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Foreword

Wow.  This is it.  The last episode of Star Trek: The Final Frontier. 

I’m writing this little foreword with decidedly mixed emotions.  On one hand, I am absolutely thrilled to see TFF end.  After six years, my creative energies are drained, and I’m really ready to move on and try my hand at writing something different and new.  I also want to be able to stay up late and do something fun without feeling guilty about falling behind in my writing.  Let me tell you, I played some terrible rounds of Super Smash Brothers Melee because of that guilty conscience (but I shall have my revenge, Mr. Valentine).

Of course, on the other hand, I don’t want TFF to end at all.  Each and every character is near and dear to my heart, and as I wrote this episode, I often found it difficult to part ways with them.  Very difficult.  That is one of the reasons this episode took so utterly long to write.  The opening chapters are filled with wonderful character moments—and though I made a valiant effort to streamline the plot, I simply could not bring myself to cut a single scene.  In fact, I ultimately wound up adding even more!  As such, the “brief opening” spans some 90+ pages and 22,000 words—MUCH longer than your average episode—but for those of you who have invested as much time and energy in these characters as I have, not even 22,000 words seems like enough.  And, thankfully, there are tens of thousands of words that follow the opening chapters, and some of them coalesce into the biggest battle in the history of Star Trek: The Final Frontier.   So, I’m truly hopeful that everyone is satisfied with this episode.  I have tried so very hard to create something special.  I promised that I wouldn’t let you guys down.  And I don’t think I did.  So… let us journey forth into the Final Frontier one last time.

But, before we take that journey, I have to (not surprisingly) ramble on for a little while longer.  Come on!  Humor me!!  This is the last time you’re going to hear my ramblings!

I know that I’ve done it before.  Hell, I’ll probably do it again.  But I would really like to thank everyone for reading and supporting TFF over the years.  I absolutely could not have come this far without you guys.  As of this writing, TFF is the only good fan fiction out there to have crossed the 100 episode mark and make it all the way to episode 120.  Many of you have asserted that TFF is the absolute best fan fiction on the Internet—but the only reason it reached that lofty status is because TFF has the absolute best fans.  I have made a lot of good friends over the years, and your input (both good and bad) has been priceless.  Well, except for the person that votes every episode Pure Crap on the episode poll.  If you’re going to vote an episode PURE CRAP, at least justify your position!  (Then again, that won’t be a problem for this episode… Hehehehe!)

And finally, I’d like to acknowledge a few of the people who made TFF possible.

Gene Roddenberry

The Great Bird of the Galaxy.  We owe him our eternal gratitude for bringing to life his vision of the future. Without him, TFF probably would have been a “Full House” fan fiction.  

Chris Adamek

Yes, because I have an ego the size of North Dakota, I am thanking myself.  But I’ll spare you the self-congratulatory speech that I prepared.  For some reason, “Ode to Chris” is never popular.

Babacaddon
My cat.  Technically, she didn’t really do much of anything.  She just sat there.  But she dutifully sat there—occasionally in front of the computer screen—as I typed each and every episode.  But she is such a cute little kitty that I just had to mention her!  Awww!!!

Matthew Badaczewski
Not quite as cute as Babacaddon, but quintessential in TFF’s development nonetheless.  Indeed, he is the very person who introduced me to Star Trek.  He also was the initial inspiration for Matthew Harrison, but admittedly, they are nothing alike now.  Though to Matthew’s credit, he did try to get his fictional counterpart some bedroom action, but… unfortunately for Matthew, he made that suggestion while I was at work, and my response was little more than confusion as I silently wondered “Who the hell is Harrison?”  It wasn’t until I was on break an hour later that I realized he spoke of Matthew Harrison!  Ahh, I am DENSE sometimes.

Justin Schalk
Five years ago, this man single-handedly saved TFF from obscurity.  Hell, he probably saved it from oblivion.  Early in the first season, Justin “discovered” The Final Frontier… and as luck would have it, he just happened to be an administrator at Millennium Pictures, the place for Fan Fiction back in the day.  Justin was the champion of TFF; he swiftly brought it into the fold, and provided some much needed advertisement for the then fledgling series.  Without Justin, it is certain TFF would have long ago passed into shadow.

S.C. Mollmann

Readers rejoiced when S.C. Mollmann introduced me to the fine art of proofreading.  After an unfortunate typo resulted in one of TFF’s most unintentionally comical moments (“Talyere went farter in the cave”), S.C. Mollmann decided that he was not going to put up with the Overseer’s flatulence.  He wuz gonna make sure everything wuz spelt corectklie.  He thusly served as TFF’s editor for the entirety of Season Two… and while he has since fallen off the face of the Earth, his impact on TFF is unmistakable.
Pete Bossley

After S.C. Mollmann vanished into the unknown, Pete Bossley stepped up to the plate.  He has dutifully sorted through mounds of grammatical errors since the end of Season Three, and continues to do so to this very day (assuming I don’t save the episode as “READ ONLY”).  Thanks for all of your hard work, man!  …And just because this is the last episode, don’t go thinking you’re out of the woods just yet…

Australia

TFF has a lot of fans from all over the world.  England.  Canada.  United States (especially Ohio).  South Africa.  India.  Germany.  The Netherlands.  New Zealand.  I have had the pleasure of talking to the fine denizens of each of these countries (and many more), but I really do have to single out the Australians for a special commendation.  Though they rank 7th in number of visitors… ever since Sydney had that unfortunate mishap with the Elorg in “Screams of Armageddon,” the Aussies have very easily been TFF’s most vocal group of fans.  I can’t even go to the bathroom without somebody in Australia commenting on it!  Okay, maybe that’s a slight exaggeration, but my friends Down Under have gone above and beyond the call of duty to voice their opinions, and for that I am eternally grateful!
You

Thanks for reading! And because you’re sick of hearing me give thanks, and just want to get on with the episode, I guess I’ll just leave it at that.

What was the start of all this?

When did the cogs of fate begin to turn?

Perhaps it is impossible to grasp that answer now,

From deep within the flow of time.

But for a certainty, back then,

We loved so many, yet hated so much,

We hurt others and were hurt ourselves.

Yet even then, we ran like the wind

Whilst our laughter echoed

Amidst the glittering stars of the final frontier.

Previously…

Stardate 74811.9

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

Stardate 75978.2

• Talyere has a vision of the future in which he sees himself kill Megan Reinbold (“Screams of Armageddon”).
Stardate 76543.2

• Growing frustrated with Cerebrate Ra’thenn, Xi’Yor forges an alliance with the mysterious General Ordikan (“Shadows of an Empire”).

Stardate 76570.7

• With General Ordikan’s help, the Cardassian fleet is obliterated by the giant lunar base called Eredas-Il.  The moon was an Elorg base that once orbited the Elorg Homeworld.

• Overseer Xelos defects to the Federation, and provides Starfleet with one of the Elorg’s new Andrinel-class warships  (“The Fall of Cardassia Prime”).

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

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

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

Stardate 76670.4

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

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

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

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

Stardate 76717.6

• The Starlight crew is held captive aboard Eredas-Il while Xi’Yor scours the computer database for any and all information pertaining to Rebena Te Ra.

• General Ordikan takes Bator under his wing, and slowly reintroduces him to Phobian culture.

•  With data from the Starlight, Xi’Yor plots to attack Rebena Te Ra and use its astral observatory to locate the Elorg Homeworld (“Eclipse”).
Stardate 76728.6

• With Ordikan’s blessing, Bator continues to integrate into Phobian culture.

• Talyere learns of Xi’Yor’s plan to use the astral observatory on Rebena Te Ra—but when he sets out to stop his old nemesis, Talyere realizes the situation is unfolding just as he envisioned it nearly a year prior… And Megan Reinbold is killed.

• Federation and Elorg forces clash in the Rebena System.  Eredas-Il is destroyed during the confrontation, and the Starlight crew is freed.

• Prior to its destruction, Creya Rosat escapes from Eredas-Il with Bator, and turns him over to Federation forces  (“Horn and Ivory”).

Stardate 76899.1

• Upon the destruction of Eredas-Il, Ordikan is summoned to the Otherworldly Gate to face his superiors within the Hegemony.  They insist his mission to restore the Phobians to power has ended in failure, and demand he return to their twilight realm—but Ordikan refuses.

• Bator is incarcerated on charges of treason.  Lieutenant Courtney Rose is thusly promoted to the Starlight’s chief of security.

• Lucas Tompkins and Jayla Trinn discuss the possibility of getting married.
• Attempting to return to Kalidar, Xi’Yor flees the Rebena System aboard the Jevian.  The Starlight and an armada of the few remaining Cardassian ships corner him in the Paulson Nebula, but are unable to stop the Jevian.  Xi’Yor thusly reaches Kalidar unopposed, and at long last attains the title of Cerebrate (“Words Better Left Unspoken”).
Prologue

The old tree was grisly and gnarled.  It sat alone near the top of a small, grassy hillock overlooking the fertile river below.  Ancient roots poked through the craggy soil, providing nutrients to the twisted twigs and brittle branches, much as they had done in eons past.  

The trunk was thick and misshapen.  Like a ghastly phoenix, the craggy hulk rose unceremoniously through the verdant earth.   In places, a blanket of grassy moss clung to the brittle bark; elsewhere, knobby outgrowths jutted from the ancient tree at impossibly odd angles.  Still, against all odds, the grotesquely beautiful tree climbed high into the cerulean sky.

Swaying in the gentle breeze, the branches were a tangled maze of brittle twigs and yellowing leaves.  Some of the pear-shaped leaves were dead, most were dying, and all of them sprouted from the craggy tree for perhaps the last time.  Fate, time, and a combination of other lesser factors conspired to bring the ancient tree full circle in its journey through the eons.

It was dying…

She stepped closer to the tree, basking in the scattered rays of golden sunlight that filtered down through the leaves.  It was a shame really.  She had known the magnificent spire for a great many years—longer than she dared remember.  She had always hoped that fate might somehow spare the tree—that just once, the gods might smile upon their majestic creation and leave it forever within the realm of the living…

But fate was an immutable force of nature.  It could not be tempted or swayed.  Its opinions were meted out with a devastating sense of finality.  In this instance, fate’s judgment was crystal clear: all good things must end…

There was nothing in the universe as ruthless or impartial as death. All living matter aged over time and eventually died, no matter how mighty or tiny its life force. So being alive meant one was creeping closer to death with every second.
She did not necessarily agree with the judgment.  After all, what meager thread did that tree forever weave into the great tapestry of events?  There were none that immediately came to her mind.  But fate could not be denied its judgment.  The tree would wither and die.

However, she could not say the same for herself.  Fate had in mind something else entirely.  Something extraordinary…

Chapter One

Lucas Tompkins ran his tricorder across the exposed EPS conduits that ran through the heart of deck four, section twenty-nine.  The very same EPS conduits had malfunctioned little more than a week ago, and if his bleeping tricorder chirped the truth, the damn things were malfunctioning yet again.

Tompkins sighed.  “I can’t believe this,” he wearily grumbled to Kendall Johnson.

The science officer graciously agreed to assist Tompkins with the repairs, even though neither one of them were technically a part of any engineering team.  On some level, Kendall must have known the repairs were busy work.  He just wanted to humor his friend.

Johnson smiled faintly, and carefully pulled a phase inducer from Tompkins’ toolkit.  “See if you can realign the interlinks with the primary EPS grid,” he suggested.

Tompkins immediately took the proffered tool, even though he instinctively knew that it wasn’t going to get the job done.  He didn’t have a shred of information to support his little theory, but Tompkins’ gut told him that a hyperspanner would do the trick.  He thusly started to reach for the hyperspanner in his toolkit—but summarily realized the futility of his efforts.  “We are docked at a starbase!  Why the hell am I making repairs?”

Johnson shook his head.  “I was wondering the same thing,” he admitted.  “The ship’s first officer is typically exempt from this… this menial labor.”

Of course, in the back of his mind, Tompkins knew exactly what he was doing.  It was undeniably busywork.  “Heh…  I guess I’m trying to keep myself occupied.”

“The war has all of us on edge.”

“It’s not that.”  To a certain extent, Tompkins was concerned about the continuing conflict with the Elorg.  But those worries only went so far.  “I’ve seen my fair share of combat over the years.  I know how to get the job done.  It’s the wedding that’s got me worried.  Heh… It’s just a few days away, and I’m nervous as hell.”  He dropped the damp phase inducer back into the toolkit.  “My hands are sweating like toilets.”

Johnson chuckled.  “That’s… that’s certainly an interesting metaphor.”

“I didn’t win over Jayla with my poetry,” Tompkins devilishly replied.  “I won her over because I’m awesome in bed.”  He wiped his sweaty hands on the front of his uniform and then started to piece the EPS conduit back together.  If something was truly wrong, an engineering team could fix it—and they could probably do it without foregoing coherent thought.

“I still can’t believe you’re getting married,” mused Johnson.  Without thinking, he started to rearrange the tools in Tompkins’ kit.

For his part, Tompkins didn’t care how the tools were arranged.  As long as they were in the kit, he was satisfied.  But Kendall was a bit more demanding.  He liked things neat and clean and orderly.  He loved the minute details—and that brought Tompkins to something he had been thinking about for quite some time.  “You know, Kendall, I still need a best man…”

Utterly shocked, Johnson dropped the hyperspanner.  It clattered on the decking just as Kendall got his wits about him.  “Me?”

It was the logical choice.  “I know we’re not as close as we used to be, and that’s a damn shame, but you’re still my best friend, Kendall.  Nothing’s going to change that.  So if you’re up to it, I really want you to do this…”

Kendall hated social gatherings—and he downright abhorred anything that required him to take the spotlight.  As best man, he would have a lot of responsibility.  Had this wedding come two or three years ago, Kendall would have already backed out (or fainted).  But on this day, he sat crouched beside the partially rearranged toolkit in a state of deep thought.

Unfortunately, Tompkins didn’t have all day.  He decided to nudge the decision process along.  “Well?”

Kendall blinked.  He stammered over a few incoherent words before finally spitting out his thoughts:  “I… I… I’ll do it!”

Tompkins grinned.  Kendall had come a long way in five years—and in retrospect, Tompkins had himself changed quite a lot.  He was eager to see what the future had in store.

• • •

Once long ago, the astrometrics lab was the very heart and soul of the Starlight,  a trusty guide that lit the way to strange new worlds and civilizations.  It was in constant use charting stars, mapping nebulae, and a plethora of other things…  But in recent times, Erin Keller had to admit, the astrometrics lab was sorely neglected, for the Starlight was exploring far fewer new worlds than it used to.

Such was life during times of war, she supposed.

Still, it felt good to be in the expansive facility, even if it was for a minor upgrade that the starbase maintenance crew could have very easily installed.  There was something magical being in the lab when the massive, panoramic viewscreen was activated.  Stars wrapped around the cavernous room, and it took only a few commands on the console in the center of the room to explore them.  And once the upgrades were complete, they could explore those stars a little better.

The procedure was exceptionally simple, as the computer did most of the work.  The minimal amount of work that was actually required of Keller was so second-nature that she could perform the necessary maneuvers in her sleep.  As such, her mind was free to wander—and since Neelar Drayge was “assisting” with the upgrades, Keller’s mind wandered right into a conversation.

“So Neelar,” she said, “five years aboard the Starlight.  That’s big news!  How does it feel?”

Five years ago, Drayge might have hesitated to answer the question.  But he was no longer intimidated by such informality.  It long ago became second nature, and he provided Keller his response without so much as a moment’s pause.  “It feels like I’m due for a promotion,” he quipped.

Keller laughed.  “An officer with your skills doesn’t go unnoticed for very long.  I’m quite certain you’ll get one sooner or later, little buddy.”

“Thanks to the Darsaeans, probably later,” he quietly lamented.  “I certainly managed to make a mess of that situation.”

Keller touched a caring hand to the Bolian’s shoulder.  “Well, if it’s any consolation, you did the right thing—if not for your career, at least for your conscience.”

The computer suddenly prompted for some input.  Keller started for the controls, but Drayge beat her to it.  “I’ve got it,” he said, jumping at the chance to change the topic.  “So, have you told the Captain about your big news?”

Unfortunately, the computer did bother to bail Keller out of her uncomfortable situation.  As Drayge finished making the necessary computations, the computer terminal remained utterly silent.  As did Keller.

His work complete, Drayge turned his gaze upon her.  “I guess not…”

A sheepish grin crossed Keller’s face.  “I was just waiting for the right moment,” she replied.

“The right moment?” repeated Drayge.  His brow arched with skepticism.  “The right moment was when you found out—two weeks ago!”

On some... well, most levels, Drayge was probably right.  Apparently the advent of his sixth year aboard the ship came with a dose of wisdom.  “I guess I just don’t know what to make of the whole situation,” Keller replied.  “If this had happened a few years ago, I would have been overjoyed…  But at this point in my life, it just complicates things.”  She chuckled.  “I don’t need complications, Neelar!  I need…”

A sensor alert.

Only this time, it wasn’t the computer upgrades demanding attention.  It was an actual alert.  Something was amiss.  Taking the alert as her cue to drop the uncomfortable conversation, Keller dove right into the sensors.  “We are receiving telemetry from one of the listening posts in the Kilka Sector,” she gleaned from the initial reports.

Drayge frowned.  “Why are we receiving it?”  he asked.  “We’re nowhere near the Kilka Sector…”

A dozen different explanations crossed Keller’s mind, but ultimately, it didn’t matter why they were receiving the data.  “It could be some sort of malfunction,” she proffered.  But she wasn’t going to dwell.  It was the telemetry that mattered—and there was plenty of that to go around.

With a few quick keystrokes, Keller cleared the generic starfield from the panoramic display and called forth the most recent data from the Kilka Sector.  Naturally, the hazy violet hues of the Alteran Expanse filled the massive viewscreen—but there was a tiny blip amidst the hulking cloud that just didn’t belong.

“What is it?” asked Drayge.

Keller zoomed in on the anomaly.  “It appears to be an interspatial flexure,” she gleaned from the data flitting across the screen.

The color seemed to vanish from Drayge’s face.  “A rift?”

“A tiny one,” Keller confirmed.  “But a rift nonetheless…”
• • •

The bridge was unusually quiet.  With the Starlight docked at Starbase 54, the vast majority of the crew was taking a much needed break from the seemingly endless chaos.  Captain Alan Christopher fully intended to partake in the rest and relaxation—particularly the former of the two—but not before he took care of a few loose ends on the bridge.

Lieutenant Courtney Rose was in command.  Bator’s replacement sat quietly behind the tactical station, her pale brown eyes struggling to focus on a status report that almost held her attention.  Flora Sanders occupied the operations station, and a small contingent of starbase maintenance workers were congregated near the viewscreen.

Evidently they were going to install some sort of wild and wondrous holographic viewscreen—so the next time Christopher chatted with some burly Klingon, holographic spittle would theoretically fly across the bridge.  Christopher certainly liked to embrace new technology, but in this rare instance, he was not overly enthusiastic about the change.  Hopefully he could reconfigure the display to conform to something a bit more acceptable.

Pushing aside thoughts of the Klingons spittle, Christopher strolled over to the tactical station to meet with Lieutenant Rose.  “Courtney,” he pleasantly greeted.  “Enjoying yourself?”

She immediately brought her bleary gaze from the tactical station, making a valiant attempt to summon some form of enthusiasm from within.  She failed.  “I’m just catching up on some news from back home.”

News from home was hardly the dreadful status report that Christopher had anticipated.  “Must be some boring news,” he quipped.

“Oh, no,” said Courtney with a chuckle. “There’s always something interesting going on in Australia.  I just haven’t been sleeping well the past few nights, that’s all.  The Elorg seem to have me on edge.”

Christopher could sympathize.  “Our friendly neighborhood Elorg have deprived me of some sleep, as well,” he lightly mused.  But since he was on the cusp of a very brief vacation, Christopher didn’t want to dwell upon those misfortunes.  “Why don’t you join Erin and me for dinner later tonight?  We’re having chicken fajitas, and I am personally going to replicate the meal—and let me tell you, nobody can operate a replicator better than me!”

A faint smile touched Courtney’s lips.  “I don’t doubt it,” she said.  “When should I stop by?”

And that was a very good question.  On this blissfully quiet day, there were numerous factors conspiring to delay the prompt arrival of dinner.  Christopher was certain one of those factors would keep him busy most of the afternoon—but he suspected he could somehow work around his previous engagement.  

And on that note, Christopher suddenly recalled his reason for approaching Courtney Rose in the first place.  “Say, have you heard anything about that special delivery I’m expecting?”

“Actually,” said Courtney, “I have.”  With a few quick keystrokes, she cleared away an article about the University of Adelaide and called forth a very long list that flitted across the screen much faster than Christopher could comprehend.  When it stopped, Courtney pointed toward a single blinking entry.  “It arrived aboard the Wellington about twenty minutes ago.”

Sooner than Christopher had anticipated.  He wasn’t expecting his precious cargo to arrive for another two hours—and that certainly changed his dinner plans.  “I’m going to head down to sickbay and check out my package,” he said.  “It will probably keep me busy for an hour our so—but I should be back home by the time your shift ends.  Stop over whenever you’re ready.”

“Okay,” replied Courtney as she cleared the Wellington’s cargo manifest from her workstation.  “Sounds good.”

Christopher quickly turned on his heel and started for the turbolift—but as the doors slid apart, a random thought crept into the back of his mind.  “Courtney,” he lightly interjected, “I have just one other question…”

She glanced over to him.  “Yes?”

It wasn’t the most earth-shattering question that ever befell his mind, but Christopher nonetheless had to know:  “Mild or spicy?”

Justin Reinbold felt terrible.  He couldn’t quite put his finger on an exact symptom, but a general sense of malaise had lingered within his restless soul for weeks. It was like he was having a nightmare and couldn’t wake up.  Something had to be wrong…

But as Sarah Hartman glanced up from her bleeping tricorder, the look upon her face seemed to indicate otherwise.  “You are a perfectly healthy eighteen-year-old,” she promptly diagnosed.  “There is still some leftover Elorg technology in your cerebral cortex, but I don’t think it’s going to cause any harm.”

That was definitely not what Justin wanted to hear.  “Are you sure?” he inquired.

“Positive,” said the Doctor.  She subsequently offered her tricorder for inspection, but Justin declined.  He implicitly trusted Sarah Hartman—and if she insisted that he was well, then it had to be the truth.

“But I don’t feel any better,” he wearily grumbled.  He hoped the notion might prompt Sarah to check for something else that might be wrong, but she instead snapped shut her tricorder and seated herself next to Justin atop the biobed.

“It’s difficult to lose someone you love,” she said, “especially when that person is a parent—someone you’ve known for your entire life.  You’re not going to get better overnight…”

Justin hadn’t expected a miraculous recovery.  He was a realistic person.  He expected to feel bad for a while, but in the back of his mind, he always knew that at some point, his life might resume some sense of normalcy.  But more than a month after his Mom’s death, he felt as terrible as the day she died.  It was like a part of him died on Rebena Te Ra, as well.

“Am I ever going to get better?” he wondered aloud.

“Of course,” Sarah gently replied.  “It’s just a matter of time.”

“It’s been more than a month!”

“And what have you done in that time?” asked Sarah.

The question actually brought Justin a moment’s pause, for the answer was more elusive than one might have thought.  What had he done in recent weeks?  In retrospect, Justin knew the answer to that question was, unfortunately, very little…  That in itself was likely a problem.  “I haven’t really felt like myself,” he admitted.  “I guess that I just don’t want to do anything.”

Sarah provided him a curious glare.  “Well, you’re never going to start feeling better if you sit around and wallow in your misery all day,” she said.  “You did not die in that astral observatory, Justin.  Like it or not, you are still alive.   So do something—live a little.”

“What if I don’t feel like living?”

Sarah shook her head.  “Don’t go thinking like that.  You just need some time, Justin.”

He scoffed at the sentiment.  “I’ve had nothing but time, Sarah.  I need…”  Justin’s voice trailed off as his mind cleared of all thought.  He sighed.  “I don’t know what I need.”

“How about a friend?”

“What?”

Sarah flashed him a sympathetic smile.  “What are you doing later tonight?”

That was an easy question.  “Nothing.”

“Then meet me in the mess hall at 2100 hours,” said Sarah.  “I’ve been told on more than one occasion that I need to live a little…  Tonight seems like as good a time as any to try that theory out.”

In all honesty, Justin truly didn’t feel like hanging out with Sarah Hartman.  He didn’t even have a good reason—just that lingering sense of disquiet that insisted he stay in bed.  “I’ll think about it,” he said, nearly certain that he just spoke a lie.

Chapter Two

It seemed strange.

For the first time in recent memory, something good actually happened to Kendall Johnson.  He wasn’t exactly sure if his invitation to Lucas’s wedding was the turning point that would forever change his life—but it was definitely a step in the right direction.  For the first time in a long time, someone actually needed him to be a friend.

And that felt good.

Almost good enough for Kendall to forget his recent temporal tumult.  He still wanted to be down in the temporal science lab.  In fact, he would have given just about anything to start combing through the timeline again—and if the opportunity arose, Kendall suspected that he just might take advantage of such a moment.  But until that momentous occasion arose, the temporal science lab was strictly off limits.  But Kendall was a patient individual.  The timeline was nearly infinite.  And he could wait…

Since his golden opportunity was not likely to arrive anytime soon, Kendall decided it best not to think about such things.  He placed those thoughts in a dark corner in the back of his mind.  A few years down the road, once those seeds of discontent germinated, he would again contemplate his past and his future.

In the present, Kendall was content to mull over his dinner.  Even though he didn’t do much of anything on his first day of shore leave, Kendall nonetheless managed to work up quite an appetite.  It must have been the excitement of that good news.  Acting as Best Man in a wedding was certainly a big responsibility; Kendall certainly had his reservations—in fact, there were certain facets of the job that had him completely mortified—but on the whole, he suspected it would be a fulfilling experience—hopefully one as fulfilling as his dinner.

After negotiating a few more fairly nondescript corridors, Kendall at last came upon his quarters.  The doors parted with a pleasant hiss, and Kendall strode inside, intent on devouring a hearty bowl of meat stew.  Though his feet continued toward the replicator, Kendall’s eyes were immediately drawn to the woman standing near the window.

She was a tall, slender woman with short dark hair, a pleasant smile… and Kendall’s prized possession in her hands!  Though she obviously held onto the giant, curved tooth with care, the woman was nevertheless placing the object in a great deal of jeopardy!  Kendall immediately reached for his communicator to call for security—

But then he paused.

There was a possibility that she was some sort of a temporal agent.  Or at least somebody moderately interested in bettering the timeline.  Or—

“Kendall…” She gently held up the serrated tooth to the light.  “This is an excellent specimen.  It looks like it might be from Eustreptospondylus.”

…

… …

It was then that Kendall realized the woman standing before him was not a temporal agent.  And infinitely more qualified than he to be in possession of such a magnificent dinosaur fossil.

“Dana!”  She was one of Earth’s most renowned paleontologists.  Though Kendall had only met her on a handful of occasions, he closely followed her terribly exciting career.  Of course, he hadn’t quite expected to follow that career into his quarters.  “What… what are you doing here?”

She flashed a generous smile as she placed the Eustreptospondylus tooth back upon its pedestal.  “I just wanted to see you,” she admitted.  “I haven’t seen you since your visit to Argentina a few years ago… and when I heard the Starlight was docked at Starbase 54, I couldn’t help myself.”  Her smile turned sheepish.  “I hope you don’t mind…”

Though the unexpected intrusion was a little bothersome, Kendall suspected it was something he could easily forget.  “You… um, well, you could have mentioned that you were coming.”

“I could have,” Dana lightly replied.  “But that would have ruined the surprise, don’t you think?”

“True.”  And in this instance, the surprise was a very good thing.  It easily brought a wide smile to Kendall’s face—an event so rare that even he couldn’t recall the last time it happened.

Two good things in one day!  Kendall was definitely turning the corner.  If the trend continued, those seeds of discord just might wither and die!

His appetite, on the other hand, was strong as ever—and since he suddenly found himself with company, it seemed logical to sit down to a decent meal.  “Would you… um, would you care for something to eat?  I was just about to have some dinner.”

Dana contemplated the offer for only a moment before politely declining.  “I sampled some of the local cuisine available aboard the starbase,” she playfully admitted, though she did seat herself at the round table in the center of the room.  “The Grintaka certainly have some unique food.”

Kendall wasn’t all too familiar with Grintaka cuisine, but he could easily imagine the strange and wondrous delicacies eaten by the serpentine beasts.  The thought made his stomach churn.  “If you don’t mind, I’m going to eat a little human cuisine.”

“Oh, by all means!”  She chuckled.  “Don’t let me stop you!  I know how males can get when they’re hungry!”

In paleontology, at least, males tended to get a little aggressive when it came to food and mating.  Then again, Kendall supposed that could be applied to the modern world, as well.  The Grintaka were a perfect example of that.  “Of course, I… I need not mention the females’ reaction to bothersome males…”

In paleontology, at least, the females would frequently kill their bothersome mates.  Tyrannosaurus was a perfect example of that curious behavior.  But then again… that also applied to the Grintaka.

Once Kendall had his beef stew, he returned to the conversation, taking the seat directly across from Dana.  He had a thousand questions for her, but the most obvious was the first to make it to his lips:  “What are you doing this far from Earth?  Especially in the middle of a war!”

“War?”  Dana batted a curious brow at the sentiment.  “The Elorg have been very quiet since the battle in the Rebena System.  I’m not privy to the details, but I know they suffered some sort of a major defeat.”

Just because they were down did not mean the Elorg were out.  “The Elorg have seen defeat before,” reminded Kendall.  “After all, we thought we had them beaten three years ago!”

On some level, Dana must have agreed with the sentiment, but she did not stick with the subject of war for very long.  Threatening or not, it simply did not interest her—and quite frankly, it didn’t really interest Kendall, either.  “So what are you doing out here?”

The question brought about a curious glimmer in Dana’s deep blue eyes.  “Have you ever heard of Terra Sorna?”

“Terra Sorna?!”  The very mention of the mystical world brought excitement to Kendall’s heart.  “According to the latest astrometric data, the planet is very similar to Earth approximately seventy-eight million years ago… beasts included!”

“Yes,” Dana excitedly confirmed.  “The Museum of the Rockies recently sent a probe to the Terra Sorna System.  It confirmed our suspicions.  The world is a veritable mirror to Earth in the Cretaceous Period!  Sure, the animals are a little different, but it’s a wonderful opportunity to step into the past!”

As he dug into his stew, Kendall was eager to hear more—and Dana was more than happy to provide.

“…and it’s still in its formative stages, not more than a few centimeters in diameter.”
A rift in the Alteran Expanse did not sit well at all with Alan Christopher—not well at all.  The Elorg had been surprisingly quiet after their defeat at Rebena Te Ra, and this mysterious little rift had him thinking bad thoughts.  “This feels like a trap,” he said, the words rolling from his tongue like poison.  Nobody liked to think so darkly, but when it came to the Elorg, darkness was certainly a requirement.

Erin Keller shook her head, not quite willing to confirm or deny the suspicion.  “At the moment, we don’t even know if it leads to subspace,” she said.  “Even if it does, the Elorg certainly can’t send anything through it—the rift is still too small.  But I don’t like it any more than you do—this just feels wrong.”

Unfortunately, they could not afford to turn a blind eye to the situation.  If the Elorg were trying to summon the remainder of their reinforcements from subspace, it was a dire situation indeed.  “I will inform Admiral Janeway of the situation,” said Alan amidst a heavy sigh—but he quickly decided the unfortunate conversation could wait until tomorrow—hopefully they would have a better understanding of the situation by then.  Besides, today was supposed to be a good day, and nothing—not even the Elorg—could get in the way of that.

He and Erin were walking through the myriad corridors of deck seven, both of them on their way home for dinner.  That alone was enough to lift Alan’s spirits.  “I hope you’re in the mood for something spicy…”

“Alan…” Erin frowned.  She was never in the mood for something spicy, not even when it came in the form of the best damned chicken fajitas in the known universe.

Hoping to dull her spicy mood, Alan playfully wrapped his arm around her shoulders.  “I suppose you could always go up to the mess hall and eat,” he lightly suggested.  “Of course, you’ll miss out on the surprise…”

Her ethereal brown eyes immediately widened.  “Oh really?”

Alan nodded.  He knew that he had her complete attention now.  “I think you might enjoy it.”

A sheepish giggle escaped her lips as she playfully knocked her shoulder into Alan’s chest.  “Is it an early birthday present?”

Alan turned his gaze upon her.  “Isn’t it a little early to be thinking about your birthday?”

She shook her head.  “I think not!”

“Well in that case,” Alan gamely interjected, “have you been thinking about my birthday?”

“It’s still months away!”

Alan scoffed at the sentiment.  “My birthday is before yours!”

She shrugged.  “So?”

That argument could have gone on a lot longer.  Alan knew that he could have managed to pull off some sort of victory, no matter how trivial it might have seemed (and given the trivial conversation, the subsequent victory would have been an enormously trivial one).  Alas, they came upon their quarters, and the conversation came upon its end.

Without any pretext, Erin started for the keypad beside the door.  She was desperately eager to see what mystical surprise was on the other side—but Alan grabbed her hand halfway.  “It could be an Alverian cave sloth,” he warned.  “I don’t think you want to go rushing into that.”

“Alan…” She pursed her lips and begrudgingly crept away from the door—clearly growing somewhat impatient.  Curiosity was no doubt getting the best of her.

So Alan did his best to draw out the suspense as long as possible.  “On second thought, dinner in the mess hall is sounding good.  Maybe a nice ham and Swiss on rye… with one of those fancy pickles.”

“There’s no such thing as a fancy pickle, silly!”

That might have been true, but as far as Alan was concerned, the pickle that came with his lunch yesterday was certainly a step above the rest.  “Then what do you call that pickle I had yesterday?  Moderately above average?”

“Kosher.”  Hands firmly planted upon her hips, her glare started drilling into Alan’s skull.  “Now… can we get on with it?”

He blinked.  “With what?”

And on that note, Erin jammed a playful fist into Alan’s shoulder, gracefully slinked her way around his body, and strode into their quarters.

When she stepped inside, Erin didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.  Sarah was sitting on the sofa inspecting the contents of some padd.  Courtney was ordering something from the replicator.  If this was the surprise, Erin had to admit, it wasn’t very exciting.  Then again, Alan had been known to exaggerate time and again.  Perhaps the forthcoming dinner was the surprise?

Of course, he had been talking about those stupid fajitas all morning.  Erin suspected there was not a person on the ship oblivious enough to still be in the dark.  No, the fajitas were definitely not the surprise.

And that got Erin thinking—not in a good way.  The very next thought that crossed her mind fell from her lips with an accusatory tone:  “What did you do?”

“Nothing!” said Alan as he stepped inside their quarters.  The doors hissed shut behind him, and he just stood there, grinning like a fool.

He did something.

“What did you break?”  Erin started into the living room, looking for something—anything—that was out of place.  “Did you beat my high score in Metrix?”

“No…” Thoroughly enjoying this cruel form of torture, Alan discreetly made his way into the kitchenette.

Erin started to follow—but before she could take two steps, a tiny gray blur suddenly darted out of Angela’s bedroom and stormed into the living room at full speed.  Angela was following close behind—and in tandem, both the mighty gray blur and the little girl came to a stop just inches from Erin’s feet.  

“Meow!”

It would seem Alan’s surprise was a kitten!  The little ball of gray fluff couldn’t have been more than a few months old.  It had big green eyes, an adorable little face, and a pathetically cute little “meow!”  In that very instant, Erin could feel her heart begin to melt.  “Aww…” She knelt down to stroke the little cat’s soft gray fur.  “It’s so cute!”

Angela giggled as the little kitten flopped onto its backside, exposing a fuzzy gray-and-white-striped belly.  “Sarah says it’s a girl cat!” she happily exclaimed.  “I’m gonna name her Kayopopic!”

The happily purring kitten didn’t seem to mind the ridiculous suggestion, but Erin tried her best not to cringe.  “Names are very important,” she whispered, gently running her hand over the kitten’s soft belly.  “We’re going to have to think very hard about what to call the kitty!”

“I already did, Mommy!”  Angela excitedly sprawled out on the floor beside the kitten and planted a big kiss atop its tiny head.  “Kayopopic!”

“Meow!”  For a moment, it seemed the kitten was confirming its affinity for the name—but Erin chose to interpret the little catcall as a polite objection.  She was certainly not going to name the cat Kayopopic…

“I kind of like the name Fluffy,” said Courtney as she approached the little kitten—but the cat was apparently through being sociable.  In the blink of an eye, she was back on its feet, wildly racing around the living room as quickly as her four little paws could move.  Courtney chuckled.  “I wish I had that much energy!”

“So do I,” said Erin with a laugh.  Between the war and her recent injuries and putting up with Alan, her energy reserves were understandably low.  “Oh, to be young again…”

The sentiment was enough to draw Sarah’s attention away from her padd.  “Erin,” she interjected, “I thought you were only twenty-nine?”

That had been the case for a great many years, and Erin wasn’t about to change her story.  From a medical standpoint, she was perfectly healthy.  But time was slowly beginning to take its toll—an achy joint here, a misplaced memory there.  Fate had been kind to her thus far, but the sands of time marched onward nonetheless.  “I think I might be twenty-nine and a half,” she admitted.

Courtney grinned.

Sarah sighed.

Angela meowed.

And Alan headed for the replicator.

“You think you have enough shit?”  Lucas Tompkins expelled a weary sigh as he dropped a tenth bin of Jayla’s crap on the floor in his—their—quarters.

And while ten large containers filled with crap seemed somewhat excessive, Jayla actually balked at the sentiment.  “Me?!” she exclaimed.  “Look at all of the crap you have!”

“What do you mean?” As far as Lucas was concerned, he didn’t have any crap.  Each and every one of his many possessions was utterly priceless.

Obviously, Jayla begged to differ, and first on her list of questionable items was a sleek, vintage tricorder circa 2267.  Lucas had been holding onto that bad boy for quite some time.  “That’s from Kirk’s Enterprise,” he proudly noted.

Jayla did not share in his enthusiasm.  “What do you need it for?” she inquired, daintily gripping it with her fingers like it was tainted.

Lucas could hardly believe the words came from Jayla’s mouth.  “That’s a piece of history!”

“History?”  Jayla’s skeptical forehead crinkled as she tapped at the archaic controls.  “It doesn’t even work!”

That one minor detail aside, the tricorder was still in perfect condition.  “I got it from some Ferengi on Deep Space Nine a few years ago,” said Tompkins.  “He told me that he acquired it from a creature called a ‘Morn’ and that it was used by Kirk himself when the Enterprise visited the Halkans in 2267.”

Jayla rolled her eyes, utterly oblivious to the historical ramification of the purchase.  “Why don’t you donate it to a museum?”

It would be a cold day in hell when that tricorder made it to some museum—though admittedly, Lucas could feel a curious chill in the air.  But he wasn’t about to give in to Jayla’s demands—not until she started clearing out some of her shit.

Rummaging through crap container number ten, it didn’t take long for Lucas to find something appropriately offensive.  It was a big blue and purple towel of some sort—and it was ugly beyond words.  “Do you really need this?” asked Lucas as he yanked the hideous towel out of the box.

In addition to the crinkled forehead, a frown summarily befell Jayla’s face.  “It’s a tapestry,” she tersely collected.  “And we’re not getting rid of it—Erin gave it to me as a gift!”

“A gift?”  Lucas suddenly had to wonder if Erin had some bad feelings for Jayla, because he wouldn’t wish such an ugly tapestry upon his worst enemy.  Whatever the case, he wasn’t going to argue.  A gift was a gift, and Jayla was not likely to part with it—so Lucas dropped it back into the box, desperately hoping that was the last he would see of it.

Naturally, Jayla was already finding fault in some of Lucas’s other prized possessions.  She was like a vulture, scouring the terrain for the slightest morsel of meat.  Not surprisingly, she plucked the half-inflated basketball from the sofa.  There wasn’t even need for her to speak.  The quizzical look upon her face spoke volumes all on its own.

“Heh…”  In retrospect, Lucas realized the defunct basketball was probably something that should have been removed from his quarters months ago (for it had been sitting on that sofa for the better part of a year).  Unfortunately, he was at a loss to explain the ball’s continued existence.

But that didn’t keep Jayla from trying.  “Did Kirk use this, as well?” she prompted, the frown upon her face gracefully dissolving into something a bit more whimsical.

“On Cestus III,” said Lucas with a chuckle.  “The Gorn got a technical foul.  Man, was he pissed about that—got ejected from the game and everything.”

Of course, since Jayla knew next to nothing about basketball, the vast majority of the joke went way over her head.  Still, she cracked a smile and made some attempt to find humor in the joke, but her thoughts quickly turned elsewhere—namely, the very same black hole that collected so many of Lucas’s stray thoughts in recent weeks.  “So, we’re actually getting married…”

“Heh…” Lucas scratched his head.  “I guess so.  Seems kind of weird, doesn’t it?  Us?  Getting hitched?  I didn’t see that one coming.”

“And now it’s just a few days away.”  Jayla plopped down onto the sofa.  It was black and white—some sort of a wild zebra-pattern—and very uncomfortable.  But it had served its purpose well the past five years.  Lucas imagined that it was probably something that he could part with.

In a few days.

He summarily ceased his inspection of Jayla’s belongings and promptly joined her on the lumpy sofa.  As he sat, the cushion seemed to eat Lucas alive, mercilessly pulling him into it’s leathery, zebra-striped maw until it felt like he was firmly seated on the floor.

Jayla laughed.

Lucas groaned.  “What a piece of shit!”

“Why didn’t you get something more comfortable?”

Comfort hadn’t really been an issue when Lucas selected the couch.  “I never really sat on this beast,” he noted, a devilish grin crossing his face.

Jayla knew what he meant.  Once upon a time, she spent many a romantic eve not sitting on the sofa… and since he was going to get rid of it in the near future, Lucas was suddenly inclined to give the old couch a proper sendoff.

He leaned closer to Jayla.  “Want to skip to the honeymoon?”

Much as Sarah Hartman had anticipated, the mess hall was reasonably quiet.  Most of the crew was off enjoying the numerous facilities proffered by Starbase 54, and the few that remained were clearly in search of solitude.  As someone who truly appreciated and understood the need for solitude, Sarah did everything in her power to make her presence negligible.

Still reeling from the heartburn caused by Alan’s stupid fajitas, Sarah quietly trekked over to the replicator and ordered a cup of yogurt.  Once the sweet dessert was in her hands, she wandered over to a secluded table near the windows and sat.

Justin was nowhere to be seen.  

He wasn’t, of course, the most punctual young man Sarah had ever met.  As such, she didn’t expect him to arrive on time—but as the minutes ticked away, it became increasingly evident that Justin was more than a little late… and by the time her cup of yogurt was gone, so, too, were Sarah’s hopes for a nice evening.

She was tempted to call him.  Tempted to ask why he didn’t bother to show up… But in the back of her mind, Sarah knew why he didn’t come.  He needed his solitude.  

She understood that.

She respected that.

She just didn’t like it…
Terra Sorna was an incredible place.  Kendall Johnson had been well aware of this fact prior to his discussion with Dana Horner—after all, he had pored over every bit of sensor data available to him when the planet was first discovered a few years ago—but having spent the better part of an evening talking to Dana about the wonders of Terra Sorna, Kendall was even more enthused about it.

Giant animals the size of Brachiosaurus roamed the verdant plains, and mighty carnivores risked life and limb to hunt them down.  Massive reptiles soared in the cerulean skies; great beasts lurked in the placid oceans…  Kendall could hardly wait for tonight’s meeting with Dana to further the discussion.  Evidently there were also some interesting mammalian species on the planet that—

“Christopher to Johnson.”

In that very instant, Kendall’s good mood took a hit.  He could almost literally feel the happiness drain from his body and soul.  Once it was gone, all that remained was the empty shell that had merely existed for so many years.  Kendall was back to his old, unhappy self.

He shrugged.

Quite frankly, he was surprised his run of good luck and happiness lasted as long as it did.  Alas, he was not meant for happiness; it was a fact revealed to him by fate long, long ago.  So he tapped his communicator, knowing full well that whatever the Captain had to say would effectively ruin the rest of his evening.  “Johnson here…”

Kendall was not disappointed.

When he reached the science lab a few minutes later, Kendall found Captain Christopher already there waiting, padd in hand.  “Kendall,” he said, “I want you to take a look at this.”

Kendall took the proffered padd and briefly skimmed its contents.  There were some sensor scans, a few analyses, and a fair amount of seemingly generic astrometric data.  “What is it?” he asked.

A forlorn gaze befell Christopher’s face.  “I’m hoping it’s nothing,” he said, “but Erin and Neelar detected what might be a small interspatial flexure inside the Alteran Expanse.  I want you to look over their findings tonight—see what you think of the situation.  I’m going to report all of this to Admiral Janeway tomorrow and I want as much information as humanly possible.”

With that in mind, Kendall gave the data a second look, and it didn’t take him long to spot the anomaly in question.  “It’s definitely a flexure,” he said, culling the opinion from both instinct and expertise.  “It looks like it’s about seven hundred thousand kilometers from the original rift, but a fraction of the size.”

Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “According to Erin, it’s still in its infancy and not growing very quickly.”

It seemed, at least to Kendall, that Christopher already had much of the information he desired.  But, in light of the situation, he had no choice but to review the data.  “I’ll… I’ll see if I can find anything of interest,” he said, already creeping toward one of the large circular workstations in the heart of the science lab.

Christopher summarily crept in the opposite direction, toward the exit.  “Call me if you find anything.”  The doors slid open with a gentle hiss, and Christopher swiftly evacuated the science lab, leaving Kendall to his work.

Slowly, Kendall pecked a few commands into his workstation.  He brought up some more detailed sensor scans of the Kilka Sector, honed in on the mysterious rift… and with a weary sigh, haphazardly tossed Christopher’s stupid padd on the console.

So much for Terra Sorna…

As he strode back into his quarters, Alan Christopher shoved aside thoughts of the mysterious rift—and suddenly realized the day was over.

In the back of his mind, it certainly felt like the day was still in its infancy, but every last chronometer on the ship indicated he had endured yet another twenty-four hours.  And they went quickly.

Alan didn’t quite understand the phenomenon, because according to every last bit of temporal data he deigned himself to read, time was unrelenting in its routines.  Days, hours, minutes, seconds… they always ticked by in the exact same amount of time.

At least in normal space.

Alan wasn’t particularly interested in dealing with the more advanced temporal jargon, because then a minute was actually thirteen years and tomorrow actually passed in less than a nanosecond three weeks ago.  And he didn’t need that on his mind.  It would ruin an otherwise decent day.

Of course, while Alan’s mind was oblivious to the fickle flow of time, his body was operating on an entirely different wavelength.  As he wandered into his bedroom alongside Erin, Alan’s body was well aware of the day’s numerous misadventures.

He actually yawned.  “What time is it?” he wondered aloud.  It must have been late.  Perhaps one or two in the morning?

Erin’s gaze turned toward the chronometer on the table beside the bed.  “It’s twenty-two hundred hours,” she gleaned from the display.

Alan’s jaw nearly hit the floor in disbelief.  “And we’re going to bed?  Now?”

Erin giggled.  “We must be getting old,” she chirped.

“Age is just a number,” Alan promptly reminded.  He absolutely refused to believe that one stupid number dictated the state of one’s youth.  He was surprised that Erin didn’t agree.  “What happened to my eternal optimist?”

Her smile fading, Erin wearily plopped down onto the bed.  “We need to talk.”

Alan slipped out of his shirt and tossed it onto the chair near the closet.  “About what?”

Erin shook her head.  “Us… I guess.”  But she didn’t sound too certain.  “Something has come up…  I’ve been meaning to tell you for a few weeks, but I could never find the right moment—I mean, this is big news, I don’t want to screw it up!”

Given all the sudden buildup, Alan was certainly eager to hear of this big news—but before Erin could utter a single word of it, Alan heard his communicator bleep.  “Bridge to Captain Christopher!”

Alan reached for his chest, but his fingers only fell upon bare skin—so quickly he wandered over to the nearby chair and plucked the silvery broach from his shirt.  “Christopher here.”

“Captain,” came Lieutenant Marizex, “you have an incoming transmission from Admiral Janeway—she says its urgent…”

Chapter Three

During the day, Starbase 54 was bustling with activity.  The corridors were crowded, and Alan Christopher always seemed to find himself stuck very near some toxic-smelling aliens—and naturally, all of the corridors looked exactly the same, so he didn’t have a clue where he was going… so he wound up following the toxic fumes until he somehow appeared at his destination.

The evening hours, however, were entirely different.  As he strolled through the myriad corridors, Christopher found them reasonably empty—and lacking the toxic scent to spirit him to his destination, he did a fair amount of wandering until he at long last reached level four, section twenty-three.

From that point, Christopher was somehow able to get his bearings and it took only a moment for him to reach the conference room.  He briefly acknowledged the guards standing watch outside and started to make his entrance—but even before the doors slid apart, Christopher glimpsed someone approaching from afar.

Curious, he paused and glanced back, half-expecting to see his toxic alien friends wandering by… but much to his surprise, Christopher instead exchanged glances with none other than Talyere Rosat.

He stopped dead in his tracks.

“Captain,” said the Overseer as he approached.  “I am pleased to see you.  I only wish the circumstances were better…”

“I don’t yet know what those circumstances are,” Christopher admitted, creeping away from the door—and the guards standing beside it.  “But I think it’s safe to assume the Elorg are up no good.”

Talyere nodded, his vivid orange eyes glimmering in the corridor’s harsh illumination.  “On my way to Kalidar, I came upon a wealth of disturbing information.  In light of the news, I had little choice but to return to the Federation.”

Growing slightly concerned, Christopher folded his arms upon his chest.  “It would seem disturbing news is abound,” he mused.  “I’ll explain further once we meet with the Admiral, but I’ve also stumbled upon some disturbing information.”

“Then we should proceed,” said Talyere, politely extending his hand toward the door.

“Sounds like a plan,” said Christopher in response, and he thusly started for the doors.  Even so, he was still rather eager to talk with Talyere.  “You haven’t missed much of anything the past month,” he said.  “We’ve patrolled the Elorg border… patrolled the Elorg border… and… ah… patrolled the Elorg border.”

The doors slid apart with a gentle hiss, and as the pair stepped inside the small conference room, Talyere arched a quizzical brow.  “No temporal anomalies?

Christopher chuckled.  It had been his intent to convey the tedium instilled by the constant border patrols… but considering the alternatives… “Never have I spoken ill of the glorious border patrol.  Except for that one time we were patrolling the Romulan Neutral Zone and we wound up collapsing the entire transwarp network for several light years.”  He shook his head.  “Damn Tholians.”

Christopher’s mind lingered with the Tholians for only a moment longer before necessity forced his thoughts back into the present.  Admiral Janeway sat nursing a cup of tea at the head of the oval-shaped table that dominated much of the conference room.  Seated opposite Janeway—at the far end of the table—was Ryan Landsberg.   Praetor Tomalak was seated between them, his back to the wall…

And that was it.

Christopher was a bit surprised.  Given the alleged urgency of the situation, he fully expected to find a full contingent of diplomats in the room.  Suffice to say the current gathering was a bit sparse.  Curious, Christopher stepped closer to the table.

Glancing up from her cup of tea, Janeway motioned for him to sit.

He complied, his curiosity quickly making the transition to concern.  Still, Christopher remained silent, deciding it best that Janeway run the show until he had a better idea of what was going on.

She gladly took the opportunity—and thankfully, a faint smile appeared over her steaming mug.  “Sorry to wake you, Captain.”

Christopher shook his head.  “I wasn’t in bed.  Yet.  But it was a long day…”

“Little one keeping you busy?” Janeway lightly inquired, but she didn’t allow Christopher the chance to respond—and her inviting smile soon faded.  “You might want to leave Angela here for the next couple of days, Captain…  

Ryan Landsberg readily nodded his agreement, though the grin upon his face was still somewhat apparent.  “We’ve got a job for you—if you’re up to it.”

Christopher’s interest was already piqued.  “I’m listening...”

And he was summarily listening to Talyere.  “That unfortunate news I mentioned in the corridor—it is the Jevian.  Overseer Artanis was recently able to confirm the city ship’s presence in the Adin Kel System.”

“Despite its proximity, we don’t know much about Adin Kel,” Janeway added.  “It’s a G-type star system approximately nine light years from the border.  The Elorg have used it as a staging ground in the past, and we have every reason to believe they’re doing so yet again.”
“While scanning the Adin Kel System for signs of the Jevian, the Endeavor discovered this a few hours ago,” Landsberg continued.  He tapped a few commands into a keypad embedded into the tabletop.

Moments later, a massive ringed planet flittered onto the nearby viewscreen—and looming in orbit high above a swirling azure sphere were several hundred Elorg vessels.  As the view widened to include more of the star system, thousands of additional starships appeared… and by the time the giant blue planet was a mere speck in the glittering starfield, tens of thousands of Elorg vessels loomed on the screen.  It was a prelude to invasion.

“Just how many ships are there?” asked Christopher. 

Landsberg shrugged.  “We don’t know—we weren’t able to scan the area for very long without setting off the detection grid.  Initial estimates put the number near 15,000, but that could be low.”

“We’ve known about the shipyards in the Hazor Cluster for more than a year,” said Janeway.  “Unfortunately, there are likely dozens of other shipyards that we don’t know about—and if they’re as prolific as the Hazor Shipyards, then realistically, there could be 30,000 Elorg warships out there…”

“Unfortunately,” Talyere continued, his eyes fixed upon Christopher, “those vessels stand between you and the Jevian…”

Christopher had to run that through his mind again.  “What?”  He was certain he misheard Talyere’s words.

But Landsberg was already nodding his head, agreeing completely with Talyere’s analysis.  “We need someone to take down the Jevian…”

“And that someone is… Me?”  Christopher was still in disbelief.

“Well…”  Landsberg chuckled.  “Maybe not you personally, Alan… but the Starlight and its crew are more than capable of this task.”

That much was certain, but Christopher was nonetheless having difficulty wrapping his mind around the whole concept.  “Do you mind if I ask… How the heck we’re going to destroy a leviathan like the Jevian?  Alone, the Jevian can take out a fleet of ships.  With 30,000 companions…”

“You won’t be alone,” Janeway assured him.

Tomalak readily nodded his agreement.  “I will see that the Romulan Star Empire does everything in its power to assist you,” he said.  “We will provide the spatial charges necessary to disable the Jevian’s reactor—and some other assorted technology that might prove useful along the way.”

“They also have a lot of ships,” Talyere duly noted.

Janeway nodded.  “And I’ve spoken with the Klingons and Cardassians.  Chancellor Martok’s entire fleet is already en route to the Adin Kel System—and the Cardassians are willing lend their few remaining starships to our cause.” 

“Hell,” Landsberg lightly interjected, “we’ve even thought about contacting those damn Tholians.”

Janeway thusly shot him a disapproving glare, but the conversation’s momentum kept things moving right along.

“As Praetor Tomalak alluded to, our goal is to disable the Jevian’s primary reactor.”  With a few simple keystrokes, Talyere cleared aside the Endeavor’s sensor data and a schematic of the Jevian soon flittered onto the screen.  A glowing green dot near the center of the giant ship clearly indicated the reactor’s position.  “I served for many years aboard the Jevian prior to my expulsion from the Conclave of Overseers.  As such, I am intimately familiar with the vessel…  I will be a part of the tactical squadron committed to the Jevian’s destruction.  The remainder of the details are up to you, Captain.”

“I’ll give it some thought,” said Christopher, though his mind was wading through so much new information that the response barely registered.  

Thankfully, Tomalak was more adept than Christopher at that moment, and his inquisitive glare soon settled upon Talyere’s face.  “Are you certain your presence aboard the Jevian is a good idea?”

Given the look upon her face, Janeway had been thinking the exact same thing.

But Talyere raised a dismissive hand.  “The Jevian is colossal.  There are literally hundreds of paths to the reactor, and just as many traps along the way.  My people have long prepared for the possibility of an attack on the city ship, and there is no way an outsider could hope to reach the core alive.

“I am taking a considerable risk by venturing to the Jevian, but… we cannot afford to see the city ship used as a weapon of mass destruction.  This mission cannot fail under any circumstance.”
Christopher was already nodding.  “I agree,” he said, his mind finally getting back on track.   “We may have more trouble than we think… Because we have so little information, I was going to save this until tomorrow morning’s briefing—but the Starlight recently received some telemetry from one of the listening posts in the Alteran Expanse…  There’s a new rift forming.  At the moment it’s only a few centimeters in diameter and doesn’t appear to be growing—but it is a rift.”

And the solemn sentiment was enough to blanked the conference room with dread.

“I have two scout ships near the Devron System,” said Tomalak before silence could take hold.  “They can be in the Kilka Sector in a few hours…”

Janeway nodded.  “Send them,” she quickly decided.  “When they get there, have them run a complete spectral analysis of this rift.  I want to know everything there is to know about it.”

Tomalak nodded, and Janeway’s gaze shifted immediately to Captain Landsberg.  “Initiate a fleet-wide yellow alert… and start making preparations for our little foray into the Adin Kel System.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

And finally, Janeway came to Christopher.  “Work with Talyere,” she said.  “Find a way to reach the Jevian and—at the very least—disable it.  I want your plan on my desk by thirteen hundred hours.”

Christopher nodded, and Janeway flashed a brief, yet confident smile.  “Dismissed.”

Five minutes later, Janeway stood at the window, silently peering out into the twinkling stars beyond.  From afar, everything looked so peaceful and serene—but calm was deceptive.  She shook her head.  “I remember the days when I could look up to the stars with awe and excitement.  Each and every star represented a new opportunity to make contact with an alien race, or to discover the next scientific breakthrough…”

“And you don’t feel that anymore?” 

