggestion, but… for reasons unbeknownst to Talyere, the sentiment had some strong resonance within his mind.  “It might come to that, Tassadar…”

Following his confrontation with Ra’thenn, Xi’Yor knew that his days on Kalidar were numbered.  Not only did he threaten the Cerebrate’s life (that was nothing unusual), but he vowed to eliminate the Cerebrate’s only child.  Such a threat could not be easily ignored, and given his diminishing importance within the Conclave, Xi’Yor was confident that Ra’thenn would soon have him eliminated.  Kalidar was no longer safe…

Unfortunately, if he left the Elorg Bloc’s power base, Xi’Yor knew that his influence would diminish even more quickly than it already was.  Even if he installed himself as commander of the Inkhezi, he would be on the very fringe of the decision-making.  And that was unacceptable…

For the Elorg Bloc to be restored to power, Xi’Yor would need to be at the very heart of Kalidar.  He would need unrestricted access to Dryad’s Citadel…  but unfortunately, with the Conclave of Overseers gradually beginning to favor Va’kyr, Xi’Yor could feel that, like it or not, he was on his way out.  Obviously, he was going to have to make some modifications to his plans…

But as he strolled aimlessly through the corridors deep inside Dryad’s Citadel, Xi’Yor was at a loss.  He knew what he had to do, but he no longer had the resources to execute those plans.  Ten months ago, it would have been relatively easy for Xi’Yor to terminate Ra’thenn without fear of repercussions.  The Cerebrate was still popular with the people, but at that time, his influence upon the Conclave of Overseers was nominal.  Unfortunately, the Conclave took the arrival of Ra’thenn’s progeny as a sign of greatness (as opposed to poor judgment), and they had been more than willing to work with him ever since…

Fools.

Xi’Yor made a mental note to terminate the entire Conclave once Eredas was restored.  When the time came, it would be a simple matter to fill the void with twenty-one new Overseers.  He would have all the power he needed at that point.

He just needed to reach that point—and as his aimless wandering brought him near the incubation chamber, Xi’Yor knew that that was a very good point to start.

The chamber was a small, dimly lit room located deep inside Dryad’s Citadel—a precaution designed to keep the Bloc’s most significant hatchlings out of harm’s way.  There were no more than a dozen small incubation chambers in the facility, but only one of them was presently occupied.

Located in the center of the shadowy room, it was the chamber that contained the Cerebrate’s progeny.  It was rumored that Ra’thenn’s daughter would soon emerge from the chamber, but Xi’Yor intended to expedite the process.  He wanted to have the distinct honor of being the first—and last—person to see the little wretch.

It took little more than a few keystrokes to override the incubation chamber’s pathetically sparse security features.  The small gray dome over the chamber very quickly irised away, and Xi’Yor suddenly had access to the very future of the Elorg Bloc.  The egg inside the chamber was no bigger than a grapefruit; it was gray in color, mottled in places by darker splotches—but for the most part, it was a truly unremarkable sight.

Xi’Yor’s initial instinct was to simply smash the egg.  Such an action would provide a quick and decisive death for the child—but it was also likely to leave behind more than enough evidence to incriminate him…  No, it was far better an option to vaporize the egg, an action that would leave little in the way of evidence…

But before he had a chance to reach for his weapon, Xi’Yor glimpsed a curious oddity moving in the nearby shadows.  He was being watched…

“Who is there?”

No response.

Perhaps it was paranoia?  Perhaps his mind’s eye was seeing danger where there was none?  Or perhaps his mind was simply beginning to shut down?  Xi’Yor was well aware that his lingering medical condition would soon lead to dementia; this might have been the beginnings of that unfortunate fate.

He peered into the shadows one last time, just make absolutely certain that his eyes had indeed glimpsed something—but this time, there was not even a hint of movement.  Still, he wasn’t alone…

The doors suddenly clanked apart amidst a mechanical symphony, and the vile Administrator Va’kyr stepped inside.  It took less than a second for her to see her adversary beside the incubation chamber.  “Overseer Xi’Yor,” she icily greeted.  “Have you come to pay respects to the young Cerebrate?”

He shot Va’kyr his most malevolent gaze.  “No.”

She chuckled faintly.  “I thought not.  Then you intend to eliminate my child?”

Vile as she might have been, Va’kyr was no fool.  No doubt, she had long ago foreseen Xi’Yor’s actions—and it made no sense to deny it.  “Yes… I intend to rid our people of the scourge known as Ra’thenn.  That includes his progeny.  And his mate.”

Though she seemed only marginally troubled by the sentiment, Va’kyr nonetheless was able to maintain her icy façade.  “You will fail,” she stated.  She tapped a short sequence of commands into the computer terminal, and the incubation chamber was sealed once more.

So the child would live to see another day.  Xi’Yor was not concerned.  “I have eliminated targets of much greater stature than your insipid progeny.”

“You terminated the High Overseer Hatrel,” Va’kyr readily recalled.  “And you played a role in the death of Cerebrate Z’danorax.  Impressive, but… those targets were easy prey when compared to the likes of me.”

“Is that a fact?” asked Xi’Yor.