“No,” said Janeway.  “Not anymore.”  She turned her gaze back toward Praetor Tomalak.  The Romulan stood nearly a meter away, hands clasped calmly behind his back.  Janeway knew she had his complete attention.  “When I look out there today,” she continued, “I see nothing but chaos.  I can’t help but wonder which one of those stars will give rise to the next big crisis.”

Stepping closer to Janeway, Tomalak lightly noted,  “Things were much simpler back then, were they not?”

Janeway nodded.  “I’d give just about anything for a couple of Borg cubes right about now,” she quipped.  “They might have been a lethal adversary, but at least they were predictable.  The Elorg… they plot.  They scheme.  Their agenda is never what it seems, and just when you think you have their true motives figured out… they hit you with something completely unexpected.”

A wry grin befell Tomalak’s face.  “It almost reminds me of the Romulans—once upon a time…”

Janeway easily matched Tomalak’s smile.  “At least all this chaos gave rise to one good thing,” she said.  “I am pleased to call you an ally, Praetor.”

“Likewise,” said Tomalak, but the sentiment seemed to hint at something more.  The Romulan at first remained silent, as if willing to let go the unspoken addendum, but upon second thought, Tomalak’s lips began to form tentative words.  “Actually, I have been thinking about making our relationship… a bit more formal.”

Janeway arched a curious brow.  “What do you mean?” she inquired, though she already had a vague idea of the conversation’s course.

Tomalak sighed.  “Recent events have left the Romulan Empire in a precarious situation.  The Garidians have forced the dissolution of the Senate, and though we still hold many of our territories, I feel I may be presiding over the decline of a once great empire…”

“Go on,” urged Janeway.

“I have already discussed this with Ambassador Tuvok, and I am considering broaching the subject with the Federation Council… but before I do so, I thought I would seek your opinion.”

Again, Janeway urged him to continue.

Tomalak hesitated for only a moment before plunging into uncharted diplomatic waters.  “I am considering a more… permanent alliance with the Federation.  Something that extents beyond wartime.  We have been adversaries for nearly three hundred years; perhaps it is at long last time to try something new.”  He alluded to the vast and scintillating stars beyond.  “Something that can make that glittering starfield a bit more inviting…”

Somehow, Janeway very much doubted the Federation Council would object to such a proposal—she certainly didn’t have any qualms about it.  The Romulans had long ago proven their worth to the Federation.  They would make fine allies under any circumstances—but in the twilight hours of the long and bloody Elorg War, having the Romulans as an ally just might prove the catalyst for the dawn of a new era.

An era of peace…

Chapter Four

A glittering blue haze engulfed Matthew Harrison’s vision.  It gently wrapped around his tenuous body.  A faint tingling sensation prickled his fading skin, tore asunder his very being…  And then, a brilliant flash of white light—and he suddenly found himself standing amongst his most valued friends in the Starlight’s transporter room.

Captain Christopher was there to greet him, flanked on either side by Commanders Keller and Tompkins.  They were all of them pleased to see Harrison, and the feeling was mutual… but equally muted, for the galaxy held within its soul a darkness that would soon be revealed.

News of the newly reformed Elorg Rift was already beginning to spread.  Like wildfire, it tore through the Federation with a vengeance, bringing both fear and uncertainty to a galaxy already at war.  Captain Harrison learned of the interspatial flexure not more than an hour ago—and already he was ill at ease…

Being amongst old friends, however, seemed to mute those unfortunate feelings.  Harrison’s more coherent thoughts summarily reminded him that the rift was a hundred light years away.  The Elorg had no part in its formation.  It was a fluke.  It would be repaired.  And for a moment, it seemed, the peaceful days might endure.  With those thoughts firmly entrenched in his mind—and Commander Amy Robinson at his side, Harrison was thusly able to form a smile for his old friends.

“Greetings,” he called as he and Robinson stepped down from the transporter platform.

But Captain Christopher’s he did not reciprocate the warm greeting.  Instead, a look of bemusement blossomed upon his boyish face.  “Matthew,” he called between chuckles, “what are you wearing?”

Harrison had not even considered his wardrobe before disembarking the Columbia—but it suddenly occurred to him that his newly issued uniform might be cause for humor.  “We spoke of Starfleet’s new uniforms in the past,” Harrison calmly reminded.

“We did,” Christopher readily concurred.  “But they’re just a lot… uglier than my imaginings.”

The uniform was a considerable departure from the familiar tunic that had been standard since the 2370’s—during the days of the Enterprise-E.  Indeed, the newer threads were a bit of a throwback to the Galaxy-class Enterprise—tight-fitting black slacks, a very bright red tunic… it was undoubtedly enough to make Captain Christopher nauseated.

But for his part, Harrison didn’t particularly mind the new uniform.  “They have been in use on Earth for several years now,” he noted.  “It is certain you shall be granted one soon…”

Christopher cringed.  “I can hardly wait.”  His enthusiasm, unfortunately, was lacking.

Commander Keller, however, was most enthusiastic in her greeting.  “Matthew,” she happily called, “it’s very good to see you!  It’s been a long time since we’ve all been together—together for a good reason, anyway!”

“Too long,” Harrison readily concurred.  Though Columbia crossed paths with the Starlight on numerous occasions the past year, never did they meet to fulfill their kindred spirits.  “Unfortunately, this might very well be the very last time we are congregated…”

Keller’s smile dissolved.  “What do you mean?”

“The situation with the Elorg is nearing its conclusion,” said Commander Robinson, “but it is hardly resolved.  Even if we do prevail at Adin Kel, the Elorg aren’t going to vanish into the night.  We’re going to need more allies in the long-run…”

Though he had a great deal of affinity for Amy Robinson, Harrison sometimes wished her a little more succinct.  “In two weeks, the Columbia and the Venture shall be leaving for the Beta Quadrant.  It is a six-year voyage meant to establish a greater Starfleet presence on the far side of Klingon and Romulan space…”

“Otherwise known as the former Elorg territories,” noted Commander Tompkins.

“We don’t know how much of the old Bloc remains,” said Robinson.  “If the Elorg have old allies, we need to find them.  And if they have old enemies… we need to find them, too.”

“The last time we thought the Elorg were beaten, they managed to worm their way back into power,” said Christopher.

“Heh… Apparently Starfleet’s not eager for a third round with the Elorg,” added Tompkins.  “If we snatch up their old allies, the Elorg won’t have much of an empire to re-conquer.”

Harrison tended to look at the mission in a more diplomatic light, but Commander Tompkins was, in essence, correct.  “I believe the objective of the mission is to assure any remaining Elorg allies that the Federation poses no threat to them.”

And despite the duration, Harrison was nevertheless looking forward to the mission.  For the first time in a great many years, he would be an ambassador of peace, exploring a long forgotten realm in the name of the Federation.  It was truly an extraordinary opportunity, one he simply could not refuse—though it was certainly difficult to accept the mission, especially now…

Commander Keller playfully draped her arm around Harrison’s shoulder.  “Five years ago, I would have done anything to get rid of you,” she mused.  “But now that you’re really going away… I do believe that I’m going to miss you.”

Five years ago, Harrison and Keller were at each other’s throats.  There had been a lingering hatred between the two of them for quite some time—she was the fire to his ice—and whenever they spoke, disaster seemed to ensue.  But as the years progressed, that hatred somehow made the transition into friendship, and Harrison now found himself equally distressed by the separation.  “I shall miss you, too,” he said.

But before things could get too sentimental, Captain Christopher intervened.  “Hey, you two,” he lightly interjected, “let’s not get ahead of ourselves!  If you didn’t notice, Matthew just got here.  Let’s make the most of the time we have left together before we say good-bye.”

For once, the Captain had a bit of sage advice.  Perhaps wisdom had at long last graced his being?  Harrison dared not speculate, lest the answer prompt the destruction of the known universe—but he did indeed take the words to heart.  “I do believe we are here for a wedding?”

“At the very least,” mused Christopher.

Kendall Johnson had a lot to do—and so little time to do it all.  He had no less than three status reports to write for Starfleet, a handful of minor projects running in the science lab (mostly related to Terra Sorna), there was still the matter of the newly formed Elorg rift… and then, of course, he had a wedding to prepare for.

Kendall was both excited and petrified by his inclusion in the wedding.  He was certainly glad that Lucas included him in the event, but in the same light, Kendall gradually came to realize he tended to avoid the social gathering like a plague.  He hated crowds.  He hated parties.  He hated speaking in front of crowds at parties.  In fact, now that he had the time to think about it, there was actually very little for him to look forward to in the coming days.

So the wedding definitely had him petrified… The excitement was suddenly losing its luster.  Kendall didn’t even know if he could speak in front of such a crowd without passing out. 

What would he say?

What if he did pass out?

Worse yet, what if he didn’t?  What if he just stood there in front of the myriad guests, utterly speechless?  The very notion was enough to make Kendall faint!  His pulse was already thundering, and the omnipresent knot in his stomach was starting to tighten.  Kendall suddenly realized that even if he wanted to be in the wedding… he couldn’t possibly hope to do it!

Nerves beginning to consume his very soul, Kendall bolted from the uncomfortable chair in his office and started to pace.  Suddenly, it seemed the turning point that might forever change his life was about to veer into a dead end.

Wasn’t this supposed to be a good thing?

In retrospect, Kendall had to admit that it was.  His friends wanted to be with him.  It was a perfectly normal opportunity for him to get his life back on track.  No chronometric distortions.  No temporal impellers.  Nothing remotely scientific.  It was just life, running its course…  Why was it so very hard to embrace something so simple?

Kendall supposed that it all came back to the wedding thing.  Incredible an opportunity as it might have been, he didn’t really want to do it.  He was not a people person—he was a science person.  Why sit around and endure banal conversation for hours when one could just as easily explore the Greater Tichran River on Terra Sorna?  The latter was clearly a better use of time…

The door chimed, and Kendall’s thoughts gradually made the transition back into the realm of science.  Captain Christopher probably wanted an update on the rift, and Kendall thusly prepared himself to deliver some sort of status report—but when he opened the doors to allow Christopher entry to his office, Kendall was surprised to see Dana Horner standing at the threshold.

She flashed an apologetic grin.  “Sorry to interrupt,” she said.

“It’s hardly a bother,” said Kendall in response.  “In fact… if you keep showing up like this, I… I might start to like it a little too much.”

“Well, that’s not going to be much of a problem,” Dana replied.  She crept into the office, but not far enough for the doors to close behind her.  “My ship is going to be leaving for Terra Sorna tomorrow morning.  I just thought I would say good-bye before I got under way…”

Though Kendall had no reason to doubt the sentiment, he could sense there was more to Dana’s visit than a simple good-bye.  Unfortunately, he was hard a conversational master, and thusly had no ability to manipulate the conversation to his advantage.  So, Kendall sighed, and proffered a genuine smile with the hope that Dana wouldn’t back down.  “Well… It’s been good seeing you.”

She nodded—and thankfully held up her end of the unspoken bargain.  “What if… what if we didn’t have to say good-bye, Kendall?”

“What?”  Kendall thought he knew what Dana was hinting at, but he was almost certain that his ears betrayed him.

Or perhaps not.  Dana stepped closer, an excited glint in her eyes.  “Why don’t you come to Terra Sorna with me?  I know that I couldn’t tempt you away from your friends a few years ago, but… I’d love to have you along!”  

Dana’s offer to work with her in Argentina a few years ago was an extraordinary opportunity, and to this day, Kendall had some regrets about refusing the offer.  But Terra Sorna… that was an offer he could not refuse.  “I’d love to go!” he exclaimed.

The last time she checked, Courtney Rose was fairly certain that rest and relaxation were both vital parts of an enjoyable shore leave.  They were the keys to a rejuvenated soul, the very heart of any good holiday.  Unfortunately, as she plopped down at an empty table in the Starlight’s mess hall, Courtney felt neither rested nor relaxed.

In fact, she felt a little stressed.  Even after a month, she was still getting settled into her new life aboard the Starlight.  Her routine was still tentative, her status a bit of an unknown—but life aboard the Starlight forged ahead at full speed, occasionally leaving Courtney feeling left behind.  The ship was a monstrous, well oiled machine, and jumping into the fold was a daunting task indeed.

Still, Courtney was gradually adjusting to her new life—and breakfast was one of those little adjustments.  Aboard DS9, she rarely had the chance to eat breakfast.  It seemed there were always a dozens waiting to leave or dock with the station, and for reasons unbeknownst to Courtney, a lot of those ships liked to conduct that business first thing in the morning.  As such, she was conducting that business first thing in the morning.  Breakfast was always little more than a pleasant thought…

But aboard the Starlight, breakfast was hers to enjoy… and on this morning, Courtney was surprised to see she wouldn’t have to enjoy it alone.  “Neelar,” she exclaimed, peering up from her plate of pancakes.

He flashed a pleasant smile, but Courtney could sense there was more to his gaze than a meager grin.  “Do you mind if I join you?”

“Oh no!  Not at all!”

Steaming mug of… something in hand (it had a fruity aroma), Neelar quickly seated himself in the chair across from Courtney.  “So… how are you doing this morning?”

“Me?”  Courtney took a moment to consider her recent tumult, and while it all seemed like a series of innocuous troubles, the greater whole was really starting to weigh her down.  “I’m okay, I suppose.”

“Still getting used to things?”

Slicing into her stack of pancakes, Courtney provided him with a pleasant nod.  “It hasn’t been easy,” she admitted.  “Deep Space Nine was my home for three years.  I had friends there.  Family, even.  I knew the place like the back of my hand—every little nook and cranny, right down to the best place to get a strawberry smoothie on the Promenade.  Then, in the blink of an eye, the Elorg took all that away from me.  All of this—” she gestured to her surroundings “—was totally unexpected…”

“I was in a similar situation five years ago,” said Neelar in response.  He took a sip of his sultry sweet beverage and then set the sleek blue mug atop the table.  “I had just graduated from the Academy and was awaiting my first assignment aboard the Lisbon.  I had spent much of my sophomore year there, and was looking forward to the assignment…”

Though she never before heard Neelar’s tale, Courtney was nonetheless familiar with its conclusion.  “The Lisbon got destroyed by a quantum filament in the Midgar Cluster.”

“So I was transferred to the Starlight,” said Neelar with a nod.  “It took me a while to find my footing and figure out just who I was supposed to be aboard this ship.”

Courtney brought a forkful of pancake to her lips.  “Do I want to know how long?”

Neelar shook his head.  “Probably not.”  He proffered a faint chuckle.  “Besides, it doesn’t really matter, anyway.  The moral of the story is that you’re not alone—a lesson that I should have learned a long time ago.”

“Well…”  Courtney didn’t quite know how to respond.  When Neelar joined her, she hadn’t expected such a personal conversation.  In fact, she hadn’t expected much of a conversation at all.  She was pleasantly surprised nonetheless, but still speechless.  Thus, she said the first thing that came to mind:  “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”  Neelar smiled, grabbed his mug, and started to back away from the table.  “Unfortunately, I promised Erin to help her in the astrometrics lab again this morning.  Will I see you this afternoon?”

Courtney hadn’t planned on doing much of anything in the afternoon.  Her shore leave—for lack of a better term—would consist of getting her quarters in some sort of working order.  Barring some sort of emergency, she doubted she would even find her way to the bridge—but then she realized what Neelar meant.  “The wedding?”

He nodded.

She shook her head.  “I was invited,” she said, “but I hardly know the happy couple.  I’ve barely said two words to Commander Trinn since I came aboard!  Besides, I’m not really a big fan of weddings.  All that mushy-feely stuff—it doesn’t really suit me.”

“I feel the same way,” Neelar replied—and then that tentative glare befell his pale blue face yet again.  He was getting at something more than mere conversation, and Courtney was just now putting the pieces together.

She set aside her fork.  “Well, are you going to ask me, or not?”

His bright blue eyes widened in utter surprise.  “Ah…”  He sputtered over a few incoherent words before finally mustering the courage to speak.  “Would you like to join me at the wedding?”

Courtney smiled.  She liked Neelar.  She appreciated his candor and was fond of his quiet confidence.  However lost he might have initially been, Neelar certainly made every effort to find himself in subsequent years.  “I’ll join you at the wedding,” she said—but her voice hung on the sentiment in preparation for the addendum.  After all, her affinity for Neelar did not in any way instill an affinity for weddings.  “I’ll join you on one condition…”
It wasn’t unusual for the Captain to summon Lucas Tompkins to the ready room.  In fact, Tompkins fully expected to meet with Alan Christopher in private at least once day—if not to discuss the ship’s business, then to discuss everything else.  On most days, Tompkins could usually tell where the conversation might go just by the sound of Christopher’s voice—but today the Captain was a bit more enigmatic, for Tompkins was completely in the dark.

It wasn’t until the ready room doors parted did he realize the conversation wasn’t going to be pleasant.  Christopher was sitting behind his desk, utterly absorbed by the data on his computer screen.  That in itself was nothing unusual, but there were other, more telling clues.  

First and foremost, he hadn’t shaved, and prickly blonde stubble graced Christopher’s face.  He also looked a little tired, and if there was one person aboard the ship who enjoyed a good night’s sleep it was the Captain—so that meant he must have spent the night milling over something…

Tompkins approached the desk.  “So…  What’s up?”

“Hey…”  Christopher glanced up from his work—and he almost looked surprised to see Tompkins standing there.  Surprised or not, he continued without any preamble.  “I had a conversation with Admiral Janeway last night.  It looks like the Elorg are about ready to make their next move…”

“Damn.”  Lucas shook his head in disgust.  “Heh… well, I guess we knew it wouldn’t last.  Rebena Te Ra was a setback, but it barely put a dent in their fleet.”

“And it looks like Xi’Yor is pulling out the big guns now,” Christopher grimly continued.  “The Elorg are amassing an armada in the Adin Kel System, and recent intelligence puts the Jevian near the front lines.”
Bad as the news might have been, it also meant the Elorg were getting desperate.  “They’ve built a hell of a lot of ships in recent years, and an empire can’t sustain that kind of activity for long.  The Jevian’s presence could indicate they’ve exhausted their resources…”

“If that’s the case, the Elorg are up against a wall—if they don’t expand, their bid for galactic domination is as good as over.”

“Expand or die,” said Tompkins.

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “I’m hoping for a third option,” he said, tinkering with the controls on his computer console.  Soon, a holographic replica the mighty Jevian flittered into the space over Christopher’s desk.  “If we can disable or destroy the Jevian, it will be the end of the war.  Starfleet has spent a great deal of time studying that ship Overseer Xelos provided a few months ago.  Without the Jevian to serve as backup, we should be able to cut through most of the Elorg fleet with… relative ease.

“According to the intelligence information I’ve been able to peruse, Starfleet hasn’t found any fatal flaws in the design of the Andrinel Class, but… there are enough minor flaws to keep them from overwhelming us.”

“So we just have to take down the Jevian?”  It sounded simple enough, but Tompkins knew the task would ultimately prove anything but.

Christopher was already nodding his agreement.  “More specifically,” he cautiously added, “you are going to take down the Jevian.”

“Me?”

 “Talyere thinks the best way to accomplish our goal is to board the ship and sabotage its reactor.  I want you to lead that team, Lucas.  Talyere will be going with you.  I would suggest you take Courtney… maybe Kendall if you think he’s up to it… but the details are up to you.”

For a fleeting moment, Tompkins didn’t know what to think.  Then he realized the mission would be so utterly dangerous that it just might be a one-way trip—but even if it was to be his final journey, Tompkins knew there was no better way to go out.  If the war dragged on much longer, the casualties on both sides would continue to rise.  Tompkins suddenly had an opportunity to end all of that suffering and return the galaxy to the peaceful place it once was.  And he’d become a hero to boot.  Really, there wasn’t much of a choice.  “I’ll do it,” said Tompkins.  “When do we leave?”

Christopher shook his head.  “Not for a few days.  We’ve still got a certain wedding to tend to…  And, Starfleet is still hammering out all of the details.”

The wedding.

…Jayla…

Ten minutes later, Lucas Tompkins stood in main engineering, watching in abject horror as the Trill’s face transformed into something that could only be described as totally pissed.  Hands on her hips, she sauntered away from the inactive warp core and said, “You did what?”

Thankfully, main engineering was reasonably empty.  There were only a handful of people nearby, and most of them were pretending to be dutifully engaged in their work.  Even so, Lucas kept his voice low.  “The Captain said he had a mission for me.  I wasn’t about to object.”

Jayla arched a skeptical brow.  “You had this planned all along,” she said, an accusatory tone creeping into her voice.  “Get married and then die aboard the Jevian…  How very convenient for you!”

“Jayla…”  He placed his hands upon her shoulders, hoping the action might calm her down a bit.  “I’m not going to get creamed over there.  Talyere knows what he’s doing.  Kendall and Courtney are going to be coming with me.  We’re going over there to end the war.  And we’re going to come back alive.”

Given the discontented look upon her face, Jayla was hardly calmed by the sentiment.  Even so, her shoulders relaxed as somewhere deep within, she realized the mission’s epic scope.  “You’d better come back alive…”

Lucas peered into Jayla’s deep blue eyes.  “I’ve got a thousand reasons to live—the most important one standing right here with me in this room,” he whispered.  “I don’t have any reasons to die.  Heh…  I’ll be back.”

And on that note, Jayla finally started to believe him.  She smiled, wrapped her arms around Lucas’s torso, and pulled him closer.  “Here’s one more reason to come back alive…”

And they kissed.

The door chimed, and for the first time in hours, Kendall Johnson glanced up from his computer terminal.  His vision was blurry, his head was pounding, and it was certain he well overdue for his break.  Well, there was no time like the present; the Elorg rift could live without his attention for a few minutes.

Rubbing at his bleary eyes, Kendall shoved himself away from his desk.  “Come in,” he said, gradually turning his attention to the parting doors.  He was fully expecting Lieutenant Spurgeon and some suggestions for next week’s duty roster, or maybe Dana with more details about Terra Sorna… but Alan Christopher instead stood at the threshold.

“Kendall,” said the Captain as he crept into the cramped little office.  “You wanted to see me?”

“Ahh… yes.”  Kendall forced a pleasant smile to his face and tried to offer Christopher a seat—but duly noted that all of the chairs in his office had long ago been converted into junk holders.  A messy stack of fifty padds littered one chair… and the other chair… 

The other chair…

Kendall glanced around his office, only to realize the other chair was missing in action.  He had no idea where it might have gone, but it was without a doubt, gone.  Maybe it was in the temporal science lab?  He would definitely have to check, but…

Christopher stepped closer to the desk, and the doors hissed shut behind him.  “I assume there was a reason for my visit…”

“Ahh.”  A sheepish grin befell Kendall’s face as he realized any vestiges of coherent thought had vacated his mind.  “I… um, I wanted to see you.”

“I think we already established that,” said Christopher.  The unsightly mountain of padds briefly caught his eye, but he said nothing on the subject.  He instead perched himself on the edge of the desk and turned his eyes upon Kendall.  Much like a Class-O planetoid, they were large blue spheres…. And though they lacked the archipelagos and weather systems, Kendall was nonetheless lost in that glittering sea of blue.

“I… I…”

Christopher pursed his lips.  He didn’t have all day, and he probably didn’t want to waste half of it in the science lab.  So he took the initiative and cut to the chase.  “I read your proposal.  Terra Sorna looks like a very interesting planet and Doctor Horner would be lucky to have you on her team…”

As the Captain’s voice trailed off, Kendall could already sense the conversation’s unfortunate continuation.  “But you don’t want me to go.”

Christopher’s head bobbed with indecision.  “Well,” he said, “it’s not that I don’t want you to go.  I just need you here aboard the Starlight.  In case you haven’t noticed, we are in the midst of a war, and you have responsibilities here.  And I should warn you, Lucas is considering you for a mission aboard the Jevian.”  He sighed.  “Once the war is over and peace returns to the Alpha Quadrant, I’ll grant you all the shore leave you want, but—”

“Captain!” The force behind the exclamation surprised even Kendall—but the jolt was enough to get his mind back on track.  “Captain, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!  When the war is over—”

“—Terra Sorna will still be there,” Christopher succinctly concluded.  “It’s a planet.  It’s not going anywhere.”

Technically, the planet and its star system were in motion, much like everything else in the galaxy—but Kendall wasn’t about to waste his breath on semantics.  “Captain,” he instead protested, “I have served aboard this ship for six years!  In that time, I have never asked for any favors!  But I’m asking now!”

Folding his arms upon his muscular chest, Christopher let out a weary sigh.  “Kendall,” he said, “we could sit here and discuss this all day, but I am not about to have another heated debate with you.  My decision is final.”

Kendall’s lips parted in protest, but the only sound that subsequently filled the air was that of the computer’s chirps.  Kendall glanced down upon his cluttered workstation to find a wealth of new data flitting across the screen.  “The computer has finished analyzing the Elorg rift.”

And not a moment too soon.

Christopher effortlessly shifted gears, and he promptly transitioned the unpleasant conversation into more comfortable terrain.  “Anything interesting?” he asked, not even a hint of the previous moments’ exasperation in his voice.

“Unfortunately,” said Kendall as he perused the new information, “there is perhaps… perhaps a bit too much.”

“Oh?” Christopher crept closer to better view the data.

“I used the tomographic imaging scanner to map the interior of the flexure,” said Johnson, alluding to some of the data on his workstation.  “The rift’s subspace terminus is approximately five times larger than the opening observed in the Kilka Sector—and it does lead all the way to subspace.  I’m also detecting high levels of verteron radiation within the anomaly—”

“—and that’s consistent with the rift first encountered five years ago,” Christopher concluded.  “The question is… are the Elorg responsible for opening it?”

To that, Johnson had no answer.  “We… um, well, we don’t know how many Elorg ships remained in subspace after the rift’s collapse, but it is certain that some ships remained.”

“Well, they picked a really bad time to come out…”  Christopher sighed, but the weariness faded fast.  “Good work, Kendall…  Take a break—start getting ready for that wedding.  You’ve done everything you can for now.”

After a fairly uneventful morning aboard the Starlight, Erin and Angela set out for Starbase 54.  Given its close proximity to the Elorg border, most of the station’s facilities were devoted to tactical systems, but there was nevertheless a healthy commercial district deep inside the giant base…  And in Erin Keller’s mind, a healthy commercial district and a forthcoming wedding ceremony could only mean one thing—shopping!

Without Alan present to whine and complain for hours on end, Erin was free to explore the sprawling commercial district with Angela.  The little girl, of course, was more interested in the throngs people than the shopping, but she was nevertheless a worthy companion.  But after a few hours milling about the numerous shops, Angela’s seemingly boundless energy began to fizzle—so they stopped for lunch.

Erin was tempted to visit a cute little Andorian café she saw near the infirmary, but rightly assumed that Angela was in no mood for Andorian food.  Thus, they stopped at the replimat, a quaint little facility located in the middle of the commercial district.  With Angela in tow, Erin immediately started for the empty table nearest the replicator, but she got no further than a few steps before realizing Amy Robinson and Matthew Harrison were seated at the adjacent table.  Erin immediately changed course.

“Hey,” she politely greeted.  “What’s up?  I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

“No, not at all,” Matthew crisply replied.  “One of my old acquaintances from the Enterprise is presently stationed aboard the starbase…”

“We were going to meet her for lunch,” Amy continued, “but she was apparently delayed in a meeting.”

That was all well and good, but one small facet of the conversation stuck in Erin’s mind.  She turned to Matthew.  “I didn’t know you served aboard the Enterprise.”

“Briefly.”  Matthew sampled his tea as his mind delved back into the past—but he apparently got stuck, because the conversation never continued.

Thankfully, Amy was a bit more on the ball.  “Here’s another interesting fact,” she gamely interjected.  “The aforementioned acquaintance of Matthew’s is… was his wife…”

Jaw nearly on the floor, Erin again turned her gaze upon Matthew.  “You were married?”

“Briefly.”  And Matthew again sampled his tea, as if this little bombshell was not quite worthy of discussion.  He was sorely mistaken.

“Matthew,” exclaimed Erin as she sat, “it would seem that I don’t know you nearly as well as I thought!  Any other juicy secrets you want to share?  Do you have any long lost kids that I need to know about?”

He provided a flaccid glare.  “Sorry to disappoint you.”

Angela popped up in the chair beside Erin a scant moment later.  “Mommy,” she said, “is it my birthday yet?”

That one came out of nowhere.  Thankfully, unlike most of Angela’s inquiries, this was a question easily answered.  “Your birthday is a few weeks away!”

“Is that a long time?”

Erin shook her head.  “Not that long.”

Pleased by the news, Angela immediately turned her bright blue eyes upon Amy.  “I’m gonna be four years old!” she exclaimed, happily waving the appropriate number of fingers in the air.  “Daddy said I get to be the Captain when I turn four!”

Amy chuckled, her faint smile gradually transforming into something a bit more bemused.  “Wow!  What are you going to do when you’re the Captain?”

Angela brought a thoughtful finger to her chin.  “We’re gonna go to the zoo,” she said.  “Kayopopic is coming, too!  She’s my new kitty!”

As much as she abhorred the name Kayopopic, Erin was left with the distinct feeling the ridiculous little name was going to stick.  She knew she would have to act fast if she wanted to get the little kitten a more decent name—but that was a discussion for another time.  In the interim, Erin decided to enjoy what little time she had to spend with Matthew and Amy.

And then her communicator chirped.  “Marizex to Keller.”

She frowned at the unfortunate timing, but made no delay in her response, and quickly tapped at the communicator upon her breast.  “Keller here.”

“Sorry to disturb you, Commander, but you have an incoming transmission from Starfleet Command.  It’s Admiral Piller.”

And Erin knew exactly what he wanted.  “Put it through to my quarters and tell the Admiral I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Will do.  Marizex out.”

And Erin sighed.  “Speaking of deep, dark secrets,” she said with a disappointed frown, “I have to go.”

• • •

 “We need a vacation,” Alan promptly decided as he strolled into their quarters.  “Once the war is over, we just need to just stop and get away from everything for a while…”

To that, Erin had no objections.  Her conversation with the Admiral just concluded, she had no objections at all.  “Where are we going?” she inquired, her voice hinting at curiosity.

Since this vacation was very spur of the moment, Alan knew not where they might be going.  “We could always visit Ka’Tula Prime…  The weather is great this time of year, especially in the Tavnazian Archipelago.  You can wear that nice blue bathing suit of yours and—”

“Alan.”  Erin’s eyes were playfully wide as she peered away from the viewscreen that had held her attention for the past few minutes.  “I don’t have a blue bathing suit…”

Of course she didn’t.

“Then what did you…”  Alan’s voice gradually trailed off as he scoured his mind for the mysterious blue bathing suit.  He thought she wore it when they visited Barbados last year, but in retrospect, that was a bright purple bathing suit.  “What about…?”  

But then it hit him.

“Oh…”  Alan chuckled.  “Jenny.”

A vacation had the potential to moderately improve Erin’s mood.  A juicy rumor was enough for a complete and total restoration—as was clearly evidenced by the playfully devious grin that suddenly spread across her face.   “Should I get my phaser rifle?”

Since he dated Jenny more than a decade ago, Alan suspected the weaponry was probably unnecessary—but he wanted to milk the situation for all it was worth.  “All the women on this ship want me,” he said with a laugh.  “Can you blame them?”

Erin, of course, refused to dignify the question with an answer.  She just groaned, and acted like she didn’t hear a word of it.

So Alan confessed to his crime.  “I dated Jenny when I was an ensign aboard the Titan—and unlike you, she liked my witty humor.”  That, unfortunately, was the only part of the story that Alan liked—but since Erin wanted details, he had no choice but to continue.  “Unfortunately, my ego got in the way of our relationship.  Being the incredibly good-looking young ensign that I was, I was under the impression that I could date anyone on the ship—I was wrong.  And, well… Jenny really wanted me to vaporize in the warp core after that.”

Erin laughed.  Upon hearing the traumatic story of this misguided youth, Erin Keller had the temerity to laugh.  Not giggle.  Not chuckle.  She laughed.

“It’s not funny.”

“Oh, I very much think it is,” said Erin, still laughing.  “Especially the part about you being incredibly good looking.”

Alan clenched his jaw.  “I am good looking.”

Erin didn’t argue, but she was still giggling like a little schoolgirl.  “You know, Alan, there is a very good moral to that story.”

Alan knew exactly what that moral was:  “Don’t tell your girlfriend that you’re dumping her for a better looking girl.”

And Erin adamantly shook her head to the contrary.  “No,” she said.  “The moral of the story is something a bit more cerebral—perhaps something over your blonde little head—but the moral of the story is still quite simple: you need me.”

All these years, Alan had been under the impression that he was the one with the ego.  “You weren’t even in the story.”  

“True,” conceded Erin.  “But it quite effectively proves that you need little old me to keep your ego in check, buddy.  Without me, you probably would have been accidentally vaporized in that warp core a long time ago…”

It was an insane line of reasoning, yet for some reason, it made perfect sense.  “You’re such a delicate flower,” mused Alan, his voice filled with sarcasm.

Erin grinned.  “Why thank you!”

Shaking his head, Alan proffered a faint chuckle—but he didn’t want to linger on the subject of Jenny for too long.  “I thought you and Angela were going over to the starbase?”

“We did,” Erin replied as she sat down on the couch.  Five seconds later, a little ball of gray fluff was in her lap, strident little meows demanding attention.  Erin happily obliged, gently stroking the little kitten’s gray fur as she continued, “We had to cut our little visit short.”

“Oh?”  Alan lingered near the kitchen, seriously contemplating grabbing a quick bite to eat.  “Did Angela finally come to her senses and realize that shopping was an absolute waste of time?”

“Hardly,” said Erin with a slight, though solemn chuckle.  “I got a call from Starfleet…”

On that cryptic note, the ebb and flow of Alan’s appetite suddenly became clear.  He left behind the kitchen and tentatively approached Erin and her friendly ball of fluff.  “I assume that I’m not going to like what Starfleet had to say…”

“You might.”

And that was evidence enough for Alan to know that he wasn’t.  Forcing asunder the wild thoughts running through his chaotic mind, Alan plopped down into the comfy white chair beside the sofa and shook his head.  “So…?”

“So…”  Erin hung on the word as she ordered her myriad thoughts.  “Well, a few weeks ago, not too long after the battle in the Rebena System… I got a call from Starfleet.  It was Admiral Piller…”

Alan was only vaguely familiar with Admiral Pillar.  He met the man once, ten years ago, at some political summit on Benecia.  They exchanged a few banal words, and that was it.  Still, he seemed like a decent enough person.  “What did he want?”

Erin arched her brow.  “He wants to promote me.”

“What?”  Alan nearly soiled himself.  “To Captain?”

She nodded.  “The Majestic is all mine if I want it.  It’s launching in six weeks.”
For a fleeting moment, Alan’s mind went completely blank.  Not a single thought traversed his synapses, and her just sat there, staring into oblivion.  Moments later, when his mental cogs finally overcame the initial shock of the news, Alan realized that he still didn’t know what to say or feel.  He just shook his head.

“I know how you feel,” said Erin in response.  “I’ve been stuck on this promotion for the past few weeks.  I still don’t know what to make of it.”

“So you haven’t accepted the position?”  Alan stumbled over the words, but at least he was able to utter them.

“I asked the Admiral for a few more days to consider everything.”  Erin started to scratch behind her little kitten’s ears, but the little fluff ball had apparently endured enough.  She meowed and scampered away from Erin’s lap at full speed.

Alan thusly decided to fill the void left by the kitten.  In one quick maneuver, he abandoned the warmth of his chair and slid over to the couch, deftly wrapping an arm around Erin’s petite shoulders and pulling her close.  “Well…”

She gently placed her head on his shoulder.  “Well…”

Alan was tempted to reciprocate with the very same response, but something within his mind instructed him to be a man, and further the conversation.  “Well…”  Despite that mysterious something within, Alan was still fond of his inner-child.  But he relented nonetheless.  “Do you want the job?”

Erin shook her head.  “I don’t know,” she admitted.  “I mean, in the most basic sense, of course I want the job!  Who wouldn’t want it?  The Majestic is quite the ship!  But—well, I can’t just leave you and Angela!”

“You could always have me cloned…”

The suggestion was terrible and Erin frowned accordingly.  “I don’t think the galaxy can handle another Alan Christopher!  Remember what happened when your alter-ego from a parallel universe came for a visit?”

“Yeah…”  Alan remembered it well.  “He tried to kill me.”  And in one fell swoop, Alan’s idea was dead.  But he was not yet out of suggestions.  “I suppose you could always take the job.  It might complicate things on the home front—but we’ll manage.  We always do…”

With that said, Erin lifted her head from Alan’s shoulder and playfully wrapped her arms around his neck.  “Do you really mean that?”

“Erin,” he said, peering into her ethereal brown eyes, “no matter what you do, I will support your decision one hundred percent.  This isn’t going to be the end of the world—it’s going to be the beginning of a new one.”

A smile transforming her face, Erin pulled herself closer and planted a gentle kiss upon Alan’s lips.  “Then let’s do it,” she whispered.  “Let’s see what’s out there…”

Chapter Five

Peering at herself in the bathroom mirror, Jayla Trinn liked what she saw.  As an engineer, she didn’t frequently stop to consider the way she looked, but today was different.  Today was the single most important day of her life thus far, and everything had to be absolutely perfect.  And she had to admit, so far, so good…

The wedding ceremony had gone off without a hitch.  It was a nice quiet little gathering in the mess hall—nothing too terribly extravagant.  Jayla had never been a big fan of long, drawn-out ceremonies, so Captain Christopher’s brief five minute service fit wonderfully into her idea of a perfect day.

Now, an hour later, Jayla found herself getting ready for the reception.  This was the main event, the extravagant centerpiece that would forever demarcate this day in her memory.  Again, she wasn’t expecting anything too terribly fancy, just another get-together in the mess hall.  But it was the people that mattered most, and in that regard, Jayla knew that it was bound to be memorable event.

She gently tucked a lock of silky brown hair behind her ear and then smiled at her reflection in the mirror.  It thusly smiled back, revealing a pair of perfect white teeth.  It looked like there might have been a little something stuck between—

“Jayla!”

She paused.  “What?”

Lucas popped his head into the bathroom.  “What the hell are you doing in here?” he playfully demanded.  “It’s been five minutes!  We’re going to be late!”

Five minutes…  Jayla shook her head in disbelief.  Only a man could get ready for a wedding in under five minutes.  “If you ask me, it wouldn’t hurt you to spend a few more minutes in here…”

Lucas arched a skeptical brow.  “Me?”  He laughed.  “I’ve been ready for nearly twenty minutes!  And I look fine!”

Jayla flashed him a wicked little grin.  “Would it hurt you to shave?”

Lucas very quickly ran his fingers over the stubble on his chin, but he provided no answer other than his typical grunt.  

Jayla sighed, though the grin remained upon her face.  “Our lives together should be interesting…”

As he and Amy Robinson strolled into the Starlight’s mess hall, Matthew Harrison was immediately struck with a feeling of reverent awe.  Over the years, he spent a great many hours seated here…  sometimes alone late at night, other times with Captain Christopher and some of the others, engaged in some sort of banal conversation.  Now, after so many years, it was time to say good-bye, for these hours spent aboard the Starlight would likely be his last for quite some time…

“So many memories,” he whispered… but his reverent mind didn’t quite have the chance to delve into the past, for there were still a great many memories to be had in the present.

Matthew recognized most of the many faces present in the mess hall.  The Starlight crew remained markedly unchanged over the years, and while there were a few new faces here and there—most notably the young lady at Neelar Drayge’s side—Matthew was glad too see most of his old comrades were still present and accounted for.

In the far corner of the room, near the windows, a string quintet played extravagant, sweeping renditions of some of Mozart’s finer works.  It set the mood for a classy, intelligent congregation, which was ironic considering the Starlight crew.  While their intelligence was hardly in dispute, class was occasionally lacking.  Indeed, the humor was frequently rather crude… 

Certain it would be most unbecoming to spend the entire evening standing at the door, Matthew thusly decided to mingle.  He turned his gaze upon Amy.  “Shall we?”

She nodded, and together they made their way into the crowd.  Matthew wasn’t entirely certain where he was headed, so he initially wandered aimlessly through the throngs of people, politely nodding to his former shipmates until he at long last glimpsed Erin Keller in the distance.  Certainly worthy of his attention, Matthew carefully wrapped his fingers around Amy’s wrist and guided her toward the table where Erin sat with little Angela.

By happenstance, Erin glanced away from her conversation with Sarah Hartman and briefly caught Matthew’s inquisitive gaze.  Erin flashed a smile, and happily waved him over.

“Hey!” she called, her excited voice filled with warmth.  “Why don’t you two join us?”

As he was no longer a part of the crew, it had been Matthew’s intent to sit reasonably nearby the senior staff—but he was not about to cast aside an invitation to rejoin his most beloved friends.  “Very well.”  He quickly pulled out a chair for Amy and then grabbed himself a chair from the adjacent table, seating himself at Amy’s side.

Matthew was well aware of the sheepish grin that befell Erin’s face in the moments that followed.  “You two look very cute together,” she commented, no doubt hoping the sentiment would be enough to instill conversation.

For his part, Matthew was content to remain silent—but Amy’s penchant for such conversation was nearly equal to Erin’s.  Gently tugging at her dress uniform, Amy nodded and said, “Thank you.  He cleans up rather nicely, doesn’t he?”

Erin giggled.  “That he does!”  She started for her beverage, but paused when the elegant wine glass touched her lips.  “You guys want something to drink?  Admiral Janeway gave us a few cases of Chateau Picard… 2387…  …I think.”

Sarah Hartman shook her head.  “Eighty-eight,” she said, peering into the bottom of her empty glass.  “It’s not bad.”

“Then we shall have some.”  Matthew grinned, his gaze turning back to Erin.  “You didn’t allow Alan to open the bottle, did you?”

Erin’s response was a resounding “No,” and she summarily burst into laughter in alongside Sarah.

Amy, unfortunately, was not yet privy to this little story, and while her face harbored a look of bemusement, she was quite thoroughly out of the loop.  Matthew hastily rectified the error.  “The last time Alan opened a wine bottle, the cork had a most unfortunate collision with Erin’s head.”

“It wasn’t too funny at the time,” said Erin between giggles, “but in retrospect…”

And as if on cue, Alan Christopher suddenly appeared at Erin’s side.  “Dinner is served,” he lightly announced, carefully placing a steaming plate of spaghetti in front of Sarah and big salad in front of Erin.  “Would you ladies care for anything else?”

Erin considered the question for only a moment before leaning her head back into Alan’s chest.  “How about a fork, Honey?  And some drinks for Amy and Matthew…”

“Yes ma’am!”  Alan provided a dutiful nod, but his stern façade was incredibly short lived.  “Look what these women have done to me, Matthew!  They’ve reduced me to a meager busboy!  I’m probably going to be washing tables when the party’s over!”

“A shame,” said Matthew—but Sarah was quick to end Alan’s bid for sympathy.

“We finally found him a job he can handle,” mused the Doctor.

“But you’re a very cute busboy,” Erin quickly added.  “Now go get my fork!”

“Yes, master!”  And on that note, Alan turned on his heel went out in search of the oh-so-elusive fork.

While she waited for her fork, Erin picked a few cherry tomatoes from the top of her salad.  She gave a few of them to Angela and then turned her inquisitive gaze back to Matthew and Amy.  “So, how’s life aboard the Columbia?”

“In a word?” Amy prompted.  “Hectic.  With most of the Federation’s attention focused upon the Elorg, it feels like we’re left tending to everything else.”

“We responded to an outbreak of Antidean brain mites in the Oakland Sector last week,” said Matthew, recounting the first of many recent adventures to cross his mind.  “We also had to meet with the Governor of H’atoria to discuss a recently forged trade agreement with the Klingons.”

Erin popped a tomato into her mouth.  “Well... We’ve either been in spacedock for repairs… or patrolling the Elorg border.”  She sighed.  “Not very exciting.”

“Are you talking about Sarah’s sex life again?”  Alan summarily appeared at the table with drinks and eating utensils.  He first gave Matthew and Amy their wine, then handed Erin her fork, and finally sat down at the head of the table with his ham and Swiss on rye.  And he was grinning the entire time, obviously pleased with his rare moment of (alleged) comedic brilliance.

Sarah, however, was not impressed.  “No, actually, we were discussing your sex life, Alan.”  She twirled herself a forkful of spaghetti and continued eating without delay.

And Alan’s satisfied grin dissolved.  “Sarah… you…”  One could almost see the smoke pouring from his ears as the gears in his mind tried to churn out an appropriately witty response.  “Yeah.”  It was the most he could muster, and he thusly focused upon his sandwich.

Since nobody else was daring enough to touch that particular conversation, the chatter seemed to die—if only for a moment.  There was always some unspoken exchange simmering in the back of someone’s mind, and it took only a moment for a new conversation to erupt—ushered in by none other than the bride and groom.

“Sorry we’re late,” said Jayla as she and Lucas made their grand entrance into the mess hall.  She was wearing an elegant white wedding gown, and with her hair pulled up into an elaborate up-do,  Jayla looked like an entirely different person.

Lucas, on the other hand, adorned the standard dress uniform—a white tunic with gold trim and black slacks—and looked very much like himself.  “Heh… well now that we’re here, the party can begin!”

And with that said, the pair began to mingle.  It was certain they would eventually make their way over to see the senior staff, but until then, most everyone was content to enjoy their food.  Matthew contemplated grabbing a little something for himself and Amy, but before he could move so much as an inch, Alan cleared his throat.

“So…” he said, hanging on the word as his bright blue eyes flittered from Matthew to Amy and back again.  “The married couple appears quite happy—a situation that would not be possible without first experiencing a wedding ceremony.  I should like to remind you, Matthew, that I am readily available in the event my services are needed again…”

Erin glanced up from her salad.  “I do believe that is a not-so-subtle hint, Matthew…”

Suddenly feeling the spotlight shining overhead, Matthew pulled in a nervous lungful of air.  He certainly enjoyed Amy Robinson’s company over the past few months, and while their relationship had advanced considerably, never had Matthew considered marriage…  

Well, like it or not, he was considering it now.

Thankfully, Erin lessened the spotlight’s intense intensity by shifting the subject—although her chosen direction was nothing Matthew cared to discuss.  “Hey Alan,” she said, touching a hand to his shoulder, “did you know that Matthew was already married once?”

“Yeah.” He took a bite of his sandwich.  

Erin frowned.  “And you didn’t tell me?”

“Was I supposed to?”

“Alan, it is my job to know everything about everyone aboard this ship!  Withholding this vital information is a considerable disservice to every gossip-loving member of the crew!”

“And that, Dearest Erin, is why I kept my mouth shut!”  He started for his drink, but paused about halfway there.  “Besides, you were dead when Matthew first broached the subject.”

Matthew nodded and succinctly explained, “Drusari incident…”

For a moment, it seemed like the conversation might veer back toward the Matthew’s relationship with Amy (Erin’s playfully demanding gaze certainly hinted at such a turn) but thankfully, Neelar appeared just moments later.

“Captain Harrison,” he politely greeted.  “It is good to see you.”

“Likewise,” Matthew replied, shaking the Bolian’s proffered hand.

Neelar subsequently stepped aside to reveal the young lady Matthew glimpsed earlier.  “Have you met our new tactical officer, Lieutenant Courtney Rose?”

In the most basic of terms, they had met before—Matthew had glimpsed her on the bridge a few times, and even spoke to her about a tactical report on one occasion not long after Rebena Te Ra—but never were they officially introduced.  “We have spoken,” Matthew simply replied.

“Well,” said Courtney with a pleasant smile, “it’s nice to properly meet you, Captain.”  After a few seconds, her smile faded a bit and her gaze wandered over to Amy.  “Commander Robinson… it’s good to see you again, too.”

Amy provided a courteous nod.  “Lieutenant.”

Neelar’s eyes widened a bit.  “You two know each other?”

“Yeah,” Courtney continued.  “We served together aboard the Berlin a few years back.”

“Graveyard shift security officers,” Amy readily recalled.  “Those were the days…”

“Well, I kind of miss them,” Courtney mused, haphazardly shoving a lock of short dark hair back behind her ear.  “For once, I actually had a legitimate reason to sleep all day.  Now I have to wake up at the simulated crack of dawn!  It’s torture!”

“And that,” Alan playfully interjected, “is why Courtney’s my new tactical officer.  Finally, someone else who feels the same way I do about mornings…”  He took one last bite of his sandwich and the placed the remaining crust on his plate, an action that did not go unnoticed by Sarah Hartman.

“Alan” she accusingly called from across the table, “are we in kindergarten here?”

“What?”  He glanced down at his plate and picked at the uneaten bread.  “I don’t like the crust!”

Erin promptly rolled her eyes, but did not dwell upon the crust catastrophe.  She instead broached an entirely different subject.  “So I’ve been thinking…”

“That’s never a good thing,” Lucas interjected as he and Jayla at long last seated themselves with the rest of the senior staff.

Erin ignored him.  “There is this little tradition back on Earth called a New Year’s resolution.  When I was a kid, every January I would try to come up with a nice, thoughtful way to better myself.  I haven’t done that so much in recent years, but since this year is the dawn of the twenty-fifth century… there’s no better time to resurrect the tradition.”

Sarah sighed.

Alan groaned.

And Courtney quickly chimed in with her idea.  “I think I need to be a little more open minded,” she said, sipping at her glass of wine.  “Sometimes, I think I dismiss perfectly good ideas without even considering them.”

“Heh.”  Lucas easily downed his entire glass of wine.  “I’m going to get laid more often.”

Even before the words had a chance to register, Jayla’s eyes widened, and she drilled an ominous glare into Lucas’ skull.  “That’s what you think…”

The sentiment brought a smile to Erin’s lips, but she wisely chose not to comment—and instead provided her own resolution.  “I’m going to try something new every day.”

“And I’m not going to do a thing,” Alan proudly interjected.  “I’m already perfect.  There’s no room for improvement here!”

“Right.”  Erin sent Alan a disapproving glare and promptly amended his previous statement: “Alan is going to learn about modesty this year…”

And he was shaking his head long before Erin was finished speaking.  “I think I’ve heard enough resolutions for one year,” he grumbled.  “Besides, today is supposed to be about Lucas and Jayla!”  He raised his glass.  “A toast to the bride and groom… and to the finest crew in Starfleet!
“It has recently come to my attention that this could very well be the last time that all of us are together.  After five years, our little family is breaking apart.  It’s been a long and arduous road—not all of us made it—but the journey’s end is near.  We’ve faced terrible evils along the way, the likes of which have never been seen… We’ve waged wars from deep within the heart of darkness, witnessed some of the greatest mysteries of space…   It’s been a hell of a run.

“But as you all know, Matthew is about to embark upon an historic six year voyage into the Beta Quadrant.  As I understand it, he’s going to be doing something that we haven’t done for quite some time—exploring strange new worlds, seeking out new life and new civilizations, boldly going where no one has gone before…  A part of me wants to go with him to see this exploration thing in action, but somebody has to stay behind.

“And while Matthew is gallivanting about the Beta Quadrant, Erin is going to be settling in as captain of the Majestic.  This is something she’s wanted for quite some time, and though I’m loathe to let her go, this is an opportunity too good to pass up.  The Majestic is a fine ship, and I’m absolutely certain Erin will make a fine Captain…

“And if that wasn’t enough, Kendall is leaving us, too.  Once the Elorg War is over… once the Federation is safe, he is going to join Doctor Horner’s team on Terra Sorna.  I’ve been told that it’s an extraordinary opportunity…”

“It… is,” said Kendall in response.  He sheepishly ducked through the crowd and took a seat at the far end of the table, an apologetic look upon his face.  “I… I wasn’t sure if I was coming or not.  Sorry.”

Lucas was immediately at his side.  “Nah, don’t worry about it, man.  You’re here now.  That’s all that counts.”  He chuckled, and gently patted Kendall’s back.  “And I think you wormed your way out of the speech.”

Alan sent Kendall a charming glare.  “You’re welcome.”

With a nod, Kendall flashed a tentative smile as thanks.

Alan easily met Kendall’s smile—and then continued with his spiel.  “So much change,” he mused.  “And now, my dear friends Lucas and Jayla are married!  It’s madness, I say!  It almost seems like the universe is coming apart at the seams…  Madness or not, I have to say… the past five years have been extraordinary, and I am truly honored to have had the privilege of serving with you guys.  Not only are you are my friends, you guys have become my family.  And that is something that will never change.”

Alan Christopher might have been a little eccentric.  His humor was occasionally crude, and his mind sometimes less than brilliant—but when he needed to speak, his words never failed.  Matthew was the first to raise his glass.  “To the Starlight,” he quietly toasted, “and to those family members whom we have left behind.  They may have passed into the shadows, their legacies shall not be forgotten.”

Erin brushed aside a tear as she raised her glass.  “Megan…”

Alan did the same.  “Rachael…”

Though he hesitated, Neelar also raised his glass.  “Bator…”

The Bolian’s hesitation, it seemed, was unwarranted, for Alan promptly proffered a reassuring glare.  “He didn’t leave us on the best of terms, but… he’s still one of us.”  Alan smiled.

And for one last night, the Starlight crew was one…
The spinning boomerang cut through the crisp evening’s air.  It was allegedly an expertly crafted device, or so Matthew Harrison repeatedly insisted, and for a moment, Alan Christopher was almost inclined to believe him.  But then the boomerang took a dive.  It spun in the glittering sunlight for a fraction of a second and then plummeted into the tall blades of yellowing grass.

A slight grin befell Alan’s face.  “I’m hardly an expert, Dearest Matthew, but isn’t this boomerang thing supposed to come back after I throw it?”  He started for the patch of grass where the boomerang fell.  “Or did the High Priestess of Menduran lie to us?”

Matthew gracefully stroked his chin as he considered the situation.  “It would not be the first time the High Priestess deceived us,” he noted.  “But that unfortunate incident with the Uuruvian Cannibals is hardly worth mentioning…”

The cannibals themselves hadn’t posed much of a threat.  They were small, reasonably pleasant creatures as long as they weren’t hungry.  It was their incredibly disgruntled master that caused so much trouble.  “If I recall, the High Priestess claimed the Uuruvians had the Chalice of Marr in their possession—of course, that was just a ploy to get us to kill Antillion the Vile.”

“A messy battle,” added Matthew.  “But now that Antillion has tasted defeat, the High Priestess has no reason to deceive us—as such, the boomerang is likely in excellent shape.”

Alan plucked the wooden boomerang from the grass.  “So this woman is just giving away her precious goods—to strangers—for the hell of it?”  He immediately started to inspect the weapon.  “There has got to be something wrong with it…”

“You might try throwing it properly…”

The inspection ceased.  Alan’s gaze immediately crossed the wooded path and settled firmly upon Matthew’s oh-so-innocent face.  “There isn’t anything wrong with my throwing…”

“Of course not,” said Matthew in response.  He quietly adjusted his tunic and hoped the insult would, much like the boomerang, not return—but Alan wasn’t about to let such an insult go unnoticed.

“Are you insinuating something?”

Still adjusting his tunic, Matthew shook his indolent head.  “I suppose it is possible your technique could use a little… refinement.”  A slight grin curved upward his lips.  “Perhaps if you threw the boomerang with your right hand as I demonstrated… the results might be… a bit more satisfactory?”

Retracing his path through the overgrown grass, Alan came to a stop little more than a meter from Matthew’s smug little face.  He gladly proffered the boomerang to the expert.  “I’m left handed…”

Matthew readily accepted the weapon.  He carefully inspected it for any deformities—and to his credit, he did find a very small aberration that might affect the flight path—but after a few moments, Matthew simply shook his had and said, “The problem is quite simple.  You throw like a girl.”

Alan pursed his lips.  He desperately wanted to hit Matthew with the most wicked comeback known to man, but his mind was its usual blank slate.  “Well,” he grumbled, “you’re ugly.  And your feet stink.”

Since both sentiments were reasonably untrue, Matthew was barely fazed by the near-insult.  He just chuckled—and hurtled the boomerang into the distance.  The weapon soared past Alan’s head, rampantly spun through the chilly air… and then fell from the sky about ten meters away.

Matthew clenched his jaw.  “Curses!”

And Alan had his revenge.  Hysterical as the situation might have been, he didn’t really feel like laughing, for the entire situation was bittersweet.  “It’s hard to believe this could be our very last holodeck adventure.  In the back of my mind, I always knew that circumstances might force us to part ways…  But it always seemed like such a far off promise.  As long as we were in here, I felt we could go on forever.”

Dropping his leather satchel into the grass, Matthew peered through the shadowy treetops up into the pale, moonlight sky.  “There are a great many memories within these walls,” he mused—and in one quick maneuver, he plopped down into the prickly grass.

Alan did the same, thusly allowing his eyes to climb into the glittering heavens above.  “For every star I see tonight, I can think of a thousand different memories—a thousand different situations we’ve been through together.”

“The Elorg.  The Romulans.  The Velora.”

“The Drusari.”  Alan pointed to a faint reddish star, a pinprick of light near the gleaming moon.  “To be perfectly honest, Matthew, I didn’t think we were going to make it out of that one alive.  The entire time we were there, I always thought one of us would wind up face down in a corridor, somewhere,  alone and dying.”

“But we got through it,” sighed Matthew.  “Bleak as the situation might have seemed, we always prevailed.  Whenever darkness encroached upon the light, we rose to the occasion.  We stood our ground.  We prevailed.”

That they did.  They got into some scrapes along the way, took some serious bruises—but they always prevailed.  And Alan was infinitely proud of that.  “We made an awesome team, you and I.”

Matthew solemnly nodded his agreement.  “But now it is over,” he whispered.  “Our long journey together has reached its end.”

And then, if Alan was not mistaken, Matthew Harrison wept.  For the first time in his memory, he saw his dear friend cry.  Aglow in the ashen moonlight, a single tear rolled down Matthew’s face—and in that single, blissfully perfect moment, there were no words…  

Just five years of memories…

Five years of laughter.

Of war.

Hate.

Pain.

Love.

Joy.

Alan gently wrapped his arm around Matthew’s shoulder, himself feeling more than a little wistful.  “Matthew, I want you to know that you are perhaps the finest friend I have ever known—and that I am going to miss you.  If you need anything—anything at all—during your tenure in the Beta Quadrant, I’ll be here for you… even at 0400 hours.”

Matthew smiled through his sullen façade.  “You dislike waking at that early hour.”

 “I won’t dispute that,” said Alan, “but a true friend is the one you can call at four in the morning.”

“Speaking of which…”

Alan didn’t have access to a chronometer, but his internal clock clearly indicated that the hour was late, if not, early—and he had a big day ahead of him tomorrow.  He certainly needed his beauty sleep if he wanted to have his wits about him… but Alan simply could not let go of the night.  “This is our last night together,” he reminded.  “Just how many chapters are left in this troubled land of Lordaeron?”

“I know not,” Matthew replied, his mood already improving.  “But I hear something is amiss in the Imperial City of Palmacosta…”

This was not news to Alan.  “The High Priestess did say that Governor Dorr is up to no good.”

Hand hovering over the hilt of his sword, a wide grin suddenly transformed Matthew’s face.  “The night is still young,” he insisted, clearly oblivious to his internal clock.  “Let us together rid this land of evil, one last time!”

Interlude

For once, sleep did not come easily to Alan Christopher.  For hours on end, he found himself just lying there, peering into the dark abyss.  He was worried about the looming battle with the Elorg.  He was upset about Erin’s pending departure and uncertain about Matthew’s new mission.  For the first time in a very long while, the stability that kept Alan’s mind at ease was hanging in the balance.  He stood at the threshold of an uncertain new beginning, and he didn’t know what to do.

Should he embrace it?

Ignore it?

Implore everyone to stay behind for his benefit?

Or just stay in bed, and peer into the night?

He knew not, but one thing was certain, sleep would elude him on this historic eve.  So he tossed aside the few silky covers in his possession (Erin had the rest), and rolled out of bed…

…A crisp, gentle breeze touched upon his skin…

…And when he stood, Alan suddenly found himself in another world.

He was on a planet.  It was a lush, tropical paradise, the likes of which Alan had never seen.  Shades of blue and pink touched the pristine and cloudless skies. Rolling green hills, dotted with silky white tulips, stretched into the distant horizon and beyond.  The sweet scent of nectar filled the crisp morning’s air.  It was, in a word, perfection.

Perfection or not, it did little to explain Alan’s rather abrupt arrival.  He certainly suspected that he was abducted, though there were so signs of humanoid life to be found—and if it was an abduction, this flowery field was perhaps the oddest incarceration Alan had ever endured.  He supposed someone might have transported him into the holodeck as a joke, but…

“You came.”

And, utterly transfixed by the melodious sound of her voice, all coherent thought seemed to cease.  It couldn’t have been her.  It shouldn’t have been her…  

But it was.

“Rachael?”  Alan stepped closer to her voice, carefully treading the terrain so not to disturb the divinity of those pristine white flowers.

And then she appeared.  Seemingly out of nowhere, Rachael Meyer stepped into the flowery field, gently running her fingers over the tulips’ ashen buds as she approached.

Alan could hardly believe his eyes.  “What is this place?” he demanded, his skepticism growing by the moment.  “Where am I?”

A placid smile upon her face, Rachael plucked one of the tulips from the ground.  “You’re in the gray twilight,” she said, bringing the flower to her nose.

Unfortunately, the explanation did little to satisfy Alan’s curiosity.  But there were more pressing matters on his mind.  “And who are you?”

“You know who I am…”  She smiled.

And Alan knew.  “You’re Rachael.”  It wasn’t a guess or an accusation.  It was just the truth.  He couldn’t explain, nor did he want to.

“It has been a very long time, Alan.  Much has changed since the last time we talked.”  Hands clasped behind her back, Rachael started to walk, her pale yellow dress flowing in the gentle breeze.

Not wanting to lose himself in the gray twilight, Alan made every effort to retrace Rachael’s path through the flowery field.  Thankfully, their stroll was short, and came to its end beneath the sparsely shaded branches of a very old and craggy tree. 

“I have known this tree for a great many years,” said Rachael, looking upon the forlorn spire with respectful awe.  “It has seen much over the ages, and its roots run deep into the soil below.  It is as much a part of this place as anything else.  But it, too, has reached the journey’s end.”

Alan frowned.  “You’re comparing me to a tree?”

“In a way,” she replied.  “I’ve had a lot of time to think about these things…  And on some levels, your journey—much like the tree’s— has also reached its end.  Your friends and family are moving on.  Your long and arduous struggle with the Elorg is about to conclude.  And your life stands at a crossroad…”

That about summed it all up.  “Why did you have to leave me, Rachael?  You always made sense of even the most complex of situations…”  Alan sighed, and leaned his back upon the ancient tree.  “Do you still give out suggestions?”

A warm smile upon her face, Rachael knelt down at Alan’s side.  “I could,” she whispered, placing a gentle hand upon his shoulder.  “But mark my words—when that defining moment of truth arrives, you will know what to do…”

Alan glanced up at his old friend, hoping to coax a little more information out of her—but by the time his eyes reached her placid face, Rachael was already gone.  And a wistful smile crossed his face.  “Nice talking to you, old friend.”

Alan blinked, and when his bleary eyes parted, he was back in bed with Erin…

It was just a dream.

Chapter Six

“Report.”  Alan Christopher strode onto the bridge feeling surprisingly refreshed.  Despite his apparent lack of sleep and that unusual encounter with Rachael Meyer, he felt as good as any other day—perhaps better.  Odd, considering this day would likely go down into the annals of time a very dark, very bloody day…  But it started off well enough.

Courtney Rose glanced up from her console.  “There has been no change in the Elorg fleet deployment,” she said.  “The entire armada is holding position in the Adin Kel System.”

Christopher sighed as he made his way to the command chair.  “They know we’re coming.”

“At least we have a clear path to the system,” said Tompkins.  It was an advantage, albeit a minor one.

The operations station suddenly chirped.  Erin Keller glanced briefly at her console and said, “Ops is ready.”

Drayge very quickly added, “The helm is standing by.”

“Tactical systems are ready and waiting,” Rose crisply announced just seconds later.

Everything was falling perfectly into place, just as Christopher had come to expect from his crew.  A wan smile upon his face, he leaned back into his chair and turned to Lucas Tompkins.  “Have they tested the new viewscreen?”

He shook his head.  “Not yet…”

Christopher bit his lip.  “I hope it doesn’t explode.”

Tompkins’ eyes widened.  “Heh… I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

The helm briefly chirped and Drayge summarily turned back toward Christopher.  “Engineering reports the engines are back online.  Thrusters are at station keeping.”

“Command and control has cleared us for departure,” added Keller a scant moment later.

Ready to get underway, Christopher adamantly nodded his acknowledgment.  “Clear all moorings,” he said.  “Ahead one-quarter thrusters.”

“Once we’re free,” Tompkins crisply added, “set course for the Adin Kel System—maximum warp.”

A moment later, the engines roared to life for the first time in days, gradually propelling the Starlight forward, beyond the docking bay in the belly of Starbase 54, and into the vast and wondrous void of space.  As the giant space doors slid shut behind the Starlight, the tiny ship gracefully came about—and then, in a streak of verdant light jumped to transwarp.
• • •

For the first time in recent memory, the science lab was devoid of life.  It was also peaceful and quiet—and lacking anything remotely scientific to do, it was also one of the most boring places on the ship.  But Kendall Johnson didn’t mind.  He enjoyed the quiet.  It helped him concentrate, focus his mind and prepare for the mission aboard the Jevian.

Still, a part of him very much wished himself evacuated with the rest of his staff.  Because of the Starlight’s unfortunate mission into the heart of enemy space, Captain Christopher thought it wise to evacuate all non-essential personnel.  That included nearly the entire science staff.  It was certain there would be no peaceful exploration on this day…

He also wasn’t expecting any interruptions, but much to his surprise, the doors opened.  Kendall was expecting the Captain or Lucas or nameless ensign from deck thirteen.  Talyere was the last person he expected to see… but sure enough, the Elorg Overseer’s stark figure darkened the science lab’s doorway.

“Lieutenant.”  He stepped closer, and the doors slid shut behind him.

Hoping it might shorten Talyere’s visit, Kendall made an effort to look busy.  “Yes?” he asked, diligently pecking away at his workstation.

Talyere’s approach ceased a respectful distance from the workstation.  The two of them had never been close;  clearly, they never would be.  “I understand you will be joining us aboard the Jevian…”

“Yes.”  Kendall tapped a short sequence of meaningless commands into the console.  “Commander Tompkins has already briefed me.”

“And you approve of the plan?”

Honestly, Kendall didn’t want to think about the plan.  He wanted no part in the suicide mission—all things considered, a fairly ironic stance.  But he was chosen to fulfill this one last duty, and there was no reasonable way to object.  “The plan could work,” Kendall tentatively allowed.  “But… it could just as easily fail.”

Talyere provided an indolent nod, and his fiery orange eyes flared with indifference.  Despite his best efforts, Kendall could not read the man’s mood.  His tone equally neutral, Talyere crept closer and said, “The Captain suggested you for this mission, and Commander Tompkins took the suggestion in good conscience.  They both believe you capable of succeeding…”

“They have put a lot of faith in me,” Kendall agreed.  And despite Talyere’s utter neutrality, he could already sense where the conversation was headed.  “You don’t share in their faith?”

“We are constantly in motion, whether we realize it or not,” Talyere calmly noted.  “You have made considerable progress since we last worked together.  My beliefs and temperaments have also changed.  But the question remains: Have we moved far enough away from the people we were back then?  Have we grown into the people we need to be on this day?”  He shook his head.  “History will be the judge.”

It was an interesting thought, but it did little to explain Talyere’s presence.  “So… why are you here?”

A faint smile crept upward the Overseer’s lips.  “To ensure you make a good impression.”

A slight grin crept across Lucas Tompkins’ face as his lunch appeared in the replicator basin.  Even before the steak and potatoes shimmered into existence, he could practically smell its enticing aroma drift into his nostrils.  He wasn’t aware of any recent upgrades to the replicator in his quarters—but for some reason it smelled unusually good today.

And looked even better.  When the steak finally appeared just moments later, it was thick and juicy, with golden roasted potatoes that were just brimming with texture.  Perhaps this was an unspoken advantage of sleeping with the chief engineer?  Lucas happily lifted his tray from the basin and hastily maneuvered over to the small table nearby.  “Hell of a honeymoon, don’t you think?”

Jayla glanced up from her padd.  “It’s not quite what I expected,” she admitted.  “But duty calls.  Ending the war is more important than the whims of a romantic couple.”

“Well,” said Lucas as he cut into his steak, “when the war is over, we’re going to Risa.  I booked our hotel this morning…”

The sentiment was enough to draw Jayla’s complete attention.  “Oh really?” she asked, setting aside the padd.

Lucas just nodded as he shoved a forkful of steak into his mouth.  “Some really fancy resort,” he said as he chewed (something that Jayla usually frowned upon).  “It should be great.”

She grinned.  “I can hardly wait!”

On one condition…

When Courtney initially mentioned her conditional terms for attending the wedding, Neelar Drayge was curious.  He didn’t know exactly what she had in mind, but very quickly decided that—no matter the circumstances—he would grant her wishes.  Never did he imagine those circumstances so… simple.

“Lunch?”

“Every day,” said Courtney as the two wandered into the mess hall amidst a brief reprieve from their duties on the bridge.  “I don’t like to eat alone… and though everyone aboard the Starlight is really great, I don’t really know anyone just yet.”

Neelar was certainly flattered that, of all the people on the ship, Courtney chose him to dine with.  “Well, I certainly hope I don’t prove too boring for you.”

“Oh, don’t say that!” said Courtney as she came to a halt near the short line behind the replicator.  “You seem like a good enough person.  You’ve certainly been nice to me the past few weeks!  It’s only right that I return the favor.”

And Neelar had no objections to that.  A smile upon his face, politely asked, “So… what is for lunch?”
Alan Christopher’s computer console chirped, and the Federation’s insignia appeared on the viewscreen along with the text ‘COMMUNICATION ESTABLISHED’ flashing near the bottom.

When he ordered the evacuation of all non-essential personnel, Christopher meant every word of it.  And as much as he hated doing so, that meant leaving Angela behind, as well.  She was much safer with the rest of the children on the starbase—far removed from the front lines, and out of harm’s way.  But that didn’t make it any easier to say goodbye.

So when Angela’s little face flittered onto the viewscreen a moment later, Christopher was briefly at a loss for words.

Thankfully, the little girl wasn’t.  “Hi, Daddy!”

He smiled, and for a moment all of his fears melted away.  “Hey!  How are you doing?  Is Admiral Janeway treating you good on the starbase?”

Angela readily nodded her agreement.  “She came to see me!  And she gave me a cookie!”  And that was clearly evidenced by the little crumbs still stuck to her angelic face.

“Well,” Christopher lightly continued, “you behave for the Admiral.”

“Me?”  Her eyes widened.  “I’m always a good girl!”

“I know,” Christopher replied.  “But I want you to be extra good while Mommy and I are gone.”

“Where are you going?”

There was no easy way to explain warfare to a child.  In fact, Christopher wasn’t even going to try.  Angela had so many things to think about… war didn’t need to be one of them.  But he couldn’t lie to her—Angela was a bright little girl, and she knew, on some level, that something was going on.  “Remember when the ship was attacked a few weeks ago?  And we had to live in the prison cells?”

“Monsters took over the ship!”  Angela quietly exclaimed.  “I… I was scared…”

“Well,” said Christopher, “Mommy and I are going to go and scare the monsters away.”

This seemed to relieve Angela of any and all fear.  “When are you coming back?”

“Soon.”

“Before my birthday?”

“You bet.” Christopher nodded.  “Is Admiral Janeway still with you?”

Angela briefly took in her surroundings—and she must have spotted the Admiral because she thusly abandoned her computer whilst calling out Janeway’s name.  When she returned a few moments later, the Admiral appeared with her.  

Christopher smiled.  “Good work,” he said.  “Why don’t you go and play with your friends?  I need to talk to the Admiral for a minute.”

Angela nodded.  “I love you, Daddy!”

“I love you too, Sweetie!”

Once Angela was gone, Janeway’s smile faded a bit.  “You have a lovely daughter, Alan.”

He smiled.  “Thanks.”  Unfortunately, Christopher didn’t quite have time to talk about his little girl for very long.  “We rendezvoused with the fleet about ten minutes ago…”

Janeway nodded.  “The Eximius is prepping to leave even as we speak.  I’ll be joining you on the front lines shortly—we’ll speak again when I arrive.”

“Very well.”  He reached for his computer.  “Christopher out.”

When he exited his ready room a few minutes later, Christopher was almost instantly greeted with a sensor alert.  He immediately directed himself toward the helm and turned his gaze upon Drayge.  “What is it?”

The Bolian glanced up from his console.  “We’ve just crossed the border into Elorg space,” he said.  “There’s no turning back now…”

The knot in Christopher’s stomach tightened accordingly.  “We’re going to war,” he sighed.

Chapter Seven

“Shields up!  Red alert!”  Alan Christopher teetered nervously on the edge of his chair.  The sight on the viewscreen was not a pretty one—indeed, it was something he never again hoped to see.  But the Elorg were like a lingering plague… they might lose the war, but they weren’t going to go quietly into the night.  

At the operations console, Erin Keller’s pale brown eyes filled with fear.  “I’m detecting more than thirty thousand ships,” she grimly reported.  “Many of them are still heavily damaged after the engagement in the Rebena System, but…”

Keller’s voice trailed off.  There was no need for her to finish.  The Elorg had nowhere near thirty thousand ships at Rebena Te Ra—so the vast majority of their mighty fleet was in perfect fighting condition.  From afar, the numerous vessels looked like a swarm of tiny bugs.  They weren’t exactly flittering about and their presence was certainly more than a minor nuisance—but Christopher was nonetheless confident the swarm would disperse.  He turned his gaze upon Neelar Drayge.  “Is everyone in position?”

The Bolian’s eyes conferred briefly with the data flitting across the helm—and given the number of vessels in the vicinity, there was certainly a lot for Drayge to digest.  “The fleet is ready,” he succinctly confirmed a moment later.

Though the Elorg armada was perhaps the largest amalgamation of starships ever conceived, the Federation fleet was nothing to scoff at, either.  Starfleet long ago realized the potential for such a major confrontation, and planned accordingly.  Years of intense labor at numerous shipyards yielded thirteen fleets, each a thousand starships strong.  Additionally, the Romulans, Klingons, and Cardassians each contributed hundreds, if not thousands of their own vessels, thusly making victory for the Elorg a monumental undertaking.  The Starlight, acting as flagship for the Third Fleet, was slated to ensure the Elorg never had a chance to prevail.

With the fleet sufficiently situated, Christopher’s gaze wandered back toward the operations station.  “What about our people, Erin?”

A slight grin crossed her otherwise stoic face.  “Lucas says he’s ready to rock and roll.”

Christopher met Keller’s grin.  “I’d expect nothing less,” he quipped—reasonably certain it was the last quip he’d be making for quite some time.  The long, twilight struggle ahead was certain to be bloody…

A shrill tone suddenly graced the tactical station.  “We’re being hailed by the Eximius,” announced Lieutenant Marizex.  “It is Admiral Janeway.”

Christopher nodded, his eyes wandering back toward the viewscreen.  “Put her through.”

Moments later, the swarm of Elorg ships vanished, replaced by Admiral Kathryn Janeway’s appropriately grim face.  “It has been nearly five years to the day since the Starlight’s fateful encounter with the Elorg in the Alteran Expanse.  It almost seems fitting that we end this now.”  Light as the sentiment might have seemed, there was no humor in Janeway’s voice.

And Christopher didn’t smile.  “We are going to end this,” he affirmed.  “Once and for all.  One way or the other.  This is it.”

Despite the Federation’s recent momentum in the war, there was still a definite sense that it could go either way.  Nobody wanted to admit to thinking such dark thoughts, but Christopher was certain the unfortunate sentiment lingered in the back of everyone’s mind.

A computer chirped aboard the Eximius bridge.  Janeway conferred briefly with one of her officers before her gaze returned to the Starlight.  The Admiral summarily pulled in a nervous lungful of air and said, “We’ve just confirmed your target.  The Jevian is currently orbiting the fifth planet in the Adin Kel System.”

“That’s a Class I gas giant,” Drayge summarily noted—though Christopher wasn’t particularly interested in all of the minute details at the moment.  He kept his attention focused on the Admiral.

“How many ships are protecting it?”

“Only a handful,” replied Janeway.  “But that doesn’t mean anything.  Starfleet Intelligence indicates the Jevian was recently retrofitted with enhanced shield and tactical systems.”

“It probably doesn’t need a whole lot of protection,” Christopher quickly surmised.

“Exactly,” said Janeway with a nod.  “But I have faith in each and everyone one of you.  You’re going to get the job done… the… erat… s… it…”

The Admiral suddenly froze.  Her silent, distorted image hung on the viewscreen for a dreadfully long moment, occasionally twitching, but never regaining the cohesion necessary to continue the conversation.  A few final bits of gibberish managed to escape her motionless lips before the transmission finally flittered away—and the moment the Elorg fleet returned to the viewscreen, Christopher was on his feet.

“What happened?”  His inquisitive gaze drilled into Erin Keller’s skull.

Thankfully, Keller had an answer.  “It looks like Elorg are using a rotating EM pulse to jam communications,” she explained.  “Once the battle starts and their ships start falling out of formation, we might be able to break through the interference, but until then… it looks like we’re very much on our own.”

“This is not good,” muttered Christopher.  He clenched his fists and gently jammed them together, hoping the motion might somehow spark some inspiration.  Or a fire to send smoke signals.

“Captain…”

Neelar Drayge’s quiet little interjection was hardly encouraging.  It possessed a dire quality that sent a chill down Christopher’s spine—and rightfully so.  As he spun around to address the Bolian, Christopher’s eyes were immediately drawn to the viewscreen—and the advancing Elorg fleet…

In that very instant, Christopher’s heart leapt into his throat.  He immediately stumbled back into the command chair and searched his soul for the words necessary to inspire the crew into action—but the thunderous heartbeats echoing within his mind kept that speech to the bare and inarticulate minimum:  “Battle stations!”

Behind the hazy azure rings of Adin Kel V, a pale crimson nebula snaked through the glittering stars.  On any ordinary day, there were few things in the universe that could hope to match its glorious splendor… but this was not any ordinary day, for the Elorg armada loomed very nearby.

It was a sight beyond compare.  Tens of thousands of starships—Elorg, Phobian, and Garidian—all of them congregated in a perfect formation that did well its part in blotting out the nebula’s inherent majesty.  Worst of all, the staggering amalgamation of doom was on the move…

“You guys ready?”  Lucas Tompkins tried to exude some confidence as he strode into the armory on deck four.  He wasn’t feeling overly confident considering the circumstances, but he couldn’t allow something as trivial as emotions to get in the way of his mission.  

Unfortunately, he must have looked less confident than he sounded, because Tompkins duly noted that his tactical squad was hardly enthused.  Kendall Johnson sat on the stark metallic bench in the middle of the room, staring into space and possibly (but hopefully not) soiling his pants.  Courtney Rose lingered very nearby, meticulously checking the functionality of her chosen phaser rifle—a type IX, if Tompkins was not mistaken.

Once satisfied with the weapon, Lieutenant Rose snapped shut the blinking power cell and carefully placed the bulky rifle on the bench next to Johnson.  “I’m as ready as I’m going to get,” she sighed.

Hardly the overwhelming support Tompkins was anticipating… but this was hardly an ordinary mission.  “Heh… I know how you feel,” he said, wandering toward the open storage locker to get a weapon for himself.  “I haven’t been this queasy since that Klingon burrito I had a few months ago.”

Rose shot him a quizzical glare.  “I didn’t know the Klingons made burritos…”

“They don’t,” Tompkins readily admitted.  “I don’t actually know what the hell it was.  And given your typical Klingon meal, I don’t want to speculate.  It was a damn burrito as far as I’m concerned.”

“Fair enough.”

Peering into the storage locker, Tompkins found seven fully charged phaser rifles ready and waiting.  The first one looked a little beaten, and the second one… well, it just didn’t suit him.  But the third rifle was more than adequate, and Tompkins thusly plucked it from the locker and popped the power cell for a quick inspection.  

Everything looked fine.

Meanwhile, tucked away in the secluded aft corner, Talyere hovered over the controls of the armory’s only computer terminal.  He was utterly oblivious to the friendly banter, but unlike Johnson, Talyere was hardly lost in space.  Indeed, his mind was sharp and focused, and when he finally turned away from the computer screen, the Overseer was ready to go.

“Our mission is a challenging one,” he said, “but not impossible.”

“Challenging…”  Tompkins forced a chuckle.  “Heh… That’s not the word I had in mind.”

“Insane?” Rose summarily offered.

“Yeah, that works.”

But Talyere was not convinced of the insanity.  “Remember, I spent a great many years aboard the Jevian.  Not only was I born and raised there, I also served as a member of the Conclave of Overseers for sixteen years.  Consequently, I am intimately familiar with its inner workings…”

But Lieutenant Rose was quick to counter.  “That’s assuming the Elorg haven’t upgraded their systems since you left.  We know they upgraded the tactical systems…”
Talyere shook his head.  “The Elorg are a stagnant people.  They have not changed in two hundred thousand years.  I highly doubt the error has been rectified in the previous five.”

The man had a point.  “So you really think we can get in there and blow that bad boy to smithereens?” asked Tompkins.

The question gave Talyere a moment’s pause.  “I believe it is possible to infiltrate the vessel and cause sufficient damage to disable the craft,” he said, carefully choosing each and every word.  Clearly, he didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up—but Talyere wasn’t one to exaggerate.  If he believed they could disable the Jevian, then there was indeed a fair chance that his prophecy would come to pass.

Tompkins smiled, reasserting his confidence for the benefit of the group.  “We don’t have anything to worry about,” he said—and he almost believed it.

“We had best proceed to the transporter room,” Talyere crisply interjected.  “If all goes well, we shall be on our way soon enough….”

• • •

Neelar Drayge made every effort to keep his eyes away from the viewscreen.  The Elorg armada was intimidating enough on sensors; he had little desire to see how the approaching fleet appeared in reality.  The sight would only serve to distract him—perhaps frighten him—and ultimately detract from his duties at the helm…

So, unflinching eyes glued to the helm, Drayge began his work.  “Here they come,” he warned.  There was a small wing of tactical fighters just ahead.  It didn’t look like they were headed for the Starlight, but he didn’t want to take any chances this early in the battle.  With a few simple keystrokes, the Starlight glided out of harm’s way.

Captain Christopher didn’t object to the course correction.  “Is the Jevian still in sight?” he inquired from his seat.  He seemed calm enough…  Even if it was a façade, it was more than enough for Drayge’s sanity to remain intact. 

He glanced at the sensors.  “The Jevian is still orbiting the gas giant.  They appear to be holding position.”  The same could not be said for the rest of the fleet.  There were too many sensor blips to count, but almost all of them were in motion in a hellish thrust toward the Federation fleet…

Captain Christopher discreetly braced himself for the coming onslaught.  Even if they made an attempt to bypass some of the armada, it was still virtually impossible for the Starlight to reach the Jevian unscathed.  There were just too many Elorg ships, and not enough allied ships to beat them down effectively.

“Any luck with the com system?” asked Christopher.

A solemn look upon her face, Erin Keller shook her head.  “If anything, it’s getting worse.”

Not what Drayge wanted to hear—but he didn’t have time to dwell upon the bad news.  Another wing of Elorg fighters was approaching, and this time their attack vector took them directly into the Starlight’s flight path.  Anticipating Captain Christopher’s order, Drayge readied the ship for action.

“Neelar,” he called just seconds later, “attack pattern delta!  We’re going to have to fight our way to the Jevian… and hope the others follow…”

It took only a moment for Drayge to execute the order.  “The Phoenix and the Madrid are falling into formation behind us,” he summarily noted, a hint of relief in his voice.

“The rest of our Fleet is following,” added Keller.

Drayge wasn’t about to let his guard down, so far… so good.  He deftly maneuvered the Starlight around the approaching tactical fighters, and watched with satisfaction as they very quickly vanished from sensors.  

“Five down,” mused Keller.  “Twenty nine thousand, nine hundred ninety-five to go…”

The numbers were daunting, but Captain Christopher wasn’t discouraged.  In fact, a slight, devious grin crept across his face.  “Let’s give them hell…”

An awesome maelstrom of fire swept through the raging battlefield as an entire tactical wing of Elorg fighters committed themselves to a suicidal voyage into the hull of a massive Klingon attack ship.  The ensuing flames quickly engulfed the Kron Class cruiser, and the few fighters that remained in the explosion’s crimson wake forged ahead into their next target, a nearby  Galaxy Class vessel.  In the blink of an eye, the three fighters careened into the helpless Federation vessel’s stardrive section.  As escape pods ejected from the dead hull, its massive, smoldering hulk drifted aimlessly through constant barrage of phaser fire before smashing into one of the Elorg warships.  Both vessels exploded into shimmering crimson flame.

Meanwhile, the Starlight led the charge into the fire.  Flanked by the Phoenix and the Madrid, it descended upon a pair of Garidian warbirds.  Weapons ablaze, both enemy targets made an effort to come about, but their utter lack of maneuverability proved fatal.  The Starlight’s phasers easily carved a crater into the first warbird’s hull.  It didn’t explode, but it was certainly disabled.  The second warbird was not so fortunate.  The Insignia Class Phoenix provided a lethal volley of transphasic torpedoes that shredded the Gardian warbird to pieces…

Together, the Federation fleet blasted through the roiling explosion—only to find more trouble on the other side…

“We’ve got six Phobian destroyers dead ahead!” shouted Lieutenant Marizex from tactical.  “One of them is damaged, but the rest have locked weapons!”

A flash of hazy turquoise light briefly illuminated the bridge as the lead ship took a pot shot at the Starlight.  The deck rumbled and Christopher was slightly shaken, but he instinctively knew the damage was negligible.  “Fire at will!”

A string of transphasic torpedoes subsequently lashed across the viewscreen, easily taking out two of the six Phobian craft.  A third took heavy damage and made efforts to retreat—while the remaining three ships forged ahead.  The Madrid took a few hits, as did the Phoenix, but the Starlight remained relatively unscathed.

As the Starlight maneuvered around the cluttered debris clouds, ten very large, very powerful Elorg warships soared onto the viewscreen.  They immediately unleashed a hellish wave of searing quantum torpedoes—and Christopher could see three of them hurtling directly at the Starlight—to his relief, Drayge saw the same thing.  The starship swiftly plunged out of the way, suffering nothing more than a glancing blow from the first of the three torpedoes.

“Shields down to ninety-two percent,” Marizex reported a moment later.

“And one of our torpedo launchers took some damage,” added Erin Keller.  “I’m already working to bring it back online!”

Satisfied that the battle itself was going well, Christopher’s attention summarily returned to the helm.  “How much longer until we reach the Jevian?”

Drayge’s deft fingers soared over the helm’s controls.  “We’re making good progress,” he promptly reported.  “We should reach our target in about ten minutes.”

The Starlight and its many allies weaved through a maze of smoldering debris and fiery explosions, maneuvering around Elorg warships in a very lethal dance.  With the massive gas giant looming in the distance, the Starlight and the Valiant Class Avenger converged upon a lone Elorg warship, weapons ablaze.  The Elorg ship shuddered as explosions ripped through its pristine and silvery hull—but the ship was hardly crippled, and it thusly dealt a deadly blow to the Avenger.  The tiny starship exploded in glittering storm of orange and yellow… and the Starlight forged ahead, its remaining allies in close pursuit.
Chapter Eight

They had warned him to leave… to take shelter on Earth or Starbase 54 or someplace far, far away from the front line.  They spoke of massive fleets and epic confrontations—of death and destruction on a scale he could not even begin to comprehend.  But Justin Reinbold was not swayed by those arguments.  

He was scared.  A faint and gentle whisper echoed from within the darkest recess of his chaotic mind.  It spoke to him in its haunting voice and insisted he prepare for the end—he had his chance for salvation and that time had come to pass.  His fate was now beyond his ability to control—and he was frightened indeed…

But he could not leave his home.  He could not part with the lone fragments of his once contented life.  Within its metallic bulkheads, the Starlight harbored all the pleasant memories Justin cared to recall—and perhaps more importantly, it had his friends.  He couldn’t leave them—danger be damned!  Friends were all that he had left.

And so he stayed.

It was a decision he had not yet come to regret.  Justin had seen hardship before.  He’d been stranded in a sweltering desert, incarcerated by the Velora, and more recently, the Elorg…  Of course, in those situations, Justin actually played some role in his continued existence.  This… this was different.

In the blink of an eye, he could very easily find himself vaporized in a massive explosion, his randomized molecules adrift in the cold, harsh vacuum of space.  Not a very pleasant thought, but these were not very pleasant times—as the view from his window quite clearly indicated.

The Starlight was on the move, hastily maneuvering through a fleet of enemy ships that numbered in the thousands.  He could see an almost constant barrage of phaser fire hammering at some unseen foe.  A few torpedoes occasionally stormed across the raging battlefield, and an explosion would usually follow.  All of it seemed somewhat distant…

Until the deck started to rattle.  

At first, Justin couldn’t put his finger on the rumbling’s source.  The ship hadn’t taken a hit, and the view out his window seemed to indicate the Starlight was in pretty good shape—one of the old Inkhezi class warships just exploded, spewing flame and debris into space… but the explosion was likely dozens of kilometers away.  This rumbling—it was close.   Very close.

Concern on the rise, Justin pulled himself away from the battle and wandered into his bedroom in search of his computer—and answers.  Unfortunately, it was nowhere to be seen.  He knew it was likely underneath one of the mountains of clothing on the floor, but…

The deck jolted.  An explosion rumbled in the distance and the strident groan of separating bulkheads sent a chill down Justin’s spine.  Suddenly, his computer terminal was not much of a concern.  He needed to get the hell away!

He raced back into the living room, grabbed his communicator from the table near the replicator and stormed into corridor—just in time to see a wall of roiling flame blow through the conduit at the far end of the corridor.  The ship summarily jolted, Justin’s legs turned to jelly, and he slammed into the deck face first, his chin scraping the metallic decking and leaving a good chunk of flesh in its wake.  Even before he jerked to a tentative stop, Justin could feel blood trickle from the wound.

But it didn’t really matter.  If he didn’t get the hell away from that explosion, a scratched chin would be the least of his problems…  So, oblivious to the blossoming pain, Justin scrambled back to his feet and bolted away from the explosion.
Her workstation suddenly on the verge of a power failure, Erin Keller was nonetheless able to determine the source of her sudden mire.  “Alan,” she shouted across the acrid haze that filled the bridge, “an EPS conduit just ruptured on deck six, section thirty-four!  The hull has fractured in three places—and its well on its way to becoming a breach!”

Christopher poked his head up through the smoke.  “Seal off that section!” he shouted over noise.

Keller was already on the said course of action, when the sensors bleeped yet again.  “Another EPS rupture!” she shouted.  “Deck seven, section five!”

But the ship took a hit before Christopher could respond.  The unexpected jolt wrecked his equilibrium and he careened back toward his seat—clipping one of the arms on his way down to the deck.  He hit the ground with a painful thud—but a quick analysis indicated he was still intact.

“We’ve got an Elorg warship on our tail!” Marizex summarily announced.  “It’s the Inkhezi…”

The flagship.

Xi’Yor’s ship.  

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “Lovely…”  He highly doubted Xi’Yor was aboard—he wouldn’t risk death or capture in a battle like this—but it was nonetheless a fine chance to strike at the heart of the new Cerebrate’s malevolence.  “Do we still have weapons?”

Marizex glanced at his console.  “Yes.”

Wearily climbing back into his chair, a slight grin managed to pervade Christopher’s otherwise stoic face.  “Use them…”

A string of transphasic torpedoes charged through the raging theater of war—gold stained portents of doom that cared little for anything unfortunate enough to get in their way.  And as the torpedoes approached, the Inkhezi made every effort to get out of the way.  The silvery behemoth gracefully came about to evade the onslaught, but the action was too little, too late.

The first of the torpedoes blew right through the shield grid, careening into the hull and unleashing a payload of quantum energy powerful enough to elicit a billowing plume of roiling flame.  None of the other torpedoes were so fortunate, and while they inflicted heavy damage to the shields, the Inkhezi itself remained—and despite the gaping, smoldering hull breach, the behemoth came about, weapons ablaze…

“Damn!”

For the fifth time in about as many seconds, Justin lost his footing.  He stumbled across the jittery deck and smashed into the wall, spattering it with blood from his increasingly painful wound.  Justin daintily dabbed at the wound with a finger—and quickly realized that it was more of a massive gash than a minor wound…  And considering the front of his shirt was soaked in blood, Justin suspected that it wasn’t his only wound.

He needed to get to sickbay.

Just one deck away, it was certainly a reasonable mission, even if the turbolifts were down—and he had no reason to believe they were.  So, making certain to stay close to the wall, he moved as quickly as his legs would take him and…

Someone screamed.

 It was loud, almost ear-piercing, and a sure bet that someone was in a heap of trouble.  It was also emanating from Justin’s aft.  By the explosion…
In the back of his mind, Justin knew it would be a simple matter to tell Sarah about the scream when he got to sickbay.  She would know what to do, and would most likely be able to do it without fear of passing out due to blood loss.  Justin, on the other hand, was suddenly on the verge of passing out due to the said blood loss…

But the screamer was not silenced.  In fact, she sounded like she was enduring some agonizing pain—and it was then that Justin realized that person, probably someone he knew, might not last long enough for Sarah to arrive.  

He tapped his communicator.  “Reinbold to Hartman!”

Nothing.

He tapped it again.  “Doctor Hartman!”

The only response was a painfully loud cry for help.  And it was coming from the corridor.  From ground zero.

Justin pulled in a nervous lungful of air.  The corridor behind him was dark.  It smelled of smoke and burning metal, and the possibility of a cataclysmic hull breach was still fresh in his mind.  But he couldn’t run away.  The Starlight crew was the closest thing he had to a family—they were the reason he chose to stay aboard, and he owed them everything, including his life.  

So he mustered every last ounce of courage within his damaged body and headed into the abyss…
The Starlight started to rattle, and Christopher instinctively knew the EPS rupture on deck seven was about to turn into something more than a minor situation.  “Erin,” he nervously called.

But he didn’t get much further than that—a beam of purple light suddenly streaked across the viewscreen.  It grazed the shields and shook the deck a bit more—but that was only the beginning.  A second blast soon followed, this one just as innocuous as the first.

Drayge furiously tapped away at the helm, but his actions didn’t seem to be doing much of anything, for a third shot soon struck the ship, jostling Christopher in his seat, but again providing little in the way of actual damage.

“The Inkhezi took heavy damage to its tactical systems,” noted Marizex as the fourth blast struck the Starlight’s shields.

Christopher clenched his fists.  “Where are our reinforcements?”

Marizex glanced back at his console.  “The Phoenix is closing in on the Jevian!  A few other ships are still behind us—but for the most part, our reinforcements are gone!”

The deck rattled once more—but this time there was no accompanying phaser beam on the viewscreen.  They were either struck by a stray torpedo, or—

Christopher grabbed hold of his chair.  “Brace for impact!”

A wall of flame suddenly burst through the Starlight’s forward hull, blowing a glittering torrent of sparks and debris into the void of space.  The force of the giant explosion immediately spun the ship into a manic, fiery cartwheel.  Flames spewed from the rampantly growing hull breach—and several more explosions summarily ripped into the blackened hull.

As the Starlight continued its descent into chaos, the Inkhezi loomed just a few kilometers away…

Neelar Drayge opened his eyes to chaos.  In the few seconds he was incapacitated by the explosion on deck seven, conditions rapidly deteriorated from bad to worse.  A fire raged near the viewscreen, damaged EPS conduits dangled from the ceiling, smoke filled the bridge, accompanied by a great deal of darkness.

“Sections four through ten on deck seven have been destroyed!” Erin Keller somberly announced.  “No casualty reports just yet, but… hopefully everyone got out in time…”

Not eager to think about such death and destruction, Drayge wiped the thick coat of newly fallen debris from the helm and concentrated on his work—and much to his horror, he had a lot of work to do.  “Captain!” he frantically called, eyes unwittingly glued to the viewscreen.

An instant later, Christopher saw the source of Drayge’s mire.  “The Jevian,” he grumbled.  “How long until we get there?”

Drayge glanced back at his console.  “Less than a minute.”

Christopher sighed.  “This should be interesting…”

 The explosions seemed to be over for the time being.  As he crept through the cold, dark remains of deck six, Justin Reinbold nonetheless felt ill at ease.  One stray torpedo could easily restore the chaos—but until that torpedo struck, Justin had a mission.

“Hello?”

He cautiously crept through the smoldering debris, constantly on the lookout for signs of life.  Much to his chagrin, he had yet to see anything, but he wasn’t about to give up.  There was someone trapped—and probably injured—nearby, and Justin refused to let that someone die.  Unfortunately, he was beginning to suspect he was already too late.

“Hello?”  He pushed aside a dangling EPS conduit and peered into the remains of a small science lab.  It was dark inside, but it looked empty.

Onto the next room…

Justin could already see his destination up ahead.  Crew quarters.  Badly damaged by the explosion—indeed, they were still on fire.  He didn’t know who lived inside, if anyone, but the odds for survival seemed low under the circumstances.  

He carefully weaved around a fallen bulkhead, stuck his head between the partially opened doors, and called into the night.  “Anyone home?”

Much as Justin expected, nobody responded… but in his mind’s eye, he saw something move in the dark.  The crackling fire might have cast a shadow on the floor—and his imagination could have just as easily glimpsed a similar movement—but Justin couldn’t be sure about the mysterious shadow until he was almost upon it.

The dark outline of a body lay in the smoldering soot.  Blood pooled underneath, still oozing from a piece of sharp metallic shrapnel jutting from the poor crewman’s abdomen.  Very carefully, Justin touched a hand to the body, moving it just enough to catch a starlit glimpse of the lifeless face.

She groaned.  Her eyes suddenly bolted open, filled with tremendous, unspeakable pain.  Words tried to form around her swollen lips, but nothing more than thick gobs of blood emerged.  She coughed—and amidst the manic convulsion, her face lingered momentarily in the starlight.

It was her.

Justin’s heart skipped a beat.  His mouth went dry.  Coherent thought evacuated his racing mind.

It.  Was.  Her.

He didn’t know what to do.  Run?  Cry?  Weep?  Every course of action simultaneously seemed valid, yet Justin could not bring himself to perform any of them.  He just knelt at her side, utterly paralyzed with fear—for sprawled out on the ground before him was Megan Reinbold…
“Mom?”

She didn’t respond.

“MOM?”  Panicked, Justin reached out to touch her one last time, to comfort her in her final moments.  But she was already gone.

Literally.

His hand came down upon the decking.  It was cold, bloodless, and empty.  She had never been there in the first place—and Justin now had but a single goal:  get the hell away!

He bolted, vacating the area as fast as his legs could take him.  He burst through the doors, leapt over the fallen bulkhead, and treaded the soiled decking at a pace so utterly swift that his surroundings morphed into a grayish blur.  He didn’t even know where he was going, nor did he care, as long as he got away.

But the sentiment was short lived, for Justin soon found himself struggling to maintain his wicked pace.  A twinge of pain poked at his abdomen, his breathing became labored and ragged—and then he tripped.  On what, Justin knew not, but it was enough to shatter his hopes for escape.  He smacked into the deck at full speed, rolled through a pile of sharp, smoldering debris...

And came to a stop just inches from Ensign Littleton.  She was huddled beside the wall, nervously cradling a badly injured arm.  Her face was badly scraped, and if Justin wasn’t mistaken, there was bone jutting through the area that should have been her left knee.

Without thinking, he knelt down by her side and placed a hand upon her shoulder.  “Claire,” he whispered. 

She didn’t respond.

Justin nervously clenched his teeth.  “Claire,” he repeated, this time with a bit more force.  “We need to get you to sickbay!”

Her eyes fluttered open.  She didn’t say anything, nor did she need to.  Justin knew what had to be done, and he would make sure that it happened.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” he whispered.

Blazing phaser beams sliced into the hull of a Phobian destroyer.  Roiling flame tore through the scorched metallic hull and the vessel tried to flee—but the pilot made a terminal error, and the ship careened into an approaching Garidian warbird.  Both vessels exploded in a wicked ball of flame—and the Starlight forged ahead, blasting through the fiery wake and onto its next target.

From afar, six more starships fell into formation alongside the Starlight—stragglers separated from their own battle groups.  Together the newly formed fleet soared into orbit of Adin Kel V, gliding over the azure planet’s massive ring system, and straight into hell’s maw.

The Jevian loomed at the ring system’s edge.  It was virtually alone, and the few ships protecting it did not bother to move.  They didn’t need to, for the Jevian’s impressive tactical systems far exceeded anything those few warships had to offer.  Already, dozens of ragged blue phaser beams lashed randomly at the approaching fleet.  

The Starlight deftly maneuvered around several of the phaser beams, but a few nonetheless made contact, and the shield grid was thusly aglow in azure light.  The Starlight returned fire in tandem with all six of its companions, a torrent of phaser beams and torpedoes hurtling across the raging battlefield.  Flames summarily rippled across the Jevian’s mighty shield grid, prompting the leviathan to retreat deeper into the ring system.

The fleet followed, but the battle suddenly acquired an unexpected complication in the form of the planet itself.  As the Jevian retreated, the many craggy asteroids that formed Adin Kel’s ring system began to shift and churn in the behemoth’s wake.  Most of the Federation fleet was able to evade the giant asteroids, but one of the Galaxy Class vessels was not so fortunate.  A large, rocky asteroid plowed through its weakened shield grid and shattered the main deflector.  Seconds later, the entire ship exploded in a sea of flame.

Standing quietly atop the transporter platform, Courtney Rose expelled an impatient sigh.  She checked her phaser rifle’s power cell.  Then she checked it again.  It was unlikely the unit suffered any damage in the ten minutes since she left the armory—and as her cursory check clearly indicated, the hunch was correct indeed.  But Courtney was getting tired of standing on the transporter platform.

And it must have showed.

“Fear not,” whispered Talyere.  He stood calmly at Courtney’s side, an island of tranquility in the vast ocean of chaos.  “We will be on our way soon enough.”

Courtney bit her lip.  “Soon enough isn’t quite soon enough,” she mused.  “I wonder what’s taking so long?”

“The Elorg are a formidable adversary,” Talyere replied.

“Oh, I’m well aware of their handiwork,” Courtney retorted, her voice brimming with a bit more force than she intended.  It was an error she hastily rectified.  “I was stationed aboard DS9 when Eredas-Il attacked.”

Talyere provided a sympathetic glare.  “I am sorry to hear that,” he said.

“So am I.”

And on that note, the conversation came to a halt.  The deck rumbled, and though it felt the same as the previous ten strikes, Courtney instinctively knew that Talyere was correct in his analysis.  They would be on their way soon enough.

Commander Tompkins stood beside Flora Sanders at the workstation a few meters away.  He had been keeping a close eye on the battle, and this latest rumbling certainly piqued his attention.  “We made it,” he announced just moments later.

But that was only half the battle.  “Now we have to disable it,” Courtney promptly reminded—and as her patience began to dwindle, she was again tempted to check that power cell…

She resisted the urge, instead resurrecting the long sigh that initiated her conversation with Talyere.  “I’m not usually this antsy,” she summarily admitted to the Overseer.  “It’s just… I don’t frequently engage in covert tactical missions with no chance for survival.”

The faintest of smiles cracked Talyere’s stoic face.  “That is a good thing,” he politely insisted.  “One should never grow accustomed to warfare.”

“Is that why you’re so calm?”  Courtney could feel the color drain from her face the moment the question escaped her parted lips.  It wasn’t the most tactful question in the universe, nor was it the most appropriate time to discuss such things.

Still, Talyere took the question in stride.  “I have seen my fair share of combat,” he stated, the faint smile still lingering upon his ashen lips.  “But the horrors of warfare are not yet lost upon my tormented soul.  The prospects of our mission are daunting indeed, and I am not immune to those feelings—but I am nonetheless certain that we will prevail.”

Courtney furrowed her brow.  “How can you say that?”

Talyere shrugged.  “Because I have faith.”  It was as simple as that.

A burst of swirling violet light shot across the viewscreen.  Alan Christopher instantly recognized it as a graviton torpedo, and he promptly prepared himself for the coming onslaught—but just when it looked like the torpedo was about to strike, the Prometheus eclipsed the viewscreen and summarily exploded in a torrent of crimson light.

Christopher allowed himself a brief sigh of relief—but at the same time a heavy weight seemed to befall his shoulders.  There were nearly 600 people aboard the Prometheus, and it was almost certain that all of them were dead.  In his mind’s eye, Christopher could recount dozens of similar explosions on both sides of the fight.  People were dying.

With every moment that passed, the death toll climbed higher and higher—it was already unfathomably high—and until the Jevian was out of commission, that unfortunate number was sure to grow.  Christopher had seen enough death for one day…  “We need to lower the Jevian’s shields!  Now!”

Unfortunately, the news from Erin Keller was not good.  “The Phoenix and the Madrid are both disabled,” she promptly reported.  “Six hundred twenty-two more of our ships have broken through the front lines, but they won’t be here for another five or six minutes!”

“Can we hail them?”

Keller shook her head.  “Not yet…”

And if Christopher’s mental picture of the battle was accurate, the loss of the Phoenix and the Madrid left the Starlight in a very unfortunate position.  “We’re on our own…”
Adding insult to injury, Lieutenant Marizex chose that moment to provide his tactical report: “The Jevian’s shields are at ninety-eight percent.  They have sustained nominal damage…” 
Christopher clenched his jaw.  His mind was racing through possible—and mostly implausible—strategies to defeat the Jevian’s shield grid, and even at his breakneck mental speed, he came up empty.  It was certainly the worst possible moment for a mental block—but there were reasons why Christopher wasn’t the only one on the bridge.

“Captain.”  Neelar Drayge glanced back from the helm looking somewhat optimistic.  “I think I might have an idea…”
Blasting through the numerous asteroids impeding its swift forward movement, the Starlight descended upon the Jevian at an almost leisurely pace.  Meanwhile, a pair of Phobian destroyers weaved through the rocky debris at a much faster rate.  Soon joined by a hulking Elorg warship, they made every effort to pummel the Starlight into oblivion…

But their weapons missed by a wide margin, and the Starlight cruised gently across the Jevian’s rampantly flickering shield grid—suddenly under siege by friendly fire.

Drayge was still grinning as the giant explosions ripped into the Jevian’s shields—and rightfully so.  In one fell swoop, he might have turned the battle’s tide to favor the Federation.  Christopher had to admit, the young Bolian had come a long way from their first rendezvous with the Elorg five years ago—and that brought a smile to Christopher’s face.

“Impressive.”

Drayge nodded accordingly as he adjusted their flight path.  “The Jevian’s shield grid is so powerful that it tends to obscure our power signature—that, in turn, makes the Starlight a lot more difficult to target.”  His grin faded a touch with the next piece of information.  “Unfortunately, they can compensate.”
“But the damage has been done!” exclaimed Erin Keller.  “The Jevian’s shields are down to forty-six percent!”

It seemed unlikely the Elorg would continue to pummel the Jevian, but Christopher knew a decent tactic when he saw one.  Even if the Elorg knocked the shields down just a little bit further, it would be worth a second run at the city ship.

Christopher grabbed hold of his command chair, knowing this second run might be a little bumpier than the first.   “Neelar,” he called, “attack pattern Omega-5!  Every one else… fire at will!”

The orders were carried out to the degree of excellence Christopher had come to expect from his crew.  With in moments the engines roared and the Starlight barrel-rolled across the Jevian’s flickering shield grid.  A few blazing blue disruptor beams lanced the Starlight’s shields, but they did little to impact the already rough ride.

“The Elorg aren’t quite taking the bait this time,” Keller interjected during a slight lull in the chaos.

Christopher had gathered as much.  While the Jevian was certainly prolific in its continued bombardment, none of the other ships seemed to eager to open fire.  “They don’t want to damage the Jevian,” he grumbled.  “Unfortunately, they have to lower the Jevian’s shields, because we certainly can’t do it alone!”

“Maybe we should ask them to help?” chirped Keller, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

Christopher smiled. The thought had crossed his mind—but he highly doubted the Elorg would respond favorably to the suggestion.  “You have any more brilliant ideas, Neelar?”

The Bolian shook his head.  “Sorry, Captain,” he said without looking up from the helm.

The deck jolted, just as a blazing blue torpedo slammed into the Starlight’s faltering shields.  Christopher held onto his chair with a mighty grip, and his efforts were sufficient to keep him in place—but he was beginning to wonder just how much longer until that fortune changed.  “How many torpedoes do we have left?”
Marizex glanced down at his console.  “Five hundred and forty-seven.”

Tapping a short sequence of commands into his console, Christopher glanced back at the tactical officer and said, “Load all fifteen torpedo tubes.”  He sent his data to the tactical station.  “Target these coordinates and fire on my mark.”

The coordinates weren’t anything special.  According to the computer, they were merely the weakest location on the Jevian’s shield grid—and if the Elorg weren’t going to pummel that area with weapons fire, then somebody had to.  Christopher just hoped it would be enough.

He was about to find out.

Again bracing himself for a rough ride, Christopher grabbed hold of his chair, pulled in a lungful of nervous air, and then gave the order to fire.
Chapter Nine

Kendall Johnson wasn’t eager to die.  More specifically, he wasn’t ready to have his skull shattered by an angry Elorg protector—nor was he particularly excited about his chances of getting vaporized.  There were literally a hundred different ways to get killed aboard the Jevian, and having spent the last ten minutes standing atop the transporter platform, Johnson had been able to envision most of those grisly deaths.

Despite Talyere’s repeated assurances, Johnson knew that the chance of surviving the mission was low.  Certainly lower than Talyere wanted to believe, but then again, old Talyere had a lot of faith in himself.  And his sacred chi-goehs.  Johnson, unfortunately, believed in science, and in this instance, that meant a five percent chance for survival.

Five percent was a generous figure, in Johnson’s opinion, but he suspected anything lower than that might cause him to faint.  Or worse.  Then again, fainting was not such a bad idea—it would grant him a reprieve from the incredulous suicide mission.  Unfortunately, it would also doom the entire mission to failure, because someone needed to deactivate the Jevian’s reactor… and the chi-goehs weren’t going to be there to help.

The com suddenly bleeped, effectively ending Johnson’s analysis of his pending demise.  When he blinked himself back into existence, he saw Tompkins tap at his communicator.  “I hope you’ve got news for me,” he said into the shiny Starfleet insignia on his chest.

“The Jevian’s shields are down,” came Captain Christopher’s static-filled voice a scant moment later.  “You’d better get moving!”

“Heh…”  A slight grin crossed Tompkins’ face.  He was also well aware of the mission’s insurmountable odds—but unlike Johnson, he actually liked a monumental challenge.  “I’ll be sure to give the Elorg your regards,” he said, already hefting his bulky phaser rifle.
“You do that,” said Christopher with a chuckle.  “See you when you get back.”

“Absolutely.”  He reached for his communicator.  “Tompkins out.”

The very second the conversation concluded, Talyere made his presence known at the transporter station.  “Put us down at these coordinates,” he said, alluding to a fairly nondescript area several decks from the reactor core.

And a quizzical gaze summarily formed upon Flora Sanders’ face.  “I can get you closer to the reactor,” she said, pointing to an area les than a dozen meters from the core.

Talyere immediately struck down the notion.  “If we beam to those coordinates,” he said, “we will activate a special protocol designed to neutralize the transporter beam.  We will never rematerialize…”

Not surprisingly, that was number ninety-four on Johnson’s list of ways to die—but it seemed that particular situation would be averted.  He hadn’t really expected that one to come to fruition, anyway.

Sanders obviously hadn’t considered the possibility, for she still looked slightly surprised by mention of such a protocol.  Arching a curious brow, she cast her gaze upon Talyere and quietly said, “I guess we’ll go with your coordinates.”

The Overseer nodded agreeably.  “Please do.”

As Erin Keller brushed aside the thin layer of soot that covered her workstation, she suddenly took note of the four tiny blips wandering amidst her schematic of the Jevian.  “The away team is gone,” she announced, relieved to see they made it in one piece.

Much to Keller’s chagrin, that was the only piece of good news to be had.  The bridge was in shambles—indeed, the entire ship was in bad shape—and most of the computer workstations were barely functional at best.  Flames still flickered in places, a thick crimson-hued fog loomed in the acrid air…

And the helm was bleeping.  “All of our reinforcements have been disabled or destroyed,” Drayge nervously stated, though that was not certainly not the source of his distress.  “We have company.”

Keller glimpsed it on her console the very instant Drayge finished speaking.  “It’s the Inkhezi,” she said.  “They’re on a direct intercept course, weapons locked!”

Christopher bit his lip.  “I was really hoping they got creamed.”

Keller shook her head.  “No such luck, little buddy.”

He sighed.  “Then maybe we can help them along…”

That would have been ideal, and Keller was all for the Inkhezi’s complete and total destruction.  But the aforementioned bad news did not end with the bridge.  “Unfortunately, we don’t have any weapons to speak of,” she grimly noted, “and our com channels are still being jammed—our communication array took a hit during our last little scrape.  One ship is enough to keep us silent now.”

Christopher wearily leaned back into his chair and, amidst a heavy sigh, said, “Not good…”

Courtney Rose knew the Jevian was going to be big.  She had seen the schematics.  She had read the status reports.  She even paid attention to most of Talyere’s longwinded briefing (the anecdotes about his childhood were both marginally interesting and completely uninteresting).  Still, none of that could have prepared her for the ship’s true enormity.

Talyere’s coordinates were located in a seemingly nondescript area a few decks away from the reactor core.  On most starships, one would have expected to find bland storage facilities or crew quarters, but even the Jevian’s allegedly meager lower decks managed to impress.

Courtney stood beside Kendall Johnson at the end of a long, wide corridor.  The sleek obsidian walls gradually opened up into a circular veranda that housed in its center a large computer kiosk that looked more decorative than functional.  Five large gray spheres ringed the kiosk, none of them appearing to serve any true purpose…

“What is this place?”

Talyere was already approaching the kiosk.  “Entertainment facility forty-seven,” he calmly noted.  “They have enhanced it since my last visit.”

“Entertainment?”  Courtney had to frown.  Unless those vestigial spheres possessed some sort of magical quality, nothing in the vicinity seemed overly entertaining.  Unfortunately, they had not the time to chat. 

With this clearly in mind, Commander Tompkins bypassed the enigmatic spheres and a pensive Talyere to gain control of the computer kiosk.  “I estimate we’ve got no more than five minutes before all hell breaks loose,” he said, already tapping at the foreign controls.

With a few quick keystrokes, Tompkins managed to interface his tricorder with the system.  The Elorg text quickly vanished, replaced by the vastly more readable Federation Standard.  With those changes in place, his deft fingers expertly navigated the console until a holographic schematic of the Jevian flittered overhead.