Va’kyr flashed a devious grin.  “You are more than welcome to find out…”

Chapter 3

Justin Reinbold was stuffed.  When he first saw the ‘Monster Burger’ listed on the menu, he had an inkling of what to expect, but when the sumptuous Courtney placed the giant burger on the table, Justin’s eyes nearly popped out of his head.  The thing was so freaking huge that it probably had its own gravitational field.  Still, not wanting to suffer through the indignity of taking home a doggy bag (especially after the chocolate milk incident), Justin forced down the entire monster.

And now, he was ready to vomit.

Not literally, but… if he had to look at food for much longer, there was a distinct possibility.

“So… Kendall, Erin and I are going down to the movie theatre in a few hours,” Lucas was saying as he finished off the last few bites of his juicy steak.

“We are?” asked Kendall.  His words were slurred and his eyes were bleary—there was no doubt that he was plastered beyond words.  That Black Hole really did him in…

Lucas chuckled.  “Well… you might be going to bed, Kendall—but Erin and I are going to go see something called The Empire Strikes Back.  Some sort of space epic… It looks pretty good.  You guys should come.”

But Jayla was quick to decline.  “Actually, I was planning on meeting up with—”

“—McGuire.”  Shaking his head, Lucas expelled a weary sigh.

“Hey, you had your chance,” Jayla quipped.  “And you blew it!”

“Don’t remind me.”  Still, not willing to dwell upon things past, Lucas promptly turned his attention to Justin.  “What are you doing tonight?”

Justin has never before heard of The Empire Strikes Back, but if Lucas said it looked pretty good, then it probably was.  But Justin had something else on his mind.  “If I’m lucky,” he quietly said, “I’ll be doing Courtney…”

Lucas grinned.

Jayla sighed.

And Kendall… he seemed like he was about to pass out.

Courtney had been lingering near the bar for the past ten minutes or so, chatting with the scantily clad Orion that greeted them at the door.  They must have been on break, or something; Justin wasn’t entirely certain how much longer they would be on break, but he knew that he wouldn’t get another chance to talk to Courtney once she went back to work.  Thus, he pulled in a deep lungful of air, and shoved himself away from the table.  “Wish me luck…”

Kendall belched.  “Good luck, Jason!”

“Justin.”

“Whatever.”

And on that note, Justin decided that he didn’t need any luck (especially from Kendall).  He could win over Courtney with little more than his charming demeanor and good looks; luck was irrelevant.  Still, Justin’s heart was pounding in his chest, dinner was starting to make him a little queasy, and the short walk from the table to the bar seemed to take an eternity.

Thankfully, Courtney saw him coming.  She quickly flashed a faint smile, and then excused herself from her conversation with the Orion.  “Hey,” she warmly greeted.  “Can I get you something else?”

“No,” Justin immediately replied.  He knew that if he didn’t affirm his no-dessert stance right away, Courtney could very easily sucker him into having a little something—and that would spell doom for his stomach.  “Thanks.”

Unfortunately, since Courtney had been expecting Justin to order something, the conversation (what little there had been) died really quick.  Thus, Justin was left just standing there, peering into Courtney’s incredible brown eyes as the conversation-killing silence continued to grow.

She smiled, politely waiting for Justin to make up his mind and say something… but it was obvious that she wasn’t going to stick around for very long.  She had better things to do.

Justin forced himself to chuckle.  He knew that he had to break the ice, and that seemed like as good a way as any.  “You know, I was… wondering if you were doing anything later on tonight.  I thought it might be cool if we… hung out, or something.”

Courtney’s reaction wasn’t what Justin had been expecting.  She didn’t break into a grin or anything of the sort.  She just nodded, and it wasn’t a very accommodating nod.  “I’ve got to work all night,” she said, unapologetic.  “Sorry.”

“What about tomorrow?” Justin inquired, throwing the suggestion out there just for the hell of it.  At that point, he was fairly certain that Courtney wasn’t about to leave the bar with him.

She shrugged.  “Maybe.  I’ll have to check my schedule.”

“Cool.”  Justin feigned a hopeful smile, but at that point, he had very little in the way of hope.  He was confident that he would have said just about anything to get away from Courtney.  Cool was just the first thing that came to mind—and since the conversation had reached its conclusion, Justin wasted no time returning to his seat.

The moment Justin sat, Lucas had but a single thing to say about the disastrous encounter: “Ouch.”

Justin had to concur.

In the past, Erin Keller hadn’t really taken advantage of shore leave.  She always took a few opportunities to sit back and relax, but never did she spend the entire leave on vacation.  Something almost always called her back to duty—but not this time.  This time, Erin planned on relaxing for the entire duration of her leave.

The very first item on her list of things to do was to play a few rounds of velocity.  She hadn’t spent nearly enough time on the court in recent years—and the few outings she did manage to sneak in always seemed to go rather poorly.  It was time to change that…

Dressed in black pants and a bright red tank top, Erin had her phaser in hand and was ready to meet Neelar down on holodeck one to begin her conquest of the court—when the doors suddenly slid apart, admitting both Alan… and the black cloud that seemed to hang over his head.  “You’re in a bad mood,” she playfully noted.  “Did Admiral Janeway demote you?”