It was then that Courtney realized the spheres might be some sort of holographic projectors.

Talyere peered into the hologram.  “We have a fair amount of terrain to cover,” he said, alluding to the reactor core several decks away.  

Courtney quickly downloaded the schematics into her tricorder and brought forth a rudimentary two-dimensional version on its screen.  The entertainment facility had three exists—one to the left, one to the right, and the one directly behind them.  “We need to head left,” Rose quickly determined, “unless, of course, that way is booby trapped…”

A faint smile graced Talyere’s ashen lips.  “It is not,” he assured her.

Tompkins hefted his weapon.  “Then let’s haul ass,” he said, already headed for the exit.

With a few careful keystrokes, Talyere cleared the holographic Jevian from the computer kiosk’s memory and followed Tompkins’ example.  Courtney waited for the oh-so-silent Kendall Johnson to catch up, and together they fell into place behind Talyere.  
“Try to keep us nearby.”

Eyes once again locked onto the expansive helm, Neelar Drayge made every effort to keep the Starlight in a position relatively near the Jevian.  Considering the behemoth’s incredible size, the task was, theoretically, not that difficult.  But Drayge wasn’t much into theories.  “I’ll do my best,” he said between course corrections, “but it’s not going to be—”

And the rumbling deck suddenly did well to enhance his rather daunting predicament.  Drayge was able to compensate for the jolt, keeping the Starlight away from the Inkhezi’s stray torpedo… but the effort put unwanted distance between them and the Jevian.

Through the scarlet haze, Captain Christopher provided an understanding glance.  “I see what you mean,” he said.

Talyere liked to think himself in decent shape.  While he never spent a great deal of time in the Starlight’s gym, he frequently participated in away missions and other assorted activities, and he logged a fair number of hours in the holodeck.  Evidently his efforts, though valiant, were insufficient.

Barely a hundred meters into the trek through the Jevian, Talyere was feeling a bit winded.  Granted, there was some debris on the deck, and the air aboard the city ship was always a bit thin, but that was no excuse for his sudden sloth.  Assuming he survived the next hour, Talyere would make every effort to spend additional time in the gym.

Assuming he survived…

Lieutenant Rose’s tricorder started to bleep.  The petite young woman slackened her considerable pace to peruse the contents of her screen—and was summarily disheartened by what she saw.  “We’ve got company,” she grimly announced.  “Twelve meters aft, and they’re moving like bats out of hell!”

Though his experience with the seemingly endless supply of human colloquialisms was limited, Talyere assumed that meant the Elorg protectors were moving with due haste.

He was not.

And that was a problem.

“Engaging them in hand-to-hand combat is suicide,” Talyere noted.  “These are undoubtedly some of the Bloc’s finest protectors, and they will not hesitate to inflict severe damage upon those unfortunate enough to get in their way.”

“Heh.”  Commander Tompkins’ eyes widened.  “Then we won’t give them a chance,” he said, and in one quick motion, he pointed his phaser rifle at the ceiling and opened fire.

A beam of ragged orange energy sliced into the lights overhead, prompting a torrent of sparks and debris to fall to the metallic deck.  It was clearly insufficient to impede the protectors’ progress, and Tompkins fired again, this time dislodging a rather large bulkhead from above.  The smoldering beam of twisted metal crashed to the deck amidst a cloud of smoke and wisps of flame…

And Tompkins was already on his way, forging ahead into the unknown with considerable speed.  “That should keep them busy.”

Talyere shook his head.  “Not for long.”

The deck rattled, and Alan Christopher could feel the ship starting to come apart.  It was more of a premonition than an actual parting of bulkheads, but the end result was, mentally, the same.  It started breeding those dark thoughts in the back of Christopher’s mind.  The ones he tried not to think about…  The ones that would haunt his dreams for years to come.

Those were the kind of thoughts that could change a person forever, and Christopher was quite certain that, given enough of those thoughts, he himself might change.  He didn’t like change.  A change of clothes was always welcome, maybe a little something different for dinner on occasion… but anything beyond that was treading thin ice.  It was unfamiliar, uncomfortable, and most times unwanted.

It was change.

But change was coming, and like it or not, Christopher would have to suffer through it.  Or get mentally stuck in the past, but that inspired thoughts of temporal mechanics and if there was one thing he hated more than change, it was that.  So Christopher clenched his jaw and decided to deal with all of the unpleasantness later.

“Shields are down to forty-two percent,” called Marixex just a scant moment later, effectively drawing Christopher’s wandering mind back into the battle.

He glanced up at the viewscreen to see the Inkhezi looming just a few hundred meters aft.  The warship launched several torpedoes into the fray, but an apparent problem with their targeting sensors prompted most of those torpedoes to miss by a considerable margin.  Unfortunately, the few that did impact the Starlight’s shields did well their job…

The deck jolted with explosive force, knocking the ensign at the engineering station to the ground.  Christopher briefly parted ways with the command chair, but his death grip on the arms kept him from flying into the helm.

Drayge, seemingly in defiance of the ship’s artificial gravity, remained in place, furiously pecking away at the helm in a futile maneuver to keep the Starlight near the Jevian.  “I can’t shake them!” he said as another torpedo skirted the shields.

The Inkhezi had to go.  There was no doubt about.  But lacking weapons, the Starlight was in no position to forcefully remove the dreaded warship from the battlefield—and Christopher was thusly forced to partake in a more daring plan.  “Bring us closer to the planet,” he said.  “Hopefully we can lose them in the ring system!”

Lucas Tompkins didn’t think his legs had the capability to move so quickly.  Then again, he wasn’t entirely certain if he actually had control over his legs.  So quickly were they treading the Jevian’s metallic deck, it seemed they had a mind of their own.  Tompkins barely had to think about his speed and direction—he just had to go.

Courtney was keeping up with no problem, and Kendall was never far behind—but Talyere was beginning to lag and if they didn’t reach the reactor core soon, that was going to be a problem.  Lucas knew that he couldn’t leave Talyere behind, but… 

ZAP!

A flash of blazing purple light suddenly overcame Lucas.  His forward momentum came to an utter halt and as he stumbled back a few steps, his hands and face began to sting.

“It’s a level ten forcefield,” gleaned Kendall from his chirping tricorder.  “There’s… there’s one about ten behind us as well.”

“Damn it!”  Lucas clenched his fists and started to hurtle them into the forcefield—but knowing that prolonged explore to a level ten forcefield could cause some serious damage, he restrained himself and instead expelled an angry sigh.  “We’ve come all this way only to be stopped by some piece of shit forcefield?  Heh!  I don’t think so!”

Without even thinking, Lucas reached for his phaser and aimed for one of the emitters on the ceiling overhead.  He intended to blast his way through to the reactor core if necessary—but much to his chagrin, his efforts were utterly futile.

Nothing happened.

He pulled the trigger a second time, just to make sure—and much as before, the phaser remained inert.

“Dampening field,” said Talyere.  “I should have expected this.”

“Why didn’t you?” Tompkins quickly shot back.  There was frustration, if not anger, behind his words, and he fully expected an answer…

But Courtney didn’t give Talyere a chance to respond.  “Is there another way to the core?”  She was already sifting through her map of the Jevian, but Talyere would likely be able to provide the necessary information far quicker.

And he did.  “Several,” said the Overseer.  “Unfortunately, all remaining routes to the core are highly indirect.  We no longer have sufficient time to reach them.”

Kendall glanced back at his tricorder.  “Those protectors should be catching up with us any minute now.”

Lucas angrily peered through the vaguely shimmering forcefield.  There, not more than three meters away, was an access hatch that ran almost perpendicular to the reactor.  And it was suddenly impossible to reach.  “Insufficient time…” he grumbled.  “Hell, if we don’t get by this forcefield, we’ve got all the time in the world.”

“Until those protectors get here,” Courtney added.

It might have been a joke, but Lucas wasn’t laughing.  Thankfully, Courtney redeemed herself a split second later.

“I might have an idea,” she said, crouching down beside a rather large piece of wall covering that had partially peeled away from the wall’s metallic base.  With a firm tug, she yanked free the damaged section and held it high for Lucas to inspect.

It looked fairly sturdy, and Kendall’s continued silence seemed to confirm the notion.  Lucas knew that Kendall had already scanned the piece four or five times; if something about the shrapnel had been faulty, he would have spoken up.  

Satisfied that the shrapnel could cause some damage, Lucas stepped aside and allowed Courtney to do her work.  She carefully angled for the overhead emitter, and in one swift maneuver, drove the metallic shrapnel into it—and the entire piece of debris shattered into a billion little pieces upon impact.  Most of them smashed into the forcefield and vaporized; the rest fluttered to the already filthy deck.

Surprised by the outcome, Courtney proffered a bewildered shrug.  “Well, I didn’t say it was a good idea…”
Adin Kel was quite the planet.  In his many years, Neelar Drayge had seen many large gas giants… so many, in fact, that Adin Kel wasn’t even in the top ten.  But the planet was not without its charms, and Drayge had to admit, its incredibly massive ring system was certainly noteworthy.

From afar it had been relatively easy to navigate.  Most of the tiny fragments of rock and ice were easily cast aside by the navigational deflector—and those too large to move were simple to maneuver around.  Unfortunately for Drayge, simplicity made its exit the moment the Starlight ventured deeper into the field.

Asteroids were everywhere.  They were massive, many of them could be considered moons in another planet’s orbit—but trapped in Adin Kel’s ring system, they were another small part of the much larger whole.  And maneuvering around them was hellish indeed.

Drayge tried to keep the ship steady, never allowing his eyes to drift from the helm controls—and he had a fair degree of success.  Occasionally one of the medium-sized fragments would graze the shields… but it was the other impacts that made things truly difficult.

“The Inkhezi is gaining on us,” said Erin Keller from ops.  “Twenty-four thousand kilometers and closing!”

And for added effect, the Elorg chose that moment to attack the ship.  Drayge saw the torpedo on sensors long before it could strike, and he maneuvered the Starlight accordingly… but his evasive maneuvers were insufficient, and the torpedo clipped the shields.  The decking rumbled and for one horrifying moment, the helm controls flittered away.

Without thinking, Drayge moved for still glowing emergency controls on the left side of his console—but before he had the chance to engage the emergency thrusters, helm control—thankfully—returned.

And not a moment too soon.  Another torpedo graced the sensors just moments later.  Drayge started to evade, but the torpedo was nowhere near the Starlight.  A quick glance up at the viewscreen explained it all—the torpedo carved into one of the larger asteroids in the Inkhezi’s path.  As the giant rock shattered, the Elorg warship plowed through the debris.  Huge chunks of rock smashed into its pocked hull—but the warship forged ahead undeterred.

“Apparently their structural integrity is a bit better than ours,” noted Marizex.

Captain Christopher nodded.  “Obviously.”  He peered into the viewscreen for just a moment longer before the encroaching warship inspired him into action.  “Christopher to engineering!”

Jayla Trinn pulled herself away from the inner workings of the anodyne relays, wiped her soiled hands on the front of her uniform, and then touched her communicator—she still managed to leave a fingerprint smudge.  With a sigh, she came to her feet and said, “Trinn here!”

“Jayla,” came the Captain’s voice a scant second later, “where the heck are the weapons?  Should I go down to the shuttlebay with a hand phaser and start picking off the Elorg manually… or can you do something about my little dilemma?”

Thankfully, Trinn had been anticipating this call since the very first EPS rupture—and her time spent with the anodyne relays was about to prove most valuable.  “I just finished rerouting main power through the secondary systems,” she said, glancing at her handiwork just to make sure she spoke the truth.  “You should have phasers!”

“Should?”  Christopher provided a hesitant chuckle.  “That doesn’t sound very encouraging!”

Trinn agreed completely, and she wished that she could provide Christopher with a more concrete answer, but the numerous EPS ruptures on deck seven were creating ten kinds of hell for the power grid.  As such, she couldn’t make any guarantees.  “Take it or leave it,” she mused.

Christopher wasn’t about to argue.  “I’ll take it,” he readily replied.  Hesitant as Trinn might have been about her repair job, Christopher knew well her skills.  She was a highly competent engineer, and if she thought the phasers were operational, he was damn well going to believe it.

Sure enough, the tactical station started to chirp just seconds later.  “The phaser array is coming back online,” said Marizex.  

Through the acrid crimson haze, Christopher glanced back at his tactical officer.  “Target their warp core!”

Marizex smiled.  “With pleasure.”

Swift and agile, like a gazelle, the Starlight weaved through the thickening asteroid field, over and around a massive, craggy rock that literally dwarfed the Akira class starship.  The ensuing cheetah loomed nearby, plowing through the very same rocky wasteland in search of its prey—but before it could make the kill, the Inkhezi was faced with the unexpected.

The Starlight came about, weapons ablaze.  It immediately made a pass at the Elorg warship, laying down considerable phaser fire as it flanked the Inkhezi’s starboard hull.  The giant Elorg warship started to retreat, but to no avail—the Starlight’s phasers ripped through the flickering shields and plowed directly into the Inkhezi’s smoldering hull, calling forth a massive explosion that left in its wake a massive, gaping breach.
In that same instant, sparks danced across the Starlight’s hull.  Twisted metal tore away from the ship, and in a few devastating seconds, the entirety of the phaser array was decimated.
Jayla Trinn jammed her angrily clenched fist into her workstation.  “Damn it!”  She slapped her communicator.  “Bridge… we’re back to square one!”

Alan Christopher could see pieces of the phaser array floating across the viewscreen.  That was indeed a fairly good indicator that they were, in fact, a few spaces prior to the aforementioned square one.  “What happened?”

An audible sigh made its way through the com system.  “Another EPS overload,” grumbled the engineer.  “Don’t worry, I’m already on it!  I don’t know how, but we’ll have some sort of weapons in a few minutes.”

Dire as that might have seemed, Christopher had no choice but to quip, “Should I have my hand phaser standing by?”

Trinn actually managed to chuckle.  “I’ll let you know!  Engineering out.”

Chapter Ten

“There are four of them, moderately armed.”

Protector Yulaan was not overly concerned about the enemy’s numbers.  They were trapped like caged animals near a junction in the corridor ahead, and he would destroy them all the same.  

Four.

Eight.

Fifteen.

It mattered not.  Yulaan would eliminate the intruders and be done with the matter, regardless of the High Overseer’s command.  Intruders aboard the Jevian were not tolerated, and as far as Yulaan was concerned, death was the only viable option.

Much to his chagrin, his impressionable young underlings were more concerned about currying the High Overseer’s favor than ensuring the sovereignty of the Jevian.  They would ensure at least some of the intruders made it to the interrogation chamber alive.

“They should be in the vicinity,” said the underling as they passed through one of the forcefields.  His pace was slow and deliberate, as if locating the intruders in an empty corridor might prove challenging.

Yulaan sighed.  Without even acknowledging the inept underling, he hefted his bulky disruptor and prepared to dispatch his adversary.  And perhaps the underling.  But before he could take any action, Yulaan was left with the distinct feeling that something was amiss.

Two seconds later, he stepped into a junction in the corridor, his body zapping as he exited the forcefield.  A frown upon his face, Yulaan glared back at the underling.  “I though they were near the junction…”

“As did I.”  The underling peered into his scanner, utterly confounded by the data before him.  He either had no idea how to operate the technology or… …Yulaan could not fathom a second possibility.

“What?”

The underling shrugged.  “I’m not detecting them!”

Shocked by the underling’s incredible stupidity, Yulaan ripped both the scanner and a fair amount of flesh from the incompetent whelp’s hand—and sure enough, the four intruders were gone.  “They didn’t just disappear!” spat Yulaan.  He stepped back into the containment area and checked again for the intruders.  “They were behind a level ten forcefield!  They have to be around here somewhere!  Is this the proper corridor?”

The underling peered down the three adjacent corridors.  Armed and equally confused protectors—the rest of the tactical squads—were approaching from all three walkways.  “It has to be the right corridor!”

Without any hesitation, Yulaan pointed his weapon at the incompetent underling and opened fire.  A beam of bluish purple light summarily sliced into his chest.  The wretch began to scream, but his lungs (and the rest of his body) vaporized before any of those vocalizations became audible.

Yulaan immediately grabbed the nearest of the approaching protectors by the chest.  “Get additional reinforcements,” he hissed, angrily shoving the underling back from whence he came.

Fearing Yulaan’s wrath, the remaining protectors scattered in a desperate search for the fugitive intruders—and five seconds later, Yulaan himself had a smoldering hole in his chest...

As his lifeless body hit the deck, a faint ripple of light quickly unsheathed Talyere Rosat’s body from within.  The Overseer knelt at Yulaan’s side, closed shut his blazing orange (and still furious) eyes—and then pulled a small triangular tab from the dead protector’s belt.

“This will allow us to pass through the forcefield,” Talyere explained, carefully holding the device up to the light for inspection.

Courtney Rose and Kendall Johnson flittered back into existence a few seconds later, followed closely by a somewhat elated Lucas Tompkins.  “Thank you, Tomalak!” he exclaimed.

Personal cloaking devices were nothing new.  Indeed, Talyere was fairly confident the Federation had at the very least experimented with a similar technology.  But the Romulans were masters of deception, and had long ago perfected the cloak—and luckily, Praetor Tomalak spoke not in jest when he offered his assistance.  For that, Talyere was eternally grateful.

Unfortunately, there was no time to extol Tomalak’s generosity.  “It is only a matter of time before the protectors return,” whispered Talyere.  “We had best make our way to the reactor.”

And without a word, the entire group set into motion.

Alan Christopher was starting to worry.  The fight with the Inkhezi had drifted well into the Adin Kel ring system, taking the Starlight a considerable distance from the Jevian.  He wasn’t ready to panic just yet, but if they didn’t return to the Elorg city ship soon… four more deaths might rest upon his shoulders.

Shifting nervously in the command chair, he turned his gaze upon Erin Keller.  “What is our status?” 

Her ethereal brown eyes were a welcome, soothing sight, even if the words that accompanied them were hardly reassuring.  “Our shields have failed.  We don’t have any weapons, the subspace transceiver is offline, and we have massive hull breaches on decks six and seven.  Sickbay reports eighty-four casualties… and five fatalities.  Six people are still missing.  Doctor Hartman is setting up triage facilities in the mess hall and in cargo bay two.”
Five more dead.

Christopher lowered his head briefly in remorse… but his silent vigil was interrupted in its infancy.  

“Captain,” came Drayge’s suddenly panicked voice.  “The Inkhezi—it’s moving!”

Christopher glanced up at the viewscreen to see the lumbering leviathan on a direct intercept course.  It was too heavily damaged for its weapons to pose much of a threat; in fact, it was probably in worse shape than the Starlight.  Even so, Christopher highly doubted the ship was coming to surrender.  “They’re going to ram us!” he soon realized.

But Keller was already shaking her head.  “Maybe not…”

“What?”  Christopher’s glare returned to ops.

With a few quick keystrokes, Keller called forth a new image onto the viewscreen.  It was an asteroid, one of the many in Adin Kel’s ring system—and Christopher did not immediately see the relevancy.

“We’re defenseless,” Keller duly reminded.  “Now, I suspect we can still run from the Inkhezi, but even if we do, we’ll only delay the inevitable—they’re going to come back… and keep coming back until one of us gets destroyed.”

Christopher glanced back at the looming asteroid.  “Is it some sort of magical asteroid?”

Keller shrugged.  “We’ll see.”

“What’s your plan?”

A pale yellow circle suddenly framed a rather large, and very deep crater on the asteroid’s surface.  After a moment, the circle’s craggy contents zoomed in to fill the entire viewscreen.  “The Starlight will fit quite nicely into that hole,” said Keller.  “The Inkhezi won’t.”

Lacking any other options, Christopher was inclined to go with the plan—but he first sought Neelar Drayge’s opinion.  The Bolian summarily scoured every bit of data flittering across the helm before providing Christopher an uncertain gaze.  “Technically… the Starlight will fit—but we might require a fresh coat of paint when all is said and done.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Neelar,” he said, “we already need a fresh coat of paint.  At this point, a few more scrapes won’t make much of a difference!”

And with that in mind, Drayge suddenly had a change of heart.  “Then let’s do it,” he said, carefully plotting a new course and heading into the computer.  “Course set!”

Christopher sat back in his chair.  “Engage!”

Its deflector completely destroyed, the smoldering Inkhezi plowed through the massive ring system without so much as an ounce of protection.  While tiny pebbles pocked the blackened hull, massive boulders smashed right through it, creating massive, flame-spewing breaches.

Meanwhile, the Starlight hovered near its haven, waiting patiently for the Inkhezi to reach terminal velocity—and the wait was not very long.  As the dying Elorg warship hurtled toward the Starlight, the Akira class starship quickly came about, darting toward the gaping hole in the side of the asteroid.  

As the Inkhezi made an effort to come about, the Starlight slipped into the crater—and not a moment too soon, for the Inkhezi failed miserably in its attempt to flee.  The Elorg vessel slammed into the giant asteroid at full speed and crumpled.  The smoldering hull buckled as flames tore the ship apart—and then, in one mighty explosion, the Inkhezi at long last shattered into a million glittering pieces…
Despite his lack of speed, Talyere was more of an asset to the mission that Lucas Tompkins had anticipated.  Thanks to the Overseer’s intimate knowledge of the Elorg city ship, they were able to evade most of the security patrols, gain entry to some of most heavily guarded sections of the ship, and now they stood just meters from the Jevian’s primary reactor core.

While Talyere worked to gain entry to the facility, Tompkins stood guard nearby, waiting patiently to take down any Elorg protector stupid enough to approach.  Meanwhile, Courtney took up a defensive position on the opposite side of the corridor, and Kendall… he was probably about to mess his pants.

“Hey.”  Lucas crept closer to his friend.  “You okay?”

His nervous jaw clenched, Kendall could only shrug, and even that was a tentative maneuver.

Lucas draped his arm around Kendall’s incredibly tense shoulders.  He highly doubted the effort would ease Kendall’s nerves, but the sentiment was there nonetheless.  “When this is all over—when the Jevian is destroyed—what do you say we celebrate?  Just the two of us… like we used to.  You know, get lost on Starbase 54 or something; argue about dinosaurs and crap.  Maybe pick up some chicks…”

“You’re married.”  Kendall gradually came about, the faintest of smiles upon his pale face—but it lasted only a moment, soon replaced by an utterly solemn gaze.  Kendall frowned accordingly.  “And I am leaving the Starlight.”

Terra Sorna no doubt beckoned, but Kendall wasn’t going to be leaving right away.  “We’ll make the time for one last celebration,” said Tompkins.  “Even if we don’t have a bash on the starbase, I still owe you one, man.”

And without much hesitation Kendall relented.  “All right…  But let’s get out of here, first!”

And on that note, Talyere stepped away from the keypad, and the adjacent doors summarily clanked apart amidst a mechanical symphony.  Pleased with his handiwork, Talyere allowed himself a brief congratulatory grin—but the self indulgence quickly ceased, and a moment later, the Overseer returned to business.  “The reactor is ahead…”

Tompkins cautiously peered into the newly unlocked chamber and was immediately taken aback by the sheer scope of the facility.  “Shit!” he exclaimed.

The reactor was a massive spinning hexagon in the center of the room.  Aglow in a haunting bluish light, it transferred energy to the rest of the Jevian via the six massive conduits attached to the reactor’s stationary frame—three on the left, three on the right.  Additionally, two pulsating particle injectors attached to the top and bottom.

Five narrow catwalks ringed the core like spokes on a bike.  They converged upon a small platform just below the reactor, where the many computers needed to control the core were situated.  From afar, Tompkins counted six Elorg hovering over the computers, and thus far they were oblivious to his presence.  Much to his chagrin, the protector standing midway across the nearest platform was a bit more observant.  The hulking Elorg immediately set into action, his booted feet clanking on the metallic catwalk.

But in one quick maneuver, Tompkins raised his weapon and shot the protector in the chest.  The Elorg stumbled back a few steps, tripped over his own two feet, and then plunged to his doom in the black abyss below, screaming all the way.  That, in turn, alerted the rest of the nearby Elorg to the intruders’ presence, and the unpleasantness began.

With assistance from Lieutenant Rose, Tompkins was able to pick off five or six of the protectors—and even one or two of the administrators manning the computers near the core.  But an incredibly sonorous alarm began to blare before the last of the Elorg could be felled.

It wouldn’t be long before dozens, if not hundreds of protectors stormed into the core—and at that point, Tompkins was sure the mission would be over.  Thus, he retreated briefly into the corridor, wrapped his fingers around Kendall’s wrist, and dragged him onto the catwalk.  Talyere quickly followed, and summarily used his phaser to seal shut the doors.

“Get to work, Mister Johnson!” said the Overseer as he finished sealing the doors.  “History is watching!”

Johnson uttered not a single word, but he knew what was at stake, and nervous as he might have been, he dismissed those fears and gradually made his way down the catwalk.  Her weapon drawn, Courtney Rose followed close behind, ready to kill anyone unfortunate enough to get in the way of progress.

Tompkins was inclined to follow.  Even though he was, technically, the mission’s commander, his years of engineering experience might prove valuable to Johnson.  And with that in mind, he, too, started for the core.

But he didn’t get very far.

Seemingly out of nowhere, High Overseer Dra’venn appeared on the catwalk not more than two meters ahead.  A devilish sneer upon his ashen face, Xi’Yor’s prized little underling made haste to close the gap between them.  “We meet again,” he said, the malevolence in his voice apparent.  Dra’venn undoubtedly intended a repeat of their previous encounter… the one that resulted in Megan Reinbold’s demise.

Tompkins wasn’t going to give him the chance.  Without hesitation, he pointed his phaser at Dra’venn and opened fire.  And to his surprise, nothing happened.

The Elorg’s grin widened.  “When the security alert initiated, a dampening field automatically neutralized your weapons,” he calmly explained.  “We wouldn’t want any stray weapons fire striking the core, now would we?”

“That would be a real shame,” Tompkins retorted.  He thusly tossed his weapon over the edge and watched it vanish into the eternal abyss below.  He never heard it hit bottom.

Oblivious to the falling weapon, Dra’venn stepped closer, an utterly evil glare etched into his face.  “Congratulations,” he said, “you can now consider yourself a prisoner of the Elorg Bloc.”

Tompkins didn’t agree.  While there were still a few protectors in the vicinity, they were too far away to assist Dra’venn—that meant the malevolent Overseer was rather outnumbered.  And with that in mind, Tompkins boldly approached Dra’venn and planted his clenched fist firmly into the Overseer’s jaw.

Utterly surprised by the maneuver, Dra’venn stumbled back a few paces.  His vivid orange eyes flared with anger, but he hadn’t quite decided what to do with his newfound rage.

To the contrary, Tompkins knew exactly what needed to be done.  “Kendall!” he shouted across the expansive chamber, “get to work!”

Johnson was almost to the computer platform nearest the core.  He paused briefly to acknowledge Tompkins’ order and then bolted for the nearest computer alongside Lieutenant Rose.

It was then that Dra’venn started to put the pieces together—and his anger suddenly blossomed into all out rage.  Malevolent eyes drilling into Tompkins’ skull, the Overseer wrapped his ashen fingers around the catwalk’s metal rail and pulled himself back to his feet.  “You intend to destroy this facility?” he scoffed.  “Impossible!”

It very well might have been, but Tompkins didn’t give a damn.  All he needed to do was see the Jevian disabled; its obliteration would be nothing more than a bonus.  “I like a good challenge,” Tompkins heartily replied.

He stepped closer to Dra’venn…

Elorg administrators weren’t the best fighters.  There were three of them still manning the computers when Johnson and Rose arrived—and though they made a valiant effort to defend their area, Rose easily felled the trio with the blunt end of her otherwise useless weapon.  Two of the guards merely collapsed, but the third had the misfortune of stumbling over his fallen comrades—and the protective rail—and thusly plummeted to his doom.

With the Elorg out of the way, Johnson quickly accessed the nearest computer terminal.  Plenty of Elorg text flittered across the screen before Johnson interfaced his tricorder with the computer and uploaded the vastly more readable Federation text.  Once complete, he very slowly pecked at the newly legible interface.

Rose had been hoping for a bit more speed in the mission’s resolution.  “Well?” she said, hoping the gentle prod might move Johnson along.

Johnson glanced up from the controls, pale green eyes wandering from Rose, over to the gracefully spinning reactor core.  “There… there is a considerable forcefield around it,” he said.  “The spatial charges we brought might not be enough.”

“Talyere said they would be.”  It was nearly a direct quote from one of Talyere’s numerous briefings.  “Did the Elorg upgrade?”

“It… it would seem so,” said Johnson with an indolent shrug.  He tapped a few more commands into the computer and brought forth a holographic representation of the core.  The projection hovered just inches from the console, highlighting some of the reactor’s more notable features.  It was the particle injectors that caught Johnson’s attention.  “The shielding around the injectors isn’t as strong,” he said.  “If I can initiate an overload, the injectors would probably be the first thing to go.”

“What if there’s an emergency shut-down procedure?” Rose inquired.

“It wouldn’t matter,” replied Johnson.  “That’s where our charges would come into play.  The moment the injectors start to fail, our charges will go off.”

Rose could see where Johnson was going.  The particle injectors would be the first link in the chain of events leading to the Jevian’s destruction.  “The injectors explode and destabilize the forcefields… then our charges go off and take out the rest of the core.”

“In theory,” said Johnson, nodding agreeably.

Rose hadn’t known Kendall Johnson for very long.  In fact, prior to today, she barely uttered a single word to him.  Nonetheless, she knew his work.  And it was brilliant.  She trusted his theory would prevail.  “What do you say we put your theory to the test?”  

Johnson nodded and Rose summarily reached for the spatial charges in her backpack.  Together, the pair went to work.

Alan Christopher was finding it difficult to remain seated.  Sarah Hartman recently indicated his attention span was somewhat lacking—and though Christopher at the time recognized the sentiment as a joke, he was suddenly having second thoughts.  Because sitting in his command chair was starting to grow tiresome.

He was no longer content to just sit and bark orders.  He needed something to do.  Something meaningful.  Something… hell, just plain something.

And as the Jevian crept back onto the viewscreen, Christopher knew what he needed to do.  He needed to lead—to take charge of the situation and bring the Federation a resounding and decisive victory.  “What’s our status?”

“I managed to get the shields up to twenty-three percent,” said Marizex.  “Engineering reports dorsal phasers are operational… as are transphasic torpedoes.”

Christopher was duly impressed.  He had expected the phasers and torpedoes to come back online, but the shields, too?  “I see golden stars in your future, Lieutenant…”

Marizex allowed himself a faint smile—and then Erin Keller summarily ended the run of good news.  “The hull breach on deck seven is widening to include deck eight, section sixteen.”  She paused, perusing some of the other data on her screen.  “It also looks like the Jevian’s shields and weapons are coming back online—and without reinforcements, I don’t need to tell you that we’re in deep shit…”

“Ahh, but you did anyway,” said Christopher with a smile.
Keller shrugged.  “Our com system is still offline, but the Elorg jamming signal has been thoroughly disrupted.  We might be able to get a signal out using one of the shuttles.”

Christopher nodded his agreement.  “Seal off the affected portions of deck eight,” he said, “and then get down to the shuttlebay.”

With a few quick keystrokes, Keller erected the forcefields necessary to hold the ship together.  Lieutenant Simon Hataru summarily relieved her, and Keller gracefully made her way toward the turbolift.

“Erin,” called Christopher as the doors slid apart.

She turned on her heel.  “What?”

A devious grin crept across Christopher’s face.  “Try not to destroy any shuttles this time.  I think you’re already up to number six…”

Keller easily met Christopher’s devious gaze.  “I’m trying to break the record,” she quipped before stepping into the lift.

Breathing heavily and clutching his left arm, Dra’venn sneered at Lucas Tompkins.  For a moment, it looked as if the Overseer might retreat… or resume his pontification of the Elorg Bloc.  But in the end, Dra’venn chose neither.  Amidst a feral cry, he lunged forward, barreling head-first into Lucas Tompkins’s chest.  

Tompkins tried to evade, but to no avail.  He took the full impact of the blow and as the air forcefully exited his lungs, Tompkins stumbled back onto the cool metallic rail—where Dra’venn proceeded to bludgeon Tompkins in the face.

The first few hits were hardly traumatic, and Tompkins thought he was about to get back into the fight—but then Dra’venn came down hard, landing a powerful blow on Tompkins jaw that managed to crack a few teeth.  Stunned by the force, Tompkins lost his grip on the rail and dropped to the ground, his arm and leg dangling perilously over the catwalk’s edge.

Dra’venn moved to strike again—to finish Tompkins off—but instead found himself a new adversary to fight.  Unwilling to let Tompkins fall so easily, Talyere stepped into the fray.  Too dignified to lob a deadly blow to the Overseer’s face, Talyere instead came about and elbowed Dra’venn in the back. 

Dra’venn was briefly disabled by the assault—out of the fight just long enough for Tompkins to regain coherent thought.  He quickly pulled himself away from the abyss and crawled back to his feet, immediately rushing back into the battle amidst a flurry of fists.

With assistance from Talyere, it didn’t take very long to subdue Dra’venn.  The malevolent Overseer soon fell to the deck, thick black blood oozing from his numerous wounds.  He was clearly defeated, but as Dra’venn looked upon Tompkins, it was obvious the Overseer wasn’t about to surrender.  In fact, he sneered, as if welcoming his demise.

Tompkins was very inclined to oblige—but Dra’venn was too valuable a prisoner to merely slaughter.  So he stepped closer to the Overseer, placed a firm hand upon his shoulder and—

—the deck suddenly jolted!

Surprised, Tompkins staggered back a few paces, crashed into the rail, and fell to his knees, skittering across the grated decking—and right into Dra’venn’s booted foot.  The first kick hit Tompkins in the shoulder, the second missed completely, but the third slammed Tompkins squarely in the face.  His vision blurred, his nose bled… and Dra’venn was suddenly on the offensive.

The Overseer again hurtled himself at Tompkins, soaring through the cool metallic air like a missile.  He smashed into Tompkins shoulder and together, the two of them smashed to the deck in a flurry of fists.  Tompkins was pretty sure he got off a few good hits as they struggled on the narrow walkway, for the few quick glimpses he caught of the Overseer’s face showed a great deal of runny black blood.

But that didn’t stop him.  Dra’venn continued to fight, driving his elbow into the back of Tompkins’ skull.  His head flung forward, nearly smashing into the deck, but he was able to save himself—and quickly squirm away from the battle.  Dra’venn made every effort to follow, but Tompkins was more than ready.  He drove his booted foot into the Elorg’s knee, the maneuver eliciting a SNAP so very loud that it was certain Dra’venn’s kneecap shattered.

Clutching his damaged knee, the Overseer collapsed in pain.  He made a weak effort to rejoin the fight, but in the face of the excruciating pain, it was finally clear to Dra’venn that all was lost.  He seemed to crumple on the deck.

“It is over,” Talyere affirmed as he approached.

But Dra’venn shook his defiant head.  “No!” he angrily hissed. 

Talyere stepped closer.  “Surrender,” he ordered, “and the Federation might prove lenient.”

“No,” Dra’venn repeated, blood seeping from his swollen lips.  “You must kill me if you want this to end, Talyere!  In order to survive, all living things in this universe must fight desperately and devour those they defeat…”

It was a tried and true Elorg adage, but one Talyere strongly disagreed with.  “Must we kill other living things to survive?” he quietly proffered.  “Must one destroy another world in order to ensure the continued existence of his own?”

Dra’venn hissed, but provided no response.

“The wounded in turn wound and torment those weaker than they themselves are,” Talyere continued.  “There are only the killers and the killed.  The sinners, who are judged, and the victims that do the judging.”  He sighed.  “What meaning is there to such a universe?”

Dra’venn grunted.  He didn’t particularly care, for he was still under the impression he would soon be dead.

Talyere touched a hand to Dra’venn’s shoulder.  “If you value your life,” he calmly whispered, “if you value the Elorg Bloc, stop this insanity.  Let us rebuild the galaxy anew…”

Dra’venn sighed.  His blazing orange eyes made their way over to Talyere’s calm visage, and he gently wrapped his bloodied fingers around Talyere’s hand.  “I… I should have done this a long time ago,” he said.

Talyere smiled.

Dra’venn did not.  Digging his fingers into Talyere’s hand, the Overseer mustered his remaining embers of strength.  He forcefully yanked Talyere to the decking and in one horrifying maneuver, rolled over the edge. 

Talyere followed, and together, they descended into the abyss.  Dra’venn’s manic laughter echoed in the cold, metallic air long after the pair vanished from sight.

A feeling of unspeakable dread summarily befell Lucas Tompkins.  He peered over the edge, hoping he might see a glimmer of hope—something that might indicate Talyere was still alive and that this was all a very bad nightmare… 

But then the deck started to vibrate, and heavy footfalls tramped in the distance.  Tompkins slowly came about to see Johnson and Rose storming away from the reactor.

“We need to go!” Johnson nervously shouted as he rushed toward the exit.

Tompkins agreed with the sentiment.  He wanted to run, but his eyes kept darting back toward the abyss.  Toward Talyere.

Courtney Rose stopped briefly at his side.  “Where is Talyere?”

Tompkins shook his head.  “Not coming,” he wearily  sighed, still trying to wrap his head around the sentiment.

Courtney flashed him a sympathetic glare, but as the deck started to rumble, the moment came to pass.  “We need to get out of here,” she said.

Tompkins wasn’t about to argue.  As he gathered his thoughts, he glanced into the abyss one last time and then followed Courtney Rose to the exit.

The Starlight soared between a pair of large, rocky asteroids.  On the other side loomed the Jevian.  The leviathan slowly came about, asteroids smashing into its unshielded hull with frequency.  Even so, the city ship was relatively unfazed, and as the Starlight made its approach, the Jevian opened fire, massive beams of icy death slicing into the battlefield—and several asteroids.

The Starlight weaved around the manic onslaught, unleashing a few transphasic torpedoes before finally taking a hit.  The shields flared and the ship was blown into an erratic course—but before the Jevian could deliver its final blow, several bursts of white light flashed in the distance.

Moments later, a Romulan warbird charged into the battle, weapons ablaze.  The rest of the fleet arrived just moments later…

“We’ve got company!” exclaimed Neelar Drayge.  The helm was literally a symphony of sensor alerts as dozens of new starships poured into sight.

In the same moment, the operations console provided a very different sensor alert.  “Alan,” called Erin’s uncertain voice, “I’m detecting a reactor breach aboard the Jevian…”

“They did it,” said Drayge.  That should have been good news; he certainly felt a bit relieved.  Unfortunately, Erin Keller didn’t.  He either misread the inflections in her voice, or there was some bad news secretly laced into the announcement.  Whatever the case, he had to concentrate on flying the ship.

Captain Christopher glanced back at Keller.  “Beam our people out of there, Erin!”

“I can’t,” she said—no doubt ready to expound upon her curious tone.  “There’s too much interference.  I can’t get a transporter lock on them!”

Drayge’s enthusiasm suddenly died, for that was bad news indeed…

Kendall Johnson liked a good run.  And after blasting his way out of the reactor facility, he did just that.  He ran like the wind, his legs treading the shaky metallic deck with such speed that there was barely time for his mind to register where he was going.  He just went, blasting through the corridors at full speed, hoping the others were not far behind…

The lights flickered.  The deck shuddered.  Sparks rained down from the fiery ceiling above.  But Johnson was deterred by none of this—he even blew past a pair of wandering Underlings.  As he shoved his way through their wall of flesh, he could hear them calling for security, but not even that registered as a threat in Johnson’s mind, for the true threat was far more insidious than any Elorg protector.

Bulkheads began to groan as the dying reactor tore the ship apart.  The deck rumbled yet again, and Johnson this time lost his footing—for a moment.  He quickly regained his equilibrium and forged ahead… all the time wondering where the Starlight was at.

He tapped his communicator yet again.  “Johnson to Starlight!”

But there was nothing.  He was still too close to the core.  His signal couldn’t get through.  Had to go faster… had to go FASTER…

The fleet descended upon the Jevian with explosive force.  At any given moment, dozens of phaser beams lashed into its smoldering hull, calling forth massive explosions that threatened to tear the ship apart.  But the Jevian fought back with a vengeance, and for every explosion that ripped into its blackened hull, two or three allied starships took just as much damage.  Still, the Federation clearly had the advantage.

Large portions of the Jevian’s hull began to peel away from the skeletal infrastructure.  Massive explosions mushroomed through widening breaches, and the internal lighting grid went dark throughout the ship.  It was only a matter of time before the Jevian was no more…

Lucas Tompkins skittered to a halt as the decking before him began to crumble.  Jets of flame burst through the deck below, spewing dirt and debris into the already acrid air.  He tried not to breathe, for every labored breath burned his lungs...

A nearby bulkhead creaked.  Smoldering ash flittered to the deck, some of it collecting on Courtney Rose’s shoulders.  Her uniform immediately started to burn.

Tompkins arched a curious brow.  “I hope that’s not dandruff…”

Without uttering a single word, she brushed the embers from her shoulder and looked ahead into the smoldering haze, hoping to somehow glimpse a path to relative safety.

There wasn’t one.

And Rose summarily turned to Tompkins and said, “You know, Commander… I’m suddenly having second thoughts about going on this mission.”

An explosion rocked the entire deck.  Tompkins reached to the nearest wall for leverage, but his hand smashed right through it—and he fell to the deck along with most of the flimsy, burnt-out wall.  Sitting in the still smoldering ash, he shook his head in disbelief.  “Heh… I didn’t really think it would end this way.”

Rose started to respond.  Her lips parted, words began to sound… but before she could say anything substantial, the deck rumbled—and it was mild jolt.  It seemed as if the entire universe was starting to fall apart.  Rose stumbled forward and into Tompkins, just as the bulkhead behind her crashed through the ceiling and onto the deck.  A torrent of thick black dust and smoldering debris plummeted to the ground, but the smoldering pile of twisted metal remained for only a moment before its substantial weight forced it through to the deck below.

Tompkins tried to get up, hoping he might find refuge somewhere else… but he had not the energy to move.  Not that it mattered.

Moments later, a colossal, unceremonious explosion was summoned from the depths of hell… Tompkins knew not where it came from, but it called forth a roiling wall of fire so utterly massive that Tompkins knew there was no escape—and as the sweltering white light encompassed his vision, he resigned to his fate…

Erin Keller stepped away from her workstation in disbelief, heart thundering in her chest.  As the transporter systems powered down, she turned her uncertain gaze upon Alan Christopher and said, “I got them…”

A wave of relief washed over the Captain, but the respite from terror was short-lived.  The Jevian still loomed on the viewscreen, and it was about to blow.  He summarily turned his gaze toward the helm.  “Neelar!” he called, “get us out of here!  Maximum warp!”
As the Starlight jumped to warp, torrents of crimson flame billowed through the Jevian’s gaping hull breaches.  Twisted metal and debris broke away from the dying colossus as tiny escape pods jettisoned from the black and smoldering hull.  Many of the tiny craft were intercepted by the few lingering Federation starships… but more than few were pummeled by giant asteroids and summarily blown to smithereens.

But as an ominous white aura pervaded the Jevian’s dying hull, the escape pods seemed to stop.  The remaining allied starships made a hasty retreat away from the giant ringed planet…  And the Jevian shattered into a billion fragments of shimmering light.

Something was amiss.

In the back of his cold, calculating mind, Cerebrate Xi’Yor instinctively knew that not all was well on the raging battlefront.  He certainly expected losses at Adin Kel; indeed, he expected a great deal of loyal Elorg officers to sacrifice themselves for the greater good on this day…  But the lingering sense of doom that pervaded his very being seemed to indicate things had deteriorated beyond his expectations.

Xi’Yor pushed himself away from the plush black pillow that held his attention for much of the afternoon.  Carefully, he started to retreat from the warmth of his biobed—but soon found a stern hand upon his back, forcing him back into position.

“Your treatment is not yet finished,” said the unseen Medic Kharzon.  “It would be unwise for you to leave.”

Xi’Yor disregarded the warning.  He cared little for Kharzon’s holistic administrations, even if they were the preferred treatments—the very treatments that extended Na’zar’s life.  As far as Xi’Yor could tell, they would not have the same effect on him.  “I am fine.”

Kharzon’s hand persisted, and there was little Xi’Yor could do to free himself.  “You are not fine,” the medic insisted.  “You are entering the final stages of Aevedar Syndrome.  Without my administrations, your time spent on this world will be very short indeed.”

Xi’Yor grunted.  He called upon every last drop of strength within his depleted body, and in stark defiance of Kharzon’s order, forced himself from the biobed.  Once situated on his feet, Xi’Yor cast his malevolent glare upon the medic.  “I am the Cerebrate,” he strongly asserted.  “Defy me again, Medic, and your time spent on this would will be brief.”  He started for his computer terminal.  “Do I make myself clear?”

Hands clasped nervously behind his back, Kharzon nodded.  “Crystal.”

Oblivious to Kharzon’s requisite response, Xi’Yor stormed over to his desk and placed a few commands into his computer terminal.  The holographic status report flittered into the air before him just moments later…

Alan Christopher leaned back in his command chair.  Fingers steepled beneath his chin, a single, incredible thought crossed his racing mind…

He won.

And a devious smile crept across his face.

…Teeth clenched, Xi’Yor furiously smashed his angry fist into the hologram before him.  The image—the rampantly exploding Jevian—flittered for a moment and then disappeared as the ship recording the data also met is unfortunate demise.

But before the static-filled image blinked away, Xi’Yor took note of one tiny star ship streaking away from the battlefield in a blaze of white light.

It was him…

The divine Cerebrate’s rage began to boil.  He found it difficult to believe that one tiny ship could prove so meddlesome, but time and again Xi’Yor was proven wrong.  And in the moments that followed, he resolved to ensure this was the last time the Starlight and its wretched Captain could interfere with destiny.

“He who has a thousand friends has not a friend to spare,” said Xi’Yor, watching again and again as the Starlight jumped to warp in the holographic loop.  “But he who has a single enemy… will find him everywhere…” 
Chapter Eleven

With a few swipes of the dermal regenerator, Sarah Hartman restored functionality to Crewman Zeta’s bloody hand.  If she recalled the Bajoran’s story correctly, a conduit exploded somewhere on deck sixteen, and some shrapnel struck him in the hand.

Or was that Ensign Brown’s story?

Hartman wasn’t certain.  She had heard so many stories the past few hours, they were all of them starting to blend together.  That, combined with intermittent power failures and the occasional rumblings of the deck, gave rise to more stress and confusion than the Doctor needed.  As such, she made every effort to concentrate on her work.  Now was not the time for mistakes.

“There.”  Pleased with the outcome of her work, Hartman deactivated the dermal regenerator.  “Unless you have any other problems, you can return to duty.”

Zeta took a moment to assess his situation, carefully flexing his formerly damaged fingers to make absolutely certain they functioned.  Once satisfied, he shook his head and said, “No, I think I’m okay.”  He flashed a faint smile.  “Thanks, Doctor.”

Hartman provided the Bajoran a curt nod in response.  Then, without any preamble, she turned on her heel and started for the next patient—another minor laceration, this time it was Simon Hataru’s elbow.  But, about halfway to Hataru’s biobed, Hartman spotted Justin Reinbold lingering near the biobed in the surgical bay… and since Hataru wasn’t in any grave danger, Hartman decided to pay the boy a visit.

“Justin,” she said as she stepped into the surgical bay.  “Are you okay?”

He shrugged.

Amidst the chaos of the battle, Hartman barely noticed Justin’s arrival.  On some level, she was aware of his presence, but there was so much on her mind, Hartman didn’t have a chance to check in.  The EMH probably tended to his medical needs… but it was obvious to Hartman the hologram neglected Justin’s emotional needs.

Medical tricorder in hand, she stepped closer to the biobed, hoping she might somehow allay Justin’s lingering gloom.  Unfortunately, Hartman’s tricorder didn’t provide much good news for her to share.  “Your friend is hurt pretty bad…”

“Ensign Littleton,” Justin quietly noted.  “I found her unconscious in the corridor on my way here.  I probably shouldn’t have moved her, but I didn’t know what else to do.  I couldn’t just leave her…”

Though Hartman frequently found it difficult to empathize with her patients, for some reason, those difficulties never translated to Justin.  Her heart sank as he related his tale, and every fiber in her being wanted to help.  Thus, she touched a caring hand to the boy’s shoulder.  “Don’t worry, Justin.  You did the right thing…”

Unfortunately, those kind words didn’t seem to help.  Justin merely nodded, his pale blue eyes locked upon Ensign Littleton’s motionless body.  “Is she going to be okay?  The EMH wouldn’t say…”

“I suspect she’ll make a full recovery,” said Hartman.  “Her injuries are severe…  But it isn’t anything that I can’t treat.”

Justin seemed to cling onto that sliver of hope.  “Is there anything I can do to help?”

Nothing immediately came to mind, but Hartman knew she couldn’t say as much.  In order to move forward, Justin’s life needed a purpose… it needed direction.  If she could somehow provide that direction, Hartman knew that she had to try.  She just had to be truthful in her approach.  “For the moment,” she started, “there isn’t a lot we can do for her.  But… she’s probably going to wake up soon, and when that happens, she’s going to need a friend—someone to talk to…”

A slight frown befell Justin’s face, for his assignment was certainly not what he expected.  “I hardly know her,” he protested, no doubt hoping Hartman would change her mind.

She didn’t.  “So what?” she retorted.  “Ensign Littleton is still going to need that friend.”

For a moment, it looked as if Justin might protest.  His lips were parted and unspoken words lingered on the tip of his tongue—and in the not-too-distant past, he probably would have uttered those words.

But not today.

On this day, Justin accepted his responsibility… and in that single, defining moment, he left behind the immature boy that came aboard the Starlight all those years ago and took the first tentative steps into the rest of his life.

He sighed.  “I’m going to need a chair…”
Lucas Tompkins knew the meeting was going to be a rocky one when Erin Keller twice looked at her padd before launching into the damage report.  Typically, she had such things committed to memory, so Keller was either slacking, or… well, the list was just that long.  And since he already had a pretty good idea of the Starlight’s status, Tompkins just sat back in his chair and prepared himself for the details.

“It’s bad,” Keller quietly started.  “We’ve got hull breaches on decks six, seven, eight, nine, and ten…  Parts of deck eight are still decompressed, and emergency forcefields are not in place.”  She paused, and took a moment to glance at her padd.  “The EPS grid is shot to hell… there isn’t any gravity on decks three and nine… no environmental controls on deck fourteen… and the dorsal phaser array has been completely destroyed.”  She returned to the padd a third time.  “Shall I continue?”

Captain Christopher shook his head.  “That won’t be necessary…  I think we get the picture.”

“Unfortunately,” Lieutenant Rose interjected, “it gets worse.  “Shields are currently sitting at five percent, and we don’t have any weapons to speak of—our compliment of torpedoes was exhausted during the battle, and our ventral phaser array is operating at about twenty-three percent.”

“Things are equally bleak on the engineering front,” said Jayla Trinn.  “One of our transwarp coils is fused, the starboard impulse manifold took heavy damage, as did the starboard nacelle.” She let out a weary sigh.  “We can still go to warp, but it’s not going to be the smoothest ride… and I can’t guarantee much more than warp six.”

“Make the transwarp coils your top priority,” said Tompkins without hesitation.  Even at warp six, it would take nearly forty days to get back to Federation space—and that was thirty-nine days too long.  Though the battle was over, they were still behind enemy lines.

“We’ve already begun repairs,” Trinn crisply replied.  “If all goes well, the engines should be back up and running by tomorrow morning.”

The estimate was of sound judgment, and seemed to satisfy Captain Christopher, so Tompkins had nothing further to add in that regard.  Unfortunately, he did have to add to the damage report in the worst possible way.  “Sickbay reports eighty-seven casualties—one critical…”  He hesitated.  “There were also five fatalities.”

Tompkins had also perused the Starfleet’s initial report on casualties sustained fleet-wide.  The numbers were highly tentative, and revised upward on an hourly basis.  He was loathe to share them, but he had no choice.  “Starfleet estimates at least sixteen thousand dead on our side alone.  We lost a lot of good people today…”

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “We paid a hefty price for our victory today.  Too many people died on both sides of the battle—and it has become our duty to ensure they didn’t die in vain.  We owe that, and so much more, to each and every fallen hero.

“And with the Jevian out of the way, we now have a chance to ensure this war is ended once and for all.  The remainder of the Elorg armada can no longer move at is leisure.  The Bloc has neither the infrastructure nor the resources to continue this war, and in light of this defeat—and the one in the Rebena System—their morale is probably lacking, too…  It’s over.”

“Now we just have to pick up the pieces and rebuild,” noted Keller.

“That’s going to be awfully difficult,” said Drayge, but his voice very quickly started to fade when he briefly exchanged and uncertain glare with Tompkins—and realized he was treading thin ice.  Nevertheless, he forced himself to continue.  “It’s going to be difficult without Talyere.”

The nervous lump still lingered in Tompkins’ throat, and on some level, he certainly felt responsible for Talyere’s untimely demise.  But Dra’venn was a formidable adversary, and there was very little he could do to stop the Overseer…

Or so Tompkins kept telling himself.

He constantly replayed the final moments of the battle in his mind, theorizing different outcomes, agonizing over what might have been.  All of it was useless, for the past was past, but… first Megan Reinbold and now Talyere… Tompkins obviously needed to reconsider something.

“Talyere knew the risks before accepting this mission,” said Christopher.  The Captain had been talking for awhile now, but lost in his thoughts, Tompkins hadn’t heard any of it.  

Keller sent him a forlorn glare.  “Have you contacted Creya?”

Christopher shook his head.  “Not yet.  I was—”

The lights dimmed and for a fleeting moment, Tompkins attributed the change in illumination to yet another power failure.  But then came the alert klaxon, and all hopes for the power failure dissolved.  Something was amiss.

“There’s an Elorg warship approaching off our port bow,” Lieutenant Marizex reported as the senior staff filed onto the crimson-hued bridge.

Lieutenant Rose relieved him a scant moment later.  “Their shields are up,” she crisply noted, “but weapons are offline.”  She paused as the computer brought to her attention a secondary alert.  “They’re hailing us.”

If they wanted a fight, they would have immediately opened fire, so Christopher was left to sort through the other sinister Elorg ploys floating through his mind—and there were lots of them.  He briefly shot Tompkins an inquisitive glare, but the first officer seemed preoccupied, probably with Talyere…  So there was only one logical choice of immediate action.  “On screen.”

The looming warship summarily flittered away from the viewscreen, replaced by the ominous visage of an Elorg Overseer.  A set of wide, burning orange eyes peered at Christopher from an ashen façade that was only marginally readable.  He didn’t look malevolent, but… he didn’t look overly friendly, either.  “Captain Christopher… I am Overseer Nahain of the Elorg Warship Harad.”  His booming voice was surprisingly calm.  “We need to speak.”

Christopher stepped closer to the helm, resting his hands on the back of Drayge’s chair.  “About what?”

Nahain shook his head.  “I cannot discuss it on an open channel,” he said.  “We must meet in private.”

Though moderately curious, Christopher wasn’t quite ready to plunge headfirst into any private meeting with the mysterious overseer—but then again, he wasn’t in a position to argue.  The Harad could very easily destroy the Starlight in its current state.  Thus, it was time to compromise.  “I will allow you and one of your crew to beam over to the Starlight.”

“Agreed,” said Nahain without much consideration.  “We will meet in one hour.”  On that note, the transmission ended—and the Harad returned to the viewscreen, looming closer than ever (Christopher surmised the new viewscreen was partially responsible for that curious effect).

Once he was through admiring the viewscreen, Christopher slowly came about to face Keller, hoping to shed a little more light on the situation.  “What do we know about Nahain?”

Keller tapped a few commands into her workstation.  “Next to nothing,” she replied just a moment later.  “He was elevated to the rank of Overseer just last year, by none other than Cerebrate Ra’thenn.  Aside from that, we know nothing about him.”

Unfortunately, those few scraps of information didn’t bode well for the coming meeting.  “If memory serves,” said Tompkins, “Ra’thenn tended to promote from within—he rewarded those loyal to him.”

“So Overseer Nahain could be one of the former Cerebrate’s allies,” mused Christopher.  “But that might not be such a bad thing.  After all, Ra’thenn and Xi’Yor were adversaries.”

Rose provided a skeptical glare.  “You think he might be willing to help us?”

Christopher shrugged.  “I guess we’ll find out in one hour…”

Chapter Twelve

Xi’Yor peered into his computer screen.  His hands hovered over the controls.  For a fleeting moment, he thought inspiration had struck—that his mental block was beginning to fade and that his latest aural masterpiece would at long last reach its conclusion.  But his hands remained still, and not a single note of music fell into place.

Once, long ago, Xi’Yor was able to compose almost anything on a whim.  His sharp mind could crank out even the most difficult opus in a matter of hours.  But no longer.  Dulled by his lingering illness, Xi’Yor was lucky to compose a few notes—and even then he was dissatisfied with the results.  Ironically, that was a running theme in his life.

Years ago, Xi’Yor was at the top of his game.  He had all the ideas in the universe, but lacked the political power to make his more ambitious ideas come true.  The years passed, his power grew… and now that Xi’Yor had the unlimited power he so desired, his choices in life were so very few.  Such a tragic tale.

It would make for a fine opera…

The doors suddenly clanked apart.  Xi’Yor pulled his heavy eyes away from the computer screen, but saw nothing more than the open door.  It might have been a computer malfunction, but never in his many days on Kalidar had Xi’Yor been witness to such an event.  No, someone had come to pay the divine Cerebrate a visit.

He rose from his seat.  “Show yourself.”

Heavy footfalls echoed on the far side of the dimly lit room, and a shadowy wraith moved about the darkness.  It was moving closer.

Slowly, Xi’Yor reached for his weapon.  In a few quick motions, he increased its setting to kill, and carefully made his way into the unknown.  The wraith was somewhere nearby… It was still invisible to Xi’Yor’s eyes, but instinct guided him forward… guided him closer…

And closer…

…And closer….

Until a huge, meaty hand suddenly fell upon Xi’Yor’s shoulder.  It very easily spun Xi’Yor around, bringing the Cerebrate face-to-face with none other than General Ordikan.  The gangly pillar of rotted flesh summarily stepped closer, and the pulsating musculature around its slimly lips curved into a demonic smile.  “I have returned…”

Xi’Yor grunted, and freed himself from Ordikan’s mighty grasp.  “Unless you have resurrected Eredas-Il,” he angrily hissed, “I have nothing to say to you.”

  Ordikan’s smile faded.  Evidently, he had been expecting a warmer reception.  “The defeat at Rebena Te Ra was unforeseen,” he admitted.  “The Federation fleet proved more resourceful than we anticipated.”

And they had anticipated a great deal—but it was nothing Xi’Yor was willing to discuss.  At least not with Ordikan.  “You are fast becoming a liability, General.  Despite all of your impressive technologies, you have failed me on all accounts…”

The sentiment was quite obviously a threat, but Ordikan took no action that might indicate he felt threatened.  “You blame me for your problems because it is convenient,” said the hulking entity in response. “However, I believe that I am only a small part of a much larger problem.” 

Xi’Yor arched a curious brow.  “Oh really?”

“You are fighting to restore the Elorg Bloc to its former glory—however, you seem oblivious to the fact you already have a powerful empire.”

“This?”  Xi’Yor looked to his dismal surroundings with disgust.  “Kalidar is no home to the Elorg!”

“Perhaps you should reconsider.  After all, your fleet in the Adin Kel System has met defeat, Overseer Nahain is about to betray you, and soon, the Federation will be coming for your head.  If you do not change your ways—and do so quickly, Xi’Yor—your vision of the Elorg Bloc will end very shortly…  And this time, I fear, you will not get another chance.”

“Blasphemy!”  Anger seeping into his voice, Xi’Yor crept nearer to Ordikan.  “You would have me abandon Na’zar’s teachings out of mere convenience?”

Ordikan provided an indolent shrug.  “It matters not to me,” replied the grotesque behemoth.  “If you have no need of my services, my allies and I will leave.”

Xi’Yor cared not about Ordikan, but his allies, the Phobians, were most lethal on the battlefield.  Though they failed to stem the blood tide that rose amongst the Federation fleet, the Phobians did not yield in their defense of Adin Kel.  Xi’Yor could not afford to lose them just yet.  Unfortunately, Ordikan’s overtures were tenuous at best.  “What could you possibly do to halt the Federation advance?”

A sharp neural spine suddenly poked through Ordikan’s fleshy, undulating cheek, and gradually started to ooze a thick, vomit-like substance—but the behemoth seemed unfazed by the rupture.  Beady crimson eyes brimming with malevolence, Ordikan turned his wicked gaze upon Xi’Yor and hissed, “I will need a ship.”

When he first glimpsed the mighty halberd sitting in one of the many shops aboard Starbase 54, Matthew Harrison gave the axe nary a second glance.  It was a well-crafted weapon that apparently dated back to Earth’s sixteenth century—but he was not much of an axe-wielder, preferring the grace and elegance of the sword…

But the very next day, Matthew walked by the very same shop, and his eyes fell upon the very same halberd, sitting on that same shelf.  He was tempted, if only for a moment, to go and inspect the lonely weapon, but time was not on his side, for he was already tardy for a meeting with Admiral Newkirk.  

Unfortunately for Matthew, when he glimpsed the weapon for the third time, his schedule was decidedly lacking—and an hour later, he sat in his ready room with Amy Robinson, readily inspecting the newly acquired artifact.

“Apparently a Xindi merchant acquired it on Alpha Agon II,” said Harrison as he wiped clean the blade with a simple gray cloth.  “How the weapon came to be in the Alpha Agon System remains a mystery, but my initial findings would seem to indicate the weapon is indeed from Earth’s sixteenth century.”  A slight smile befell his face.  “Quite an extraordinary find…”

Matthew paused, knowing that he could sometimes ramble when he started to speak of his beloved weaponry—but much to his surprise, Amy had very little to say.  Her pale blue eyes befell the ancient blade with little interest, and she merely smiled at its very existence.  Perhaps she wanted additional information before proffering an opinion?

“The halberd was used by knights across Europe for a great many centuries,” he thusly continued.  “Given this weapon’s rather ornate blade, I believe it may be of a Swedish design…”

Amy nodded agreeably, but still had nothing to add to the conversation.  For a moment, Matthew suspected the conversation itself might be the problem—however, that had never been the case in the past.  “Is something bothering you?”

And that managed to get Amy’s attention.  “No,” she said after a moment.  “Not really.  I was… well, I was just thinking about what Captain Christopher said the other day.”

Unfortunately, Captain Christopher said a great deal the other day, and Matthew was thusly unable to narrow the conversation’s scope.  So he urged Amy to continue with an appropriately curious, “Really?”

“Yes.”  Amy bit her lip, tempted to continue speaking, but not quite certain how to proceed.  As such, she proceeded with caution.  “I would say that our relationship has… advanced in recent months.”

And on that note, the conversation was sufficiently narrowed—and not in the direction Matthew had anticipated.  “It has,” he agreed.  “I consider you a very dear friend, Amy.  It is a title I have bestowed upon very few people…”

And given Amy’s unfortunate response, it probably shouldn’t have been the title bestowed upon her.  Because she was, apparently, looking for something more.  “Matthew,” she sighed, a slight frown upon her face, “this isn’t easy for—”

Matthew’s communicator suddenly chirped.  “Bridge to Captain Harrison.”  It was Lieutenant Karalis.

Only somewhat reluctant, Matthew tapped the shiny Starfleet insignia upon his chest.  “Yes?”

“Sorry to disturb you, Captain,” said the Andorian, “but you have an incoming transmission from the Starlight.  It is Lieutenant Commander Johnson.”

And that was certainly unexpected.  Of all the people aboard the Starlight, Kendall Johnson was the one Matthew least expected to contact him.  As such, it was a fairly good indicator of the transmission’s importance.  “Put him through to my ready room.”

“Aye, sir.”

Moments later, Kendall Johnson’s face flittered onto the small viewscreen ascending from within Matthew’s desk.  At a glance, Kendall’s face harbored no sense of urgency, nor did it seem to indicate something might be wrong.  Still, it was almost certainly not a social call.  Curious, Harrison crept closer to his desk.  “Commander,” he politely greeted.  “What can I do for you?”

“I… um, I… well, I apologize for the intrusion, Captain…”  Johnson started to say something else, but his train of thought was clearly derailed by the situation, and he wound up saying nothing at all.

Harrison tried to get the conversation back on course.  “It is hardly an inconvenience,” he crisply replied.

The knowledge seemed to ease Johnson’s mind—if only a little bit.  It still took him another few moments to collect his thoughts and find his voice.  “As you know, I’m… I’m leaving for Terra Sorna when the Starlight returns to Starbase 54.  I thought about booking passage on one of the transport ships headed into the Beta Quadrant, but… well… I thought since the Columbia was also headed that way…”

Though Johnson’s words were less than succinct, Harrison nonetheless caught the general idea.  “You want to come with us?”

“If… it’s not too much of an inconvenience…”

Harrison didn’t have any immediate objections, but he turned to Amy Robinson for her opinion—just in case he overlooked something critical.

“We’d have to take a minor detour to get Mister Johnson to Terra Sorna,” said Robinson, culling the information from her expansive memory.  “It’s located in the Algorab Sector, about eighteen light years off our projected course.”

Eighteen light years was a very minor diversion for a ship as fast as the Columbia.  They could get Johnson to his destination without so much as a minor delay.  “Then it is settled,” said Harrison a scant moment later.  “We would be honored to have you aboard, Commander.”

Johnson smiled—a sight so rare that Harrison could count on one hand the number of times he saw it happen.  “Assuming repairs go well, the Starlight should be back sometime tomorrow.”

“Very well,” said Harrison.  “The Venture is not slated to arrive for another two days.  We won’t be leaving until then.  You have plenty of time.”

Johnson nodded his thanks as he reached for some unseen control panel on his desk.  “Thank you, Captain.  Johnson out.”
The moment Overseer Nahain set foot aboard the Starlight, it was quite obvious to Courtney Rose the man started his career as a protector—because he was huge.  He stood nearly three meters tall and was built like a tank… a very large tank, at that.  Courtney wasn’t even certain her phaser, already set to heavy stun, would have any effect on the behemoth.

Nahain’s companion was equally menacing.  Not only was he built on the same grandiose scale, his crimson eyes burned with a silent fury unlike anything Courtney had ever seen.  If looks could kill, she would have been thoroughly vaporized the moment the man materialized aboard the ship.

“Captain Christopher.”  Nahain spoke in a deep, dignified voice that boomed throughout the tiny transporter room.  “We have much to discuss.”

Christopher was not a very short man, and Courtney considered him to be rather muscular—but when Nahain vacated the transporter padd and summarily assumed a position at Christopher’s side, the Captain was literally dwarfed.  His nose barely reached Nahain’s chest.  “I am eager to hear what you have to say…”

“I thought you might be.”

Christopher started for the exit.  “Shall we?”

The Overseer nodded.  “Please.”

Admittedly, Courtney hadn’t come into contact with a lot of Elorg, but the few she had met weren’t nearly so agreeable.  Nahain was either very polite—and therefore very unique—or he had some unseen ulterior motive and was little more than a very good liar.

Either way, Courtney wasn’t about to let her guard down.  As Nahain and his immense companion marched out of the transporter room, Courtney lingered behind until the doors slid shut behind them.  “Lieutenant,” she said to Flora Sanders, “send an extra security detail to the bridge, just in case things get a little wonky.”

“I’m on it.”

All things considered, the conference room didn’t look that bad.  There was a little bit of dust and debris on the table, a few scorch marks on the walls, and a considerable depression in the deck near the doors.  Though he highly doubted Nahain even cared about the décor, Christopher could sleep easier at night knowing his ship was somewhat presentable.

Eager to get started, Christopher settled into his chair at the head of the table, flanked on either side by Lucas Tompkins and Courtney Rose.  Nahain and his companion sat at the opposite end of the table… barely.  They probably could have benefited from larger furniture, and had the circumstances been different, Christopher would have happily accommodated them.  Unfortunately, half of the toilets on the ship were dysfunctional, let alone the replicators.

Even so, Christopher felt the need to apologize.  It was the least he could do.  “I promise,” he said, “we’ll have better furniture the next time you visit.”

Nahain, unfortunately, did not get the joke.  “I do not intend to visit again,” he stated.

“Right.”  And Christopher thusly decided to quit while he was ahead.  There was no need to anger Nahain, especially since he could very easily snap just about anyone in half.  It was probably best just to get on with it—and Christopher did just that.  “So, what do you want?”

Nahain was equally blunt.  “I have some information you might find interesting,” he calmly stated.  “Talyere lives.”

Chapter Thirteen

“What?”  For a moment, Christopher didn’t quite believe his ears—and when that moment of uncertainty faded, he was still slightly confused.  “Talyere is alive?”

Tompkins was already shaking his head to the contrary.  “Impossible!” he exclaimed, slamming his fist on the tabletop for added emphasis.  “I saw Talyere fall off that catwalk with my own eyes!  There’s no way he could have survived!”

Despite the outburst, Nahain had little reaction.  His ashen face retained its neutral façade without so much as a twitch of emotion.  “Commander,” he said, “I do not refute your claim—however, I do believe you are jumping to conclusions.”

Though he was unable to attain Nahain’s level of neutrality, Tompkins nonetheless delivered a solid effort.  “I assume you have evidence to support your claim?” 

“I do.”  

Taking that as his cue, Nahain’s silent assistant withdrew from his pocket a standard Elorg datapad.  He set it neatly upon the obsidian tabletop and carefully slid it over to Captain Christopher.

Christopher easily intercepted the moving datapad, but he took only a moment to peruse its contents.  The first few lines of text were apparently the beginnings of a rather lengthy sensor log—and when mentions of lateral dampening inverters started to pepper the text, Christopher immediately set it aside, instead opting for Nahain’s version of the text…  Assuming the Overseer had one to provide… 

Apparently, Nahain thought the evidence was strong enough to speak for itself, because he uttered not a single word in the moments that followed.  The Overseer just sat, and silently waited for Christopher’s analysis to reach its nonexistent conclusions.  “We will, of course, analyze every scrap of information on this datapad,” Christopher stated, hoping to jumpstart the stalled conversation.  “But I’d like to hear your opinions, Overseer.”
Nahain had no objection.  “Prior to the battle, my vessel was assigned to guard the Jevian.  It was allegedly an honor to be bestowed to such a posting, but given the Jevian’s defenses, the assignment meant little.  Even so, when the battle commenced, and the Federation task force entered the Adin Kel System, my crew performed with the level of excellence I have come to expect.

“Unfortunately, we were drawn away from the Jevian by a small armada of Klingon vessels.  The threat was swiftly eliminated—but by the time we were able to return to our duties, the Jevian had already taken considerable damage…”  He expelled a weary sigh.  “We discovered this shortly thereafter.”

Clearly displeased with the unseen discovery, Nahain pushed himself away from the table and approached the viewscreen that dominated much  of the back wall.  He tapped a short sequence of commands into the keypad beside the screen and then stepped aside to view the data for himself.

The image that subsequently flittered onto the screen was a familiar sight to Christopher.  “That’s Adin Kel V,” he said.

But it was not the planet that concerned Nahain.  It was one of the small asteroids that ringed the giant world.  “Here,” he said, alluding to a small fragment in a very low orbit near the center of the screen—only it wasn’t a fragment.

“That’s a Phobian ship!” exclaimed Courtney Rose.

“There were a few of them near the Jevian during the battle,” said Christopher in response.  “But I don’t recall seeing any that close to the planet.”

“And you probably didn’t,” said Nahain.  “The vessel was attempting to mask its energy signature.  We only came upon it by happenstance.  At first, I thought it might have been damaged, and attempting to hide, but closer inspection indicated the vessel was fully functional.  It wanted to remain out of sight.” 

Christopher frowned.  “Why?”

Nahain gradually advanced the sensor data.  As he did so, numerous starships weaved through the gas giant’s intricate ring system—the Starlight included.  The entire time, the Phobian ship held its position; it wasn’t until the a last few frames did the ship even move—and when it did so, it was headed away from the battle.

“Two people beamed aboard the Phobian ship prior to its departure,” said Nahain.  “Under normal circumstances, it would be impossible to ascertain their identities—but because the city ship possessed a very unique energy signature, we know that the Phobian ship’s passengers came from the Jevian.  It appeared they were headed for Kalidar.”
Dra’venn was likely the highest ranking person aboard the Jevian.  It would make sense to evacuate him upon the vessel’s destruction… and there was no better consolation prize than the Cerebrate’s most hated adversary.  In theory, it made sense, but Christopher remained skeptical.  “Why are you telling me this?”

And for the first time, a bit of emotion stirred within Nahain’s glowing amber eyes.  Shaking an angry fist, he turned to Christopher and said, “Guard duty.  The Harad is one of the mightiest ships in the Elorg Bloc…  I am one of the mightiest Overseers.  I should have been on the front line with my brethren—but because the Cerebrate could not get past his hatred of Ra’thenn, he restricted my duties.”

“Xi’Yor doesn’t trust you,” Tompkins surmised.

Nahain grunted.  “I may not pledge my loyalty to Talyere, but I am no fan of Xi’Yor and his policies, either.  If your man can bring about reform to this ailing empire, I might be willing to support him.”

The sentiment was hardly a ringing endorsement for Talyere, but it nonetheless indicated that the strife within the Elorg Bloc was far more considerable than Christopher previously believed.  Nahain was not in any way affiliated with the Breen, nor did he have anything to do with Talyere.  He was, essentially, a part of the general populace…

The prospects were intriguing to Christopher, but Nahain cared not for the political ramifications of his actions.  He dismissed the very notion with a shrug and said, “I have done all that I can, Captain Christopher.  The rest… is up to you.”

Arms folded upon his muscular chest, Bator sat silently on his uncomfortable bunk.  In the beginning, he spent his many hours peering at the distant wall.  The stark, metallic partition was of little interest, but it proved a mild distraction from the tedium that had become Bator’s everyday life.

When the wall grew too familiar for his liking, Bator turned his eyes elsewhere.  Once, not too long ago on a day not unlike today, he spent the better part of an afternoon in silent observation of the ceiling.  Much like the adjacent wall, the ceiling was both stark and gray… but the addition of the lighting grid added the element of shadow…

But when the ceiling’s little nuances finally grew tiresome, Bator was left with little else to contemplate.  The Gemini’s claustrophobic brig had nothing more to offer.  Bator supposed he could contemplate his alleged crimes… but he was not yet that desperate for mental stimulation.  Besides, he was certain his days aboard the Gemini were numbered—a sentiment that was bolstered by the presence of the Gemini’s chief of security.

Commander Francisco Perez stood just outside the forcefield that kept Bator imprisoned.  “Lieutenant,” he called, though the designation fell from his tongue like poison.  Perez had little affinity for the Phobian—perhaps more specifically, he had little affinity for Bator’s recent crimes.

Bator, however, did not consider his actions criminal.  His people were in need of his services, and he was not about to turn his back—not after a lifetime of relative isolation.  As such, Bator maintained his dignity as he tore his eyes away from the nothingness that failed to hold his attention.  “Yes?”

Perez dangled a padd from his fingers.  “Starfleet just sent word.  You will stand before the military tribunal on stardate 77108.”  The security chief produced a wan smile.  “I will be there.”

“Good for you.”

The response, however, did not sit well with Perez.  “You betrayed your oath to Starfleet,” he angrily hissed.  “You betrayed everything this uniform stands for!  And for what?  A pat on the back from your people?”

Bator did not dignify the accusations with a response.  Perez was angry, and anything Bator might have said would only fuel his anger.  And so he sat…

Perez was still seething, but he was without question, a good officer.  He backed down, stepped away from the forcefield to calm himself…

And then the alert klaxon sounded.

“What’s wrong?”  When Creya Rosat boarded the Gemini, she was under the impression her visit would be both brief and uneventful.  As per Starfleet’s request, she intended to meet with Bator to discuss the events that led to his capture.  She didn’t really expect him to talk but, Creya had no reason to refuse Starfleet’s request.  It was to be a simple mission.  Thus, the sensor alert was unexpected.

Captain Allison Duford was equally surprised by the blaring alert klaxon, and she hastily emerged from her ready room wearing a perplexed look upon her face.  “Report.”

“A small vessel of unknown origin just dropped out of warp bearing zero-one-eight, mark two,” Ensign Paris promptly reported.  The Klingon/Human hybrid sat at the helm, diligently pecking away at the controls.  “It is on a direct intercept course.”

Not looking too concerned about the craft, Captain Duford seated herself in the command chair.  “Are we in visual range?”

Paris glanced at the sensors.  “Yes.”

And the tiny vessel that summarily flittered onto the viewscreen looked surprisingly familiar to Creya.  She couldn’t quite place it, but…  “I’ve seen that craft somewhere before.”

“An Elorg vessel?” suggested Duford.  “One of your ancient allies, perhaps?”

Creya brought a thoughtful finger to her chin.  She didn’t immediately recognize the ship as an Elorg design, but there were literally hundreds of obscure designs that dated back hundreds, if not thousands of years.  Most were retired from service, but it was possible that a few still remained.  The boxy little craft was so generic that it could have easily slipped into the annals of history without drawing attention.

“I wish I could be more certain,” Creya thusly sighed.  “It might be an Elorg ship—but if it is, I can’t imagine what…”

The tiny craft began to move closer.  Wisps of violet energy danced around the deflector’s particle emitter, and soon a ragged energy beam lanced the Gemini’s shields.

“Are we under attack?” asked Duford when the beam failed to even rattle the decking. 

“I believe so,” said Commander Perez as he assumed his post at the tactical station.  “The beam is opening a hole in our starboard dorsal shielding.”

There was still no obvious sign of an attack, but Duford wasn’t about to wait for one.  “Take out their particle emitter.”

Perez nodded.  “Aye, Captain.”

Moments later, a blazing beam of fiery light streaked away from the Gemini, easily penetrating the alien craft’s negligible shields and sufficiently damaging the particle emitter.  The violet energy beam ceased almost immediately.

Duford was already shaking her head.  “Hail them.”

Perez complied, but the subsequent computer chirps were not encouraging.  “No response.”

And Duford was baffled.  “Why take on a Falkirk-class starship?  They don’t stand a chance!”

Perez provided an indolent shrug.  “Perhaps they are suicidal?”

The notion had crossed Creya’s mind, as well, but she was fairly certain that was not the case.  If the crew of that ship were truly suicidal, they would have attacked with more than a mild particle weapon.  “Are sensors showing anything unusual?”  Creya was acting on the beginnings of a hunch.

Perez glanced down at his console.  “No,” he said.  “Why?”

The alert must have been a false alarm.  Nearly five minutes after the alert klaxon sounded, Bator was unable to discern anything that might indicate a battle.  As far as he could tell, the Gemini had remained stationary the entire time.  They either encountered some sort of spatial anomaly, or…

A pillar of shimmering violet light suddenly appeared just outside Bator’s cell.  As the glittering swirl of light vanished into the sterile air, a ghastly figure emerged from within.  “Ordikan.”

The two guards assigned to watch Bator took immediate action.  The red-haired ensign that Bator knew only as Kratos opened fire—his beam sliced into Ordikan’s craggy exoskeleton just long enough to give the entity a moment’s pause, but he was relatively unfazed by the blast.

Lieutenant Low took a more cautious route, training his phaser upon the beast and delivering a nice, stern warning:  “Don’t move!”

Ordikan ignored him, and immediately started for Bator’s cell—an action that prompted Low to take immediate action.  Without hesitation, he opened fire, and a blazing phaser beam sliced into Ordikan’s back—and then moments later blew threw the entity’s front-side in an explosion of crimson offal.  And Ordikan thusly continued toward Bator, utterly unfazed by the blast.

Low frantically reached for his communicator.  “Intruder alert!  Security to the brig!”

Ordikan touched a slimy, vomit-like hand to the forcefield—calling forth a shimmering wall of azure light that zapped and crackled with enough energy to kill a man twice Ordikan’s size.  But the undulating mound of flesh did not yield.  He forced himself upon the glittering field until finally, the technology itself yielded.  Sparks shot from the wall as the forcefield zapped into oblivion. 

With the barrier felled, Low shot at Ordikan a few more times, hoping it might somehow dissuade the beast from taking any further action—but Ordikan stepped into Bator’s cell and did not look back.

With his freedom just moments away, Bator rose from his uncomfortable bunk and assumed a defensive position near Ordikan’s side.  The entity nodded its approval, and without uttering a single word, they both of them beamed away…

“The alien vessel is coming about!”

Ensign Paris was already plotting a pursuit course, but Duford wasn’t planning on giving chase.  She wasn’t going to let the bastards get away in the first place.  “Tractor beam!”

Perez and his lightning-quick reflexes called forth the glittering blue beam just seconds later, but the effort was too little, too late.  The tiny alien craft streaked into warp before the beam could reach…

“What is their heading?” Creya thusly inquired.

“One-four-seven, mark three,” said Paris.

Duford didn’t need Creya to translate, for she knew well where the craft was headed.  “Elorg space.”  Duford was suddenly tinkering with the possibility of giving chase, but she had a feeling that wouldn’t be possible.  “How fast are they moving?”

“Warp 18.4,” Paris replied.  “We’ll never catch them.”

It wasn’t until the blood started to trickle that Duford realized just how clenched her fists were.  But her anger was certainly justified…
“It is good to see you again, Bator.”  As Ordikan vacated the transporter pad, a secondary swirl of ashen light flittered over his body.  Ordikan seemed not to notice the phenomenon—and when it passed a scant moment later, his monstrous façade was gone, replaced with the more visually appealing Phobian guise he was known to adorn.  He smiled.  “I hope you didn’t think I had forgotten about you…  I would never abandon one of my own.”

In the back of his mind, Bator secretly hoped Ordikan would someday return, though given the cataclysmic events in the Rebena System, Bator simply assumed his mentor was killed.  And he could not lie.  “I had my doubts.”

“Oh?”  Ordikan arched a curious brow as he led the way out of the transporter room.  “Do tell, Bator…”

Unfortunately, Bator almost felt guilty for doubting Ordikan, and he was initially hesitant to reply.  “It was nothing,” he said, hoping to dismiss the conversation.

But Ordikan would not let it drop.  “Bator…”

And so he yielded.  “I was incarcerated for almost two months,” he reminded.  “Given the circumstances, I was forced to conclude you were killed at Rebena Te Ra.”

Ordikan chuckled.  “I was summoned to the Otherwordly Gate… a fate very similar to death.  But now that I have returned, our work may continue.  The Phobian Republic will be restored.  At any cost.”

And that was all that Bator needed to hear.

Chapter Fourteen

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 77054.2: The battle in the Adin Kel System is over, and the Starlight has returned to Starbase 54 to begin repairs… and to contemplate the information provided by Overseer Nahain.
As soon as he opened his closet, Kendall Johnson realized that he was going to need more than three simple storage containers to hold all of his belongings.  There were dozens of old books jammed onto the crooked shelves, just as many padds, and a dozen or so large fossils that hadn’t yet found a proper home in his quarters.

Kendall plucked a razor-sharp Tyrannosaurus tooth from the top of the stack.  That one probably should have been on display—if not in his quarters, then in a museum somewhere, because the fossil was exquisitely preserved.  Kendall admired the four-inch dagger a moment longer before carefully setting it into his storage container.  He thusly reached for the smaller Tarbosaurus tooth sitting nearby, but before he could reach it, the door chimed.

Kendall poked his head out of the closet.  “Enter!”

The doors summarily slid apart, and Erin Keller stood tentatively at the threshold.  “Hey,” she said.

Without thinking, Kendall grabbed the Tarbosaurus tooth and began to fidget.  Even after all these years, the ethereal Erin Keller managed to clear his mind of all coherent thought.  “Hi…”

She flashed her perfect smile and, knowing that Kendall was too tongue-tied to say much of anything, Erin invited herself in.  “We need to talk,” she said as the doors slid shut behind her.

Several weeks had passed since their last conversation, and as Kendall recalled, it hadn’t gone too well.  As a matter of fact, Erin kindly suggested that he leave the ship—for she had just discovered the extent of Kendall’s temporal treachery.  Since that was their last conversation, Kendall was not exactly certain how this one might proceed.  Thus, he proceeded with extreme caution.  “I’m… leaving.”

She smiled.  “I know.”

The smile definitely was a good sign.  It meant that Erin wasn’t completely furious—but Kendall wasn’t about to let it lull him into a false sense of security.  Erin could be devious when she needed to be.  “So… what did you want to talk about?  I… I, um, I haven’t been in the temporal science—”

Erin was already shaking her head.  “I don’t want to talk about that,” she said.  “We’ve already had that discussion, and I don’t intend to have it again—in any way, shape, or form.”  She stepped closer.  “I just wanted to say good-bye.”

Kendall dropped the Tarbosaurus tooth.  It hit the deck with a gentle thud and shattered… right along with most of his reservations about the conversation.  But he still had a few.  “I… I never got the chance to say this earlier, Erin… but I’m sorry about what I did.”

Erin frowned.  “Kendall,” she gently replied, “you made a mistake.  A very big mistake, but a mistake nonetheless.  I don’t know if I can ever forget what you did—but perhaps someday I’ll be able to forgive you.”

Kendall knelt down to clean up the bone fragments.  “Today is not that day, is it?”

“No.”

“I… I didn’t think so.”  Kendall carefully swept the ivory fragments into his hand.  There were three large pieces, and a dozen or so smaller fragments, none of them too terribly sharp.  Once he had them in his possession, Kendall stepped over to the storage container he designated for JUNK, and dropped the shattered remains inside.

Upon spotting the storage containers scattered through Kendall’s quarters, Erin realized she had interrupted his packing.  But instead of excusing herself, Erin—true to form—decided to help.  She thusly stepped into the drafty closet and pulled out a few ragged old books.  “Romulan and Juliet?”  She frowned, holding up the book for Kendall to see.  “Didn’t I let you borrow this four years ago?”

It was probably closer to five, but Kendall supposed it didn’t really matter.  Either way, the book was coated with dust and tattered beyond repair.  Kendall elicited a sheepish frown.  “I must have… um, forgotten about it.”

Despite the book’s obvious JUNK status, Erin kindly placed it in the storage bin nearest the closet—dust and all.  “I guess you can read it on your way to Terra Sorna,” she quipped—and then dropped the subject completely.  “I’ve read quite a lot about that place.  I very much wish that I was coming with you.”

“There’s still room on Doctor Horner’s ship…”

Erin shook her head.  “I’ve got my own ship, little buddy.  I imagine it’s going to be keeping me pretty busy in the months and years to come.  You’ll have to check it out one day.”

Kendall was familiar with the Majestic.  It was the first ships in the newly designated Magellan class, designed mostly for scientific and exploratory missions.  It could never hope to compete with the Starlight in terms of firepower… but it was certainly a sight to behold.  After his tenure on Terra Sorna was over, he was certainly open to the possibility of visiting.

Erin indolently sorted through a few more books from the closet before her communicator chirped.  “Christopher to Keller!”

She tapped the shiny Starfleet insignia upon her breast.  “What’s up, Alan?”

“We’re entering the station’s transporter range.  I’m sure Angela is ready to come home.  I’ve got a meeting with Admiral Janeway, so…”

Erin smiled at the mere mention of her daughter.  “I’ll go get her.”

“All right,” Christopher readily replied.  “I’ll see you two in a little while.”

“Very well then.”  And on that note, Erin gently placed the padds back into the closet.  “I guess I should get going.”

“I guess so,” said Kendall, creeping closer to the closet.  “Will I see you again?”

Erin shrugged.  “I’m sure you will.  Maybe not today or tomorrow… but we’ll meet again.”

Reassuring as the sentiment might have been, Kendall was nonetheless about to say good-bye to the life and the friends he had known for so very long.  So, even if they were bound to someday meet again… well, it wasn’t going to be anytime soon.  Kendall tried to put up a brave front, tried to cling onto the pleasant thoughts that would usher in their next meeting, but he failed.
Miserably.

And the frown that summarily crossed Kendall’s face was enough to bring a tear to Erin’s eye—and in that fleeting moment, all of the lingering tension between the two of them seemed to evaporate.  “I’m going to miss you, little buddy…”

Kendall long ago told himself that he wasn’t going to cry.  But it wasn’t the first time he lied to himself, and as Erin approached, he suspected it wouldn’t be the last.  And so, Kendall allowed that single tear to escape his pale green eyes.  “I’m… I’m going to miss you, too.”

But words didn’t seem sufficient to convey the depth of Kendall’s emotions.  After all, he loved Erin Keller.  So he decided to hug her—it was tentative at first, a motion so discreet that, if necessary, it could have very easily turned into an awkward stretch.  But thankfully, Erin recognized the motion for what it was…

And in that one, absolute moment of pure and unadulterated perfection, Erin and Kendall were one.  He wrapped his arms around her petite and perfect body and pulled her close, held her like he so often dreamed…

And then the door chimed—and without warning, Lucas strolled right inside, his eyes nearly vacating his head when he saw the two of them locked in their embrace.  “Woah!” he exclaimed.  “I’m not disturbing anything, am I?”

Erin politely distanced herself from Kendall as her gaze turned toward Lucas.  “I was just saying good-bye to Kendall, that’s all.”

Lucas provided her a devious grunt.  “You plan on saying good-bye to me?”

“No.”

He shrugged.  “Heh… I tried.”  And on that note, Lucas stepped past Erin and handed a sleek black padd over to Kendall.

“What is this?” Kendall inquired as he took the padd.

“Discharge materials,” Lucas replied.  It didn’t need much of an explanation, and he clearly didn’t plan on providing one.  “I’ve also got some dating tips in there, in case you score a date on Terra Sorna.  Number Five is a biggie.”

Curious, Kendall scrolled through the padd’s data until he came upon the list.  The first few tips were nothing extraordinary, but Number Five… well, it certainly had the Lucas Touch: “Don’t… don’t fart in the turbolift…”

“Heh…”  Lucas was already chuckling.  “That’ll end a date real quick.”

Rolling her eyes in disgust, Erin swiftly planted her fist into Lucas’s shoulder.  “That’s gross!”

“Hey!” Lucas raised his hands in defeat.  “It’s true!”

True or not, Kendall didn’t really expect to put the suggestion to the test.  “This is a purely scientific mission,” he said.  “I’ll probably be spending most of my time studying the animal population.”

“Well, in case you get bored…”  Lucas grinned, but sensing his suggestion would fall upon deaf ears, he ultimately let the conversation drop.  “So, you almost ready to go?”

Technically speaking, Kendall was nearly ready to depart.  Save the junk in his closet, everything was packed, leaving his quarters looking rather desolate.  No trinkets on the shelves, no paintings on the wall… Nothing.  But even though his bags were nearly packed, Kendall found that he wasn’t quite ready to go.  After so much time trying to get away from the Starlight… he couldn’t bring himself to leave.

He sighed.  “I’ll be ready in a little while.”

Lucas understood.  In fact, he understood all too well.  “What do you say I stick around for a little while and help you pack?  After all, I still owe you for the hell I put you through on the Jevian.”

A faint smile befell Kendall’s lips, but he was already shaking his head.  “You don’t have to help, Lucas.  Besides, I’m… I’m almost done packing, anyway.”

But Lucas wouldn’t hear a word of it.  “Heh… It’s no big deal.  I’m here to help,” he playfully insisted.  “That’s what friends are for.”

And on that note, Lucas went to work, marching over to the open closet in search of Kendall’s few remaining trinkets.

Erin simultaneously returned to Kendall’s side, wrapping a gentle arm around his shoulder in the process.  She squeezed him tight and said, “I guess I’ll catch you later, little buddy.”

Kendall didn’t really know what to say.  There were no words sufficient to express the feelings floating through his mind at that moment.  But for the first time in a very long time, Kendall Johnson felt truly happy.  So he smiled, touched a caring hand to Erin’s, and slowly walked her to the exit.

They stood, silently, at the looming threshold for a fleeting eternity as a flood of memories, both good and bad, culminated into the delicate conclusion of their long and arduous relationship.  Fighting back tears, Kendall squeezed Erin’s hand…

…And then he let go…

Commander Jerras read the proposal the moment it reached her desk.

Then she read it again.

And again.

And now she was somewhat perplexed, a situation that left the Praetor equally confounded.  Still holding the proposal in her hand, Jerras turned her gaze upon the inquisitive Tomalak and asked, “Are you sure about this?”

“I am.”  There was not even a hint of uncertainty in his voice.  “I have already discussed this with Admiral Janeway and Ambassador Tuvok.  The Federation Council is receptive to the notion as well.”

Given that, Jerras sincerely wished that shared Tomalak’s feelings.  In theory, an alliance with the Federation might do well to ensure the continued existence of the Romulan Star Empire… Likewise, that same alliance could just as easily obliterate the Empire, for it was just the first step toward Federation membership.  Tomalak hadn’t specifically mentioned the possibility of the Romulans joining the Federation, but… the unspoken option was certainly there.

Jerras sighed.  “I trust you, Praetor.”

He allowed himself a faint smile.  “Yet you have your reservations about this alliance, do you not?”

Jerras carefully shoved herself away from her desk.  “I think the Federation has proven its worth to the Romulans in recent years.”

It was a transparent half-response, and Tomalak saw right through it.  “You didn’t answer the question.”

“No,” said Jerras.  “I didn’t.”

A glint of concern sparked in the Praetor’s eye.  “You may speak freely, Commander.”

Jerras knew well that she was always free to speak her opinions.  Unfortunately, her opinions did not usually conflict with those of the Praetor, hence her hesitation.  But Tomalak desired an answer, and Jerras knew it was her duty to provide one.  “I do have reservations about the alliance,” she eventually admitted.  “The Federation has provided much support to us in recent years.  In fact, there are some who believe they have supported us a bit too much.  In the past, it has not been our custom to accept charity from others…”

“But in the past,” Tomalak countered, “the Romulan Empire was both powerful and expansive.  We were not in need of charity from others.  That is no longer the case.  Romulus is dead, the Garidians have annexed much of our territory, and our remaining colonies are hardly flourishing.”

Jerras clenched her jaw.  She didn’t like the unpleasant thoughts crossing her mind...  “The Federation has only made us weaker.  Entering into a formal alliance with them will only serve to undermine the Empire even more!  There are some who might see this as a prelude to invasion—the Federation could not conquer us with weapons, so they chose to do so with words…  They will slip across our borders under the guise of peace, establish an outpost or two within our borders—and in a few years we will be conquered.” 

Tomalak was taken aback by the sentiment.  The look upon his face was a mix of anger and confusion, and as the moments passed, it was not clear which of the emotions would win.  “Commander,” he said after a moment, “I was unaware you harbored such feelings…”

“I do not consider myself an extremist.   I have little desire to bring war upon the Federation,” said Jerras.  “But I care for the sovereignty of the Romulan Star Empire… and I fear your alliance could compromise that sovereignty.”

“I could reword some of the treaty,” Tomalak immediately suggested.  “It would be a simple matter to impose restrictions on the Federation’s ability to cross into our territory.  They would understand.”

It was not the concession Jerras had been hoping for.  “Abandon the treaty altogether,” she quietly urged.  “A thousand years ago, this empire was forged in an act of defiance!  Our ancestors had no allies, no technology, nothing!  Yet they thrived, and ultimately created this mighty empire!  I do not speak lightly when I say this, Praetor, but you are about to undo everything they worked for!”

Tomalak immediately shook his head to the contrary.  “I need not remind you, Commander, that you are the one responsible for bringing the Federation into our affairs.”

He had a point.  Nearly two years ago, it was Jerras that contacted the Federation, and urged them to send help to Romulus.  “Ambassador Spock had information on the Tal Shiar,” she said.  “We needed a Vulcan to extract that data before the Ambassador died…”

“My point exactly,” said Tomalak.  “We needed the Federation then, and we need them now.”

Jerras remained unconvinced—but suddenly thought it wise to explain her stance before continuing.  “I am not suggesting we go into an extended isolation, nor  I am not completely opposed to the notion of further cooperation with the Federation.  I merely believe that the Romulans must stand on their own.”

“And they will,” Tomalak adamantly insisted.  “They will!  I do not intend to forfeit this empire to the annals of time just yet.  But times have changed, Jerras.  The galaxy has changed.  The Romulans can no longer afford to isolate themselves.  Like it or not, we are a part of the galactic community, and if we wish to remain an integral part of that community, we must build these alliances with our neighbors!

“Look at the Federation and the Klingons—despite the recent tumult, both continue to thrive.  And why is that?  Because they are allies.  They freely share troops and resources, and both of their respective empires have prospered—and expanded—as a result.  We must do the same, for it certain a new enemy will one day threaten our small corner of the galaxy.  When that day comes, I don’t want the Romulans to again taste defeat!”

And suddenly, the conversation came full circle.  Though she still had her reservations about the proposed alliance, Jerras nevertheless had her faith in Tomalak.  “I trust you, Praetor…”

He nodded his approval.  “Fear not, Jerras.  Our empire will thrive once more.”

The war was almost over.  After five long years, it was difficult for Erin Keller to wrap her mind around the concept.  Though she hated to admit it, combat had become second nature… the death and destruction… after five years, she was barely phased by any of it.  But now, for the first time in recent memory, there would be no war to fight.  She was going to be an explorer again…

But Erin wasn’t content to simply explore space.  As she adjusted to her new life, she was going to have to spend a lot of time exploring her humanity.  She wanted to revisit that optimistic young lady that once existed within her soul—if only for a moment.  Thankfully, Erin had a very good place to start that exploration.  Kendall had set the ball into motion, but… 

“Mommy!!!!”  Erin was barely a meter into the starbase schoolroom when Angela came gleefully bounding across the deck.  The little girl excitedly wrapped her arms around Erin’s and expelled into the air the happiest of little screams.  “Mommy!”  she excitedly called.  “Are the monsters gone?!”

In one quick movement, Erin scooped the girl into her arms.  “Well,” she said, “the monsters aren’t quite gone… but they’re not going to bother us anymore.”

The sentiment was news to Angela’s ears.  A wide grin spread across her angelic face as she turned to Erin and said, “Yay!”  Of course, her elation didn’t last for very long.  A scant moment later, Angela brought a thoughtful finger to her chin and asked, “Mommy, is it my birthday yet?”

Erin shook her head.  “I’m afraid you’ve still got a few more days to go,” she cheerfully replied.

Upon hearing that, Angela wasn’t nearly so cheerful.  “How long is a few days?”

“Six.”  No doubt an eternity for an almost-four-year-old—but in Erin’s mind, six days would come to pass far too soon.  Angela was growing up much too quickly for her liking.  She almost wished that she could somehow freeze time—and thusly preserve Angela’s sweet innocence for all of eternity.

But it wasn’t going to happen.  “Mommy,” said Angela in a pathetically cute little voice that hinted at desperation, “can we have my birthday today?  I’ve been a good girl!”

“Today isn’t your birthday, silly!”  Erin was trying her best not to cave in to Angela’s plea, but she suspected that her efforts might ultimately fail.

Angela’s big blue eyes began to sink, and her cheerful smile gradually transformed into an overly exaggerated pout.  “What if I can’t wait for six days, Mommy?”

Erin could feel her resolve start to crumble.  It had been a very long year, and all things considered, Angela was more than deserving of an early birthday… or at least an early birthday present.  “I’ll have to think about it…”

The Columbia’s bridge always took some getting used to.  Even a year after taking command, Matthew Harrison still found himself occasionally taken aback by its intrinsic fusion of function and beauty. 

Like everything else aboard the ship, the bridge was small, but its circular design maximized the available workspace.  Harrison’s chair was located in what he liked to call the Circle of Power—the small, circular platform in the center of the bridge, flanked on either side by small computer workstations that gave him access to just about every system on the ship.

The Circle of Power was itself encapsulated within a much larger circle, this one containing all of the bridge’s other workstations—tactical, engineering, and mission operations were aft, ops and conn were in front, and all of them were gracefully curved to fit within the ship’s circular design scheme.

To this day, Harrison was impressed—and as he stepped onto the bridge alongside Kendall Johnson, it was obvious that he, too, found the Columbia’s command center most impressive.

But Commander Robinson didn’t give them much time to admire the computer.  She immediately evacuated the Circle of Power and turned her gaze upon Harrison.  “Captain on deck!”

The crew immediately turned to acknowledge their commanding officer, but Harrison promptly gave them a dismissive nod.  “As you were.”  He took a moment to watch the crew in action—but since there was little for them to do sitting alongside the starbase, he wound up admiring their inaction—a situation he intended to rectify.  “What is our status?”

Robinson provided a crisp status report:  “All systems are standing by… and the Venture is in position, ready to go.”

While the Columbia was more than able to handle any scientific situation they happened upon in the Beta Quadrant, it was ill equipped to defend itself in battle—hence the presence of the Sovereign-class Venture.  The vessel was powerful enough to give just about any adversary a moment’s pause.

Harrison turned to the viewscreen.  “Open a channel to Captain Ansari.”

“Aye, sir,” said Turathan Karalis.

And moments later, Captain Krishna Ansari flittered onto the viewscreen.  He was an older man with dark skin and hair—but his well-trimmed beard was peppered with a few gray hairs.  “Captain Harrison,” he warmly greeted, “I must apologize for the delay in our arrival…  We had a minor situation in the Adin Kel System—you might have heard about it?”
Harrison smiled.  “I am vaguely familiar with it,” he quipped—but moments later, he was all business.  “Are you ready to get under way?”

“We are ready whenever you are,” said Ansari without hesitation.  “Our first stop is Terra Sorna, if memory serves…”

“It is,” confirmed Harrison.  “It shall serve as a minor detour, then—”

Ansari’s dark eyes widened in surprise.  “Minor detour?” he playfully repeated.  “Captain, this planet is an incredible find!  I fully intend to spend no fewer than three or four days there!”

A slight frown crept across Harrison’s face.  “But our mission—”

“—is to explore,” Ansari gleefully concluded.  “And after five years of warfare, Captain, I intend to do just that.”  He chuckled.  “Venture out.”

Ansari summarily blinked away, leaving Harrison with a fair amount on his mind.  Evidently he still had a lot to learn about the fine art of exploration—though given the grim alternatives, Harrison was eager to get underway.  “Commander Meade,” he called as seated himself in the command chair, “set course for the Terra Sorna System, warp 14.”

“Aye, sir!”

As Meade made the necessary course corrections, the Columbia gradually came about.  The Venture briefly eclipsed the glittering starfield, and when its sleek curves exited the viewscreen a moment later, it left in its wake the Starlight.  The ship gracefully crept toward Starbase 54, soon to begin another epic voyage into the final frontier.  The sentiment brought a smile to his face.  “Good-bye, old friend…”

Flanking the much larger Venture, the Columbia gracefully came about, awash the pale golden light bursting from the heart of a nearby star.  Together, the pair snaked around the massive starbase, soared high above the damaged Starlight… and then vanished in a flash of brilliant azure light.

Admiral Janeway stepped into the crowded conference room—and for the first time in many long months, there was a fair amount of good news on the docket.  Praetor Tomalak was the first to take notice, and as Janeway seated herself at the head of the table, the Romulan turned to her and asked, “How are the stars looking, Admiral?”

Janeway grinned, but said nothing in response.  Despite the wealth of decent news, there was still little time for pleasantries—and she suspected many of her assembled guests would rather skip the pleasantries altogether… especially the Tholian Ambassador, a strident fellow by the name of Vokcene, whose stark crystalline visage loomed on the nearby viewscreen.  It was his strident calls that brought into session the meeting.

“Our ships have secured the Tal Qatar System.”  The Tholian’s menacing visage briefly flittered away from the viewscreen, replaced by an image of nearly forty Tholian ships wrapping a giant crystalline web around the uninhabited star system that marked the furthest extents of Elorg space.  “The enemy will not gain entry.”

“The Cardassians have likewise secured everything from the Portas System to Adar Mi,” said Legate Turin.  The burly Cardassian sat between Tomalak and Captain Landsberg at the conference table.  “Unfortunately,” he continued, “we do not have the resources to take the Hazor Cluster.”

Seated directly across from Turin, Chancellor Martok was already flashing a toothy grin.  “Your allies in the Klingon Empire will take the Hazor Cluster,” he proudly insisted.

Turin turned his gaze upon the Klingon.  “Intelligence scans indicate the Elorg have established a considerable minefield in that region.” 

Overseer Artanis readily nodded his agreement.  “Ra’thenn ordered its construction not long after the attack on Earth—but the field was never completed because of insufficient resources.”

Janeway arched a curious brow.  “It would seem that conditions within the Bloc were worse than we originally thought.”

Zeratul grunted.  “Constructing several thousand starships in a matter of months is no small feat,” he said.  “Many within the Bloc suffered as a result.”

“Well,” said Christopher, “now we have a chance to rectify that error.  I assume everyone is familiar with the data provided by Overseer Nahain…”

“It seems valid,” said Artanis with a nod of approval.  “Nahain has no apparent reason to deceive us.”

“I got the impression he was telling the truth,” Christopher readily agreed.

“How many ships are currently guarding Kalidar?” asked Tomalak.

“Not many,” said Landsberg, carefully perusing his padd for the necessary information.  “At last check, were only six vessels orbiting Kaldiar—and only four of them are warships.”

The Romulan frowned.  “Why so few?”

“It is curious,” said Legate Turin, a slight frown upon his face.  “I would expect the Cerebrate to recall as many ships as possible…”

“Like the Dominion did on Cardassia?” Martok grunted.  “We know how that turned out…  Eight hundred million dead.  It was a glorious battle!”

“Kalidar has an extensive orbital defense network,” said Zeratul.  “And unlike the minefield in the Hazor Cluster, it is fully functional.  Approaching Kalidar without an entire fleet would be suicide.”

“We can probably spare ten or twenty ships,” said Landsberg.  “But… that probably won’t be enough.”

Zeratul shook his head.  “Not at all.”

“Unfortunately,” Artanis continued, “we must maintain the blockade in the Adin Kel System.  If the remaining Elorg vessels are allowed to escape, they will undoubtedly flee to Kalidar.  If their fleet reassembles there…”  There was no need for him to continue.

A strident shriek suddenly filled the air as Vokcene voiced his opinion.  “Send your ships,” said the Tholian.  “We will dismantle the orbital defense network.”

“Are you sure?” asked Janeway.

The Tholian’s blazing yellow eyes gravitated toward the Admiral.  He uttered something in his strident language, but the universal translator didn’t quite pick it up.  Janeway was certain she didn’t want to know… 

Landsberg tapped a few commands into his pad.  “We should be safe if every member of the alliance contributes five ships.”

“It will be done,” said Martok.  Tomalak and Turin subsequently nodded their agreement, and the fleet that would bring about a decisive end to Elorg War was born.

Christopher turned his gaze upon Landsberg.  “I’d like the Starlight to be a part of that fleet…”

He sighed.  “Alan, you took heavy damage…”

“And so did just every other ship out there,” he promptly countered.  “This is important to me, Ryan.  I helped start this war five years ago—and one way or another, I’m going to help finish it.”

“I can respect that,” said Landsberg with a nod.

But Janeway wasn’t so understanding.  “The fleet will leave first thing tomorrow morning under the command of Captain Landsberg,” she said.  

Christopher started to protest…

And Janeway quickly raised a dismissive hand, her pale blue eyes drilling into Christopher’s skull.  “We’ll leave without you if we have to, Alan… but I know you won’t disappoint me.”

A wide grin fell upon his face.  “The Starlight will be there, Admiral…”

Chapter Fifteen

“How many ships?”

The approaching task force had the Cerebrate on edge… and rightfully so.  Despite an impressive orbital defense network, Kalidar was vulnerable to attack, and any Federation task force posed a considerable threat.  Thankfully, Ordikan had long ago foreseen this possibility, and was ready to respond.  “Starfleet intends to dispatch twenty starships.”

The number came as a surprise to Xi’Yor, and he peered down from his opulent throne accordingly.  “Only twenty?”  He frowned.  “Are you certain?”

 “Reasonably,” said Ordikan in response.  Until the fleet was actually assembled and in motion, he could not possible know the exact number of vessels Starfleet intended to dispatch… but his premonition was strong.  “There will be twenty ships.”

The orbital defense platforms could easily dispose of twenty ships, but this knowledge was not enough to satisfy Xi’Yor.  “The Federation must be aware of the defense platforms,” he said.  “They must intend to disable it.”

“How?”

Xi’Yor’s blazing eyes narrowed to angry slits.  “You tell me,” he beckoned.  “After all, General, you seem to know everything else.”

“That is untrue,” said Ordikan in response.  “Because I am not of this realm, I am able to sense certain things—but my knowledge has its limits.  I am not clairvoyant.”

“A shame.”  Xi’Yor gracefully abandoned his throne and descended the short flight of stairs in front of it.  He took a moment to train his most lethal gaze upon the mighty Ordikan—a gaze that could easily subdue a meager underling—but the faux-Phobian was barely fazed. “So tell me, General, how do you intend to deal with this new threat?”

Given his sardonic tone, Xi’Yor obviously did not believe Ordikan had a viable plan to stop the Federation approach.  The unfortunate incident at Rebena Te Ra cast a great shadow of doubt upon the General, and it would not be easily to escape it… but then again, the whims of Cerebrate Xi’Yor were not within his purview.  “I have a plan…”

Xi’Yor arched a curious brow.  “I am eager to hear this plan.”  He stepped closer to Ordikan.  “Does it involve the liberation of any more of your colleagues?”

Ordikan refused to dignify the question with a response.  Bator was an integral part of the Phobian Republic, and the mission to liberate him was certainly justified.  “You should watch your tongue, Cerebrate.  Bator, and all of my colleagues, have kept this conflict with the Federation going much longer than it otherwise would have lasted…”

The sentiment did not sit well with Xi’Yor.  He clenched his fists and started for Ordikan, but soon realized there was nothing he could do that could bring harm upon the massive Phobian.  And thus, he merely seethed amidst a failed attempt to reign in his brewing rage…

The illness was progressing quickly.  Soon, Ordikan suspected, the Cerebrate would have no control over his mental resources.  “You should consult with your medic.”

Xi’Yor shook his head.  “No!”

“I will take care of the Federation,” Ordikan insisted—but he knew it would only serve to drive Xi’Yor closer to insanity.  “Bator will provide me with the Federation’s prefix codes.  In one fell swoop, I will disable a quarter of their fleet…”

For a moment, the Cerebrate teetered on the edge.  His mind appeared to sway between the realm of life and death… but when he finally came to his senses, Xi’Yor was back in full force.  “If we disable—or even destroy—the Federation task force, it will only delay the inevitable,” he darkly realized.  “More ships will come.  And they will keep coming until they have achieved their goal.”

Now that he had his wits about him, Xi’Yor was suddenly plotting something that was actually beyond Ordikan’s abilities.  He might have had the ability of foresight, but he was hardly a master tactician.  “You have a plan?”

A malevolent grin crept across the Cerebrate’s face.  “As a matter of fact, I do…”

• • •

On the outside, the Columbia was a fairly unassuming ship.  Having perused its schematics, Kendall Johnson had in his mind’s eye a fairly good idea what to expect when he came aboard… but it didn’t take long for the Columbia to surpass those expectations.  The schematics simply did not do the ship justice.

As Captain Harrison marched dutifully through the narrow corridors toward the science lab, Kendall again prepared himself to be awed.  The doors slid apart amidst a gentle hiss, gracefully revealing a masterfully crafted laboratory.

The cavernous lab was shaped like a giant horseshoe, and dozens of impressive computer stations ringed the massive facility.  A giant viewscreen dominated the back wall, flanked on either side by three smaller screens that were constantly displaying information pertinent to the mission at hand.  In the center of the lab was a large, circular workstation that Kendall instantly recognized as a temporal core.

He was tempted to investigate, but with Harrison watching over his shoulder, Kendall knew that he would not have a chance to investigate very much.  Thus, he maintained his distance.  “It’s… very impressive…”

Harrison nodded accordingly.  “I thought you might find it fascinating,” he said.  “We have some of Starfleet’s most advanced scientific equipment right here in this lab—our enhanced lateral sensors, for example, can penetrate any known cloaking device.”

Starfleet had been developing such a device for many years.  The project dated back to the Klingon Civil War, when the Federation attempted to establish a tachyon detection grid near Romulan space.  It was effective to an extent… but not very difficult for the Romulans to circumnavigate.  Later incarnations of the project focused more on the individual starship, and the Columbia’s new sensor array was obviously a result of those efforts.

“We… we could have used that a long time ago,” Kendall said, but his musings were cut short by the sound of Captain Harrison’s chirping communicator.

“Robinson to Harrison!”

He touched his communicator.  “Yes, Commander?”

“We’re picking up a distress signal in the Kilka Sector.  It’s the Romulan ships that Praetor Tomalak dispatched to investigate the Elorg rift…  Apparently they’re in some sort of trouble…”

A few minutes later, Harrison strode onto the bridge, a hint of concern in his heart.  “Status?”

“Unchanged,” said Robinson as she vacated the command chair.  “The message is a repeating loop.  They’ve been transmitting it for about ten minutes.”

Harrison thusly assumed the Romulans’ crisis was a recent development.  “Let’s hear it.”

“Aye, sir,” said Lieutenant Karalis.

His deft fingers flew over the tactical station and a scant moment later, the gentle cobalt hues of their quantum slipstream vanished—and the static-filled image of a Romulan commander appeared.  “…the Warbird Kavala… encountered the… sidera… expansion… ar th… …unknown…”

The message was barely audible, and the few coherent words made little sense—but Harrison was already starting to piece things together.  “It sounds like they encountered… something unfortunate within the Alteran Expanse.”

Kendall Johnson tentatively wandered over to the operations station.  “I… I might be able to enhance the audio,” he said, “but given the extreme degradation, it might take several hours.”

Unfortunately, they didn’t have several hours.  Harrison knew that if they were to take any action, it would have to be soon.  “What is the nearest starship?”

“The Mariner,” gleaned Ian Meade from the helm.  “But they are already responding to a medical emergency in the Aurillac System.  There is also a Yridian garbage scow in Sector 15387, but given their maximum speed, it would take nearly three weeks for them to respond.”

Robinson turned her gaze upon Harrison.  “If we alter our slipstream, we’re less than three hours away at maximum warp.”

Three hours would be sufficient time for Johnson to complete his work, and Harrison was confident they could respond to whatever threat he uncovered in a timely manner—he just hoped it was soon enough to save the Romulans.  “Alert the Venture of our change in plans, then set a course for the Kilka Sector—maximum warp!”

Ten hours.

It wasn’t uncommon for Sarah Hartman to endure such a lengthy shift.  On most days, she liked to work at least thirteen or fourteen hours before calling it a day.  But ten hours of triage was enough to quell even Sarah Hartman’s desire for work.  Over the course of her long day, she saw hundreds of lacerations and dozens of broken bones, interspersed occasionally with a few plasma burns.

The worst casualties were typically a painful combination of burns and broken bones, but there was the occasional severed limb to contend with.  Hartman was able to save most everyone, but…

She tried not to think about the unfortunate minority.  There would be a time and place to grieve the fallen, but until that time came, Sarah needed to keep her mind clear of that emotional clutter.  She had to be prepared for the next round of casualties…

But for the time being, Sarah felt it was safe for her to take a break.  Sickbay had been reasonably devoid of chaos for nearly an hour, and the few injuries she did tend to were incredibly minor.  Thus, she strolled into the mess hall for a quick bite to eat.