“Not quite,” said Alan, wearily shaking his head.  “Quite the opposite actually—she promoted me.  I am now in charge of all Starfleet Operations along the Elorg border.  Lucky me…”

In general, a promotion was usually considered a good thing.  Erin knew that Alan’s promotion would mean he wouldn’t be aboard the Starlight as much, but… it was a promotion nonetheless.  “Uh… congratulations?” 

When he first glimpsed the Andrinel hanging in orbit of Reza-Karun, Talyere Rosat assumed the vessel had been damaged by the orbital defense platforms.  After all, the defense perimeter was designed to repel any and all invaders, both foreign and domestic…  But now that he stood aboard the vessel’s poorly illuminated bridge, Talyere was beginning to have second thoughts.

The command center was reasonably consistent with the Elorg designs that had prevailed for the past ten millennia—though there were a few minor modifications, most notably to the opulent command chair, which was now sat atop a short flight of steps… no doubt to ensure the underlings were forced to look up to their coveted overseer.

Otherwise, the bridge design retained its dark, Gothic features.  The expansive helm still loomed near the viewscreen; operations and tactical flanked the command chair; and a menagerie of auxiliary stations ringed the outer walls.  Oddly enough, almost every single workstation appeared to be fully functional.
Talyere frowned.  “The vessel does not appear to be damaged,” he noted, turning an inquisitive gaze upon his only companion, the venerable Zeratul.

He was equally perplexed.  “There must have been some sort of computer failure… or a design flaw,” he surmised.  

And Talyere was immediately intrigued.  Computer failures could be repaired, but design flaws tended to run much, much deeper.  “If your sentiment is correct, Zeratul, and the Andrinel-class is an imperfect design, we could find ourselves with a considerable advantage when the time for war arrives.”

Zeratul readily nodded his agreement.  “If our intelligence reports are correct, and there are thousands of these new vessels under construction, we will need every advantage we can get.”  He wandered over to the operations console.  “I will run a diagnostic to search for any computer problems.”

Talyere was not at all interested in the process—he wasn’t a very technical individual—but he was certainly eager to view the results.  In the interim, he was content to peruse the Andrinel’s database.  It was certain to contain valuable information about the political situation on Kalidar—but unfortunately for Talyere, when his ashen fingers touched the control interface, nothing happened.

Hoping he made some sort of keystroke error, Talyere tried again—but to no avail.   “I cannot access the computer,” he announced just moments later.

“Neither can I,” replied Zeratul, his fingers also working the unresponsive controls.  “Perhaps the computer failure was more problematic than I had originally anticipated?”

“It was not.”

Talyere hadn’t spoken, and the deep, booming voice sounded nothing like Zeratul… which tended to indicate that a third person had indeed ventured to the Andrinel’s expansive bridge.  Talyere slowly glanced up from the dysfunctional tactical station, and much to his surprise, a tall, gray-skinned Overseer stood very near the helm.

“I am Xelos,” the stranger stated, calmly approaching the command chair.

Talyere frowned, still unsure of what to make of this Overseer Xelos.  “We were under the impression this vessel was abandoned after the attack on Reza-Karun,” he stated.

“Sensors did not indicate any life signs aboard the ship,” added Zeratul.

“So, where did you come from?” asked Talyere.

“This vessel’s hull is plated with a sarium dichromate alloy,” Xelos calmly explained as he approached the tactical station.  “The technology is still experimental, but as long as the hull plating is active, it is virtually impossible to scan inside of the ship for life forms.”

Talyere was impressed.  Apparently the engineers made more than a few superficial changes to the Andrinel.  It seemed the Elorg were not yet beyond redemption—but for the moment, redemption was not amongst Talyere’s concerns.  “How many of your men are still aboard the ship?”

Xelos provided Talyere with a seemingly genuine shrug.  “I do not know,” he admitted.  “The power grid sustained a minor overload… several underlings were terminated in the blast—however, the crew compliment was thirty-seven.”

“Thirty-seven?”  Zeratul shot Xelos a highly skeptical glare.  “I would expect a vessel this size to have a crew compliment of at least three hundred.”

“Two hundred eighty,” Xelos politely corrected as he tapped a short—and successful—sequence of commands into the operations console. “But we were operating with a skeleton crew—news of this mission came on very short notice.”

The computer issued a series of terse bleeps in response to Xelos’ instructions.  Talyere wasn’t entirely certain what was happening, but it was quite obvious that the computer was accepting commands.  “Let me guess,” Talyere interjected, “the control interface responds only to members of this crew?”

Xelos nodded.  “Correct.”

So the vessel was fully functional after all.  “Why didn’t you return to Kalidar with the rest of the attack fleet?”

When Xelos didn’t immediately respond, Talyere momentarily thought his words went unheard—but before he could repeat himself, Xelos glanced up from the controls.  “I didn’t want to return,” he said, not bothering to elaborate.

But one did not defy the Conclave of Overseers without reason—and considering Xelos was a virtual unknown to Talyere, he wasn’t about to blindly accept the Overseer’s word.  “You have effectively stolen a warship from the Elorg Bloc.  I must know why.”