The Starlight’s social center took only minor damage during the battle.  The walls were blackened in places, debris was strewn about the place, and a few EPS conduits dangled from the ceiling—but the lighting grid was completely intact, and most importantly, the replicator still worked.

Sarah ordered a bowl of vegetable soup.  Once it appeared within the replicator basin, she wandered over to table boasting the least amount of soot and debris and took a seat.

Justin Reinbold joined her a scant moment later.  “Hey.”

Sarah arched a curious brow.  She had been under the impression she was the only one in the mess hall.  “I didn’t realize you were here, Justin.”

He chuckled.  “I was following not far behind you,” he admitted.  “I needed a break, too.  And, I guess I kinda owed you this dinner since I didn’t show up for the last one.”

Sarah provided him a dismissive nod.  “Don’t worry about it.  You had a lot on your mind.”

“I still do,” he sighed—though the lack of dread in Justin’s lament boded well.  “But I think I’m starting to get my shit back together.”

“Oh?”  Sarah took a moment to sample her soup—but as the steaming spoon made its way into her mouth, she was only able to discern the soup was still too hot to eat.  She forced the searing broth down her throat and then set aside her spoon.

Justin was mildly bemused by her torment, but the snide comment on the tip of his tongue remained unspoken.  He instead placed a small padd on the tabletop, and tentatively began to peruse its contents.

Sarah was instantly curious.  “What is it?”

The look upon Justin’s face gave no indication, but that alone spoke volumes.  He didn’t frequently hold back.  “It’s my future,” he said, and thusly proffered the padd for Sarah’s inspection.

Sarah didn’t know what to expect when she took the padd, but was pleasantly surprised when her eyes befell the sleek little padd.  “Starfleet Medical?”  A wan smile touched her lips.  “Justin, are you sure?”

Clearly, he wasn’t sure about much of anything, but the determination that shined in his bright blue eyes culled enough courage to drive Justin forward.  “My Mom was always saying that I needed some responsibility—that my life needed some sort of direction.  And in the back of my mind, I always knew that was true…  but I had everything that I needed right here aboard the Starlight.”

“But that changed,” Sarah realized.

 Justin’s determination seemed to waver as thoughts of things past clouded his sullen mind.  “I’ve lost so much the past few months I was beginning to think my life might never turn around,” he quietly admitted.  “But then I saw Claire in that corridor—and for the first time in a really, really long time, Sarah, my life had a purpose.  I had to save her.”

“And you did!” Sarah proudly commended.  

The pride was fleeting.  “She’s not awake yet,” Justin reminded.

“That will change,” Sarah calmly asserted.  She wanted to keep the conversation positive, because she intended to make certain Justin’s newfound aspiration came to fruition.  He knew his way around sickbay… he certainly had a chance of succeeding at Starfleet Medical.  All he had to do was try… but that was an area where Justin didn’t really excel.  “I should warn you, Starfleet Medical is not going to be a walk in the park.”

“I know.”

Sarah shook her head.  “I don’t think you do.”  But she didn’t want to discourage him.  “I also think that you have the potential to do something really great here, Justin.  If you apply yourself… you can do it.”

“And if I need some help?”

Sarah smiled.  “I’ll be here for you.”

Jayla Trinn wrapped her fingers around the badly damaged EPS conduit and forcefully yanked it out of the blackened wall.  It was just one of many ruined conduits in main engineering, and as it fell, a shower of sparks and soot fluttered to the deck.

“It’s going to take months to get the ship back together,” she sighed to a very receptive Alan Christopher.

His boyish face was smudged with soot, and his typically blonde hair was peppered with flecks of black ash—but he was not at all discouraged by the grim prediction (or the mess).  “It’s thematic,” he quipped.  “Now that the war is about over, we’re moving—along with the rest of the galaxy—into the rebuilding phase.”

Trinn reached into the open conduit and yanked out a charred gel pack.  “Well,” she mused, “the next time we get into a fight, try to make it a little less thematic.”  She handed the pack to Christopher.

He took it, and gracefully lobbed it into the mountain of dead gel packs near the inactive warp core.  It struck near the top of the pile and then rolled onto the deck with a satisfying THUD.  “Maybe I should try playing that basketball game Lucas has set up in the cargo bay.”

Trinn had been witness to only a single basketball game, and it did little to impress her.  “It’s a little boring, if you ask me.”

“Well…” Christopher grinned.  “I didn’t ask you.”

 “So true.”  And on that note, Trinn turned her attention back to the conduit.  As far as she could tell, all of the damaged goods were removed—all that remained were the ODN relays and a few isolinear chips that helped run the secondary systems.  “Most of the damage in engineering is superficial.  I can have it repaired by tomorrow morning.”

Christopher crept down at her side.  “What about the rest of the ship?”

That, unfortunately, was a whole other story—and as far as Trinn could tell, it wasn’t a very good story, either.  “Decks six, seven, and eight took heavy damage,” she said.  “My repair teams have indicated portions of deck seven are completely obliterated.  It really will take several months to get those parts of the ship back up and running.” 

“Has our structural integrity been compromised?”

“Forcefields and emergency bulkheads are in place,” Trinn replied.  “The starbase repair teams are already sealing the hull breaches…  If you want to know if we’ll be able to join Admiral Janeway’s fleet tomorrow morning, I think it’s a pretty safe bet.  We won’t be operating at one hundred percent, but… we will be there.”
Christopher smiled.  “Good.”

Chapter Sixteen

“We’re entering the Kilka Sector.”

Three hours came and went much faster than Matthew Harrison had anticipated.  When they set out in response to the Romulan distress signal, Harrison anticipated a dreadfully long voyage into the corridor of shadow.  He expected to be on the edge of his seat, butterflies in his stomach…  Thus, Harrison was certainly surprised by Ian Meade’s rather abrupt announcement.

“Three hours already?”  He abandoned the command chair and wandered over to the helm to see for himself.  Sure enough, the Columbia and the Venture both loomed just inside the Kilka Sector’s border.

And the butterflies suddenly began to flutter.  Harrison made an effort to ignore them, but everything about the situation seemed wrong.  He simply could not dismiss that gut feeling forever.  It was his sincere hope that Commander Johnson’s message could delay the inevitable.  “How is our distress signal, Commander?”

Johnson glanced up from his console.  “I… I’m nearly finished,” he said, tapping a few commands into the control interface.

Nearly finished would have to suffice.  They were but a few minutes from the Alteran Expanse, and Harrison needed answers sooner, rather than later.  “Let’s hear it.”

It was obvious that Johnson would have preferred to first complete his work, but on some level, he must have understood the situation’s inherent urgency.  Thus, with a single keystroke, he instructed the computer to play the message.

It commenced with a strident crackle of static.  A few inaudible words pierced through the white noise and then: “…is Subcommander Dior of the Romulan Warbird Kavala.  We require immediate assistance!  We have encountered a large object of unknown origin near the interspatial flexure in the Alteran Expanse.  Our engines are disabled and we… ve… sustained heav… mage to our int… pter systems… rep… ssitanc… …”  And the message ended in the very same white noise that served as its beginning.

Johnson shook his head.  “That’s it.”

Thankfully, the transmission proffered a great deal of information, and Harrison thusly turned to Turathan Karalis for some answers.  “Are long range sensors detecting anything near the rift?”

The Andorian shook his head.  “No.”  He sorted through a variety of different scans before adding, “There is no sign of the Romulans, either.  Their distress signal has ceased.”

Commander Robinson furrowed her brow.  “Any debris?”

“None,” said Karalis.  “Though it is possible the unknown object vaporized the Romulan ships.”

Suddenly taking heed of his butterflies’ warnings, Harrison turned to the Andorian and said, “Yellow alert.”

Unfortunately, that was the easy decision.  None of Harrison’s few remaining options were as clear cut.  He was not especially eager to forge ahead into the unknown when the threat of destruction loomed on the horizon.  Any object of unknown origin able to neutralize two Romulan warbirds commanded a great deal of respect—or weaponry… 

Robinson stepped closer, her curious face creeping into Harrison’s field of vision.  “Orders, Captain?”

He sighed.  “Maintain course…”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 77059.4: The Starlight is making final preparations for the invasion of Kalidar.  Though damage to the ship is, in places, extreme, I am confident we will be on the front lines one last time.

Meanwhile, the Gemini has docked with Starbase 54 to deliver Creya Rosat, a key part of the pending invasion. 
Courtney Rose assumed her post at the tactical station and wasted no time getting to work.  After returning from the Jevian, Captain Christopher kindly suggested she take a few days to rest and recover.  It certainly seemed like a good idea at the time, but after a few hours of rest, Courtney was having second thoughts.  The war was as good as won, but it wasn’t over just yet—and she couldn’t bring herself to lounge around until a true victory was achieved.

Besides… she needed something to keep her mind occupied.  Thoughts of the battle constantly filled her mind.  She could still see those protectors plunging to their doom in the reactor core—she could still hear them scream as their bodies surged into the dark abyss…  The tactical station certainly helped to block those thoughts.

The dorsal phaser array was completely obliterated.  There was no way it could be repaired in time for the voyage to Kalidar, but Courtney was certain the ventral phasers could be salvaged.  It would take some creative reworking of the backup systems, and a little bit of luck, but… the phasers would return.

Meanwhile, the Starlight’s torpedo compliment was already replenished.  The starbase was able to provide nine hundred transphasic torpedoes, and nearly a thousand quantum torpedoes—and at last check, there was not a single problem with most of the torpedo launchers.

All things considered, the tactical systems were in good shape, so Courtney decided to help out elsewhere.  It didn’t take long for her to venture over to the operations console—and Erin Keller.  The area was functional, for the most part… but it was a bona fide mess.  There was a thick black soot all over the place, chunks of debris and EPS conduit, and shrapnel galore…

Erin had already cleared away some of the mess, but she had a long way to go.  Courtney made certain she wouldn’t have to do it alone.

“The cargo bay is trashed,” said Lucas Tompkins as he removed a pair of dead gel packs from the open conduit before him.  After a brief inspection, he handed them over to Justin Reinbold.

“That sucks.”  Justin grabbed the packs and tossed them into the nearby cargo container half-filled with gel packs and other assorted debris.  “I was hoping we could get a few more games in…”

Lucas pulled a new gel pack from the cargo container to his aft and slowly started to install it.  “Heh, Sarah told me about your new career… Doctor Reinbold.”

Justin chuckled.  “We’ll see what happens,” he mused, slowly clearing the soot and debris strewn about the deck.

Though he had secretly hoped that Justin would join Starfleet Academy, Lucas was nonetheless pleased with his decision to take up medicine.  “You’ll do fine,” he insisted.  “But if you ever change your mind, I can teach you a thing or two about engineering.  A warp core is a thing of beauty, man.”

Overseer Artanis stepped into the Starlight’s transporter room alongside Alan Christopher feeling slightly nervous.  He had come a long way from his beginnings as a humble underling…  Never in his wildest imaginings did he see himself helping the Federation topple the Elorg Bloc—yet here he was a powerful Overseer aboard a Federation starship, helping to usher in the winds of change.

Though his time spent with Captain Christopher was marginal, Artanis considered him an honorable man.  Additionally, his affiliation with Talyere gave a certain degree of credence to his cause.  As such, Artanis had no qualms about following Christopher into the heart of darkness.

The Overseer took a few tentative steps deeper into the facility, gradually stopping a respectful distance from the transporter chief’s console.  

Captain Christopher was far less conservative, and marched right up to Lieutenant Sanders.  “Hey Flora,” he said.

Sanders matched Christopher’s pleasant façade, but dispensed with any preamble.  “Creya is ready to come aboard,” she crisply replied.

Christopher nodded his approval.  “Energize.”

And seconds later, a shimmering pillar of azure light swirled about the transporter platform.  The glittering haze twinkled in the warm Starlight air, gradually coalescing into the familiar curves of Creya Rosat.  As the blue light faded, Creya stood for several moments atop the platform.  “Captain Christopher.  Overseer Artanis.”  A wan smile touched her lips.  “It is good to see you again.”

“Likewise,” said Artanis in response.  His previous meetings with Talyere’s daughter were both brief and inconspicuous, but… even those short glimpses of her persona were sufficient for him to realize Creya was every bit as noble as her father.  “I regret the unfortunate circumstances, however…”

The smile upon Creya’s face dissolved, but a resolute sense of determination remained.  “I have been made aware of my father’s situation,” she said, a hint of sadness in her voice.  “But there is hope.”

Hope in the form of Overseer Nahain.  But Artanis had his doubts.  “I am not at all familiar with Nahain,” he admitted.  “I served beside the Cerebrate Ra’thenn for many months, and never did I encountered this mysterious Overseer.”

Creya laughed as she vacated the transporter platform.  “You can’t remember everyone, Artanis.  I also served with Ra’thenn—I eliminated him, as a matter of fact.  Nahain is unknown to me, as well.”

“Well,” said Christopher, “Nahain seemed authentic enough.  As far as I could tell, he had no legitimate reason to deceive us—and deception or not, we still need to visit Kalidar.”

Artanis could not refute the sentiment.  “Xi’Yor has led our people into the abyss—and he shall pay for that treachery.”

Christopher seemed to hesitate.  Words lingered on the tip of his tongue, but for a perilously long moment, he failed to utter them.

Creya’s eyes widened.  “What?”

Christopher sighed.  “The Federation wants Xi’Yor kept alive.  They want him to stand before a war crimes tribunal…”

“…so that he might rest peacefully in a penal settlement for the rest of his days?”  Artanis scoffed.  “Worse yet, he might escape!  Xi’Yor has many allies, and it is certain they will not tolerate his incarceration for very long.  One, however, cannot escape death…”

Christopher bit his lip.  “I might be able to avert my eyes for a few seconds.  If your disruptor were to accidentally vaporize Xi’Yor in those fleeting moments… well…”

“It would be most unfortunate,” concluded Artanis, a devious smile upon his face.

Creya, however, was not interested in such carnage.  “First things first,” she interjected.  “My father…”

Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “We believe Dra’venn escaped aboard a Phobian ship.”

“We have yet to detect that vessel in the Kalidar Sector,” Artanis continued, “but Phobian ships are not common in our territory.  If Dra’venn altered course, it will not take long for one of our outposts to spot it.”

Creya was hardly satisfied.  “In the interim,” she darkly stated, “we may continue to Kalidar uninhibited.  I am the continuation of Z’danorax’ bloodline…  There is not a soul within the Elorg Bloc able to challenge my claim to the throne.”

The resentment in Creya’s voice was obvious, but Captain Christopher refused to let it take root.  “Creya,” he said, placing a hand upon her shoulder, “we will find your father.”

She nodded.  “I am certain you will.”
Ordikan paused.

Standing motionless in his dank quarters aboard Xi’Yor’s newest flagship, the Rythana, he sensed something out of the ordinary.    It was an ominous, ethereal presence that seemed to fill the room with tangible enmity.  The rapturous feeling gave Ordikan a moment’s pause, and for a fleeting moment he was attempted to embrace the pervasive dark.

But Ordikan could not be tempted away from his mission.  “What do you want, Ovdranus?”

From the darkness came the towering, two-headed entity.  Clad in its usual slimy exoskeleton, the leviathan stepped nearer Ordikan looking conflicted.  “The Hegemony is displeased,” it hissed, the words slurring together into a poisonous brew.

Ordikan smiled.  “Good.”

“Not good,” replied Ovdranus.  “If you do not return to the Otherworldly Gate on your own accord, you will be forcefully summoned by the Hegemony… and punished accordingly.” 

“The Hegemony would never do such a thing,” said Ordikan.  He had been witness to these alleged threats on numerous occasions, and they never came to fruition.  

Then again, Ovdranus’ threats were never so foreboding in the past.  “The Hegemony has deemed your mission a failure.”  The beast drew nearer, its massive neural spines scraping the ceiling above.  “When you return to the Otherworldly Gate, you will vacate the material realm at once.”

Retreat, unfortunately, was not a viable option.  As far as Ordikan was concerned, he would remain in the material realm as long as his presence was required.  If the Hegemony desired his return, then they could make some effort to support his cause.  “I am not leaving.”

“Choose your words wisely, Ordikan.”  Concern flittered through Ovdranus’ beady crimson eyes.  It was fleeting, barely noticeable… but it was there.  And it was then that Ordikan realized there might have been more to the visit than mere posturing on the Hegemony’s behalf.

Ordikan peered into Ovdranus’ eyes, searching them for the answers he so desired.  “Is something amiss?” he demanded.

The request did not sit well with Ovdranus.  It sneered, and wrapped a giant, fleshy hand around Ordikan’s wrist.  “You are amiss,” the behemoth insisted, making a slight effort to draw Ordikan nearer.

“I am not leaving.”

“Then you will perish.”  Ovdranus released Ordikan and stepped aside—vanishing into thin air the moment it did so…

Ordikan was left with much to consider in the conversation’s wake.  He was reasonably certain the Hegemony’s demands were authentic.  They usually were.  The only difference was, for once, there was some actually force behind those demands.  The Hegemony wanted Ordikan to return… perhaps as punishment for failure…

Perhaps not.


“What was that all about?”  Bator’s quiet voice barely echoed in the dank little chamber, but it was certainly sufficient to draw Ordikan’s attention.

Amidst the excitement of Ovdranus’ theatrics, Ordikan had nearly forgotten about Bator.  No doubt, the conversation left the Phobian with many questions, but Ordikan was in no mood to respond.  “It was nothing…”

Awash in pale crimson light, the gentle violet clouds that formed the Alteran Expanse had endured for a great many eons.  They held within their infinite majesty some of the most incredible sights the galaxy had to offer…  But as its roiling azure maw began to part, the Expanse unleashed into the universe something more ominous than beautiful.

It was colossal.  A pyramid of epic proportions, clad in a stark obsidian metal that shined in the pale golden starlight—and as it passed through the shimmering violet haze that once kept it hidden, the pyramid slowly came to life.
“What is it?”  Amy Robinson peered into the Columbia’s viewscreen, a most confounded look upon her face.

Admittedly, she was not alone in her feeling.  As he gazed upon the massive pyramid, Captain Harrison was equally curious about the entity—but to his apparent consternation, the answers he so desired were not forthcoming.

Kendall Johnson hovered over the operations station, his deft fingers pecking away at the controls.  The computer in turn responded with a series of strident bleeps, but apparently none of that warranted a status report.  After a few additional computations, Johnson merely shook his head.  “It’s… it’s big.”

Unsatisfactory as the response might have been, Harrison was left with the distinct feeling the more concise report simply did not exist.  Still, Harrison had to try.  “Are there any life signs?” he calmly inquired.  “Is it armed?”

Lieutenant Johnson made a slight effort to coax something from the computer, but to no avail.  “Sensors can’t penetrate the object’s hull,” he thusly reported.  “A visual analysis doesn’t seem to reveal any obvious tactical arrays, but there are dozens of curious nodes on the object that could very well act as a weapon.”

“Additionally,” said Ian Meade, “there doesn’t appear to be an engine of any sort—and if this thing has a deflector array, I certainly can’t find it.”

On many levels, the object was reminiscent of Borg technology.  It was a simple geometric shape that lacked any sort of obvious weaponry—and like many Borg vessels, it was nearly impossible to scan.  By necessity, Harrison had to keep the possibility of Borg technology in the back of his mind… but he was almost certain the collective was not involved.  The Borg did not frequently leave their vessels adrift in nebulae.

Unfortunately, the conclusion left Harrison completely in the dark.  “We need to begin an investigation,” he promptly decided.  “Commander Robinson, inform Starfleet of our situation… and then proceed as you see fit.”

Robinson nodded.  “Aye, sir.”

“Captain,” came Johnson’s voice a scant moment later, “do you have access to the Elorg Archives?  Because the object is so close to that secondary rift, we should consider the possibility the object is Elorg in origin.”

The Elorg Archives chronicled the entire history of the Elorg Bloc.  It also included notes on culture and religion.  As such, it was a vastly extensive document—but it was nonetheless integral to the success of the Columbia’s mission.  “We have the entirety of the document in our database,” Harrison replied.  

Johnson turned his gaze upon Robinson.  “The Archives will be a good starting point in the investigation.”

“Very well,” said Robinson.  “But we’re going to have to investigate on several fronts.  This object is an enigma wrapped in a mystery—we’re going to have to find a way for sensors to penetrate its hull… and where it came from.”

“It sure as hell didn’t come through that tiny rift,” said Meade.

Harrison sighed.  “Well, it would seem we have a great deal of work ahead of us…”

Chapter Seventeen

The doors clanked apart, and Xi’Yor stepped onto the bridge.  Booted feet treading the metallic deck, the Cerebrate immediately made his way toward the command chair.  This was not his first visit to the Rythana’s opulent bridge; Xi’Yor had inspected the facility numerous times, but his responsibilities on Kalidar always seemed to keep him away from the command chair.

Not anymore.

Kalidar was now the severed head of a dying beast.  It could sustain itself for only short while longer before the cruel hand of death tore the once prosperous world asunder.  And though Kalidar’s unfortunate fate was sealed, Xi’Yor had other plans for himself…

He sat in the command chair.  “Report.”

Ordikan’s Phobian pet assumed the tactical station.  Xi’Yor was not at all fond of him, but the General insisted Bator was competent for duty.  Competency, however, was not amongst Xi’Yor’s myriad concerns.  Indeed, foremost on his mind was the matter of loyalty.  One with such fickle allegiances was immediately cast in a lingering shadow of doubt.  Xi’Yor thusly intended to watch Bator like a hawk.

“The Federation fleet is advancing on our position,” Bator promptly reported.  “It is currently passing through the J’larre Sector, and will arrive in approximately two cycles.”

“So utterly predictable.”  A slight grin befell Xi’Yor’s ashen lips.  “Is the Starlight with the fleet?”

Bator glanced at the sensors.  “It is,” he confirmed a moment later.

“Excellent.”  Having perused numerous tactical reports, Xi’Yor was well aware of the Starlight’s damaged state.  For a short while, he was worried the ship would not avail itself to the grandiose ‘Liberation of Kalidar,’ but he should have known Captain Christopher would not disappoint.  After five long years, Xi’Yor suspected there was very little that could keep Alan Christopher away…

The doors suddenly clanked apart.  Lost in thought, Xi’Yor was caught by surprise—and his voice nearly faltered when Dra’venn lurched onto the bridge.  “Cerebrate,” he proudly called.  “My mission was successful.  Talyere is presently in a secure location.”

Xi’Yor had intended to eliminate his bothersome rival.  Prior to the battle in the Adin Kel System, Talyere posed a serious threat to the Elorg Bloc, and his continued existence only served to undermine Xi’Yor’s authority and inspire scattered insurrection.  But now that Kalidar was fated to oblivion, Xi’Yor’s authority was already undermined beyond repair and there was very little Talyere could do to make worse the situation.  “Is he alive?”

“For now.”  Dra’venn provided an indolent grunt as he approached. “The medics are tending to his injuries.  They are extensive, but not life threatening.  He will live as long… or little as you desire, Cerebrate.”

Dra’venn was a competent speaker.  At any given moment, he could utter the exact words necessary to please even the divine Cerebrate.  Indeed, those slick words allowed for Dra’venn’s quick ascension through the ranks.  Unfortunately for Dra’venn, actions spoke louder than words…

Xi’Yor abandoned the warmth of the command chair.  Without hesitation, he drew his weapon and trained it upon the wretch.  “Your mission was only partially successful,” Xi’Yor tersely reminded.  “Because of your incompetence, the Jevian has been destroyed—we are all of us doomed!”

Though his façade remained neutral, Dra’venn no doubt feared for his life.  He cautiously stepped away from Xi’Yor, his ashen lips parting with a brilliant soliloquy on the tip of his tongue.  “Cerebrate,” he pleaded, “those were extenuating circumstances!”

Excuses, however, were of little interest to Xi’Yor.  He pulled the trigger, and a blast of azure light surged across the bridge and vaporized Dra’venn in a glittering torrent of light.  The Overseer writhed and wriggled, a sonorous scream emanated from his fading lungs… and then it all stopped, and Dra’venn was little more than a pile of ash.

Xi’Yor returned to his seat.

• • •

“Sorry to keep you waiting…”

After spending the better part of his day working on the bridge, Kendall Johnson thought it wise to take a break.  Besides, the mysterious pyramid was not forthcoming with answers, and Kendall could only stare at its static data for a limited amount of time before his brain demanded additional input.  Thus, he retreated to the Columbia’s mess hall—but he had been under the impression he took that journey alone.  As such, Commander Robinson’s curious sentiment caught him by surprise.

Kendall glanced up from his half-eaten sandwich with a quizzical gaze upon his face.  “Waiting for what?” he inquired.

Robinson flashed a candid smile as she seated herself across from Kendall.  “Terra Sorna,” she promptly clarified.  “I know you were eager to begin your research with Doctor Horner…”

That was a bit of an understatement, but Johnson was hardly inclined to correct Robinson.  Besides, the situation was beyond her ability to control in the first place.  “There’s… um, not much that you can do to control an emergency.  I… I’ve waited this long to reach Terra Sorna.  I guess a few more days won’t make much of a difference.”  He paused, a wan smile touching his lips.  “Besides, this… thing is quite a find…”

The giant pyramid loomed in the shadowy violet murk outside the nearby windows.  It certainly looked like a magnificent find.  Time would soon reveal if that hunch was true…
“We are entering visual range.”

Neelar Drayge’s announcement brought to the bridge a muted sense of anticipation.  Alan Christopher could feel the energy flowing through his veins, quietly preparing both mind and body for the final battle in a seemingly endless war.  Christopher teetered on the edge of the command chair for only a moment before adrenaline brought him to his feet.  “On screen.”

The starfield blinked away, immediately replaced by Admiral Janeway’s little armada—a fleet of twenty starships that included the Klingon, Romulan, and Federation flagships.  There were also a few Cardassian ships—and much to Christopher’s surprise, a pair Elorg vessels as well…

“Defectors?” suggested Tompkins.

Keller shook her head as she perused the data flittering across her computer screen.  “One of them is Zeratul’s ship,” she said.  “The other ship was recently commandeered by the Breen, and is presently commanded by Overseer Tassadar.”

“It seems only logical to include the Elorg in the liberation of Kalidar,” said Creya from the mission operations station.  “I suspect it will lend some credence to our operation if the denizens of Kalidar see their brethren fighting alongside the Federation task force.”

Christopher agreed completely.  “It should effectively demonstrate our desire to work with the Elorg instead of against them. We’ve been adversaries long enough.”

“Well,” Courtney Rose interjected, “we might have to be adversaries a little while longer—I’m detecting four Elorg ships on long range sensors.  Their shields are up, and their weapons are armed.”

Four ships did not pose much of a threat to the Federation task force.  It was likely there were additional ships in the vicinity, but Christopher doubted they had the numbers to cull any sort of victory.

“Maybe they’re coming to surrender?” Drayge quietly suggested.

That would have been a pleasant surprise, but Christopher knew that was not the case.  “We’re not that lucky,” he mused. 

The computer bleeped.

Amy Robinson glanced up from her workstation and traced the seemingly urgent chirp to the science station—and Kendall Johnson.  Curiosity welling within her soul, Robinson abandoned her place at the mission ops console and approached Johnson.  “What is it?”

Johnson was already making a concerted effort to find out.  His deft fingers flew over the control interface with ease, and each subsequent keystroke brought forth a manic scroll of incomprehensible Elorg text on the monitor.  “I… I have found something in the Archives,” he mumbled after a pause in the data flow.

Robinson squinted into the monitor, but she could barely comprehend the myriad images flittering across the screen.  Moments later, Captain Harrison appeared at her side looking equally perplexed.  “Commander?”

If the sentiment reached Johnson’s ear, there was no indication of it.  He simply sat, peering into the strings of mindless Elorg text.  Robinson carefully touched a hand to his shoulder, hoping the physical contact might bring Johnson’s wandering mind back into the universe—but to no avail.

Johnson focused his every thought upon the computer workstation until finally, the computer stopped—and a large, mysterious pyramid loomed on the little screen.  “This is it,” he whispered, his pale green eyes peering into the ominous black entity.  “According to the Archive, it’s called the Necropolis of Ru’Hmet.”

“A necropolis?”  Robinson arched a curious brow.  Such a name would indicate the giant pyramid was little more than a burial ground—but given the object’s ominous visage, she had trouble envisioning such a place.  “Are you sure?”

Johnson shrugged.  “…Well… um… there aren’t any other large pyramids in the database,” he said.  “It’s reasonable to assume that the object is the Necropolis.”

With that said, Captain Harrison expelled a considerable sigh.  “So it is not a weapon?”

“No,” said Johnson, still perusing the screen.  “Apparently the object was built after the Battle of Sorrows as a sanctuary for the honored dead.”

Necropolis or not, the situation nevertheless had Robinson feeling ill at ease, for this puzzle’s many pieces simply did not fit.  “Then… where are the Romulans?  If this isn’t a weapon, what happened to them?”

“I might have an answer to that,” called Ian Meade from the helm.

Robinson quickly glanced away from ops, her eyes reaching the viewscreen just in time to glimpse the large hatch parting near the pyramid’s top.  She immediately returned to her station.  “Evasive maneuvers!”

Meade’s lightning-quick reflexes, unfortunately, were still too slow to evade the pulsating tractor beam that latched onto the Columbia’s hull.  The decking immediately started to rumble, and the pyramid’s giant maw drew closer with each successive jolt…

Harrison came about and headed for his seat.  “All engines full reverse!” he shouted over the clamoring deck plates.

The engines roared, and for a fleeting moment, Robinson thought she saw the tractor beam flicker—but even if it did, the Necropolis of Ru’Hmet drew ever closer.  “What about the Venture?”

Karalis glanced at his station.  “They are also being pulled in!” he reported.

Inspiration—or perhaps desperation—struck Robinson a scant moment later.  With a few quick keystrokes, she made an effort to disrupt the tractor beam with a tetryon burst, but the effort came too little, too late.  The tractor beam endured, and Ru’Hmet’s obsidian maw enveloped the entire ship…

Bator was concerned.  About what, exactly, he knew not, but there was something about General Ordikan’s recent conversation that had him on edge.  There was more going on that he had originally anticipated, and the fate of the Phobian Republic was once more in considerable doubt.

Unfortunately, those doubts were greatly overshadowed by the encroaching fleet of starships.  Assuming he survived the coming hours, Bator would make a serious endeavor to learn Ordikan’s many secrets—but until then... he cleared his throat and went to work.  “Cerebrate,” he called across the bridge, “we are being hailed.”

Xi’Yor dismissed the notion with a curt flick of his wrist.  “Ignore it,” he said, leaning back into the opulent command chair.  Evidently diplomacy was not on the Cerebrate’s mind.  “How long until we are in weapons range?”

Bator glanced at his console.  “Thirty seconds.”

This seemed to please Xi’Yor greatly, and as he steepled his fingers beneath his chin, the Cerebrate slowly began to smile.  “Let us proceed…”

The moment the quartet of Elorg ships appeared on sensors, Neelar Drayge’s pulse began to quicken.  His sweaty hands pecked away at the helm with an unprecedented degree of diligence as those thunderous heartbeats echoed within his frantic mind—and that was a good thing.  Having seen so much battle in recent months, Drayge feared he might one day grow accustomed to conflict...  Thankfully, that day had not yet come to pass.

The enemy ships weren’t moving very quickly—but they were moving, and their chosen vector inspired a little more fear to wrestle its way into Drayge’s wary soul.  “All four ships are on a direct intercept course!” he said, his voice blissfully oblivious to the tumult within.

Captain Christopher’s response was both quick and decisive.  Hands wrapped firmly around the arms of the command chair, he turned his gaze upon Drayge and said,  “Evasive maneuvers!”

Drayge complied, no doubt making the Elorg wish they had selected a less agile target.  In a few quick maneuvers, he guided the Starlight around the looming fleet and gracefully brought it into position alongside one of the Klingon ships, a large Kron Class attack cruiser.
The Elorg followed.

Flanked on either side by its mighty companions, the lead ship approached the Klingons with weapons ablaze; shields flared as an icy torrent of disruptor blasts streaked away from the Elorg ships—but the Klingons did not sit idle for very long.  As the cruiser came about, a volley of torpedoes streaked away from its torpedo tubes, smashing into the Elorg fleet with explosive force.

Though brief, the explosive distraction was sufficient for Drayge to maneuver the Starlight into a better tactical position.  Fingers flying over the controls, he carefully guided the ship underneath the Klingons and—

BOOM!

When she looked up from her console, Courtney Rose saw the stars on the viewscreen take a nosedive.  Wisps of crimson flame danced amongst the spiraled chaos—and then it vanished, eclipsed by the looming underbelly of the Klingon ship.

“The helm isn’t responding… and we’re less than twenty meters from the Klingons!” Drayge shouted over the roar of the struggling engines.

Unfortunately, that was the least of their concerns.  “Our shields are down to fifty-five percent!” Rose quickly added.

Commander Tompkins frowned.  “What the hell did they hit us with?”

Rose quickly perused the data flittering across her workstation.  “A graviton torpedo penetrated our aft shields,” she said.  “It’s currently lodged in the port catamaran!”

Suddenly, the deck jolted again, and Rose stumbled back a few steps, bumping into the back of her workstation just in time to see a massive flash of verdant light flashed zap across the viewscreen.

“We just hit the Klingons’ shield grid!” said Erin Keller.

And the tactical station was summarily aglow in sensor alerts.  “That little bump helped to partially dislodge the torpedo!”

Given the unsettled tone that crept into Rose’s voice, Alan Christopher assumed that development was not a good one.  He wearily rose from the command chair and turned a quizzical gaze upon her.  “How bad is it?”

The shields zapped again.

Christopher fell back a few steps, and fully expected to see the underside of the Klingon ship pivot away from the viewscreen—he was instead greeted by a pair of approaching Elorg warships—weapons ablaze.  They quickly rotated out of sight—and the shields then zapped a second time as the Starlight grazed the Klingon shield grid.
“Neelar…”

Amidst an exasperated sigh, the Bolian shoved himself away from the helm and dropped to his knees, hastily accessing one of the emergency panels connected directly into the ODN network.  “I’m working on it!”

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “Work quickly!”

Dozens of damage reports flittered across the tactical station, giving Courtney Rose a myriad of things to include in her damage report—but considering the said report grew longer and longer with each moment that passed, she decided to keep that report to the bare and essential minimum.  “Shields are down to forty-seven percent!  There are three hundred and fifty-seven hull microfractures in the port catamaran—structural integrity in that section is failing—a hull breach is imminent!”

“Alan,” interjected Erin Keller, “if that torpedo explodes, I very much doubt I need to tell you the end result won’t be pretty!”

“You’re right,” said Christopher.  “You didn’t need to mention that!  See if you can—”  

Christopher saw a streak of blue light soar across the viewscreen, and before he knew it, the deck jolted beneath his feet with incredible magnitude.  He sailed to the floor and rolled a couple of times before stopping himself with his hands just behind the helm.

Quickly, Christopher grabbed the back of Drayge’s seat and pulled himself to his feet.  A second glance at the viewscreen showed flames and debris flying across the cosmos.  “What the heck was that?”  But with Drayge still occupied on the underside of the helm, Christopher decided to find out for himself.  He quickly snaked his way into the chair and perused its many controls.  

“The Klingon ship has been destroyed!” Keller summarily announced.

Christopher thusly abandoned his search for answers.  “I think I’ve got thruster control!” he said as he backed out of the sensor data.  

“We’ve still got weapons, Captain!”  A devious grin crept across Lucas Tompkins’ face.  “I think its time for us to kick a little ass!”

“Um…”  It had been ages since Christopher last took the helm in the heat of battle.  He might have been a little rusty, but he was no slouch.  “Attack pattern… Christopher-4-7-Alpha-Theta!”

“There’s no such thing!” Keller playfully scoffed.

“Oh…” Christopher chuckled.  “There’s about to be!”

• • •

A pair of transphasic torpedoes stormed across the raging battlefield as the Starlight came about.  A second volley soon followed, and together, the four golden torpedoes sliced through the shields of the nearest Elorg ship and exploded into a cataclysmic blossom of crimson flame and twisted metal.

As the warship’s smoldering hull began to fracture, the Endeavor swooped into the battle from afar, its phasers carving into the dying vessel with a vengeance.  Flames burst from the newfound hull breaches, glittering purple drive plasma billowed into space—and as the sleek, arced nacelle pylons began to tear away from the ship, the entire vessel exploded in a ball of glittering light.

Falling into place alongside the Endeavor, the Starlight started for its next target—and then the Phobians arrived…

“Thirty-six ships,” Erin Keller frantically shouted over the strident cacophony coming from her workstation.  “More are approaching…”

“I see them,” said Christopher.  They were everywhere—and they seemed to come out of nowhere.  The Endeavor maneuvered to destroy one of the ships, and Christopher made an attempt to follow, but the helm was still a little sluggish—and as the Starlight drifted away from the Endeavor, the Phobians started to move, quickly filling in the gap.

“What the hell?” exclaimed Tompkins.  “They’re driving a wedge between us and the rest of the fleet!”

“Where are they coming from?” Drayge inquired as his head popped up from the underside of the helm.

Christopher was wondering the same thing, but there was no time for idle speculation.  “We need to get back into formation with the fleet…”  His deft fingers started for the helm controls—but before he could plot so much as a single course correction, a single Elorg warship eclipsed the Phobian armada and settled into place directly in front of the Starlight.

Moments later, it opened fire.

Without affording himself a single coherent thought, Christopher manically guided his fingers over the helm with nothing more than pure instinct.  A great flash of azure light swept across the crackling viewscreen just as the deck began to rumble—and before he knew it, Christopher’s face was planted on the cold, hard deck.

When his eyes parted a scant moment later, Christopher looked upon a bridge transformed.  An eerie crimson haze hung in the acrid air, a mess of EPS conduits dangled from the ceiling, flames danced in the distance.  Bulkheads began to creak…

Palms on the sooty deck, Christopher shoved himself to his knees, one thought on his adrenaline-driven mind:  “Return fire!”

Courtney Rose was already in the process.  Despite the severity of the attack, the tactical systems were still functional.  “Torpedoes are armed!”

“Target their god damn warp core!” shouted Tompkins as he crawled into the ash-covered command chair—his customary seat now crushed beneath several tons of smoldering bulkheads.

It took a moment, but Rose was able to make the adjustments to the targeting sensors.  “I’ve got a lock!” she said, but her words trailed off as a loud, strident cut across the bridge.

“We’re being scanned,” Erin Keller quickly announced.  “The Elorg are directing a series of multiphasic polaron beams at the ship!”

“They’re disrupting the shield grid,” added Courtney Rose.  “Shields are failing on decks four through nine!”

And then the worst case scenario arrived in a cacophony of sensor alerts.  A glint of terror befell Erin Keller’s face as she made the fateful announcement:  “We have intruders on deck six…”

Tompkins’ bolted from his seat, fists clenched with fury.  “Seal off deck six!” he shouted.  “Get security down there right NOW!”

Deck six…

Deck six…


Deck six…

The words echoed within Christopher’s racing mind for a terribly long moment.  Deck six was hardly strategic.  Opportune, yes, but the Elorg clearly had the ability to take down the shields at their leisure.  Why not invade engineering or the bridge?  

The answer was an unfathomable, unspeakable evil that brought Christopher immediately to his feet.  “Courtney,” he called, voice seething with unkempt fury, “let’s go…”

The moment he set foot on deck six, an ominous chill crept down Alan Christopher’s spine.  Peering into the forsaken dark, he witnessed the depths of his darkest nightmares unfold before him…

They were waiting.

Bathed in an ominous crimson light, a pair of Elorg protectors loomed in the corridor ahead, meaty hands wrapped around their massive disruptors.

They were waiting.

Their booted feet stood in the pool of crimson blood that oozed from mortal wounds that claimed the three security officers slumped against the adjacent wall.  They laughed, pleased with the outcome of their merciless slaughter.

They were waiting for more.

Alan Christopher’s sweaty hand was wrapped around his phaser—and as he crept out of the turbolift, he very quickly increased its setting from a mild stun all the way to kill.  There would be no more remorse for the Elorg.

They were waiting…

He stepped into the corridor alongside Courtney Rose, and the protectors turned—their massive disruptors instinctively took aim upon the newfound targets.  But they did not fire.

They waited.

Christopher hesitated.  For what, he did not know, but his moment to fell both of the giant protectors came and went without so much as an attempt to quell their omnipresent threat.  In the moments that followed, he seriously reconsidered his inactive stance, but the malevolent glint in the nearest protector’s eye gave Christopher yet another moment’s pause.

And it was then that he revealed himself…

An ominous, flickering shadow swept across the nearby wall, giving him the appearance of a leviathan as he approached.  When his heavy foot falls came to a stop just moments later, he stood, still unseen, at Christopher’s side.

He expelled a weary sigh.  “I hope you someday find the means within your soul to forgive me…”  Bator spoke with sincerity—and had he spoken merely of his recent defection, the Phobian certainly had hope for redemption… But then the distant protectors parted, and in that very instant, Bator condemned himself to a fate he would soon come to regret…

Looming just beyond the protectors, on the shadowy edge of the fiery abyss, was Xi’Yor.  His demonic face contorted into the absolute embodiment of evil, the Cerebrate’s hellacious crimson gaze shot across the corridor and drilled a hole straight into Alan Christopher’s soul.

“Captain,” hissed the Cerebrate,  “there was nothing you could have done to change this fate.  No amount of trickery could have shielded her from my grasp.  Our conflict has ended—and I have prevailed…”

And as Xi’Yor’s ashen lips curved into a purely malevolent smile, a panicked little shriek sliced into the acrid air.

“Daddy!”

A third protector suddenly emerged from the darkness, little Angela’s frantically squirming body clenched within his giant hands.

“DADDY!”  The little girl’s frantic screams for help surged across the corridor and right into Alan Christopher’s wounded soul.  Blood boiling with a wicked fury, Christopher charged into action—felling all three of the giant protectors with his phaser as he stormed through the corridor—despite their intense training, their infinite lust for blood, none of the fools even saw it coming, and as the third giant oaf fell to the deck, Angela started to scramble away.

However, she got no further than a few inches—and it was then that Xi’Yor’s knife fell upon the little girl…  Tiny rivulets of blood danced in the air as blade pierced flesh, and she collapsed in a deafening cacophony of horror.

Despite his best efforts, Christopher seemed to be caught in a temporal void.  His surroundings morphed into an utterly surreal netherworld that seemed to prevent him from moving forward—and instead forced him to watch in abject horror as Xi’Yor pulled the bloody knife from Angela’s backside.

Grinning with unnatural glee, the Xi’Yor tossed aside the bloody weapon, scooped Angela’s limp body into his arms, and beamed away in a pillar of shimmering light.

Christopher fell to his knees, unleashing into the forsaken, acrid air a shattered bellow that echoed all the way to the heavens…

A flash of golden light sired a blazing volley of transphasic torpedoes.  The glittering salvo streaked away from the Starlight and into the raging theater of war, hastily coming upon one of the Phobian vessels looming nearby.  The first torpedo plowed through the shield grid and into the hull, tearing asunder the aft quarter of the ship—which lingered in a fiery haze just long enough to endure the remainder of the assault.  Flames engulfed the entirety of the Phobian craft, and the Starlight moved on to its next target…

A second Phobian ship lingered in the distance, and a ragged blue phaser beam lanced the Starlight’s shields as it approached.  The Starlight responded in kind, its ventral phasers lashing into the Phobian vessel’s hull—but before it could deliver a fatal blow, Xi’Yor’s mighty warship appeared.

The Rythana’s powerful phaser beams drilled into the Starlight’s shields with a vengeance, constantly blasting away until they flickered and failed.  The subsequent shot carved into the starboard warp nacelle—a giant plume of wispy blue drive plasma spilled into the battlefield—and the smoldering nacelle was severed from the ship.

As flame consumed the dying warp nacelle, one last explosion violently catapulted the Bussard collector’s smoldering crimson remains into the saucer.  The wheel of fire clipped the impulse engine and then careened straight into the Starlight’s hull, calling forth a massive plume of roiling flame that billowed through the blackened hull…

A deafening ROAR slammed the rattling bridge, and before he knew it, Neelar Drayge was on the deck.  Blood trickled down the side of his face, pain stabbed into his left shoulder, and something was jutting into his back.   But when he opened his eyes, all of that was irrelevant.  A massive bulkhead was teetering just overhead, held in place by little more than a few tattered EPS conduits and the smoldering remains of the lighting grid.

Drayge very quickly scrambled to his knees and crawled away from the helm as fast as his aching body would allow—but just a few inches into his journey, that pain in his back brought any and all progress to a screeching halt.  Something was very wrong.  Drayge paused and very quickly patted down the area in question.  It didn’t take long for his fingers to come upon the large piece of shrapnel jutting from the wound.

Instinct told Drayge to yank the shrapnel free.  He could already wrap his fingers around the entirety of the debris, and it would be a simple matter to yank it out.  But before Drayge could muster the courage to do so, a shred of coherent thought penetrated his adrenaline-fueled rush and reminded him that piece of debris was probably the only reason he was still alive. 

There was a loud creak overhead…

Lucas Tompkins was still entangled in the mess of twisted metal that befell him when the command chair met its unfortunate demise.  He wasn’t entirely sure what the hell happened, but in a flash, he somehow found himself somewhat pinned beneath the now defunct chair, and entangled in the quasi-twisted, partially smoldering metal rail that surrounded the command area.  The impediment had been a minor one until the ceiling started to fall.

He was almost free.  All he had to do was extricate himself from the rail and it would be a simple matter to cast aside the chair.  The dangling bulkheads provided the extra incentive to get the task done quickly…

The deck started to groan.  Bulkheads twisted and snapped…

And when the rumbling deck began to settle, Erin Keller found herself surrounded by darkness.  Only a few emergency lights flickered on the far side of the bridge, casting just enough light to indicate the Starlight’s situation was very bad indeed.  Large, shadowy bulkheads that once held the ceiling in place now rested upon the decking below.  EPS conduits and parts of the lighting grid dangled precariously overhead, dropping sparks and shrapnel onto the deck below…

Erin’s more immediate surroundings were no more inviting.  As far as she could tell, her workstation was in shambles.  It was covered in a thick black soot and occasionally spat a few livid sparks into the acrid air.  The marginal bits of control interface that remained painted a picture every bit as bleak as Erin expected.

She brushed aside the soot with her hand and carefully started to peck at the controls.  “We’ve got widescale hull breaches on all decks—including deck one,” she called into the clammy air,  hoping there was somebody alive to hear her.  “It looks like Alan’s office has some air conditioning…”

The words were enough to bring Steven Marizex out of his daze.  He found himself on the floor about a meter from the tactical station.  There was an arm next to him—but no immediate sign of the torso it was once attached to.  Feeling a surge of vomit climb into his esophagus, Marizex quickly decided to focus on his work.  He crawled to his feet and limped back to the tactical station—apparently his hadn’t escaped injury, either…

“Shields and weapons have failed,” said Marizex, ignoring the pain.  “Life support is off line.  The impulse manifold has been destroyed, along with the starboard warp nacelle… and most of the starboard sections of the saucer…  Structural integrity is down to eight percent.”

“Backup systems?” asked Keller.

Marizex shook his head.  “None to speak of.”

Keller felt a chill go down her spine as she considered the very real possibility that she was in command of the ship…  But before those considerations could culminate into any sort of decision, the turbolift doors parted a few centimeters, and a pair of dirty fingers appeared in the opening—forcefully casting the rickety doors asunder.

Alan stood at the newly opened threshold, and for a fleeting moment, Erin’s heart began to flutter…  But then she saw the look upon her husband’s face—and those fleeting moments of joy were little more than a dejected afterthought.  “What is it?”

Alan stepped onto the bridge with an atypically ominous glare upon his face.  “Xi’Yor,” he angrily seethed.  His clenched fists drilled into the nearby wall.  “The bastard took Angela—that’s the only reason they attacked us!  They wanted HER!”

“What?”  Erin’s knees began to buckle.  Her heart skipped a beat.  Tears welled in her ethereal brown eyes.  “Are… I…”  But the words weren’t there.

“There was nothing we could have done to stop it,” said Courtney Rose as she stepped onto the bridge.  “I was left with the distinct impression Xi’Yor would have done anything to get her.  He almost certainly would have attacked Starbase 54 if you left her behind…”

A dozen questions simultaneously flittered through Erin’s mind, but before a single one of them could reach her lips, a loud SNAP marked the onset of chaos…

Marizex shined a light on the bulkheads dangling over the helm.  “I think the EPS conduits holding that bulkhead in place are about to fail…”

A second, louder snap sent a torrent of sparks and ash fluttering to the deck, and Lucas Tompkins knew that if he was going to survive, he really needed to get his ass into gear.  A few sparks pelted his face, and the flaky black debris drifted up his nose and into his eyes.  He sneezed… and summarily drew the attention of Marizex’s light.

“I’m okay,” said Tompkins before anyone could move to help him.  “Just taking a breather.”

“Why the hell didn’t you say anything?” asked Courtney Rose, kneeling on the other side of Tompkins’ metallic prison.

“Because…” replied Tompkins as he finally maneuvered himself out of the tangled rail, “I had the situation under control.”  He kicked aside the remains of the command chair and—

—the bulkhead came crashing down in a powerfully magnificent, clatter!  A caustic plume of ash and debris billowed into the acrid air, throwing Tompkins to the deck.  He heard bones snap and shatter as the lighting grid thrust itself upon his back—and as incredible waves of pain surged through his body, Tompkins thoughts turned briefly to Jayla before everything went completely dark.  But even then, he sensed he could feel her gentle touch upon his skin…

…Moments later, Neelar Drayge wrapped his bloody fingers around Tompkins’ wrists, and together, the two of them headed for safety.

“Damn it!”  Jayla Trinn thrust an angry fist onto her workstation as it flickered into oblivion at a terribly critical juncture.  There were a few saltier words on the tip of her tongue—but no time to utter them.  She bolted from her seat and angrily thrust herself into the chaos that had consumed main engineering.

There was debris all over the place.  EPS conduits hung from the ceiling, metal of flecks of obsidian soot all over the floor.  And the acrid air wreaked of smoke—flames still flickered by the entrance.

As she wandered, Trinn grabbed the very first person she came upon.  “Veasey,” she called.  “How are the magnetic constrictors coming along?”

Veasey glanced over to the warp core, but her body was inching toward the exit.  “We’ve almost got them aligned,” she said, “but the impulse manifold is out of commission—and we’re losing structural integrity on decks five through fourteen!”

Trinn clenched her teeth.  She hadn’t seen the damage reports just yet—but she knew it was far worse than her imaginings.  Not that she had time to think about such things.  “Finish getting the constrictors aligned and then start working on structural integrity.  I’m going to…”

The low rumble quickly grew into a sonorous roar, and before Trinn realized what was happening, the explosion knocked her off her feet.  “Coolant leak!” she frantically shouted over the manic rush of ashen plasma steaming from the warp core.  “Everyone out!  We’ve got a coolant leak!”

As countless engineers scurried for the exit, a dreadfully loud klaxon summarily blared overhead.  Trinn immediately came about to help Veasey to the exit—only to find a large piece of shrapnel jutting from her bloody skull.  She was dead.  Trinn knew she would suffer a similar fate if she lingered too much longer…

She sighed, peered into the roiling gloom in search of any stragglers, and once she was confident that everyone had made it out, Jayla ran for the exit…

“Bridge!” She slapped her communicator as she stormed into the adjacent corridor.  “We’ve got a big problem!”

The instant Jayla’s distorted voice crackled over the com, Courtney Rose knew they were screwed.  “How bad is it?” 

“We’ve about five minutes from a warp core breach!” she exclaimed.  “There’s nothing I can do to stop it!”

Rose immediately turned her gaze upon the Captain, but he seemed lost in some sort of haze.  The tragic loss of his daughter was certainly foremost on his mind—but unfortunately, there was a more pressing issue at hand.  Rose stepped closer.  “Captain Christopher?”

The words quickly brought Christopher back into reality, and the trembling deck cleared his mind of its dejected haze—and he could tell the ship was already beginning to tear itself apart.  Deck by deck, bulkhead by bulkhead, the Starlight was dying.  With each successive explosion, a legacy was coming to its end, and there was absolutely nothing that Alan Christopher could do to stop it.  He touched a trembling finger to his communicator.  “This is the Captain to all hands… abandon ship!”

It was the order Christopher hoped that he would never have to give… but as the dreaded words fell from his cracked and bloodied lips, he knew the long and glorious history of the Starlight was at its end…

First his friends…


Then his family…



Now, his home…

The deconstruction of Alan Christopher’s life was complete.  Fate, in its infinite cruelty, was handily moving him into the future, and it seemed that Christopher suddenly had little choice but to embrace all of the new changes that suddenly befell him…  But he wasn’t going to forge ahead into that uncertain future just yet…

There, amidst the fiery, hellish vestiges of the Starlight’s bridge, Alan Christopher vowed his revenge.  Fate would not mete out such catastrophic changes at will… and Xi’Yor would not win this conflict.  If Christopher was to embrace an uncertain future, he would do it on HIS terms…

Flanked by Erin and Courtney, Alan reluctantly made his way toward the waiting turbolift, where Marizex and the remainder of the bridge crew were just getting Lucas and Neelar situated.  Both were badly injured, but Alan was confident they would survive.  Fate had taken enough from him on this dark day.  It wouldn’t dare rob him of anything else…

Not bothering to hide his tears, Alan took one last look at the Starlight’s bridge… In his mind’s eye, he could still see the gleaming command center in its prime.  He could hear the echoes of the conversations long past, the laughter and joy… the darkness and light.   He could sense the remnants of every last word exchanged aboard the ship… His home for so many years…

Despite all of the terrible things that had happened, there were so many good memories harbored within these walls that Alan had no choice but to smile.  Tears welling in his somber blue eyes, he gently wrapped his hand around Erin’s and together, they stepped into the turbolift for the very last time.

“Good-bye…”

And the doors slid shut upon an era…

Flame spewing from the many gaping hull breaches that littered its blackened hull, the Starlight lurched upon its axis as dozens of tiny escape pods raced into the unknown.  The dying giant lingered just long enough for the last of the pods to safely depart… and then the hull began to fracture.

Bits and pieces of ablative armor peeled away from the buckling infrastructure.  Tiny explosions rippled along the fractured hull.  Then, a brilliant flash of light signaled the warp reactor’s failure—and the entirety of the Starlight shattered into a glittering ball of crimson flame…

Chapter Eighteen

“We’re being pulled inside!” called Ian Meade.  His fingers danced over the helm in a futile attempt to pull the Columbia away from the giant necropolis.

There were a great many tractor beams adhered to the hull, and Matthew Harrison instinctively knew they would not escape so easily.  Seated calmly in the command chair, he merely watched as the ancient necropolis’ hellish maw drew nearer.  There was still no overt sign of danger.  The metal expanse that gradually filled the viewscreen appeared to be little more than a bona fide docking facility.  The potential for danger certainly existed, but Harrison suspected it was not an immediate danger.  “Do not fight it, Commander,” he said to Meade.  “This necropolis is beyond our ability to control...”

“Sir,” interjected Turathan Karalis, “I am detecting the Romulan vessels.  Both have suffered damage, but it does not appear significant.”

“Can we hail them?” Robinson inquired.

The Andorian shook his head.  “No.  The necropolis is generating some sort of dampening field.  All communication frequencies are jammed—and unless we disable the source of the dampening field, there is nothing we can do to get through.”

Robinson turned her gaze toward Harrison.  “Sensors are still operational,” she said.  “It probably wouldn’t take much to find a power generator…”

But Harrison was shaking his head even before Robinson’s voice began to fade.  “No,” he stated.  “I have seen enough destruction for one lifetime—and I have a lingering suspicion that firing any sort of weapon within this necropolis will only incite further violence.  We should first explore some of our less explosive options.”

“Then you might want to take a look at this,” said Kendall Johnson.  The information flittering across the operations console certainly had his attention—and as a result, Harrison was equally perplexed.

“What is it?”

“See for yourself.”  Johnson tapped a short sequence of commands into his console.  The computer chirped accordingly, and then Johnson’s gaze befell the viewscreen.

And it was certainly a sight to behold.  Harrison had a great many expectations for the necropolis, but the rolling green field that filled the viewscreen was not one of them.  “Amazing,” he said, still shaking his head in awe.  “I do believe it is time we took a little stroll.”

Five minutes later, Kendall Johnson set foot upon the rolling verdant hillside below.  It was a lush, idyllic garden, filled with majestic trees and brightly colored flowers that danced in a warm, gentle breeze.  A flock of tiny yellow birds soared in the azure skies above, chirping pleasantly as they descended upon a giant willow on the distant shores of a small lagoon.

For a split second, Johnson nearly forgot that he stood deep within the heart of a giant machine.  “This is… incredible!” he exclaimed.  “I… I can’t even begin to imagine the technology required to contain such an elaborate environment.”

“Aside from the sun and the sky,” gleaned Robinson from her tricorder, “all of this is real!  The grass.  The trees.  The animals.  This is a living, thriving ecosystem!”

Captain Harrison touched a curious finger to his chin.  “The Elorg are certainly an advanced people,” he said, “but—correct me if I am wrong— not even they have this level of technology.”

“They don’t,” said Johnson without hesitation.  “This is essentially a living, breathing planet.  I don’t know of any species powerful enough to create something like this.”