Finally realizing that silence would get him nowhere, Xelos relented.  “Let us return to your vessel,” he said.  “I will explain there…”

News of the attack on Reza-Karun spread like wildfire in the hours after Xi’Yor’s initial discovery.  Though he himself had not leaked word of the attack to the Conclave, he assumed that the other Overseers eventually took notice of the myriad sensor alerts coming from the distant colony.

Not surprisingly, Ra’thenn called for a meeting of the Conclave shortly thereafter.  Since the attack was authorized without the knowledge of the Conclave, Ra’thenn was likely to take some heat from the Overseers… still, Xi’Yor knew that their opinion of the divine and beloved Cerebrate would not falter in the slightest.  A pity… but, for the time being, Xi’Yor was powerless to sway the Conclave’s opinion.

As he approached the Great Hall, Xi’Yor could already see several protectors stationed outside the doors.  It was not uncommon for Ra’thenn to station armed guards around the citadel, especially when the Conclave was in session, but… the protectors did not frequently block the entrance to the Great Hall prior to the meeting.  

He thusly approached the guard.  “What is going on?”

Unfortunately, the massive protector didn’t even flinch when spoken to.  Utterly oblivious, he simply stood, his orange eyes peering aimlessly into the distance.

But Xi’Yor was the High Overseer; he could not be ignored without dire consequences.  So he spoke again, this time adding some force to his words.  “What is going on?” he demanded.

Knowing that continued insolence would result in his swift termination, the protector finally relented—but he still refused to look Xi’Yor in the eye.  “The Conclave is in session,” he boomed, his powerful voice echoing throughout the corridor.

“In session?”  Xi’Yor didn’t believe the sentiment for an instant. “The meeting was not scheduled to commence until the thirteenth cycle!”

The protector was entirely apathetic to Xi’Yor’s cause.  “Evidently there was a change of plan.  The Administrator Va’kyr informed me that your presence was no longer required for this session.”

 Va’kyr!  He should have known!  “I am the High Overseer,” Xi’Yor unnecessarily, and very tersely reminded.  “My place is at the Cerebrate’s side, regardless of the lowly Administrator’s order.”

And it was then that the protector withdrew his weapon—a massive disruptor rifle—and pointed its impressive beam emitter directly at Xi’Yor’s skull.  Since this was not his first close encounter with such a weapon, Xi’Yor was hardly concerned—in fact, he briefly contemplated showing off his own impressive disruptor…  But since the protector was also incredibly muscular (and therefore posed a considerable threat), Xi’Yor decided that retreat was most likely his best option.

Seething, Xi’Yor turned on his heel and charged down the corridor at full speed.  He didn’t have any particular destination in mind, but continued thoughts of eliminating Ra’thenn’s wretched progeny made infiltrating the incubation chamber a very tempting objective.

Fearing the death of her child, Va’kyr tripled security around the chamber after her earlier encounter with Xi’Yor.  He had not yet familiarized himself with the upgraded security protocols, but Xi’Yor was confident that several protectors awaited his arrival… and not eager to indulge Va’kyr or the protectors, Xi’Yor consequently decided that the incubation chamber, while tempting, was not a viable objective.

And that was really quite pathetic.  Not long ago, Xi’Yor’s name was feared and respected throughout the Elorg Bloc; he terminated his rivals with ease, and assured himself a place in the Conclave of Overseers.  But now…  Now he was struggling to gain entry to a meager nursery!

Perhaps it was his illness?  Perhaps his mind was simply not as sharp as it had once been, and his work suffered as a result?  It was a valid theory, but Xi’Yor was not yet willing to blame his woes upon some unfortunate biological development.

But then again…

For the second time in less than a day, Xi’Yor suddenly found himself convinced that he was being followed.  Faint footsteps seemed to echo in the distance, and Xi’Yor quickly turned on his heel to see who might be in pursuit, but… saw nothing but the empty corridor.

Much of the Conclave had been upset by news of the attack on Reza-Karun—or more specifically, they were displeased by Ra’thenn’s decision to authorize the attack without their explicit approval.  Evidently Xi’Yor had been so upset that he chose not to attend the meeting, for the High Overseer had yet to show his face… not that Ra’thenn cared to see him after their previous encounter.

Despite the discontent, Ra’thenn discovered that a few generic statements about his sudden and divine inclination to attack Reza-Karun easily pacified most of the dissenters, and he was left with little more than the simple task of updating the myriad Overseers on the progress of the assault.

“The colony was completely destroyed,” he reported, gracefully walking amidst the holographic projection of Reza-Karun in the center of the Great Hall.  “According to the Overseers in charge of the assault, the new Andrinel-class vessels performed flawlessly—only one vessel was disabled by the orbital defense platforms.”

Though his view of the Conclave was somewhat obscured by the myriad holographic projections swirling about his body, Ra’thenn could see that most of the Overseers were pleased with the results.

Most of the Overseers.

“I assume the colony was evacuated prior to its destruction…” It was Overseer Atrun’s strident voice that pierced the air, and Ra’thenn immediately cringed in disgust.  He had no affinity for the verbose Breen Overseer.

“No,” Ra’thenn dismissively replied, “the colony was not evacuated.  The denizens of Reza-Karun were deemed unworthy of the Elorg Bloc, and were summarily annihilated.  There were no survivors.” 

Atrun rose from his seat.  “Unworthy?” he skeptically repeated.

Ra’thenn sighed, already growing tired of this banter.  He had little desire to explain himself; as far as he was concerned, his divine intervention was explanation enough… But since Atrun was not satisfied, Ra’thenn deigned himself to a more concise explanation:  “The denizens of Reza-Karun were most… parsimonious when it came to Tribute last year.”  Ra’thenn stepped away from the holograms and approached the waist-high balustrade that separated him from the Overseers.  “In my opinion, they did not adequately honor their divine Cerebrate.  In order to prevent such an occurrence this year, I thought it might be wise to make an example of Reza-Karun.”

It was obvious that Atrun did not agree with Ra’thenn’s judgment, but… before the Overseer had a chance to voice his concerns, a beam of ragged blue light sliced through the Great Hall and reduced Atrun to ash.

Ra’thenn’s pallid lips curved upward, and he promptly nodded his thanks to Va’kyr.  Never again would he have to endure Atrun’s mindless rants.  “Where was I?”

“The Andrinel,” Va’kyr calmly stated.

The reminder was brief, but sufficient; Ra’thenn’s mind was immediately back on the proper path.  “With the Andrinel a success, I have decided our next target should be more ambitious.  I cannot speak for the rest of you, but I have grown weary waiting for Xi’Yor to locate the enigmatic Rebena Te Ra.  We are a people destined for greatness, but we shall gain nothing unless we take action, and reclaim our rightful territories—the ancient colonies founded by Na’zar two hundred thousand years ago.

“Our next target is a Federation planet called Bajor.”  A holographic projection of the Bajoran System suddenly replaced Reza-Karun.  It had fourteen planets, most of them unremarkable; the only thing of value was the Federation starbase that sat at the mouth of the Bajoran wormhole: Deep Space Nine.

The Federation undoubtedly considered Bajor a highly valuable ally.  As such, it was not likely to fall as easily as Reza-Karun.  “We will need several additional battalions,” Va’kyr summarily noted.  “I suspect the Federation will provide considerable resistance.”

Ra’thenn did not doubt the Federation’s vehement defense of Bajor, but he was not at all concerned.  “Fifty-two battalions will be ready for deployment within a week,” he stated.  “Our shipyards near Tal Qirat have been performing quite efficiently as of late.”

“Very good,” said Va’kyr… but she didn’t dare offer to have the ships deployed.  After their authority was circumvented for the operations on Reza-Karun, the Conclave of Overseers was likely to discuss the Bajoran matter amongst themselves before finally authorizing the assault.  Va’kyr could wait until then.  Still, there was another matter that could not wait.  “Regarding the vacancy in the Conclave…  Shall I locate another Breen to fill the void?”

That was not a matter that Ra’thenn had been eager to address.  In an attempt to appeal to the Breen, he had always made a conscious effort to include several of their kind in the Conclave of Overseers… and what did he get for his troubles?

Nothing—quite literally when it came to Tribute.  And Ra’thenn wearily shook his head.  “I have grown tired of the Breen,” he admitted.  “They constantly defy my authority, they disrespect me during the Holy Month… no, Va’kyr… as long as I live, I do not want another Breen within the confines of this Citadel.”

Va’kyr immediately took note of the edict, but with the vacancy in the Conclave still unresolved, she did not immediately move to issue the edict.  

Ra’thenn had many choices when it came to the vacancy.  There were many fine overseers hoping to be appointed to the Conclave, but with a major campaign on the horizon, Ra’thenn did not want to waste precious time bringing a newcomer up to date.  He needed someone that was already familiar with current events.  And he did not have to look very far.  “I want you to fill the vacancy, Va’kyr.”

Her eyes widened.  “Me?”

It was a logical choice.  Not only was Va’kyr intelligent and entirely capable of filling the voice, she had given Ra’thenn an incredible gift, an heir.  Elevating her to a position within the Conclave was the least he could do for her.  “Consider it my gift to you…”

Chapter 4

Though he intended to return to the Starlight after leaving the Black Hole, Kendall Johnson soon discovered that he didn’t quite make it.  He vaguely remembered leaving the bar… Jayla might have taken him to the transporter room, but after that, Kendall had no idea what had happened to him.

As his bleary eyes crept open, Kendall quickly realized that he was still aboard Starbase 54.  Apparently he had been napping in the replimat, but he had absolutely no recollection of going there.  He could only assume that he had been very drunk.  And now, he was very hung-over.

“It feels like I’ve been hit by a shuttlecraft,” he muttered, gently rubbing at his throbbing head.  Kendall hadn’t meant to share the sentiment aloud, but… apparently his inner-monologue was malfunctioning.  For all he knew, his every last thought was being spoken aloud…

“Drink this.”  The voice seemed to come out of nowhere, as did the cup of coffee that appeared in front of Kendall just moments later.  Was it magic?