Robinson nodded in agreement.  “Which begs the question: Where did the Elorg get it?  Their archives claim the Conclave of Overseers had it constructed after the Battle of Sorrows, but since that is apparently not the case…”

Doctor Arayne’s eyes slowly gravitated away from his chirping tricorder.  “Unfortunately, the local flora and fauna aren’t going to provide any answers,” the Bolian crisply reported.  “In the space of a few minutes, I’ve detected six hundred fifty-three unique genomes.  None of them are in the computer database.”

Harrison turned a quizzical upon the doctor.  “Do any of those genomes pose a threat?”

“Unknown.”  Arayne slowly turned on his heel and motioned toward the distant tree-line.  “There is a pair of fairly large animals about 1.6 kilometers away—deep inside that forest.  They could be grazing on the foliage… or looking for flesh.  Either way, I can’t be certain until I see one of them up close.”

The prospect of delving into that forest to observe the animals was very appealing to Johnson.  Without thinking, he started to creep toward the towering conifers in the distance—but then better judgment reminded him that there was, in fact, a mission to tend to.  Johnson paused, and quickly referred to his tricorder, intent on furthering the said mission.

The sleek black scanner chirped affably as it did its work, swiftly providing a detailed analysis of the numerous oddities scattered across the land.  The necropolis might have looked and felt like a planet, but as far as Johnson’s tricorder was concerned, the massive pyramid was a machine at heart.  “Captain,” he said as he approached Harrison.  “I’m detecting a faint power signature 2.4 kilometers ahead.  It… well, it looks like some sort of control station—but I can’t be certain.  There are trace amounts of lazon in the soil that are partially disrupting sensors.”

Harrison peered into the distance, his pale brown eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of the said control station.  He saw nothing, but his countenance showed now sign of discouragement.  “It could be underground.  In fact, I find that most likely.”

“The builders obviously wanted to maintain the natural beauty,” said Robinson.  “Having large control stations jutting from the earth would easily break that illusion.”

“There is only one way to be certain,” said Harrison.

“A two kilometer hike?” asked Arayne.

Harrison grinned.  “Problem, Doctor?”

The Bolian shook his head.  “No!  Not at all!  I guess I’m just not used to this… exploration thing.  We’ve been at war with the Elorg since my first assignment aboard the Polaris—three years ago.”

“Well, get used to it, Doctor!”  The grin upon Harrison’s face was evident.  “At long last, we are explorers again!”

The moment he stepped into main engineering, Ordikan could sense something was wrong.  Though he was not entirely telepathic (there were few amongst his kind that possessed such divine awareness), Ordikan was nonetheless in tune with the thoughts and emotions of those around him.  He couldn’t read thoughts, nor could he project them—but he could certainly sense strong emotions.  And something was wrong in engineering.

Assuming his Phobian façade, the giant Ordikan strode through the parting doors and, his senses honed, found himself at Bator’s side a scant moment later.  Without any preamble, Ordikan asked, “Your mind is ill at ease…”

Though he appeared busy making repairs to the ship, Bator nonetheless paused to consider the sentiment.  He set aside his hyperspanner and peered up at Ordikan.  “An interesting deduction.”  He pretended to continue his work, but lacking any sort of instrument, Bator’s visual analysis of the open conduit was meaningless. 

“You cannot fool me, Bator.  I know when something troubles you.  Not only do you broadcast it in your random thoughts, the malaise is etched into your face like stone.”  Ordikan provided a half-hearted chuckle.  “So tell me, Bator… what is bothering you?”

Again, Bator considered the sentiment, but he was unable to reciprocate with words of his own.  He selected another tool from his kit and started to work at the myriad bits of circuitry within the open conduit.  “It is nothing,” he grunted after a moment.

Ordikan arched a curious brow.  “Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“You should.”

And because he didn’t believe a word of it, Ordikan started to search for the desired conclusions on his own.  It didn’t take long for him to find a rather glaring point of contention.  “We destroyed your former starship; abducted your former Captain’s young daughter.”  Ordikan allowed to words to hang in the acrid air for a moment before adding, “Certainly such darkness must weigh heavily upon your mind, Bator.”

“Perhaps.”  He was clearly tempted to leave the conversation at that, but when he resumed his work, it was obvious Bator’s troubled thoughts were now foremost on his mind.  He dropped his tool and sighed.  “I am merely having difficulty finding justification in our actions—how do they benefit the Phobians?”

 Ordikan parted his lips to respond, but before he could utter a single word, another voice uttered a decidedly harsh response.

“Those actions have no impact on the Phobian Republic.”  It was Ovdranus.  The gangly pillar of rotting flesh stood just meters away, its two heads glaring down upon both Bator and Ordikan with contempt.

Ordikan sighed—he had truly hoped their previous encounter would be their last.  “What do you know, Ovdranus?” he scoffed.  “While you sit comfortably within the confines of the Otherworldly Gate, I am out here in the material realm risking my life for these people!”

“Risking your life for nothing,” Ovdranus hastily corrected, its strident, pulsating voice echoing throughout the engineering room.  “The material realm is no longer within our purview.  The Hegemony has deemed such endeavors too dangerous.”

“Dangerous?  How convenient!”  Ordikan chuckled.  “This smells of a ploy to return me to the Otherworldly Gate!  It would seem the Hegemony has been unsuccessful in their attempts to forcefully summon me to the gate.  Obviously they have resorted to this foul attempt at trickery!”

Ovdranus stepped closer, its fleshing feet oozing a thick, corrosive liquid onto the metal decking.  “This is no trickery, Ovdranus.”  It paused, and leaned closer.  “They have found… It.”

Bator frowned.  “Found what?”

But before anyone had a chance to respond, the decking began to clatter…
“How many?”  Even from afar, Xi’Yor could see hundreds of tiny Tholian vessels in orbit of Kalidar—but he suspected the conglomeration was merely the tip of the iceberg.

The underling at the operations station dutifully worked to find Xi’Yor the answer he desired, but as his ashen fingers pecked away at the controls, it became obvious the fool was far less competent than he looked.

Xi’Yor rose from his seat.  “How many?”

The underling glanced up from the controls, shaking his head.  “Seven hundred thirty-three,” he quietly stated.  “They appear to have completely disabled the orbital defense network.”

Though a web was not in evidence, Xi’Yor instinctively knew the Tholians employed their most lethal weapon upon the network.  It was the only way they could have successfully disabled it so quickly—an impressive feat, but it meant little to Xi’Yor.  “Kalidar was long ago forsaken by the Elorg Bloc.  Only now is it official…”

The underling frowned.  “What?”

Tempted as he was to eliminate the insolent fool, Xi’Yor allowed the underling’s comment to pass.  He was feeling tired.  Time was no longer on his side, and he could no longer afford to trouble his weary soul with the stupidity of a meager underling.  He merely sighed, and watched as a Romulan warbird crept onto the viewscreen.  Moments later, the slender Kerchan-class vessel was joined by the USS Endeavor.  

“I am detecting six other starships entering standard orbit,” said the underling.  There was the slightest quiver of fear in his otherwise stoic voice, for it took not a fool to see the glorious reign of the Elorg Bloc had at long last reached its conclusion.  “With all due respect, Cerebrate, we should surrender; even with assistance from the Phobians, we cannot hope to defeat the Federation again.  This war is over.”

In his heart, Xi’Yor knew long ago that his efforts to restore the Elorg Bloc had failed.  He knew that his war with the mighty Federation had ended in failure.  But in the back of his mind, there always existed a tiny voice that drove him to believe there would always be another opportunity for redemption.  Even now, that voice spoke to him, a tantalizing whisper that insinuated—against all odds—the Elorg could rise yet again…

Xi’Yor would have been lying if he said he was not tempted by the sentiment.  His desire for a strong and prosperous Elorg had not yet waned…  but he knew a lost cause when he saw one.  He turned to the wretched underling.  “Hail the Endeavor.”

The underling complied, and a few moments later, Captain Ryan Landsberg flittered onto the Rythana’s viewscreen.  Xi’Yor was relatively familiar with the Endeavor’s commanding officer… though their encounters were relatively few over the years, the Cerebrate made certain that he was familiar with the Federation’s more prominent figures.

Prominent as Landsberg might have been, he was nonetheless a secondary figure in the opus that would conclude the war.  Xi’Yor allowed the Captain his grandiose words, but the Cerebrate’s attention lingered for only a moment—for his wicked gaze eventually fell upon the man standing at Landsberg’s side.  “Captain Christopher…”  Xi’Yor allowed himself an antagonistic glare.  “I am so very pleased that you survived the recent skirmish at Na-hal Kaitos.  The loss of your vessel was… unfortunate.”

Christopher was seething.  His fists were clenched and the frown upon his face indicated the good Captain was most displeased with the recent turn of events.  He stepped closer to the viewscreen.  “Where is she, you…”

Stepping forward to prevent Christopher from saying anything diplomatically unwise, Landsberg touched a firm hand to Christopher’s shoulder and whispered,  “I’ll take care of it, Alan.”  And on that simple note, Landsberg cast upon Xi’Yor a seemingly lethal glare.  “It is in your best interest to end this peacefully, Cerebrate.  If you comply right here, right now… this will all be over with.  Your people will be able to begin rebuilding… reintegrating themselves into a peaceful galaxy.”

Xi’Yor arched a curious brow.  “And if I neglect to heed your magnanimous warning?”

Landsberg wasn’t quite willing to reveal the death penalty that awaited in the event Xi’Yor chose not to cooperate.  The Captain merely bit his lip and said, “The consequences could be dire.”

The smile that subsequently touched Xi’Yor’s pallid lips was enough to lift him from the command chair.  “Fear not, Captain Landsberg.  The war that has plagued your mighty Federation for so many long years has at long last reached its conclusion.  The Elorg Bloc can no longer sustain itself amidst these hostile circumstances.  Kalidar has fallen.  Our fleet in the Adin Kel System is defeated.  There is nothing we could possibly do to oppose you.”  Xi’Yor paused for a moment.  Even at this juncture, he could tell his adversaries thought themselves victorious—and on many levels, they were.  But even in defeat, Xi’Yor would have the upper hand.  “We are defeated… but we will have revenge.”

It took Landsberg several moments to put the pieces together, but Captain Christopher had this enigma solved long before Xi’Yor finished speaking—and this time, there was little that Landsberg could do to keep Christopher silent.  “Is Angela alive?”

Xi’Yor nodded.  “For now.”

Christopher’s eyes narrowed to angry slits as he hissed,  “If you so much as touch her, Xi’Yor…”

“Is that a threat, Captain?”

He shrugged.  “Take it as you will.”

Even in this early movement of the opus, Xi’Yor could sense that its conclusion would be grand.  He smiled.  “I have good news, Captain…  I am prepared to officially surrender myself and my prisoner to the Federation.  The war will be over.”

“Is that so?” asked Landsberg, desperate to somehow regain control of the situation.  His efforts were futile, for Xi’Yor’s cooperation did not come without a hefty price.

“In ten standard hours,” Xi’Yor sternly continued, “I will meet with Captain Christopher and his away team of choice at the Citadel on Tal Qirat.”

“Tal Qirat?” asked Landsberg.

Xi’Yor nodded.  “That is where we are currently holding prisoner Talyere Ros—”

Christopher gasped.  “What about Angela?”

“She will also join us on Tal Qirat,” replied Xi’Yor, “and when you arrive, I will gladly free her.  However… in exchange for your daughter’s life, Captain Christopher, my beloved successor will be terminated—or vice-versa.  Should you wish to save Talyere, the girl will meet a most unpleasant demise.  The choice is yours…
“And, before such devious thoughts cross your mind, Captain, deception is strictly forbidden.  If I suspect you are attempting to undermine the glorious peace process, both prisoners will be terminated immediately—and in all likelihood, you along with them.”  Xi’Yor flashed his most malevolent glare.  “See you on Tal Qirat…”

Chapter Nineteen

Two kilometers.

Given their lush, tropical surroundings, Amy Robinson had not been opposed to a reasonably short two-kilometer hike.  The sun, though little more than a (very convincing) simulation, was blissfully warm—and the expansive rolling hills, covered with tall grass and pretty flowers, seemed to go on forever.  It was paradise… for two kilometers.

Unfortunately, they were now five kilometers into their two kilometer hike, and the notion of paradise was staring to get a little stale.  While the 2.4 kilometer mark did indeed reveal the underground power source, there was, unfortunately, no way to access it.  At the time, Kendall Johnson thought his tricorder could detect some sort of passage beneath the surface, but given the trace amounts of lazon in the ground, sensor readings were not very reliable—and several kilometers later, that mysterious passage was nowhere in sight.

The group now stood at the edge of a rather expansive… and very strange forest.  Giant, jointed stalks of bamboo jutted from the earth and soared high into the azure skies above, casting long, intricate shadows upon the terra firma below.  An intricate network of vines was draped overhead, forming a thick canopy that blotted out almost all of the sunlight—on occasion, a shaft of shimmering golden light poked through, but its existence was always fleeting.

The craggy ground was carpeted with a greenish-brown moss that was broken in places with patches of mushy black soil.  Grass, though sparse, dotted the terrain, along with the myriad leaves dropped by the more familiar palms.

“This place is creepy,” said Robinson as she took a few hesitant steps deeper into the ominously silent jungle.

Johnson had barely noticed, his nose still stuck inside the tricorder.  “I’m not detecting anything creepy,” he said.

Doctor Arayne was immediately at his side.  “Say… are you detecting that oh-so-elusive passage?”

Johnson shook his head.  “No.”

The Bolian was already inching toward the exit.  “Then why don’t we look for it, you know, elsewhere?”

“Because I don’t know where else to look,” noted Johnson, completely oblivious to Arayne’s less-than-subtle hint.

For her part, Robinson wasn’t terribly eager to explore the mysterious jungle, but lacking any other direction in their investigation of the necropolis, the jungle was as good a place as any to continue their little quest.

Now a good five or six meters into the forest, Robinson was gradually becoming aware of its ecosystem.  There were birds, chirping high above the dangling canopy, the constant drone of unseen insects was always in the distance, and the air had a strange earthy, moss-like scent to it.  

Up head, Robinson glimpsed a massive log jutting from the earth.  Covered in thick, prickly moss, it was unlike anything else in the rest of the jungle.  She quickly pulled out her tricorder to confirm the suspicion—and sure enough, the prickly objects poking through the moss were pine needles—in a bamboo forest that had no conifers.  “What is this place?” she wondered aloud.

“Unique,” proffered Harrison as he fell into place at her side.  “Most of the flora and fauna I have detected with my tricorder are unique to this forest—completely unlike anything else we have witnessed thus far.”

“It’s like an ecosystem entirely separate from its surroundings,” noted Johnson as his tricorder began to chirp.  Hoping to continue his report, he ignored it at first—but when the shrill bleeps continued, Johnson relented.  He was glad that he did.  “I’m detecting the passage up ahead.”

“Are you sure?” asked Arayne.

“Yes,” said Johnson.  “There isn’t any lazon in the ground here to disturb my readings…”

Without a second thought, Robinson started ahead into the unknown—but before she could take a single step, Harrison’s hand fell upon her shoulder.  “Wait,” he said, using a fair amount of force to keep her in place.  “Nothing about this place seems right…  We have detected trace amounts of lazon everywhere else on the surface.  Why not here?”

Without further study, Robinson had no way to answer Harrison’s question—but there was nothing to keep her from theorizing.  “Before we beamed down, the Columbia ran a brief analysis of the surface…”

Having performed the scans, Kendall Johnson was already familiar with the data—and could very easily see where Robinson was going.  “Because of the interference… sensor readings were… um… they were not very detailed.”  He tapped a few commands into his tricorder.  “But the preliminary data suggests there are at least… um… eleven voids in the lazon deposits.”

“Maybe the lazon was excavated by the builders?” suggested Arayne.  “They might have used it to build the infrastructure of the pyramid…”

“Why would they use resources from the interior to construct the exterior?” prompted Harrison.  “It doesn’t make any sense.”

Under most circumstances, it wouldn’t make sense.  But as the possibilities raced through her mind, Robinson was suddenly hit with a notion that would support the Doctor’s theory.  “What if the interior was built first?”

Harrison frowned.  “An interesting theory, however implausible it might seem.”

Robinson jousted her index finger into the humid air.  “There is one situation where it could be plausible,” she continued.  “What if this really was a planet at some point?”

And in that instant, something clicked inside Harrison’s mind.  “A doomed planet, perhaps?” he suggested.

“If it was an important planet, I could see a civilization taking extreme measures to save it,” said Robinson.  “And since this is allegedly an Elorg installation…”

Harrison’s eyes widened as the ramifications of this conversation began to sink into his racing mind.  “We could be standing upon Eredas, the ancient Elorg Homeworld!”  He grinned.  “What once was lost, now is found…”

The mysterious cloak that had surrounded General Ordikan for so very long was beginning to unravel.  Events beyond the General’s ability to control were in motion, and like the rest of the universe, Ordikan had no choice but to live through those events moment by moment.

  Bator took solace in the fact Ordikan really did not possess the infinite control he appeared to have.  Powerful as he might have been, Ordikan did have his limits, and Bator strongly suspected the denizens of Otherworldly Gate were pushing the General to the brink of those limits.  It was the perfect time for answers…

And as the pair strode into the General’s quarters, Bator intended to get all of the answers he so desired.  No more guessing games.  No more enigmatic non-answers.  Bator would get the truth.

Bator immediately seated himself on the cushy black sofa, leaning back as if he was in complete control of the situation.  “What is going on?”

Ordikan peered out the window, seemingly entranced by the transwarp conduit’s vivid green hues.  Even so, Ordikan’s mind was completely focused upon the conversation.  “We are headed to Tal Qirat,” he said.

And Bator sighed.  He was well aware of Xi’Yor’s plan.  He didn’t exactly approve, but according to Ordikan, it was apparently in the best interest of the Phobian Republic.  “Why?  How does this affect the Phobians?  As far as I can tell, siding with the Elorg is no longer beneficial to the Republic.”

Ordikan sighed.  “That may be so,” he admitted.  “But we have come this far as allies.  We should see the situation to its conclusion, no matter the outcome.”

Fair enough.  Bator would have preferred a more in-depth explanation, but he had to choose his battles carefully.  On most levels, he could understand the Elorg crisis.  He could piece together the situations, make sense of the politics… if he wanted more depth, he could research it on his own.

But the Otherworldly Gate was an entity beyond his ability to comprehend.  No amount of research would provide the answers he so desired—so like it or not, Bator would see that Oridkan spoke.  He paused for a moment, and then turned his beady eyes upon the General.  “Tell me about the Otherworldly Gate.  About Ovdranus.  What, exactly, has been found?”

The very mention of the Otherworldly Gate brought angst to Ordikan’s face.  He sighed, clearly eager to dismiss the notion—but he wisely reconsidered.  “It is called Ru’Hmet, and it is a force beyond compare.”

“A weapon?” suggested Bator.

Ordikan shrugged.  “A crude description,” he stated, “but on the most rudimentary level, I suppose it is accurate.  My people created Ru’Hmet a million years ago as a means to explore our realm—but we instead stumbled upon the material world... This place you call the universe.”
“A million years ago?” asked Bator.

Ordikan confirmed the sentiment. “Time is something that is difficult for us to comprehend.  In our realm, there is no such thing—but our limited understanding of the concept suggests that approximately one million years have elapsed.”

“And it has taken you a million years to find Ru’Hmet?”

“If only it were that simple,” said Ordikan in response.  “For many, many eons, we lacked the ability to enter the material world.  Even now, we struggle to exist within the limited confines of this place.  As such, our search for Ru’Hmet was greatly delayed—and in the interim, it was lost to the ages.”

The bamboo forest seemed to darken as they crept closer to its mysterious center.  The air was moist and very humid; tiny droplets of water occasionally dripped from the soggy canopy above, plodding into the tiny puddles in the soil below.

Under other circumstances, Kendall Johnson might have been petrified.  The foreboding atmosphere seemed to insist danger was in the future, and Johnson’s primal instincts urged him to turn back now, while he was still in one piece… but the lure of science had him enthralled—and kept him firmly in place.

“The passage is almost directly beneath us,” he said, still peering into his tricorder.  “I… I still can’t find an entrance, but… it has to be close.”

Nearby, Captain Harrison started foraging through the underbrush, no doubt hoping to uncover the elusive entrance.  “How far down is this passage?” he inquired, gently casting aside a large, fan-shaped leaf.

“About twenty-three meters,” Johnson replied.  “If the entrance is nearby, it’s probably going to be a hatch of some sort… in all likelihood connected to a vert—”

The ground trembled.

It wasn’t nearly enough for Johnson to lose his footing, but the giant stalks of bamboo began to sway, and the canopy overhead released its collected water in a brief rain shower.

“An earthquake?” asked Arayne.

“That seems unlikely,” noted Robinson.  “The Columbia didn’t detect any tectonic activity, nor was there evidence of geothermal activity.

Arayne grunted.  “The sensors have been wrong before.” 
His search for the hatch now concluded, Harrison rejoined the others in a small, sunlit clearing.  “We must also keep in mind the technical aspects of this facility.  It could be the engines.”

“Or tactical systems,” Johnson readily suggested.  “If this really is Eredas, I… I would expect it to be heavily armed.”

“Even if it is a necropolis, the Elorg wouldn’t leave it defenseless,” mused Robinson.  “That much is certain.”

Harrison brought a thoughtful finger to his chin.  “Of course, if it was a necropolis, there would be graves or bodies in the facility.  So far, I have been witness to neither.”

“It is a large facility,” reminded Johnson.  “The graves could be elsewhere.”

The ground trembled again, this time with a bit more force.  A few more heavy rain drops pelted Johnson’s back—and as leaves and twigs began to fall from above, he duly noted that his scientific curiosity was beginning to fade.  “Maybe we should… uh… continue this conversation elsewhere?”

While Arayne was in full agreement, neither Harrison nor Robinson seemed ready to leave.  They talked amongst themselves for a moment or two, and apparently reached a decision—but when Harrison moved to deliver his verdict the ground jolted once more—this time with a great deal of force.

The bamboo started to lurch in unnatural directions, rays of blazing golden sunlight shot through the crumbling canopy as twigs and leaves and vines fluttered to the soil below.  Johnson didn’t wait for Harrison’s verdict—he bolted!

As he retraced the footprints through the mysterious jungle, Johnson could hardly keep his balance.  The shifting terrain never ceased, and on more than one occasion, he found himself stumbling out of control through the thick, slimy underbrush.  

It mattered not.  Johnson hastily shoved aside the giant ferns that blocked his path, weaved through the maze of towering bamboo—and then tripped over a large root jutting from the shifting soil.  He made a valiant effort to break his fall, but to no avail.  Johnson skittered into the wet, black soil and rolled head-over-heel into the spindly base of a giant bamboo shoot.

Johnson wasted no time climbing back to his feet—just in time to see several palms near the jungle’s distant edge vanish in a swirling cloud of dust…

“Did you see that?” Arayne excitedly demanded, standing just meters away from Johnson—and equally awed by the ominous sight.

Johnson shrugged.  “I saw something…”

Sensing their conversation was not going to be concluded quickly, Ordikan seated himself in the chair across from Bator.  “It took a great many years,” he continued, “but our scientists eventually found a way to reach into the material world…”

“The Otherworldly Gate?” suggested Bator.

Ordikan nodded, impressed by the young Phobian’s perceptions.  “The Otherworldly Gate exists in a netherworld, a place that intersects a plane separate from space and time.  By passing through the Gate, my people are able to explore this material realm.  The process, however… is not without its quirks.  Those who pass through the Gate are… changed.

“Still, when I heard of this opportunity to enter the material world, I immediately volunteered.  I was eager to please back then.  I thought my passage through the Gate would bring me prestige and honor amongst my peers… however, not long into the mission, there was an incident—and instead of prestige and honor, I have since been disgraced with the knowledge that I helped end the Phobian Republic.”

“You were responsible for the Sra’xa’diin?” The look upon Bator’s face was nearly unreadable.  There was a glint of fear in his eye, a hint of anger upon his brow—but nothing overt. 

That would change.

Ordikan allowed himself a humorless chuckle.  “Bator,” he quietly stated, “we are the Sra’xa’diin.”

The Phobian’s eyes widened—there was no doubt about his emotions now.  “You are Species 8472?”

Ordikan shook his head.  “It’s not that simple,” he sighed, quickly raising a dismissive hand to prevent Bator from continuing.  “Your scientists captured my vessel and used it as a template to create Species 8472—and in the years that followed, my ineptitude resulted in the destruction of the Phobian Republic.”

Bator frowned.  “You cannot blame yourself for the deeds of the Phobian scientists…”

Ordikan was inclined to disagree.  “I should have protected my ship!” he coldly replied.  “If I had, none of this would have happened…”

“So you have worked for atonement,” noted Bator.

Ordikan nodded.  “I have spent the centuries since the incident working to restore the Phobian Republic to its former glory.”

To that, Bator had no objection, so he deftly shifted the conversation back toward the present.  “What about Ru’Hmet?”

As he delved into his deepest thoughts, Ordikan could already feel Ru’Hmet coming back to life.  Its discovery was no ruse—the Hegemony did not jest—and Ordikan instinctively knew that every living creature within the limited confines of the material world was suddenly in very grave danger.

He turned to Bator.  “Ru’Hmet is a force unlike anything you could hope to imagine,” he calmly stated.  “Those not enlightened in their ways could very easily turn it into a weapon of infinite power—and I fear that is exactly what has happened…”

Bator teetered on the edge of his seat.  “How do we stop it?”

Ordikan shook his head.  “We don’t.”

Another jaunting explosion echoed in the distance, just as Harrison crossed from the darkness of the bamboo forest into the light of the rolling green plains.  In an instant, the ground began to settle, and the bright, sanguine rays of sunshine seemed to ease his weary soul.  For a fleeting moment, everything seemed okay.

He quickly turned on his heel to face the others.  “Everyone okay?”

“For the most part,” said Robinson.  “A few scrapes and bruises, but nothing major.”

Johnson seemed to be favoring his left angle, but Harrison wasn’t going to broach the subject.  As long as the injury was not an impediment to progress, they would forge ahead into the unknown—so it was back to work.

“What about that passage?” asked Harrison.

Johnson shook his thoughts back into the moment, and once more perused his tricorder.  “I was able to get quite a lot of data from the forest,” he said.  “But there wasn’t any sign of a…”

The ground rumbled again, only now it was very faint.  Harrison barely noted the trembling terrain beneath him, and had they not recently experienced those mind-numbing quakes within the jungle, he would have been inclined to ignore them altogether.  “Why are they less severe outside the jungle?”

Robinson pointed to the soil at the jungle’s edge.  It was still trembling with a great deal of force—and with each moment that passed, something below was forcing the jungle upward.  It had risen nearly half a meter in the span of a few seconds, and as Harrison watched the forested Phoenix continued to rise…

Peering into the darkness beyond the forest’s edge, Harrison could see the bamboo jungle beginning to collapse.  The canopy was nearly destroyed, and dozens of the titanic bamboo shoots had snapped in two.  Closer to the forest’s edge, the soil was starting to shift, and large sections of jungle were slowly falling off the rising platform and into the verdant plain, crashing into the ground below amongst a haze of roiling dust…

It was then that Harrison realized the time for speculation was over.  Coming about on his heel, he pulled in a deep lungful of air and, in tandem with the others, sprinted away from the rising forest at full force.

With each stride forward came forth massive rumblings from the forest.  Most were mild tremors that merely vibrated the ground, but a few of the more powerful jolts were enough to give Harrison’s footing a hint of uncertainty.  He stumbled forward nonetheless, plodding over the uneven, hilly terrain at full force.

But it was no use…

Moments later, a long, dark shadow spilled onto the verdant plain, bathing the region in darkness.  Still charging ahead, Harrison afforded himself a quick glance back—and saw, much to his horror, the mighty forest had risen a great deal higher into the cerulean sky.

He stopped, and wrapped his fingers around Robinson’s arm the moment she was in range.  “Wait,” he said, pulling her to a gentle stop.  “I am doubtful we can escape this entity on foot…”

Robinson glanced back at the towering forest.  “Me too.”  She frowned.  “Suggestions?”

Arayne was quick to provide his answer: “Return to the ship!”

And for once, Harrison was not about to argue.  “Do it,” he said, already reaching into his pocket to withdraw his emergency transporter device.  In theory, the device should have immediately transported him back to the Columbia upon activation… but when Harrison touched his finger to the device, nothing happened.

Johnson very quickly whipped out his tricorder.  “The forest is blocking our signal to the ship!” he said.

Harrison watched as the mystical forest surged higher and higher into the sky.  Massive bamboo stalks now cascaded down the jagged sides of the newfound mountain amidst a plume of dust and debris.  “What is going on?”

“The tactical systems could be coming online,” said Robinson.  The very same thought meandered through Harrison’s mind, but he couldn’t even begin to fathom why the tactical system would be buried on the underside of a forest…

“We need to put additional distance between ourselves and the… mountain,” Harrison quickly decided, even thought the effort was unlikely to distance them sufficiently from whatever was beneath the forest.

Robinson started on her way, and Harrison was in hot pursuit when Johnson turned to them and said, “Wait!!!”

Harrison froze.  “What is it, Commander?”

A moderately perplexed look upon his face, Johnson glanced up from his tricorder and said, “I… um, I think I’m detecting the force behind the mountain.”

“What is it?” asked Arayne.

Johnson was still shaking his head with confusion.  “It’s alive…”

The Bolian frowned.  “The mountain is alive?”

“No,” Johnson quietly corrected, “if I’m reading this right, that’s not a mountain to begin with.”

“Then what, exactly, is it?” Harrison inquired.

Johnson very slowly came about to face the looming entity.  “We’re about to find out…”

And the mountain began to shatter.  As the last of the giant bamboo stalks fell to the ground, the large chunks of rock and dirt that comprised the alleged mountain started to crumble.  Huge chunks of the mountain simply fell away, CRASHING into the ground with considerable force—and spewing massive clouds of thick black dust into the humid air.

A sonorous roar suddenly pierced the air, pervading the rampant chaos—and serving as a sufficient prelude to the monstrous beast that stood in the crumbling mountain’s wake…

Peering into the whirling haze, Harrison could only discern an outline of the beast—but it was clearly a behemoth, shaped something like a turtle, yet built on the grandiose scale of a dinosaur.  In all his years, Harrison had never seen anything like it.  “What is it?” he inquired to nobody in particular.

At that point, Johnson could only speculate—but since he specialized in such things, he certainly had a lot to say.  “It seems to me the beast absorbs nutrients in the soil—and the lazon—by burrowing itself into the ground.”

“For a very long time, apparently,” added Robinson.

“And when the lazon is gone, the alien simply relocates,” Johnson continued.  “Amazing…  It could have been down there for decades!”

Harrison didn’t know quite what to say.  The beast, apparently docile, seemed oblivious to them—and as it slowly moved off in search of its new home, there was no indication it would even take notice of them for an instant.  Harrison let out a sigh of relief.  “Not quite what I expected,” he admitted.

“No kidding,” said Robinson as she wandered over to Johnson’s side.  “I must apologize for apologizing about the delay to Terra Sorna.  This diversion was obviously worth our time.”

Johnson cracked a faint smile.  “Obviously.”

Despite its apparent sloth, the beast nonetheless made good progress in its search for a new home—a few simple strides was enough to propel it countless meters ahead.  Within a few minutes, Harrison suspected the beast would be long gone… and they would be free to explore the crater it left behind.
“I’m still detecting the passage,” said Johnson, apparently anticipating Harrison’s next move.  “And now that the beast is gone… I am detecting an entrance.”  
Harrison arched a curious brow.  “Where is it located?”
“Not far,” said Johnson, gleaning the necessary information from his bleeping tricorder.  “It’s near the edge of the crater, about sixty meters up ahead.”
Given everything that had happened, a part of Harrison was still inclined to check back with the Columbia.  Even so, they had already come this far—and with the entrance so very close, it seemed there was no viable excuse to turn back.  “Let us proceed…”
Five minutes later, Amy Robinson loomed over a small gray hatch, hidden amidst the tall grass at the edge of the rocky crater.  “By the looks of it,” she said, “it leads straight down.”
Johnson carefully wrapped his dirty fingers around the handle at the edge of the circular hatch.  Summoning his strength, he slowly pulled the metallic gateway aside, revealing a dank, dark passage that, much as Robinson predicted, went straight down…
Harrison poked his tricorder into the musty passage.  “I am reading a sixty-five meter drop,” he said after a moment’s study.  “Beyond that, it is difficult to ascertain much of anything.”
Robinson peered into the darkness below, but her gaze gradually shifted back to Harrison.  “Do we go down?”

“We have ventured this far…”  With his free hand, Harrison motioned toward the dank little hatch.  “Ladies first?”
Though she was curious about the inner-workings of the necropolis, Robinson wasn’t quite that eager.  Even so, she wasn’t about to ignore Harrison’s order, even if it was little more than a simple suggestion.  She quickly pulled the light beacon from her belt and strapped it to her wrist before making her way into the narrow hatch—and even before she descended the first few rungs of the rickety metal ladder, Robinson could feel a shift in the atmosphere.

The air was cold and clammy.  Each and every rung on the ladder seemed to be covered in a tepid slime that Robinson didn’t dare speculate about.  She just kept her thoughts on the mission, and dutifully made her way to the bottom of the shaft—and a few minutes later she arrived, joined shortly by Harrison and the others…
As far as Robinson could tell, she stood in the very passage that had eluded them above ground for so very long—and given the pristine conditions above ground, the passage was decidedly… gross.  Thick cobwebs hung from the ceiling above, dust loomed in the tepid air, and the only light source came from behind a giant fan at the end of the corridor… apparently some sort of very inefficient circulation system.
“Nice place,” mused Doctor Arayne, the sarcasm in his voice apparent.
Both Harrison and Johnson were oblivious to the comment, for they were both lost in the streaming data that flittered across their respective tricorder screens.  “These passages extend for several kilometers in almost every direction,” noted Johnson after a long moment of study.  “There are a series of interconnected chambers nearby, but nothing that looks like a command center—at least… um, not in the traditional sense.”
“Any computer terminals?” asked Robinson.  
Johnson shook his head.  “It’s hard to tell…  This technology is so different from anything I’ve seen before…”

“So it’s not Elorg technology,” said Harrison, his words not-quite a question—but not quite fact.
Johnson shrugged.  “If I had to guess, I… I would say the Elorg didn’t construct this place.  But given its apparent age, we can’t be certain.”

“Age?” asked Robinson.

“It’s old,” said Johnson, nodding.  “Parts of it are consistent with the Tome of Na’zar—about 200,000 years old—but the rest is at least a million years old.”
Harrison let out a long sigh.  “Ancient, even by Elorg standards,” he mused.  “We should—”

Robinson saw the ominous shadow in the same instant as Harrison.  It stood, silent, in the long rays of light flowing through the fan at the end of the corridor—and Robinson slowly reached for her phaser.

“En taro adun.”  The deep, sonorous voice flowed from the darkness like music—it was deceptively calming, but Robinson was not swayed by the gentle cadence of his voice.  
“I am Captain Matthew Harrison of the Federation Starship Columbia,” said Harrison, his voice exuding a calm, diplomatic aura.  “We mean you no harm.  Please, show yourself…”
And much to Robinson’s surprise, the shadow complied, gracefully stepping into the diffuse light near the base of the hatch.  He was an Elorg—tall and pale—and wearing a curious look upon his ashen face.  His beady orange eyes flittered about his guests for several moments, not entirely certain of what to make of them.  “I do not recognize your species,” he said.
Harrison stepped forth, slowly, so not to startle the man.  “We are human,” he explained, gesturing toward himself, Robinson, and Johnson, “and our friend is a Bolian.  We are all of us from the Federation, an alliance of worlds that coexist in this part of the galaxy.”

The Elorg frowned.  “This region is no longer controlled by the Elorg?”

“No,” said Harrison, gently shaking his head.  “The Elorg have established a home for themselves on planet nearly one hundred light years away from here.  It is called Kalidar.”
“Kalidar…”  If the wan smile that touched his lips was any indication, the Elorg seemed to like the sound of it.  “What do you know about Kalidar?”
“Very little,” replied Harrison.  “The Elorg have not been on friendly terms with the Federation in recent years.”

The smile vanished, replaced with a glint of concern.  “Oh?”

Harrison didn’t want to get into specifics, for he was fairly certain the figure that stood before them was a projection, much like the one Captain Christopher and Commander Keller encountered in the mountains of Ka’Tula Prime several years ago.  Even so, the projection was probably their only hope for answers—so he would humor the wraith to an extent.  “There has been a war,” said Harrison.  “The Elorg have—”
“—they have strayed,” interjected the wraith, his frown deepening.  “They were unable to adapt to this changing universe—they held on to the old hatreds—and they strayed from the righteous path.”
The projection was more adept than Harrison anticipated.  “That is an accurate portrayal of recent events,” he admitted, now suspecting the projection was perhaps something more.  “What else do you know about this war?”

The Elorg shook his head.  “Nothing,” he said.  “But I know my people.  I know how they react to change… to adversity.  I know how they feel about outsiders—how your Federation must have threatened their stagnant ideals…”
He knew a great deal for a projection, and Harrison was thusly forced to ask, “And you know this… because?”
The Elorg stepped closer, his vibrant orange eyes peering deep into Harrison’s quizzical gaze.  “I know this because I am the Elorg Bloc.”  His lips parted to expel a weary sigh.  “I am Na’zar.”
Interlude

There was a flash.
Moments later, when Alan Christopher came back to his senses, he once more found himself standing in the lush flowery netherworld known to him only as the gray twilight.  He knew not how or why he was summoned to the mystical dreamscape—only that the reprieve from his harsh reality was a welcome change of pace.
He sat beside Rachael on a sandy beach at the ocean’s edge, listening intently as the gentle waves crashed ashore.  Their placid rhythm was mesmerizing, ushering into Alan’s mind a blissful sense of calm he so very needed to feel…
Unlike his previous visit to the gray twilight, Alan didn’t really care about its little quirks.  He wasn’t interested in dissecting the science of it all—if there was such a thing to begin with.  He just wanted to savor the moment, for it was bound to evaporate just as quickly as it appeared.
“The ocean never changes, does it?”  Rachel’s sudden question wash obviously rhetorical, for she continued without waiting for Alan’s response.  “It’s been rolling in and out like this for eons, long before we were born.”
Alan nodded.  “I guess.”  Given recent events, he wasn’t feeling particularly profound—nor was he really in the mood for a philosophical debate.  But because he valued Rachael as a friend, he would listen to everything she had to say, regardless of his meager desires.

Rachael turned to him and smiled, the gentle breeze catching a stray lock of her gentle blonde hair.  “The ocean has probably seen many things… heard many things…  And it will probably keep rolling in and out long after this day has passed—all without a single change.”
Alan wasn’t entirely certain where the conversation was going, but he was hardly inclined to impede its progress.  Peering into the crashing waves, he simply nodded for Rachael to continue.
Her smile widened.  “Do you remember how we used to sit and talk?  Just the two of us?”
Alan allowed himself a gentle grin.  “I remember,” he said, his thoughts already meandering into the past—into their past.  “We had a lot of good times together…”
“We sure did,” Rachael quietly mused.  “Memories sure are strange, aren’t they?  Just when you think you’ve forgotten about something, it comes floating back to you.”
Alan was starting to sense the gist of the conversation.  “I guess the memories are just lying out there in wait,” he said, gesturing toward the ocean.
“It’s a big ocean, and sometimes memories are lost,” Rachael thoughtfully continued.  “But other times… they are merely hiding beneath the surface, waiting to be rediscovered when the time is right.”

Was she hinting at their previous conversation?  Alan knew not, but if ever there was a time for discovery, this was it.  “That moment we spoke of earlier… the moment of truth.”  Alan’s smile began to fade.  “The tides have brought it ashore.”
“Yes,” said Rachael.  “I know.”

“Any thoughts?” he inquired, haplessly running his fingers through the ashen sand.  “I mean, how can I possibly choose between my daughter and the Cerebrate?  How can I be expected to make that kind of decision?”
Rachael touched a hand to his shoulder.  “Do what you know is right…”
Alan frowned.  “You’re not helping!” he exclaimed, frustration slowly seeping back into his soul.

She gently shook her head.  “I can’t make decisions for you, Alan.  I can guide you with my insights, but when it comes down to it, you have to make these difficult decisions for yourself.”

“Then why do you keep bringing me here?”

Rachael shook her head.  “I have no control over this place,” she said.  “You are the one responsible for your visits, Alan.”
“Why?”

She shrugged.  “You tell me…”

As the anger and frustration of the real world flooded his weary soul, Alan could already feel himself being torn away from the gray twilight—but he couldn’t allow that to happen.  He had to concentrate, to anchor himself in the ocean…  So he peered upon the glittering blue sea and watched as the waves—and the memories—came ashore.

But this time, the ocean did not bring calm.  Instead, it brought upon Alan the very same feelings that plagued him in the real world.  The fear and frustration.  The anger.  But dulled by the ocean of time, Alan could sense that these memories reached back into the past—to another dark page where great tragedy was written…
And in that instant, he knew…

“I let you die,” he said, voice barely a whisper.  “I let Xi’Yor take you away from me—and now he’s about to do the same thing all over again.  He’s going to take another person I care about…”
But this was not entirely about revenge.  In his heart, Alan knew there was something more.  All those feelings of hate and frustration stemmed from an entity that had been silently plaguing his soul for years.  It was guilt.
“All those years ago, Rachael, I made a mistake.  I couldn’t protect you.”  Tears were beginning to well within his bright blue eyes as the gravity of his mistake finally, finally took hold.  “I want you to forgive me.  For failing…”
Gently wrapping her hands around his, Rachael smiled, and turned her placid gaze upon the ocean.  He was forgiven…
Chapter Twenty

Each and every muscle inside Lucas Tompkins’ body seemed to ache.  Nothing too terribly painful, but it was the sort of dull ache that he knew would linger for many days to come.  His recollection of the events leading up to those unfortunate aches was still a little hazy, but Lucas knew well that the said events concluded with the Starlight’s complete and total destruction.
The mere thought of such a cataclysm brought Lucas even more aches and pain—primarily in his heart—and he knew that no amount of medicine could heal those painful wounds.  Only time could bring about the restoration to his wounded heart…

And while Lucas waited for time to work its wonders on his heart, Sarah Hartman was dutifully tending to the rest of his myriad wounds in the expansive sickbay at Starbase 54.

“You’re lucky to be alive,” she mused, slowly waving a medical tricorder over Lucas’s torso.  “Thirteen broken bones, a punctured lung, two ruptured vertebra, a mild concussion, and—last, but not least—that bruised male ego.”
“Heh…”  The list wasn’t quite as long as Lucas had anticipated, but it was still obvious that he was in terrible shape.  He certainly felt it.  “Luck didn’t have anything to do with it.”

Hartman rolled her eyes, gently shaking her head from side-to-side as she concluded her analyses.  “Let me guess,” she tartly interjected, “your incredible survival skills kept you from the brink of death?”
That was true to a certain extent, but Lucas could not deny that there came a point when he was truly unable to help himself.  “Actually,” he said, trying to find a more comfortable position (and failing miserably), “I have to give the credit to Neelar.  The man saved my life—and I owe him big time.”
Hartman allowed herself a faint smile.  “Well,” she said, “you can thank him later.  He’s still recovering in the surgical bay.”
In the back of his mind, Lucas had been vaguely aware of Neelar’s injuries, but never did it occur to him that those injuries were potentially life threatening.  “He’s going to be okay?”

Hartman glanced across the bustling sickbay.  “In a couple of hours, should be just fine,” she said, nodding accordingly.
Just then, the nearby doors parted with a hiss.  It was not an uncommon event, and Lucas watched as several medical personnel strolled through the open doors.  He was just about to look away, when he glimpsed Jayla’s head poke into the sickbay.  She quickly surveyed her surroundings and upon seeing Lucas, marched right up to his biobed.

“Catch,” she said—and without warning, tossed something into the sterile air.
Oblivious to his aching muscles, Lucas instinctively reached for the incoming blur and intercepted it, the cool metallic device sliding into his waiting hands with ease.  It was a tricorder.  Clunky.  Black.  Circa 2267.  And probably used by Captain Kirk himself when the Enterprise visited the Halkans.  It was slightly singed, but otherwise in pretty good shape.  And a broad smile suddenly cracked Lucas’s face.  “Sweet!”
Jayla was still unimpressed by the relic, but Lucas thought he noted a very, very… VERY faint smile upon her lips.  “It’s dysfunctional as ever,” she promptly noted, “but it should clean up quite nicely.”
Lucas’s eyes were wide with excitement.  “I’m surprised this baby survived the explosion!”
“And there’s a lot more where that came from,” Jayla mused.  “There are about thirty bins of wreckage to sort through down in cargo bay twelve.”
The news was enough to put a rare smile upon Sarah Hartman’s face.  “Anything from sickbay?” she inquired.  “I had a hell of a lot of valuable research and I’ll be damned if it went down with the ship.”
Jayla flashed a discouraging glare.  “The primary computer core was completely destroyed.  If your data wasn’t backed up, then it’s probably gone.”
But Hartman was hardly discouraged.  “Then there’s still hope,” she said.  “I kept most of my research on padds—that way I could curl up in bed each night with a nice cup of Tarkalean tea and fifteen thousand pages of data.”
“Heh…”  Lucas arched a curious brow.  “You’re a wild one, Sarah.”
The doctor shrugged, not really concerned either way.  “You study women.  I study men.  It’s all the same.”
“Except I study flesh and blood,” Lucas corrected, but at that point, nobody was particularly interested in furthering that conversation.
Besides, Jayla was suddenly hit with another stray thought.  “By-the-way,” she lightly interjected, “I think I saw the remains of your basketball net in the wreckage.”
“Oh?”

Jayla nodded.  “Yeah.  It looked like Justin Reinbold was claiming it for himself.  I’ll let the two of you argue over who gets it—though for the record, I’m siding with him.”
Lucas grunted.  “You would…”

A devious grin crept across her face, but Jayla didn’t linger long enough for Lucas to enjoy it.  Mere seconds later, she was backing toward the doors.  “I’ll see you later,” she said.
“Where are you going?” asked Lucas.  “It’s not like you have an engine room to run, or anything…”

In an instant, Jayla’s lightened mood began to sink.  “Meeting with the Captain,” she explained.
And that was explanation enough.  “I’m coming, too,” said Lucas.

However, before he could move a single one of his aching muscles, Lucas found a stern hand holding him in place.  “No,” said Sarah, “you’re staying right here with me.”

“This isn’t your sickbay!” Lucas exclaimed.  He tried to remove Sarah’s hand from his shoulder, but found himself too weak to actually do the deed.

And Sarah nodded.  “The last time I checked, I was still a doctor.  Many things might have gone down with the ship, but my medical training wasn’t one of them.  So, trust me, Lucas, you’re better off staying here.”
He sighed.

She smiled.

And Jayla said, “I’ll fill you in on all the details.  Promise.”

As much as he hated being out of the loop, Lucas had no choice but to relent.  So he took Jayla up on her promise.  “You’d better…”
Justin Reinbold knew he would be leaving the Starlight.  He just didn’t expect it to happen so quickly.  Nor did he expect most of his personal belongings to get trashed beyond belief in the process.  But it was just stuff, and stuff could be replaced easily enough.  Lives could not, and if the rumors Justin had been hearing were true… 
He tried not to think about it.

Unfortunately for Justin, there wasn’t much else for him to think about.  It was the middle of the night.  All of the shops and restaurants were closed.  The bed in his quarters was little more than a slab of stone.  His thoughts seemed destined to migrate back toward all those lives lost…
So he decided to take a walk.  Starbase 54 was an immense facility, and there was plenty of terrain for him to cover.  Not only was it decent exercise, Justin sincerely hoped it wound give his mind some time to think about something else.

Anything else.

But about five minutes into his aimless wandering, Justin suddenly realized that his journey only served to mobilize his malaise.  It was a futile effort, he supposed, trying not to deal with his feelings.  He was still sorting through the emotional tumult that came with his Mom’s death… and all this extra baggage wasn’t really helping.
Then, of course, he could soon be on his way to Starfleet Medical, embarking upon a long and arduous journey he wasn’t even certain he wanted to take.
Did he want to do something with his life?  The answer was a simple and resounding YES—but in retrospect, the notion of attending Starfleet Medical was already losing its luster.  Justin had never before felt inclined to join Starfleet in any capacity, and he was beginning to question his sudden change of heart.
Caught up in the mess of emotions that led him to save Ensign Littleton, Justin was now almost certain his decision had been tainted—skewed by the faint sense of euphoria brought about by his alleged heroics.  
Of course… if he wasn’t going to become a part of the medical community, then Justin had absolutely no idea what he was going to do.  The Starlight was gone.  His Mom was dead.  His Dad was… probably not even aware that he existed.
So what the hell was he supposed to do?
With a long, weary sigh, Justin slowly banged his bewildered head into the wall—silently hoping the action might somehow knock some sense into him.  But, after a moment, it seemed the only thing that changed was his headache, going from bad to worse.  “Shit.”

“I hear you, little buddy.”  Erin Keller’s gentle voice floated across the corridor with just enough energy to lift Justin’s head from the wall.

He glanced up, and flashed a weary smile.  “Hey, Erin…”

“Rough day, huh?”
“Rough year,” Justin wearily corrected.  Of course, based upon everything Erin had been through the past couple of days, he really had no right to sound weary.  Justin’s problems were minor compared to the galactic strife Erin had to put up with.  Even so, she seemed in a much better mood than he.  “How do you do it?”

“Do what?”

He shrugged.  “Smile?”

Already, her smile was fading.  Erin bit her lip as she searched for the words needed to convey her thoughts, and a moment later, she started to walk.  “It’s not easy,” she admitted.

Justin followed.  “I know that much.  But there’s so much bad stuff going on, I can’t even begin to contemplate my emotions.  So many people have died the past few days… so many things have changed.  I mean, I should feel something, shouldn’t I?  But… I don’t.  I just… I don’t know.  I just have this pit gnawing at the bottom of my stomach.”
“I’ve got butterflies,” Erin replied.

“How do you deal with them?”
She shrugged.  “I keep living.  No matter how dark and foreboding the sky before me might seem, I know that somewhere, beyond the distant horizon, blue skies prevail.  It might not come today or tomorrow or the next day, but I know that sooner or later, things are going to get better.”
Justin was almost surprised to hear that.  “What about… um… Angela?”  The words came out before Justin had a chance to consider them, and for a moment, he thought he might have chosen the wrong subject…
“I’m worried,” Erin immediately stated, her voice not so silky smooth.  “As a matter of fact, I’m scared to death.  My little girl is out there… somewhere… hurt, alone, scared… and at the moment, there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it.  But I can’t give in to my fear.  Then we’ll just be handing Xi’Yor another victory.”
Justin sighed.  “Do you really believe that Xi’Yor will keep his word?  About releasing her?”

Erin shook her head.  “No.  But I do believe that Alan will keep his word—and that’s what counts.”  She walked a little bit further.  “We’ll have to talk again later…”

Justin didn’t really want the conversation to end.  He was finally starting to make sense of things, and badly wanted to spend more time with Erin—just to help clear his mind.
Erin must have sensed this hesitation.  “Blue sky is on the horizon,” she explained.  “You can sit back, idly, and wait for it to come—or you can get out there and do something.  It’s going to come, either way… but I think it’s much more fulfilling to get out there and actually do something.”
“You’re going after Angela?”  Justin wasn’t too keen on metaphor, but he was confident in this particular deduction.
Erin nodded as she left Justin’s side, leaving him alone to contemplate his thoughts.  He was still confused.  But at least she had given him some direction.
Alan Christopher sat.
He watched.

The universe around him continued to plow ahead into the future, and though his thoughts were no longer lodged in the past, time nonetheless seemed to progress at a surreal, ethereal pace.  He was at a loss to explain the phenomenon, but suffice to say, until the situation with Xi’Yor was concluded, Christopher knew that nothing in his life would make sense.  So he sat, and waited for his destiny to unfold…

“We have confirmed the presence of Xi’Yor on Tal Qirat,” Praetor Tomalak calmly noted.  His words marked the beginning of the end—the start of the meeting that would set the course for the remainder of the Elorg War…
They were situated in a decent sized conference room aboard Starbase 54.  Christopher sat beside Erin Keller and Admiral Janeway near the head of the table.  Courtney Rose, Jayla Trinn, Creya Rosat, Artanis, Zeratul, and Commander Jerras were also present.  There was a sense of urgency in the air, an unspoken desire to embrace the meeting’s flow—and it thusly proceeded without preamble.
“Tal Qirat is basically defenseless,” continued Jerras.  She held within her hands a sleek greenish padd, but had long ago committed its contents to memory.  “There is but a single ship in orbit, the Rythana.  Our scout ships indicate it has sustained moderate damage.”

“Intelligence scans also indicate that both prisoners are still alive,” said Tomalak.
It was a slight, if temporary consolation, for Zeratul quickly noted, “Sensors can be fooled.”
Jerras’ silvery eyes fell upon the Elorg.  “We know,” she replied.  “But it is the best information we have available.”
“Agreed,” Janeway interjected before either party could continue.  “We’ll proceed under the assumption the information is correct.  To the best of my knowledge, we have no real reason to doubt it.”

Creya Rosat arched a curious brow.  “Xi’Yor is not trustworthy,” she coldly reminded.  “That is reason enough to doubt the information.”
Janeway met her icy gaze.  “Then what do you suggest?”

“That we proceed with caution.”

Artanis quickly fell into agreement.  “Over the years, Xi’Yor has proven himself a worthy adversary.  We should not underestimate him again.”
Though Janeway seemed to agree with the analysis, she said little to support the theory.  She instead turned her gaze upon Alan Christopher.  “Thoughts, Captain?”

It was a moment that Christopher knew would be coming, but no amount of preparation—mental or otherwise—could have prepared him for the rush of tumultuous emotions that besieged his weary soul.  He was torn.
In his heart, he desperately wanted to descend upon Tal Qirat with a fleet of starships and rescue Angela from the demons within.  He wanted his little girl back, and he was prepared to do just about anything to make that happen… but in the back of his mind, the technical, emotionally detached portions of his soul reminded Christopher that Talyere was clearly the priority.  The Chosen of Z’danorax could not be forgotten so easily.
Christopher sighed.  “This isn’t the first time that Xi’Yor has put us in a difficult situation,” he grumbled.  “But this is the first time that he is truly desperate.  He must know that the war is over—that the Elorg lost—and despite the set of rules he created for this rendezvous on Tal Qirat, I don’t believe he intends to follow them.”
“It is likely Xi’Yor will terminate both prisoners, regardless of our actions,” noted Zeratul.  It was a cold, harsh reality that could have remained unspoken… but Zeratul was not the type to turn his back to reality, grim or otherwise.  

And with that dark sentiment floating in the air, Christopher’s thoughts went with the flow.  “Xi’Yor isn’t going to play by the rules,” he said.  “Neither should we.”

A frown was suddenly etched into Janeway’s face.  “Captain,” she called, her voice laced with caution.  She clearly disliked the conversation’s darker overtones…
And on another day, Christopher might have heeded her cautionary warnings.  He might have stepped back and allowed Starfleet protocols to dictate the future.  But not today.  Not with so very much hanging in the balance.  “With all due respect, Admiral, procedure and protocol is going to have to take… a leave of absence for the duration of this mission…”  

It was not a course of action that Christopher truly wanted to take.  But if the ends justified the means, he had no qualms about taking matters into his own hands, and doing what needed to be done.

He had done it before.
If necessary, he would do it again.
The notion was foremost in Janeway’s mind as she considered her options.  But for more than a fleeting moment, the mandates of Starfleet protocol weighted equally heavy upon her mind.  She had long ago sworn an oath to uphold those mandates—the principals of the Federation—and casting them aside was not something Janeway took lightly…
However, this was not the first time she had been faced with adversity.  Having spent nearly seven years in the Delta Quadrant, Janeway knew the limitations of protocol—and her gaze summarily fell upon Christopher.  “You’re going to need a ship…”

A grin touched Christopher’s lips.  “I assume you can make the necessary arrangements?”

Janeway glanced toward the windows…
And the USS Majestic appeared.  It was similar in design to the Intrepid class—about the same shape and size, only much more streamlined.  And as it fell into a standard orbit around Starbase 54, the dawn of a new era… a new beginning… was at hand.
Chapter Twenty-One

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip

Xi’Yor watched intently as the little wretch at long last slipped into unconsciousness.  Her big blue eyes, once filled with unfathomable terror, now closed shut into the eternal dark.  And not a moment too soon.  Her cries for salvation were growing tiresome, and had they lasted much longer, Xi’Yor would have terminated the girl.

A quick death was never the preferred option, but it was certainly the most efficient one.  In one fell swoop, the spark of life was forever obliterated—no chance for salvation.  But it was much less satisfying.  There was no strategy, no mental maneuvering—none of the things that brought satisfaction to Xi’Yor’s existence.

But as his burning orange eyes fell upon young Angela Christopher, Xi’Yor was most certainly satisfied.  The wretch was bound and chained to one of the crumbling pillars that stood in the magnificently decrepit citadel on Tal Qirat.  Soon, she would be dead, but until that happened, she would rot under the blazing twin suns of Tal Qirat.