Kendall quickly decided that he was still a little drunk… And he thusly decided to drink the proffered beverage.  “Thanks,” he said, slowly glancing up to see someone that looked just like Justin Reinbold seated across from him.  “I really am drunk…  You look just like someone I know!”

“You do know me,” said the green-haired kid.  Maybe it really was Justin?

“What are you doing here?” asked Kendall, trying to sip at his coffee.  So uncoordinated was Kendall, he could barely bring the mug to his lips.  “The Justin I know would never be seen with me in public.”

Justin (?) chuckled.  “And the Kendall I know would never be drunk,” he mused.  “Besides, misery loves company.”

“Are you drunk, too?” asked Kendall.

“No,” said Justin, shaking his head.  “But we both struck out in the romance department…”

Through the haze in his mind, Kendall could remember some of that.  He was supposed to have gone on a date with… Shannon, or somebody.  But he didn’t go.  And the waitress shot down poor Justin.  “Yeah…” he finally said.  “I think I remember some of that.”

Justin laughed.  “Man, you are plastered!  To tell you the truth, I didn’t think you had it in you, Kendall.”

“Neither did I,” Kendall replied, shaking his head—a bad idea, since the room started to spin.  “Ugh…  I hope you’re not going anywhere.  I don’t think I can make it back to the ship.”

“I’m not,” Justin replied.  “We’ll go back together.”

• • • 

“I’m not saying it was a bad movie,” Erin Keller strongly affirmed as she and Lucas Tompkins strolled through the Starlight’s myriad corridors.  They had just returned from The Empire Strikes Back, and Erin was still going over the experience in her mind.  “I just don’t see how Luke got to the Dagobah System in that dinky little fighter!”

“X-Wing,” Lucas promptly corrected.

“Whatever.”  Erin shrugged.  She hadn’t been following the movie’s minute details that closely… even so, she was left with the distinct impression that X-Wings lacked the hyperdrive system needed to cross the cosmos.  “You think Luke might have upgraded his ship before leaving Hoth?”

“I don’t know,” Lucas crisply replied.  Apparently he was not at all concerned about this technical dilemma, which Erin found odd since he was an engineer at heart.  “Maybe you shouldn’t worry about it, Erin.”

That was the logical thing to do.  After all, it was just a movie, and in the long run, Luke’s X-Wing didn’t really matter.  But in some small, analytical corner of Erin’s mind, it did matter.  “I’m a scientist, Lucas!  I worry about these things!”

Lucas chuckled.  “And I thought I had problems…”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Erin demanded, playfully jamming her clenched fist into Lucas’ shoulder.  “I’ll give you a problem, little buddy!”

And just moments later, the alert klaxon sounded, and crimson alert lights flashed throughout the corridor.

Technically, she had nothing to do with the sudden alert, but Erin nevertheless turned to Lucas and grinned.  “See?”

He nodded his approval as they came upon the nearest turbolift.  “Not bad.”

“Report.”  Alan Christopher hastily strode onto the Starlight’s bridge, almost relieved by the sudden crisis.  For a short while (or longer, depending on the crisis), he would have something other than the promotion to think about.

Neelar Drayge’s deft fingers danced over the helm.  The Starlight had undocked with Starbase 54 about an hour ago to test some minor modifications to the impulse engines; Christopher hadn’t heard anything about the results just yet, but he assumed that all was well in that department.  Which left the sensor alert.  “Two Elorg vessels just dropped out of transwarp,” Drayge reported, a bit of trepidation in his voice.  “They are on an intercept course.”

Though the news was not good, Christopher wasn’t about to jump to any conclusions.  “Weapons?” he asked as he seated himself in the command chair; moments later, the turbolift doors parted to admit Lucas and Erin onto the bridge.

“Their shields are down, weapons are not armed,” Bator reported as the newcomers assumed their posts.

That was not at all consistent with Elorg tactics.  If they were going to attack, they would have done so already.  But then again, Christopher was not at all familiar with the smaller of the two Elorg vessels that loomed on the viewscreen; perhaps the new ship indicated some new tactics?

Erin was quick to provide some answers.  “The larger warship is the Aldaris,” she said, fingers dancing over the operations console.  “I can’t identify the smaller ship, though.”

The Aldaris was Talyere’s ship, but that didn’t necessarily mean that Talyere was still on board.  If Xi’Yor somehow managed to seize the vessel, this could be some sort of elaborate trap.  After all, Christopher highly doubted the Conclave of Overseers would allocate new warships to the resistance.

“They are hailing,” announced Bator just moments later.

Christopher was still slightly skeptical, but it never hurt to talk.  Besides, there was no evidence to indicate Talyere had been abducted in the first place.  “On screen.”

And seconds later, Talyere did indeed flit onto the Starlight’s viewscreen.  “Captain Christopher,” he politely greeted, “forgive the rather abrupt arrival, but I could not risk sending a message.  As you can see, we have… acquired a new vessel, and it is likely that any transmission sent over subspace would be intercepted by Xi’Yor.”

“Not a problem,” said Christopher.  In fact, he was glad that Talyere took all the necessary precautions, because this new ship looked to be quite a treasure—but Christopher knew Talyere well, and the Overseer had not come all this way to deliver a starship.  “What’s up?”

“Trouble,” replied Talyere without any hesitation.  “I shall explain once I am aboard the Starlight.”

Talyere was not one to make exaggerated claims, which indicated to Christopher that dark times were indeed on the horizon.  “I’ll see you in a few minutes,” he said before signing off.

But even before Talyere’s image managed to blink away, yet another alert chimed over at the tactical station… and then at the helm… and operations.  And within moments, almost every station on the bridge was a part of the computerized symphony.

“What is it?” Lucas demanded, practically shouting over the cacophony.

Erin shrugged.  “I don’t know,” she said, working to mute the strident calls.  “It just looks like somebody programmed the computer to go insane!”

And then Christopher realized what was going on.  “It was a reminder!” he happily exclaimed.

“For what?” asked Tompkins.

“Ladies and gentlemen, as of this very moment, it is stardate 76543.21,” Christopher happily proclaimed—but given the blank stares that greeted the news, he was alone in his celebration.

Erin arched a curious brow.  “I hate to break this to you, Alan, but it’s not your birthday.”

He clenched his jaw.  “I know that,” he stated.  “But it’s stardate 76543.21!  This is a once-in-a-lifetime event.”

“What?” exclaimed Erin.  The sheer disbelief in her voice was obvious.  “The stardate?”

Alan nodded.  “Yeah…” He grinned.  “I was going to hold a little parade down on deck five, but I got distracted by that whole promotion thing.”

The sensor alerts were finally starting to quiet down, but nobody else seemed inclined to celebrate the momentous occasion… though Erin did manage to crack a small smile.  “You’re so silly,” she chirped.”

“Thanks.”  Assuming that was the biggest response he was going to get, Alan took the compliment for what it was, and then dropped the subject entirely.  Stardate 76543.21 had been an interesting diversion, but its successors undoubtedly harbored bigger and better things…

“The Elorg are preparing for a massive invasion of the Federation.”  Talyere Rosat stood at the head of the obsidian table in the Starlight’s conference room, and if the grave concern in his voice was any indication, the aforementioned invasion was not something to take lightly.

 “We’ve been expecting this,” said Admiral Janeway, seated between Alan Christopher and Lucas Tompkins at the opposite end of the table.

“Our listening posts along the Elorg border have indicated a substantial increase in patrols,” Christopher calmly added.  “An invasion is the logical next step; rest assured, we are making the necessary preparations.”

“That is doubtful,” Overseer Xelos sternly replied.  Christopher had never before seen the man, but according to Talyere, he could be trusted—and that sentiment alone was enough for Christopher to extend his trust to Xelos.  “The Elorg have devoted all of their resources to ship construction in recent months…”

“Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor have in excess of 300,000 vessels at their disposal,” Overseer Artanis continued.  He spoke as if this news was nothing out of the ordinary, but a fleet that large was anything but ordinary.

Christopher could immediately feel a pit starting to gnaw at his stomach, for he knew there was little the Federation could do to stop such a massive invasion force.  “Even if we amassed the entire Federation fleet, we wouldn’t be able to put a dent into an invasion force of that magnitude,” he grumbled.

“It’s obvious we’re going to need more allies,” said Janeway, trying somewhat successfully to maintain a neutral façade, “and a whole lot of luck.”

Unfortunately, allies were few and far between.  No matter what happened, the Klingons and Cardassians would be willing to fight, and Christopher was confident he could convince the Romulans to lend a few warbirds… but other than that, the list of potential allies was dreadfully short.

“That is why Overseer Xelos has come to us,” Talyere continued, turning his eyes upon the Overseer for the continuation of the conversation.

Xelos was more than pleased to oblige.  “The Breen have never been truly accepted by Ra’thenn.  In the past, he has tolerated us, but in his opinion, we were always second-class citizens.”

Artanis sighed.  “That changed yesterday, when Ra’thenn ordered the destruction of the colony on Reza-Karun.  Thousands of Breen were eliminated in one fell swoop…”

It didn’t take a telepath to see where this conversation was headed.  The Breen were upset about their poor treatment under Ra’thenn’s regime, and rightfully so.  Christopher didn’t pretend to know the full extent of Ra’thenn’s treachery, but conditions on Kalidar had been deteriorating for quite some time.  Obviously, the Breen were ready for a change in leadership.

 “It is certain the Breen will rally against Ra’thenn,” Xelos continued.  “I suspect that will happen very easily once news of Reza-Karun begins to spread… the problem is getting them to organize.”

“The myriad Breen colonies have begun to fracture,” Talyere explained.  “We can unite them, but it will be difficult—six months ago, one of the more influential Breen overseers, a man by the name of Aladar, was taken captive by the Cardassians.” 

“Our attempts to free him have been unsuccessful,” added Xelos.  “The Cardassians apparently consider Aladar a danger, and have refused to negotiate with us.”

Admittedly, the Breen and Cardassians had never been on very friendly terms—especially after the Dominion War some twenty-five years ago—and conditions have only worsened since the Elorg moved in.  Still, Christopher was confident that diplomacy had not yet run its course—and apparently Janeway felt the same way.

“I’m quite confident the Cardassians would be willing to negotiate if a Federation intermediary was present to observe the talks,” the Admiral stated.

Christopher tended to agree, but the plan was not without its flaws.  “We can’t just waltz into Cardassian space,” he said.  “If the Elorg even suspect something is amiss, they will attack before we are ready, and the Federation would be toast.”

For a moment, Talyere was tempted to broach the subject of an alliance with Xi’Yor… He knew that the High Overseer had available to him the resources to, if not eliminate Ra’thenn, at least keep the Cerebrate distracted.  Conversely, Talyere knew that the High Overseer could not be trusted, and that any alliance with him would have to be a last resort—and things weren’t that desperate just yet.  “We will have to meet clandestinely with the Cardassians,” Talyere instead stated.

Christopher tended to agree.  The voyage into Cardassian territory would have to be top secret—and while he wanted to lead the mission, Christopher knew that his new responsibilities on Starbase 54 meant that someone else would have to go in his stead.  “The Columbia studying a protostar in the Trill Sector, isn’t it?”

Janeway briefly conferred the padd that was sitting on the table before her.  “It is,” she said a moment later.  “I’ll have them diverted to Starbase 54.”

“Good.”  Christopher knew that Harrison could get the job done—in fact, he was counting that.  He needed somebody that he could implicitly trust for this mission.  But there were still a few wrinkles that needed to be ironed out.  “We’re going to need a ship, preferably something that won’t draw much attention when it crosses the Cardassian border…”

“I’ll contact Captain Talbot,” said Janeway.  “I’m sure he’ll be able to find a sufficiently inconspicuous vessel.”  She paused for a moment, then turned her quizzical gaze upon Talyere.  “Have you ever been to Cardassia, Overseer?”

He politely shook his head.  “I have not,” he stated.  “Though it is unlikely I will have an opportunity to go sightseeing, I nevertheless look forward to my visit.”

Janeway chuckled.  “There’s not much to see,” she quipped.

Cardassia had come a long way since the end of the Dominion War, but ruins of that bloody conflict were still plentiful.  Nobody could have known that in a few short days, ruins would be all that remained on Cardassia…

The footsteps seemed to follow Xi’Yor as he headed back toward his chambers.  In the back of his mind, he knew that nobody was watching him—after all, the corridor was empty every single time he turned to glimpse his follower.  Even so, he could not shed the feeling that he was indeed under scrutiny.

It was more of a strong premonition than anything else.  Unlike the shadow he glimpsed earlier in the incubation chamber, he didn’t have much in the way of evidence to support his fears (not that he saw much of anything inside the incubation chamber), but Xi’Yor just felt that he was being watched.

Xi’Yor might have been considered paranoid by some—especially Doctor Kharzon, who insisted the Aevedar Syndrome was progressing, albeit very slowly—but Xi’Yor was more inclined to believe that forces loyal to Va’kyr were hunting him down.  After all, the wretch was devious beyond words, and it was unlikely she would want Xi’Yor to outlive her progeny…

Ra’thenn also posed a threat, but Xi’Yor was not nearly as concerned about the divine and beloved Cerebrate.  Even if he aspired to eliminate Xi’Yor, Ra’thenn was most likely far too incompetent to see those aspirations through to completion.  His ego would likely intervene, and that would end all.

Of course, there was the Federation.  Captain Christopher had made clear on numerous occasions his lack of affinity for Xi’Yor… Federation forces could very well be on Kalidar at this moment, seeking to destroy Xi’Yor and everything he had worked for!  It was entirely possible, as long as Talyere still worked in collusion with Christopher…

Nonsense!

When he finally realized the pathetic extent of his blossoming paranoia, Xi’Yor stopped dead in his tracks, intent on clearing his mind of the utter nonsense.  There was no conspiracy.  Nobody was following him.  The random thoughts that flitted through his mind were little more than figments of his imagination—and the medics could very easily eliminate them.  He would meet with Doctor Kharzon tomorrow to discuss treatment options…

In the interim, Xi’Yor decided that supper and a few cycles of rest would do well to clear his weary mind.  He promptly returned to his darkened chambers, ordered a small bowl of tipa stew from the replicator, and seated himself at the small, round table nearby.

He was joined moments later by a shadowy wraith, its body occluded almost entirely by shadow and darkness.  For a brief moment, Xi’Yor feared that his imagination was providing yet another hallucination… But when the wrath did not vanish, Xi’Yor knew that he was not alone.    “Who are you?”

“I am called Ordikan,” said the wraith, its voice deep and sonorous.  “And I have a proposition for you, High Overseer Xi’Yor.  It would be wise of you to hear my words.”

Xi’Yor was almost tempted to summon security to his chambers… but an unusual feeling curiosity prevailed over the High Overseer’s better judgment.  “What sort of proposition?” he inquired.

Even through the darkness, Xi’Yor could glimpse the smile forming upon the shady Ordikan’s face—and in that instant, Xi’Yor knew that his fortunes had changed…
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