“I regret not doing this sooner,” whispered Xi’Yor, his words floating in the gentle wind.  “You would have been a valuable tool when the war was at its peak.  Imagine… altering your biochemistry to turn you into an explosive device.  Imagine the damage that could have been done when your pathetic body tore asunder the Starlight.  It would have saved me a great deal of trouble…”

She heard none of it, of course.  The girl just hung.  Limp.  Lifeless.  A trickle of crimson blood oozed down her arm and lingered on her fingertip for a moment before gravity finally took hold, and the tiny rivulet of blood fell into the growing crimson puddle below.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.
Typically, there existed a certain degree of excitement when a new starship was commissioned.  That had been the case for every other maiden voyage that Erin Keller had participated in.  But the Majestic was different.  The Majestic was hastily ushered into service at Federation’s darkest hour, and the accompanying ceremony was appropriately muted.
There was no champagne, no fanfare.  Just Alan and much of the Starlight senior staff assembled on the Majestic’s bridge with Admiral Janeway.  
The bridge itself was a bit monochromatic for Erin’s taste.  It was mostly white, accented in places with a very pale shade of blue.  Ops and conn were situated in a pit at the front of the bridge; the command chairs were on a slightly elevated platform just a few meters back, and ringed by a metallic white rail.  The master display station dominated much the back wall, surrounded on either side by science stations.  Tactical flanked the port science station; engineering was on the starboard.  It wasn’t the Starlight… but it was certainly impressive.
“What do you think?” Janeway inquired, gently guiding Erin across the bridge and toward the command chair.  
Erin allowed herself a wan smile.  “I very much believe this is something I could get used to,” she replied.
“Good.”  Janeway handed her a padd.

Without delay, Erin examined its contents—and she immediately spotted an order from Starfleet, which she thusly read aloud:  “To: Commander Erin Keller
“From: Starfleet Command.
“You are herby promoted to the field rank of Captain, and are requested and required to take command of the Federation Starship Majestic, effective stardate 77068.2.

“Signed, Rear Admiral Kathryn Janeway, Starbase 54.”
Hands clasped behind her back, Janeway gracefully vacated the command area.  “Computer,” she called into the air, “transfer all command codes to Captain Erin Keller, authorization Janeway-pi-alpha-one-zero.”
The computer promptly bleeped.  “Transfer complete.  USS Majestic is now under command of Captain Erin Keller.”

The moment was bittersweet.  Having waited all her life to hear those magical words, Erin Keller’s mood was decidedly muted.  She couldn’t celebrate.  Not until her little girl was home—and now that she was in command, she wasn’t going to waste a second.  Keller promptly turned her gaze upon Janeway.  “Admiral,” she called, “I relieve you.”

Janeway nodded her approval.  “I stand relieved.”
But as Janeway backed away, Alan approached, holding in his open palm one tiny pip.  Carefully, he took the pip and placed it upon Erin’s collar, officially completing her promotion to the rank of Captain.  The glimmer of hope and joy that flittered in Alan’s bright blue eyes was enough to raise Erin’s spirits—and at long last, the smile she held within her tormented soul escaped, touching her lips and driving her into action.
Everyone knew their places.  Though the Majestic was a brand new ship, Erin wasn’t about to journey forth into the unknown with a brand new crew.  At this critical juncture, she needed people she could count on—people  she trusted and loved.  She needed the Starlight crew to unite one last time, for one last mission…

Courtney Rose quickly assumed the expansive tactical station.  Jayla Trinn made her way to the engineering console.  No doubt against Sarah Hartman’s wishes, Lucas Tompkins made his way to the command chairs and Neelar Drayge assumed his place at the helm—but the Doctor was nonetheless very nearby, and she made no indication that she would be leaving.  
That just left ops.  It would have been a simple matter for Erin to assign Flora Sanders or Steven Marizex to the position.  Both were extremely capable officers, and Erin had total faith in their abilities, but… it was her position.  Rather, it had been her position.  Eager as she was to sit in the Captain’s chair, ops would always have a certain allure to it—and Erin was very tempted to heed its call.
But the Majestic was Erin’s ship.  Tempted as she was to peruse the operations station, her place was not at the controls.  It was in the Captain’s chair—so that is where she headed.  She regarded the grandiose seat for only a moment before slowly sinking into its splendor.  Hands resting gently upon the arms of the chair, Erin could literally feel a certain energy flowing through her body…  For a single, fleeting moment, Erin Keller felt invincible—like she could rise to any occasion, face any challenge the galaxy might present.  It was a good feeling—one that she desperately needed to feel…
Energized, Erin’s wandering gaze fell upon each and every one of her comrades, very quickly infecting them with her newfound enthusiasm.  She grinned and said,  “Let’s do it!”
“Engines are online,” gleaned Jayla Trinn from the engineering console.

“Thrusters are at station keeping,” added Drayge.  He still sounded a little weak—but compensated with an abundance of enthusiasm.
“Command and control has cleared us for departure,” noted Courtney Rose a scant moment later.

Satisfied that the situation was under control, Admiral Janeway discreetly made her way for the exit.  “Good luck, Captain,” she said, backing into the turbolift.  “I suspect you’ll need it.”
“Thanks,” Keller replied.
And the doors hissed shut, leaving Keller to her command.
Almost.

Alan was still present.  He was lingering less than a meter from the command platform, attempting to look interested in the intricacies of the master display station behind the command chair.  “I should probably check on Creya,” he said without taking his gaze from the Majestic’s schematic.  “You know, make sure she found her quarters without incident.”
But Keller wasn’t so certain she wanted an officer with so much experience running errands.  Obviously, such an individual deserved a place on the bridge—and as luck would have it, the operations station was still unmanned.  “Alan,” she said, “we could really use a hand at ops—if you’re willing to take a brief demotion.”
He immediately turned on his heel and headed for the empty chair beside Drayge.  “Yes, sir!”

But before he could make it halfway to ops, Keller leapt from her seat and wrapped her fingers around his biceps.  “Just so you know, I’ll pretend that you didn’t just call me a sir…”
Christopher feigned ignorance.  “I was just following protocol, ma’am!”

Keller sighed.  “Standard Starlight protocol—or lack thereof—will suffice for the time being.”
“Duly noted.”  Christopher gently freed himself form Keller’s grasp.
She allowed herself a very slight grin.  “Take your station.”

Bristling in his seat and quite ready to get underway, Tompkins wasted no more of their precious time.  “Ahead one-quarter thrusters.”

Drayge’s deft fingers maneuvered across the helm.  “Aye.  One-quarter thrusters!”
Moments later, the stars on the viewscreen began to move, and Keller instinctively knew that the time for excitement was over.  Her mood adjusted accordingly.  “Set course for Tal Qirat,” she called into the air.  “Maximum warp!”
The twin suns were blazingly hot.  One was named Aethyrs, after one of the many desert worlds from the Elorg Bloc of old.  The other, lesser sun, was called Nivat-ak, for reasons well beyond the scope of Talyere’s knowledge.  Together, the two vibrant orange spheres loomed in the reddish skies of Tal Qirat, baking its barren surface to a crisp.
Talyere was not entirely certain how much time had elapsed since his capture aboard the Jevian.  Many of his most recent recollections were hazy at best—nonexistent at worse.  Consciousness had been a fleeting state of mind for quite some time, though Talyere was confident that no more than a few days had elapsed since the battle.
Dra’venn had insisted quite vehemently that the Elorg prevailed, and that the entirety of the Federation fleet was destroyed.  Talyere reacted accordingly, but never did he actually believe Dra’venn’s unfortunate tale of woe; only the most experienced masters of deception could hope to fool Talyere.  And experienced, Dra’venn was not.
Not long after making his grandiose claims, Dra’venn presumably returned to Kalidar—and Talyere thusly returned to his most inner thoughts.  The protectors that remained with him on Tal Qirat said nothing, and aside from their routine patrols, did nothing to disturb him.  As far as incarcerations went, Talyere was forced to concede his current incarceration was not so bad…
His cell was a dank little room in an isolated corner of the only structure on Tal Qirat—an unnamed citadel long ago erected by the Breen to observe the Federation from afar.  It had been abandoned for decades, and was in a state of relative disrepair.  Cobwebs hung from the cracked ceiling, a musty odor lingered in the humid air…  And there was sand everywhere.
Talyere’s cell had but a single window, undoubtedly for ventilation.  It was a small, circular hole in the wall that was covered with a flimsy metallic lattice that served no real purpose—save the illusion of security.  Talyere assumed the lattice was intended to keep him confined to the cell, however he was reasonably certain he could remove it from the window with minimal effort.  It was the small size of the window (and the numerous protectors) that kept Talyere from making his escape.
On this day, the sweltering desert breeze was unrelenting.  With each gust of wind came a gentle torrent of golden sand.  It spun and whirled amidst the confines of the little cell before settling on the ground.  Soon, Talyere suspected the encroaching desert would claim his little cell—and perhaps the entire citadel—but he sincerely hoped that he would be long gone before that happened.
The door suddenly clanked apart, and Talyere glanced up to see a large protector step into his cell.  Because none of the protectors on Tal Qirat deemed it necessary to speak, Talyere only knew the man as Protector Number Four.  He was not a hulking behemoth like many protectors, but he was nevertheless a considerable force to be reckoned with.  Talyere knew he would not stand a chance in combat with the man.
As was typical, Number Four stepped into the cell and sneered for a moment.  However, that is where Four deviated from the norm.  Instead of tossing a meal onto the floor, he begrudgingly stepped aside…
“Come.”  The unseen speaker’s deep voice echoed in the corridor.  

Talyere stood, but made no effort to heed the speaker’s warning.  “Where are you taking me?”
“Away,” replied the speaker.  He stood with his back to the door, in an obvious attempt to keep himself shrouded in mystery.  His efforts, unfortunately, were insufficient under the harsh twin suns of Tal Qirat—and its was perfectly obvious to Talyere that his visitor was none other than Lieutenant Bator.
“I assume you have not come to rescue me,” said Talyere, hoping his words would be sufficient for Bator to realize he had been found out.
“Hardly,” said Bator.  “Xi’Yor has asked me to deliver you to the arena.  It is an order I intend to follow.”  His words were blunt.  Very carefully chosen.  It was certain they did not come naturally to Bator.

Talyere stepped closer.  “Bator, it is not too late to change your mind,” he whispered.  The sentiment drew an unpleasant glare from Number Four, but the Protector had yet to take any action that seemed threatening.
Very slowly, Bator peered back over his shoulder, beady, dark eyes locking into Talyere’s inquisitive gaze.  “This is the path I have chosen.”
Talyere shook his head.  “It does not suit you.”

The Phobian hesitated.  “My people are… not what I expected,” he quietly admitted.  “But they are my people, and I cannot turn my back upon them.  Not after everything they… we have been through.”

“And what about your friends in the Federation?”  Talyere retorted.  “How could you possibly turn your back upon them?  You have known them for the entirety of your life!  You have sworn an oath to uphold their values… yet you turn upon them at a whim?”
Bator grunted.  He would not dignify the sentiment with a response.  Instead, he turned to the guard.  “Bring him…”

Protector Number Four wasted no time.  He very quickly wrapped a meaty hand around Talyere’s arm and forcefully dragged him into the corridor.  Talyere tried to walk—to do something to help himself along—but Number Four moved at an unrelenting pace, and after stumbling along for a few moments, Talyere resigned to his fate…
Surrounded by towering ivory ruins, the sweltering, sand-swept arena was hardly an ideal location to conclude a war.  It was a relic from a time long past, better suited for study than conflict.  As he stepped into the large, circular arena, General Ordikan could almost hear the eons of history whispering in the sultry wind.  At its peak, the citadel would have made an impressive fortress… but as it stood, the dilapidated remains only served to reinforce the many failings of the Elorg Bloc.
“I have made a grave mistake,” said Ordikan.

The Cerebrate Xi’Yor stood at his side, an inquisitive look upon his ashen face.  “Have you?”
One did not typically make such grandiose admissions in front of Xi’Yor, for the Cerebrate did not take kindly to incompetence.  Ordikan, however, could no longer delude himself with visions of adequacy.  “It would appear that my desire to restore the Phobian Republic to its former glory long ago blinded me to common sense.  My efforts have yielded nothing more than defeat.”

Xi’Yor nodded.  “An accurate assessment.”

“In retrospect, I believe it would have been wiser to leave the Phobians out of galactic affairs—and allow them to proliferate on their own.  Instead, the fate of their species hangs in the balance once again…”
Xi’Yor’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “You blame the Elorg for your mistakes?” he angrily prompted.
“No,” said Ordikan, calmly shaking his head.  “I blame no one but myself.”
The revelation had little, if any effect on Xi’Yor.  He simply stood, thoughts apparently lost in another world.  “I care little for your self pity,” he said.
“Save yourself, there is very little that you do care about,” noted Ordikan.  “I am confident that your selfish attitude is at least partially responsible for the destruction of the Elorg Bloc—and I am beginning to think that it was right for the Federation to oppose you…”
In that very instant, every single one of Xi’Yor’s thoughts migrated directly to General Ordikan.  “This is certainly a… sudden change of heart.”

Ordikan didn’t flinch.  “The Necropolis of Ru’Hmet has awakened,” he said.  “It has prompted me to reconsider many of my actions—and before I return to the Otherworldly Gate, I thought it might be wise to share my revelations.”
“You are leaving?”

“I am.”

“When?”

“Now.”  Ordikan paused.  “Even as we speak, the Phobians are preparing to depart this region of space.  There is a dark matter nebula approximately forty-five thousand light years away, in a part of the Gamma Quadrant known as the Azgaemor Cluster.  They will be safe there as long as they remain…”
Reaching for his weapon, Xi’Yor stepped back to take aim upon his newest target.  He was furious… but before his rage could forever erase the memory of Ordikan from the universe, the General disappeared, never to be seen again…
“You should eat something.”
Alan Christopher made his way to the Majestic’s mess hall looking to do just that.  He couldn’t remember the last time he actually ate something of consequence—definitely before the Starlight was destroyed—but each and every time he attempted to eat, the very same thing seemed to happen.  “I’m not hungry.”
But Sarah Hartman wasn’t about to relent.  It wasn’t in her nature, and even when she did give in to circumstances, it was usually by force, after a great deal of agony.  Since this conversation had lasted but a moment or two, Sarah had a considerable distance to travel before she even considered admitting defeat.  “Maybe I should rephrase that,” she said as she sat.  “EAT SOMETHING.”
Alan sighed.  “I will.”
She laughed in his face.  “No you won’t—I know you, Alan.  When you’re in one of your little moods, you tend to forget about yourself.”

“One of my little moods?”  He peered across the table with a glare of discontent.  “I think I have good reason to be in a bad mood, and I think your continued presence is only making things worse.”
Even if it was, Sarah didn’t budge.  “Look, Alan, I’m every bit as concerned about Angela as you are—but you are going to be utterly useless on Tal Qirat if you don’t have any energy.  I highly doubt Xi’Yor is going to let you pause for a lunch break.”

For a fleeting moment, common sense returned to Alan’s mind, and the words Sarah spoke rang true.  His lingering rage quickly tried to smite those thoughts… but Alan fought the urge to sit and smolder.  “I guess I could eat a little something.”
Sarah nodded her approval.  “Have you ever tried Leola root soup?”
“No.”  And it didn’t really sound like something that Alan cared to try.
“Really,” Sarah interjected, “it’s not that bad once you get past the actual taste.  It’s also reasonably healthy if you order blend forty-seven from the replicator and don’t add any additional salt.”
Delicious as it might have been, Sarah was doing little to convince Alan of the soup’s many virtues.  “You know, maybe I’ll just have a sandwich, or something?”
Sarah grunted.  “And you guys are always telling me to get that stick out of my ass and try something new.”
“We were kind of hoping that you might try something palatable.  Evidently our hopes were a little bit too—”

Alan’s communicator suddenly chirped.  “Bridge to Captain Christopher.”

He quickly touched the Starfleet insignia upon his chest.  “What is it, Lucas?”
“Sorry to interrupt you, Captain, but you have an incoming transmission from the Columbia.”
That certainly caught Alan by surprise.  “Patch it through to the conference room,” he said, voice brimming with curiosity.  “I’ll be there in a minute.”
Chapter Twenty-Two

“We’re entering the Qirat System.”  Neelar Drayge’s announcement came with a cautionary tone that gave rise to more than a little concern in Erin Keller’s mind—and with good reason.
“The Rythana is orbiting the second planet,” said Courtney Rose a scant moment later, her deft fingers gliding over the tactical station.  “I’m also detecting two small Phobian ships on the far side of the planet—Selvas class.  They appear to be retreating, and don’t pose a threat.”
Keller hadn’t really been concerned about the Phobians.  “What about the Rythana?”

“Their shields and weapons are online,” gleaned Rose from her workstation.  “They are scanning us, but there is no indication they are preparing to attack.”
To the best of Keller’s knowledge, a confrontation with the Rythana was not part of the plan.  She exchanged a curious gaze with Lucas Tompkins.  “Should we hail them?”
He shrugged.  “It’s worth a shot—but if you ask me, we should just take the bastards down.”

The Majestic was not a warship.  If it came to blows, there was a good chance that the Rythana would prevail—and Keller was not eager to participate in the destruction of yet another starship.  “Open a channel, Courtney.”

“Aye.”  She tapped a short sequence of commands into the tactical station, but her actions elicited little more than a terse warning from the computer.  “No response.”

Keller bit her lip.  “Well, I guess they’re not in a very talkative mood today…”
Drayge glanced back from the helm.  “Now approaching Tal Qirat.”
“Slow to impulse,” Tompkins quickly ordered.  

“Assume a high orbit around the planet,” added Keller.  “If the Elorg decide to make a move, I want to have a lot of room to maneuver.”
Drayge nodded his acknowledgement and quickly set out to make the necessary course corrections.
Meanwhile, the operations console began to chirp.  “I’ve located Angela,” Christopher called a scant moment later.  “She’s still alive, but her vital signs are weak.”
“Can we beam her up?” asked Tompkins.

Christopher shook his head.  “No.  The Elorg have apparently erected some sort of dampening field on the surface.  We can beam down… but a return trip won’t be possible until that field is dispersed.  Or destroyed.  Take your pick.”
“Can you pinpoint the source?” asked Keller.
Christopher tapped a few commands into his console.  “Yes… it appears to be inside the citadel where Angela is being held.”

“Then destroying it from orbit is not an option,” Tompkins decided.  “We’ll have to beam down… just like Xi’Yor wanted.”  He grunted. “Bastard.”
Keller had to agree.  Xi’Yor was making them play by his mercurial rules to the bitter end—and he was no doubt enjoying it.  “He probably still believes he can pull some sort of moral victory,” Keller decided.
“It’s not going to happen,” Christopher promptly interjected.  He rose from his seat and turned a determined gaze upon Courtney Rose.  “Is the Rythana still scanning us?”
Rose nodded.  “Affirmative.  They are performing a series of not-quite-discreet shadow maneuvers to keep themselves in close sensor range.”

“They want to know what’s going on over here,” said Tompkins.

“And they’re most likely reporting everything directly to Xi’Yor,” Keller surmised.

“That has to stop,” said Christopher.

Keller nodded.  “Agreed.”  She gently wrapped her fingers around the cool metal rail beside her chair as numerous options flittered across her mind—and having seen enough death and destruction the past few days, Keller decided upon a reasonably mild tactic.  “Courtney, I want you to target the Rythana’s critical systems—shields, weapons, engines—and disable them.”
The measure wasn’t nearly as drastic as Tompkins would have preferred, but he didn’t object.  “We’re going to have to be quick,” he said, readily adapting to the new plan.  “If we can’t disable them in our opening volley, they’re going to fight back.”
“And that’s a fight we probably can’t win,” Christopher darkly noted.  “Powerful as it is, the Majestic could never hope to destroy the Rythana in heated combat.”
Keller returned to her seat, not at all deterred by the grim analysis.  “I guess we’ll just have to strike hard and fast.”  Her gaze thusly returned to the tactical station.  “Fire at will!”
Gently sailing across Tal Qirat’s crimson-stained atmosphere, the Majestic came upon the looming Elorg warship and opened fire.  A string of transphasic torpedoes exploded upon the Rythana’s crackling shield grid, followed closely by a barrage of phaser blasts that carved into the smoldering hull.  The hulking vessel gradually came about, but caught in Tal Qirat’s atmosphere, there was little it could do to defend itself…

Tompkins grinned at the end result.  “Serves them right,” he chuckled as the crippled behemoth smoldered on the viewscreen.
Drayge tapped a quick sequence of commands into the helm.  “The Rythana’s orbit is decaying,” he noted.  “If they are unable to repair their engines within the hour, they will likely crash into the surface.”

On some level, Keller felt obligated to help them.  After all, their vessel was damaged and—in its current state—didn’t pose much of a threat.  But she knew all too well that even an injured beast still posed a threat.  “Let’s keep our distance,” she decided.  “For the moment, our priority is Angela and Talyere.”
“We could call for reinforcements,” suggested Tompkins.  “With the Rythana out of the picture there isn’t much they can do to stop us.  That way we can concentrate on saving Angela.  Someone else can clean up the garbage.”
Keller nodded her approval.  “Do it.”

“Done,” said Lieutenant Rose, her deft fingers flying across the tactical station.  “The Endeavour and the Valdore are both en route and should arrive in about twenty minutes.  The Eximius is not far behind.”
And that was it…

The road ahead was clear.  The great maw of salvation was wide open.  It was at long last time to take action, and eager to see this, the darkest of days, reach its inexorable demise, Erin Keller set into motion.  “Ready?”
Alan Christopher was on his feet a split second later.  “Ready,” he confirmed, already headed for the turbolift.  “Courtney, you’re coming with Erin and me.  Have Creya Rosat and Doctor Hartman meet us in transporter room two.”
“Right,” said Rose, putting the necessary commands into her console before joining Christopher and Keller at the turbolift doors.
Near the command chair, Lucas Tompkins was also inching closer—but Keller raised a dismissive hand before he could get too far.  “Lucas, I know you how badly want to be down there, but you just got out of sickbay!  You need to take it easy for awhile… besides, somebody has to take command of the ship while I’m gone.”

The argument was hardly enough to quell Tompkins’ eagerness.  He still lurched a few steps closer before better judgment finally kicked in and he realized that he really wasn’t in any condition to go on an away mission.  “Heh…”  He sighed.  “Give Xi’Yor my best…”
Christopher nodded.  “Will do.”

And on that darkly serious note, they were gone…

The windswept arena was blazingly hot, even more so than the cramped confines of Talyere’s dank little prison cell.  He tried not to move, so to conserve as much of his fleeting energy as possible… but so vast and overwhelming was this heat, Talyere suspected that his efforts would ultimately prove futile.

As such, Talyere’s options were few.  He was bound and chained to a crumbling white pillar near the edge of the magnificent arena.  The few protectors that remained all of them had their weapons fixed upon Talyere’s position and he suspected one wrong move would result in his untimely demise… a situation that could not come to pass just yet, for on the far side of the arena, Talyere could see the battered and broken body of Angela Christopher dangling from a crumbling pillar, just as he was…

This time, Xi’Yor’s treachery had gone too far.  As it was, Talyere was not in any condition to rectify the error.  He could only close his eyes to the blazing sun and call upon the chi-goehs for their help… But even before his incantation could begin, Talyere heard the heavy footfalls approaching his position.  He peered through half-open eyes to see Bator crossing the windswept distance between them.

“And so it ends,” mused the Phobian.  “I regret that it has come to this.”
“As do I,” said Talyere.  “I have long considered you a valued friend, Bator—but you have forsaken that friendship, and for the life of me, I cannot understand why.”

He arched a curious brow.  “I did it for my people.”

The mantra had been spoken before, but Talyere could hardly fathom why someone would turn so quickly for a people he hardly knew.  Besides, the depth of Bator’s treachery seemed to go beyond that.  “I doubt your people would condone this action…  Taking me hostage is one thing, but taking hostage innocent children is reprehensible.”
Bator shook his head.  “It is necessary.”
Talyere shook his head to the contrary.  “Your mind has been poisoned, Bator.  I wish I could understand your reasoning.  I wish we could speak as friends, like we used to.  But it would seem that is a fate no longer within the realm of possibility.”
“So it would seem.”

“Then why are you here?”  Talyere prompted.  In his heart, he already knew the answer.  In his mind, he was already formulating an appropriate response.  One fate was certainly out of the question… but there was still another—and as his mind wrapped around the repercussions of that fate, Talyere suddenly realized that one of his restraints was loose…
Alan Christopher had reached his journey’s end.  As his booted feet treaded the shifting golden sands, every fiber within his tormented soul could sense the end of all things was near.  There was but a single impediment keeping Christopher from his future—it was the single dark remnant that anchored him to the past… and it stood just a few meters away.
“Xi’Yor.”

The Cerebrate stood with his back to the away team. His velvety black cloak rippled in the sand-driven wind, and through the flailing fabric, Christopher could occasionally glimpse the crimson-stained tip of Xi’Yor’s weapon.  Slowly, the Cerebrate began to come about.  “You came.”  He stood in profile, his gaze peering into the unseen oblivion that long ago consumed his soul.
Christopher started for him, but a firm hand fell upon his should before he could stray too near.  Courtney Rose was holding him back, silently suggesting he refrain from taking any course of action that might be considered stupid… and for the moment, Christopher’s senses granted him the strength to comply.
…And while he stood by, Creya Rosat stepped forward.  “It would be wise of you to surrender, Xi’Yor.”
The suggestion barely had a chance to cross the desert air before Xi’Yor discarded the very notion.  “I will do no such thing,” he stated.
Creya was quick to respond.  “Kalidar has fallen,” she tersely noted.  “Your once mighty armada is contained within the confines of the Adin Kel System—it poses no threat to anyone.  Your vessel, the one orbiting this planet, has been disabled.  And now, the true successors to Z’danorax have stepped forward to claim the throne.  You have no other options…”
“Free the hostages,” urged Erin Keller, “and let this end peacefully!”
Xi’Yor laughed.  “This can only end one way,” he mused.  Very slowly, he reached into his obsidian cloak and withdrew not a dagger—but a sword—an ancient jen’talak that gleamed in the brilliant sunlight.  Xi’Yor inspected the mighty blade for an infinitesimal eternity before gracefully driving it into the simmering sand.
“I have fought for the Elorg Bloc my entire life,” he said to nobody in particular.  “While others were content to rot in that subspace pocket for all eternity, I fought to bring us back from the very maw of death—and when I finally succeeded, I fought to restore the once mighty empire I had come to love—and that, Captain, is a battle that I intend to fight to the very end…”
Xi’Yor’s eloquent words almost made his numerous atrocities sound like a noble act—and on some levels, his cause was indeed sound and just, for there was no greater cause than the defense of one’s home.  Unfortunately for Xi’Yor, his methods were far from acceptable, and no amount of eloquence could make that truth vanish into the night.

But before Christopher could utter a single word, the sky began to darken.  Billowing clouds had begun to gather on the distant horizon, and the faint rumble of thunder echoed in the distance—but the darkness that suddenly befell the citadel was hardly a natural phenomenon.  As he gazed upon the skies above, Christopher glimpsed the massive outline of a vessel eclipsing one of Tal Qirat’s two suns…
A faint smile suddenly befell Christopher’s face, for he knew that it was at long last time to act.  “Matthew contacted me a few hours ago,” he said to a very curious Erin Keller.  “He said he had a surprise for me…”
As the skies darkened, Talyere could not discern what, exactly, was going on—nor did he waste any time attempting to figure it out.  He assumed he would find out all in good time… and meanwhile, the situation was more than enough to draw Bator’s attention—and, Talyere suspected, the other protectors were already preoccupied with the mysterious entity above.
It was the perfect moment to strike, and Talyere did just that.  Summoning from within his remaining energy, Talyere focused his every last thought on the outcome he so desired—and moments later, the defective restraint chinked apart, freeing one of his arms and giving him the momentum he needed to complete his escape.

Acting on little more than primal instincts, Talyere forced his way out of the restraints, casting them asunder where possible, ripping them apart when necessary.  By the time Bator turned around to check on his prisoner, Talyere had already escaped.  It was an impressive feat by any standard, and Talyere highly doubted he could duplicate it—but he wouldn’t need to.

Before Bator had a chance to react to the sudden insurrection, Talyere clenched his fist and pounded it into the Phobian’s jaw.  They both of them stumbled back a bit, but Bator was much quicker in his recovery—and he thusly came at Talyere with the might of a thousand men.

Keller’s bewildered brown eyes gradually scaled the darkening sky, falling upon the giant object with a great deal of awe.  “What is it?”

Christopher’s grin turned devilish as his gaze returned to Xi’Yor.  “That would be all that remains of Eredas.”
Sarah Hartman frowned.  “The Elorg Homeworld?”
Talyere tried to dodge—but he was not nearly as young as he used to be—and the attempt was only partially successful.  Bator smashed into Talyere’s shoulder, bringing him to the ground in a roiling cloud of golden sand, where he lay for a scant second before working to shove Bator aside.

“It is unfortunate things had to end like this,” noted Talyere.

Bator grunted.

Talyere, with his free hand, quickly reached for one of the broken shards that once bound him to the crumbling pillar.  He thrust it into Bator’s face with enough force to stun the Phobian—and then scrambled back to his feet.

Bator followed, but the combination of the oppressive heat and the Phobian’s own bulk was slowing him down considerably.  He took another swing at Talyere and missed…

Unfortunately, Talyere was also growing tired in the blazing heat, and his response was hardly enough to fell the Phobian—a simple punch to the gut that seemed to have no effect.  Knowing that he would have to be creative if he intended to win, Talyere instead put his mind to work.  He stepped back a few paces and started to run…

Bator followed—slowly—and by the time he reached Talyere, he was forced to stop and catch his breath…  and he paused just long enough for Talyere to grab a large stone from the side of the crumbling citadel and smash it into Bator’s head.

The Phobian was dead before he hit the ground, and Talyere’s mission was accomplished—but he felt no joy from the death.  Talyere had seen enough carnage for one lifetime.  Slowly, he knelt down to Bator’s side and shook his head in sorrow.  “And so it ends,” he whispered, gently closing shut the mighty warrior’s beady black eyes.  “May your death bring to you the peace you could not find in life.”

A sliver of violet light suddenly sliced into the warm desert air.  It parted amidst a swirl of twinkling light, and in its wake stood a gracefully elegant, curiously tall  Elorg.  Without preamble, the newcomer fixed his vibrant orange eyes upon Xi’Yor and tersely said, “You have failed.”
The Cerebrate stumbled back a few steps, unprepared for both the bold accusation and the mighty accuser.  For a moment, he knew not what to think, and the allegations merely hung in the warm desert air—but as his mind began to process information anew, Xi’Yor quickly made known his displeasure.  “And who are you to judge the divine Cerebrate?”
A sonorous clasp of thunder echoed in the distant sky as dark, roiling clouds descended upon the earth—blotting out the remaining sunlight and ushering into the arena a cold, ominous wind…
The newcomer stepped closer to Xi’Yor.  “I am the judicator of all Elorg borne into this universe,” he said, his ethereal voice floating upon the harsh breeze.
The sentiment brought upon Xi’Yor a primal rage that easily fueled his omnipresent anger.  His eyes narrowed to slits as his clenched fists flailed in the breeze—not quite sure what to do just yet.  “You have no right to challenge me!”

The newcomer shook his sullen head.  “To the contrary,” he interjected, “I have every right, for you have driven my creation into ruin.”

Only then did Xi’Yor realized to whom he spoke.  “Na’zar?”  For a fleeting moment, a hint of bliss tinged Xi’Yor’s voice.  His rage began to subside, but only for a second—just long enough for coherent thought to remind Xi’Yor that Na’zar did not approve of his ways.  “I have done everything in my power to restore the Elorg Bloc to greatness!  To resurrect the empire that was long ago destroyed by the Iconians!”
“And you shouldn’t have bothered,” said Na’zar.  “If I am to believe what the humans tell me—and I have no reason to doubt them—the Elorg Bloc was decimated two hundred thousand years ago.  On that fateful day, the empire should have been born anew.  The Conclave of Overseers should have changed and adapted to its new surroundings… but it seems to have squandered every opportunity for success.
“I know not the details of the war that brought you to defeat on this barren world… but it is clear, even to me, that you have failed to uphold the values I long ago tried to instill.”

“I have dissected the Tome of Na’zar!” hissed Xi’Yor.  “I have followed your teachings exactly!”
Na’zar shook his head.  “My teachings were relevant two hundred thousand years ago.  Only a fool would blindly follow them today.”
“As I have said a great many times.”  Though weak, Talyere’s approaching voice was nonetheless dignified as ever.  He stumbled across the arena with a slight limp, and a trickle of black blood oozed down the side of his face.  But he was alive…

And taking that as her cue, Creya Rosat stepped forward.  “Judicator,” she called into the wind, “there are many within the Bloc who share your opinion.  I am one of them.  We follow the teachings of Talyere—and we have gathered here today to end this battle in his name…”

Xi’Yor was hardly impressed.  Kicking the golden sand with his boot, he provided a humorless chuckle and said, “A pathetic band of rogues cannot rule this empire based upon the pedantic accusations of some ancient hologram.”  And for added effect, Xi’Yor reached for his disruptor and blasted away at Na’zar’s flickering hologram.  The torrent of blazing azure charges could never hope to destroy Na’zar, but it was certainly sufficient to disrupt his image—and it quickly flickered away.
Out of the corner of his eye, Alan Christopher could already see a few protectors encroaching upon the center of the arena.  Discreetly, he reached for his phaser and readied himself for action.

Despite the discretion, Xi’Yor’s malevolent glare was immediately drawn to Christopher.  “One more move, and your little wretch of a daughter will die.”

Christopher did not have reason to doubt the threat, but Xi’Yor’s little plan was unraveling at an incredible pace.  Talyere was free, ready to ascend to his rightful position.  Na’zar himself—or at least, his projection—had come to speak on Talyere’s behalf.  Christopher suspected he could afford a little defiance.  So he raised his phaser and very quickly took down two of the approaching protectors.  Courtney Rose did the same, and when the dust finally settled a few moments later, Xi’Yor stood alone.
Tiny rain droplets started to pelt the golden sand.  Ominous rumbles of thunder crackled overhead as blazing tendrils of lightning snaked across the foreboding sky.  A stiff breeze cut through the tension that loomed in the air… and Alan Christopher stepped closer to his most hated nemesis.

Creya started to follow, but before she could take more than a couple of steps, Talyere’s hand fell upon her petite shoulder.  “This is not our fight.”
She came about.  “Father!” she exclaimed over a crackle of thunder.  “It is most certainly our fight!  Xi’Yor has been the scourge of this universe for many years!”

Talyere made no effort to refute the claim, for it was certainly true.  But his opinion did not sway.  “Whether or not he accepts it as fact, Xi’Yor is already defeated.  Eredas is under our control.  As such, Xi’Yor’s tainted words no longer carry weight amongst the Elorg Bloc.  His authority is no longer recognized by our people.  He has nothing left but his hatred—and that matter is between himself and Captain Christopher.”
Creya frowned.  “You suggest we do nothing?”

Talyere allowed himself a wan smile.  “No,” he whispered.  “I suggest we appeal to the chi-goehs for their blessing—and then let nature take its course.”

Given the look upon Creya’s face, Talyere’s chosen course of action was clearly not her preferred option.  She stood for a moment, struggling with her emotions...

Talyere smiled.  “Have faith,” he said.  And he left it at that.
A droplet of water landed upon Alan Christopher’s head.  It snaked through his short blonde hair, trickled down his forehead, and across his nose before succumbing to the forces of gravity—and plummeting into the golden sands below.  Without taking his gaze from the droplet’s little pockmark in the sand, Christopher spoke to Xi’Yor.  “This ends here,” he said.

Xi’Yor laughed.  “You intend to fight me?”

“No,” said Christopher, still looking at the little droplet, “I intend to kill you.”
A curious glint flashed within Xi’Yor’s malevolent eyes.  “Captain,” he said, “such words are not very becoming of a respected Starfleet officer.  It would seem you have a backbone after all.”
A sonorous crackle of thunder suddenly blasted across the roiling gray sky—and in the moments that followed, the angry heavens unleashed upon the land a torrential burst of heavy rain.  It instantly washed away the remains of Christopher’s first little raindrop… and forced his full attention elsewhere.
It didn’t take long for his blazing blue eyes to fall upon Xi’Yor.  Even through the sheets of heavy rain, Christopher could still glimpse upon the Cerebrate’s face an utterly demonic grin.  Even now, the entire situation was a game to him—and Xi’Yor undoubtedly believed he could still find a way to prevail.  Christopher was thusly bound and determined to make certain that did not happen.  

These would be the final minutes of Xi’Yor’s pathetic life…  But the Cerebrate would not go quietly into oblivion.  Pale white fingers wrapped around the hilt of his mighty jen’talak, Xi’Yor gracefully pulled the ancient blade from the sand.  He held it in the air above his head for a moment—and in a flash, the aquiline blade was at Christopher’s neck.
Christopher did not flinch.

And Xi’Yor thusly smiled.  “Well met, Captain.”  He held the blade at Christopher’s neck for several seconds longer, allowing its sharp edge to graze the skin before finally withdrawing—and in the very same instant, Xi’Yor smashed his booted foot into Christopher’s stomach.
Stunned, Christopher stumbled back a few steps before finally tripping over his own two feet.  He gracelessly fell back into a muck-filled puddle with an unceremonious splash.  The jen’talak immediately followed, its sharp blade digging into the wet sand just centimeters away.  Xi’Yor’s slender fingers still wrapped around the hilt, he guided the weapon deeper into the ground until it stood on its own—and then he approached, looming over Christopher with an incredibly malevolent glint in his blazing orange eyes.
The Cerebrate knelt, bringing his lips closer and closer until he finally whispered,  “Unfortunately, it would seem that your fierce words cannot be fortified with action, Captain.”
The heavy rain cascaded down Xi’Yor’s ashen face and onto Christopher’s, as if the poison flowing from the Cerebrate’s mouth had taken physical form.  Christopher shifted uncomfortably in the cold, wet sand and tried to free himself—but Xi’Yor loomed overhead… with a considerable tactical advantage, and Christopher knew his options were few.  As long as he was unarmed, he could never hope to defeat Xi’Yor…

The phaser!
It might have been wet, but it would probably be functional, at least long enough for Christopher to incapacitate Xi’Yor…  Carefully, while Xi’Yor’s brooded over his apparent victory, Christopher reached for his phaser,  but as his hand skirted the wet sand, his fingers stumbled over something sharp.  He quickly sifted through the sand—and it didn’t take long for Christopher to realize he had stumbled upon just the weapon he had been looking for.  Maybe the chi-goehs were watching this fight after all…
Carefully wrapping his fingers around the weapon, Christopher tried to yank it from its sandy grave without drawing Xi’Yor’s attention—it worked to an extent, but Xi’Yor soon realized that something was amiss.  He  stood and immediately glimpsed the partially unearthed jen’talak at his feet—and without hesitating, Xi’Yor stepped on the blade, thusly keeping it in place.

But Christopher didn’t exactly need that weapon.  He just needed a weapon.  Period.  And Xi’Yor’s jen’talak still remained at his side.  So, moving far more quickly than the wretched Xi’Yor could have anticipated, Christopher leapt to his feet.  He drilled his clenched fist into the Cerebrate’s jaw, forcing the bastard to stumble… and then he spun about, wrapped his fingers on Xi’Yor’s mighty weapon, and brought into the air—where it clanked spectacularly with the second blade Xi’Yor was somehow able to free from the sand.
And then it began…
Xi’Yor’s blade seemed to be everywhere, a constant, dizzying and unrelenting blur of sliver light.  It took all of Christopher’s concentration to keep track of Xi’Yor’s impressive maneuvers, and even then he was struggling to defend himself amidst the torrential rains.  

But he could not error.  He could not afford to error, because one wrong move would mean death.  And so, Christopher summoned the wealth of his mental clarity and made a concerted effort to put Xi’Yor on the defensive.
But Xi’Yor skillfully thrust his blade into the air, forcing Christopher to duck out of harm’s way.  Xi’Yor immediately followed up with a swift kick to the face—and for a moment, Christopher feared that he might have faltered.  His vision briefly darkened, and he had absolutely no idea where Xi’Yor had gone—or what his next move was going to be… and so, guided by instinct alone, Christopher frantically rolled out of the way.

A split second later, Christopher heard Xi’Yor’s weapon slice into the wet sand his body had occupied just moments ago.  Expelling a sigh of relief, Christopher scrambled back to his feet just in time to evade Xi’Yor’s advancing sword a second time—the mighty blade cut through the blinding rain, missing Christopher’s head by little more than a few centimeters.
The momentum from the miss kept Xi’Yor moving, and he stumbled back a few steps as the manic sword completed its smooth arc through the air.  And Christopher summarily charged ahead.  Sword in hand, he smashed the jen’talak out of Xi’Yor’s hand and then brought his fist to the Cerebrate’s face.  Bones cracked as thick black blood started to ooze from Xi’Yor’s nose, and the Cerebrate stumbled to his knees.
Xi’Yor started to say something, but Christopher had long ago grown tired of the Cerebrate’s words.  There was nothing Xi’Yor could say that would change anything.  So Christopher charged ahead at full speed, drilling his muscular shoulder into Xi’Yor’s chest.  The Cerebrate immediately fell to the ground, and Christopher with him, his body skittering over Xi’Yor’s amidst a splash of muddy water.
Certain the advantage was his, Christopher scrambled to his feet, but before he could move an inch, he felt something wrap around his leg—and moments later, Xi’Yor pulled him back to the ground.  The Cerebrate clawed at Christopher’s face, landing a few good blows before Christopher was able to drill Xi’Yor squarely in the chest.  As the air forcefully exited Xi’Yor’s lungs, Christopher leapt to his feet.
Suddenly feeling somewhat restricted by his sopping wet uniform, Christopher hastily stripped to a simple white tank top.  He tossed the wet uniform into the sand—and then grabbed the nearest sword he could find.
And like a cheetah, Xi’Yor suddenly sprung into action, hurtling across the flooded arena amidst a torrential clash of sonorous thunder.  Grabbing the other sword, Xi’Yor lunged at Christopher with a brute force that had yet to surface in their duel.   Xi’Yor was on top of Christopher before he even had a chance to think out a possible strategy.  He had to rely on pure instinct to get him through this most difficult phase of the battle, and with Xi’Yor maneuvering so utterly close, instinct could only take him so far.
And then it came…

Christopher screamed as Xi’Yor’s jen’talak struck him just below his left shoulder.  The blade pierced the skin with enough force to crack bone, and Christopher stumbled back a few utterly painful steps.  It seemed like an eternity for Xi’Yor to pull back, and when he did, Christopher watched a spray of crimson blood dance in the rain-driven wind. 

Xi’Yor grunted, the malevolent grin upon his face not wavering for an instant.  “Your daughter is next,” he hissed, and then forcefully kicked Christopher into the watery sand.

Blood pouring down his bare arm, Christopher knew that, on many levels, he was defeated.  A part of him was content to stay still and allow himself to become entombed in a watery grave…
…But he had come so far.  He had so much to live for.  His death would only serve to please Xi’Yor—and that was the last thing that Alan Christopher wanted to do.  So, forcing himself to ignore the pain, Christopher defiantly rose to his feet, and driven by nothing more than memories not forgotten, he approached Xi’Yor.
Shedding any and all of his inhibitions, Christopher clenched his powerful fist and drove it directly into Xi’Yor’s pallid face.  Dazed, Xi’Yor stumbled back a meter or so, clutching his throbbing jaw as if it were about to fall off.  He glared up at Christopher with a severe gaze—but that did little to stop him.  Unwilling to go down so easily, Xi’Yor raised his weapon and swung—a clean miss, but it was nevertheless a sign that Xi’Yor was still very much in the fight.
Christopher swiftly picked his weapon from the mud and came about just in time to find Xi’Yor bearing down upon him at full force.  Christopher darted out of the way and spun about, haphazardly swinging his jen’talak into the air, hoping he might hit something.  He didn’t, and the sword sliced into the golden, wet sand—but Xi’Yor was still coming.  Using his good arm, Christopher yanked the weapon free just in time to save himself from the next attack.  He deflected the sword, stumbled back a few steps, and then forcefully charged ahead while Xi’Yor was still recovering…
The Cerebrate made a valiant effort to counter Christopher’s assault, but he didn’t stand a chance.  Christopher came upon Xi’Yor with five years up pent-up fury, and in that single instant, it was all of it unleashed.  Xi’Yor staggered back as Christopher’s blade time and again descended upon him—until finally, Xi’Yor lost his grip.  His jen’talak slipped away from him—and Christopher immediately planted a powerful fist into Xi’Yor’s bloody face.
The Cerebrate staggered back a few paces and fell to his knees—and a very determined Alan Christopher followed, picking up Xi’Yor’s discarded jen’talak along the way.  “It is over,” he hissed to Xi’Yor as he crossed the distance between them.  
But Xi’Yor begged to differ.  Shaking his bloody, beaten head, the Cerebrate turned his gaze upon Christopher and said, “This battle is never over.  I will not become a memory.  Even now, your pathetic att—”
Christopher raised both of the jen’talaks over his head.  Gleaming in the single ray of sunlight that penetrated the thick and foreboding deck of black clouds, the swords descended upon the Cerebrate Xi’Yor, slicing through the warm, wind-driven rain—and directly into the malevolent Xi’Yor’s body.  One sword cut into his torso; the other sliced into his neck, spewing tiny rivulets of thick black blood into the air…
…and Xi’Yor’s lifeless body thusly collapsed, dead before it hit the ground.  His bloody, decapitated head joined him just moments later, and at long last, his smug, malevolent glare was finally gone.  The horrific reign of Xi’Yor was over.

Bathed in the single ray of warm, golden sunlight, Alan Christopher smiled.
Chapter Twenty-Three
“How is she?”

Standing over little Angela Christopher’s biobed, Sarah Hartman wished she could provide Erin Keller an answer.  “From a purely physical standpoint, Angela is fine,” said Hartman without taking her gaze from the little girl.  “Unfortunately, there could be some emotional trauma.”
Angela was still unconscious.  She had awakened from her slumber twice in the past hour; both events were brief and uneventful, hardly long enough for Hartman to make a detailed analysis of the girl’s mental condition.  Thankfully, from what she could see, the news that would ultimately emerge would not all be bad.
Snapping shut her tricorder, Hartman stepped closer to Keller.  Summoning a gentle smile, Hartman gracefully turned to her and said, “It doesn’t look like Angela remembers much of what happened to her.  The last time she woke up, she seemed a little curious about her situation, but it was obvious to me that she wasn’t frightened.  I’ll know more once she comes around completely—and I should warn you, it’s possible that she will have at least a vague recollection of what happened…”  But at this juncture, Hartman didn’t really want to dwell upon the negative.  So she quickly changed course.  “I am confident, however, that Angela will make a complete recovery—she’s still a kid.  Hell, she’ll probably bounce back from this faster than we will…”
Keller allowed herself a smile.  Not only was it her duty to put on a strong face for her crew… it was very much a part of Erin Keller’s personality.  Hartman knew that she, too, would make a quick recovery.  Echoes from the past might haunt her every now and again, but they would hardly command her life.  “When will she be able to come home?”

Hartman looked back at the sleeping girl.  “The prognosis is generally good,” she reaffirmed.  “I’d like to keep her for the night, just to be safe, but I can’t think of any reason to keep her here much longer than that.”  Her gaze wandered back to Keller.  “You’re welcome to stay the night, of course.  Though he doesn’t know it yet, Alan will probably be here, too…”

For perhaps the first time since she arrived, Keller’s attention shifted away from Angela.  “How is my other baby?” she inquired.
Hartman gestured toward the surgical bay, where Alan Christopher should have been resting comfortably.  Of course, because common sense was often foreign to Christopher’s mind, he was actually sitting on the edge of the biobed, no doubt preparing to make his daring escape.  Already headed for the surgical bay, Hartman was eager to put him in his place.  “On the bed,” she called, her voice hinting at annoyance.

Christopher glanced at her.  “I am on the bed.”
“Semantics,” said Hartman with a shrug.  “I want you horizontal.”

His bright blue eyes widened.  “Well, I’ve heard that before,” he said with a devious grin.

“Don’t make me sedate you,” scoffed Hartman when she finally reached his side.

“So what’s the prognosis?”

Though she had already treated some of Christopher’s wounds, so numerous were the lacerations and broken bones, Hartman was unable to recite them from memory.  Suffice to say, a lesser man would have been killed in that battle.  “You’re either very lucky or very stupid.”
“Or both,” said Keller.

“Let’s see…”  Hartman tapped a few commands into the console on the side of the biobed and perused the long lost of recently treated injuries.  The minor lacerations were of little concern, so she merely skimmed the data until she finally stumbled across something of consequence.  “I’d say the left arm took most damage—your biceps, triceps, brachialis, and the deltoid muscles have sustained varying degrees of injury… and you’ve got an oblique fracture of the humorous.”
He sighed.  “I’m not laughing.”

Hartman shook her head.  “Neither am I.”  She put her hand on Christopher’s good shoulder and gently guided him back onto the biobed.  “The most critical damage has been stabilized for the moment—and you’re enjoying a stiff dose of triptacederine—but I am going to have to perform another surgery.”
Terror summarily befell Christopher’s face.  He wasn’t at all concerned about the operation (for he undoubtedly knew he was in good hands).  His terror stemmed from something else entirely:  “How long is this going to take?”  Unfortunately, he seemed more whiney than terrified.
“Your incarceration shouldn’t last more than a day,” said Hartman.  “But I should warn you, complete recovery could take awhile.”
On the other side of the biobed, Erin Keller brought her lips to Christopher’s ear.  “You’re going to have to retrain these big guns,” she chirped, playfully wrapping her fingers around his good set of muscles.  
Hartman instinctively rolled her eyes.  “I think I’m going to be sick,” she muttered.
Christopher grinned.  “Thanks for the warning.”

“Not a problem,” Hartman replied.  She intended to start prepping Christopher for his procedure, but she got no further than the thought—because another stray thought suddenly crossed her mind… one that she hadn’t before considered.  “You know, I think I’m actually going to miss this banter.”
Christopher tried to sit up, but the triptacederine must have been wearing off, because he didn’t get too far.  Even so, Christopher’s pain was still a secondary sensation.  “I’m sure I’m going to visit the Majestic every now and then, Sarah.  You’ll still have plenty of chances to see me.”
It was exactly the self-centered response that Hartman had anticipated.  Unfortunately, it was quite incorrect.  “Actually,” she softly stated, “I’ve decided not to accept a position aboard the Majestic.”
Keller’s playful gaze dissolved in an instant.  “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, so utterly surprised by the announcement that she really didn’t know what else to say.
And that was fine with Hartman.  She didn’t want to make a big deal about her decision.  She just wanted to get on with her life.  “I’ve accepted a position at Cold Station Theta, in the Junon System.”

 “Wow.”  The gears in Christopher’s mind were already turning, albeit, very slowly.  “That’s… that’s… well, actually, I don’t know where that’s at.  But congratulations, anyway.”
Thankfully, Erin Keller was a bit more informed.  “Junon is in the Cheydinhall Sector, isn’t it?  About 350 light years away, on the other side of the Federation…”
“Something like that,” said Hartman.  She wasn’t entirely certain of the exact location herself—only that there was a plethora of research that needed to be done.  “I’m leaving in six days, and I understand that I’m going to be up to my ears in work once I get there…”
“It’s your perfect job,” mused Christopher.

Hartman nodded.  “Could be.”  But, again, she didn’t want to dwell, so she turned the tables yet again.  “So, what is the Federation’s newest hero going to be doing once his… big guns are healed?”

Apparently it was a very good question, because Christopher had no response…
“What am I going to do?”  A few days later, sitting at a secluded table at an equally secluded café aboard Starbase 54, Alan Christopher was still perplexed by Sarah Hartman’s words.  “I mean, after everything I’ve been through the past few years, how can I just… go back to living a normal life?  I mean, is there a switch I can flip that will just—POOF—make my life simple?  Is it even possible to go back to the way things were before?”
“Heh…”  Lucas Tompkins sat opposite Christopher, indolently nursing a glass of ale.  “I wish I knew.  Like it or not, Alan, you are a hero.  You ended the war.  You knocked off Xi’Yor.  You helped usher in a new era of peace…  Hell, I guess it might not be possible for you to assume a simple life—but I would imagine that you, of all people, would relish some time in the limelight…”

“I guess I’ve grown humble in my old age,” mused Christopher.  He peered into his untouched glass of ale, and almost considered taking a sip.  Almost.  “I have a meeting with Admiral Janeway this afternoon.  I’ve heard rumors that she wants to promote me to an admiral.”
“And?”

“And…”  Christopher was uncertain.  “I don’t think an admiral’s uniform is for me.  I could probably get another command of my own—the Enterprise is available—but even that has lost is appeal.  You know… the Starlight was more than just a simple post.  It was my home.  My friends were there.  My family.  I had everything that I could have possibly hoped for, and then some.  Any other post—even the Enterprise—would pale in comparison.  So that leaves me with… what?”
Tompkins finished off his drink.  “I guess that leaves you… sitting here with me.”
The waitress, a cute Bajoran with short brown hair, quickly spotted Tompkins’ empty glass and came to rectify the situation.  “Another?”
Tompkins nodded his approval, and the waitress was gone.  He then expelled a weary sigh.  “I got a message from Starfleet yesterday.  They want to promote me, too.  The Artemis is mine if I want it…”
“It doesn’t sound like you want it,” noted Christopher.

“I do,” Tompkins quickly affirmed.  “But… while Starfleet seems to think I’m ready for the job, I’ve been having a lot second thoughts recently.  First there was that… thing… with Megan a few weeks ago on Rebena Te Ra.  And then Talyere nearly got creamed when we was aboard the Jevian.  That’s twice, in the span of a month that I screwed up big time.  I might want to sit in the big chair, but I don’t think I’m ready.  Not yet.”
“Well,” said Christopher, “I hear the Captain of the Majestic is still looking for a crew.  She could probably use a decent first officer…”
“She probably could,” replied Tompkins.  “You think I should do it?”
“What I think doesn’t really matter.”  Christopher finally sipped at his drink.  It wasn’t the best tasting ale he’d ever had, but… it would probably be enough to cloud his mind for a while.  “But if I were in your place, I’d probably consider it.  What’s Jayla plan on doing?”
“Heh… she’s already signed on as chief engineer.”  Lucas chuckled.  “Guess it might be a good idea to stick around the old lady…”
A moment later, the waitress strolled back over to their table.  “There you go,” she chirped, setting another glass of ale on the table in front of Tompkins.  Then, with a quaint smile, she turned on her heel and sauntered away.

Tompkins grinned—and Christopher knew the exact reason for the grin, for the very same thoughts were rampaging through his mind as well.  “I think she was actually looking at me.”

“The blonde-haired pretty boy?”  Tompkins laughed between sips of his drink.  “Nah, I think she’d want a real man.”
“Like you?”  Christopher arched a curious brow.

Tompkins was clearly tempted to agree, but he was not blind to reality.  “Ahh… she’d probably go for someone half my age.”  He wistfully shook his head, raised his glass into the air and said, “To the past.  May it rest in peace…”
“And to the future,” Christopher lightly countered, “and whatever it might have in store.”

Commander Jerras was perusing some of the finer details of the new alliance with the Federation, when her door chimed.  She wasn’t expecting any guests.  In fact, she had specifically told her subordinates that she did not wish to be disturbed.  “This had best be important,” she muttered, carefully setting aside her datapad.  “Come in.”

The doors parted, and much to Jerras’ surprise, Admiral Picard stood at the threshold alongside Praetor Tomalak.  Jerras quickly rose to greet them, but Tomalak quickly raised a hand to stop her.  “As you were,” he said as the doors slid shut behind him.  “We’re not disturbing you, are I?”

Technically, they were… but Jerras felt she was in no position to complain.  Not only was Tomalak the Praetor, he had also served as her mentor for a great many years.  And with Admiral Picard at the Praetor’s side, Jerras was more curious than annoyed by the intrusion.  “I was inspecting the treaty,” she said, alluding to the padd on her desk.
A slight smile crossed Picard’s face.  “I assume everything is satisfactory?”

“For the most part,” said Jerras.  “There are a few provisions I wish to discuss with the Federation, but I believe our new alliance could work.”
“Well, I am looking forward to working with you, Commander.”  Picard stepped closer, his gaze wandering back toward Tomalak.  “The Praetor has suggested you might serve as the new Romulan Ambassador to the Federation.”

This was certainly news to Jerras.  Culling some of the mental abilities she learned from Ambassador Spock’s stay on Romulus, Jerras was able to hid much of her surprise… but the glint in her silvery eyes must have betrayed her, for Tomalak was quick to point it out.
“I sincerely hope you are pleased,” said Tomalak.  “This position will give you every opportunity to voice your concerns to the Federation.”
“And we shall be eager to hear them,” Picard added.  “The lines of communication must be kept wide open if our new alliance is to be a success.  With you serving as Ambassador, I am confident that will be the case, Commander.”

“Thank you,” said Jerras, still a bit overwhelmed by her sudden promotion.  “I will, of course, like to consider this proposal before I make any decision, but… I must admit, it sounds promising.”
“Grand,” said Picard in response.  He thusly turned to Tomalak and said, “Praetor, would you excuse us for a moment?  There is another matter which I would like to discuss with the Commander in private.”
“Yes,” said Tomalak, “of course.  I was just about to leave, anyway, Admiral.  I have a meeting with the Tholian Ambassador, and I don’t wish to be late.”  On that note, Tomalak started for the exit, but when he reached the doors, he briefly came about and said, “Admiral… it was good to see you again.”
Picard nodded.  “Likewise.”

Tomalak departed moments later, leaving Jerras alone with Picard… and very curious.  She wasn’t entirely certain what to expect, nor was she certain how to proceed.  As such, she forged ahead with caution.  “Can I offer you anything, Admiral?”

“No.”  Picard shook his head.  “Thank you.  I don’t wish to take up much of your time.  I am sure you are very busy, so I will keep this brief.”  He thusly reached into his pocket and withdrew a sleek, white datapad.  “Tell me, Commander, are you familiar with the name Alidar Jarok?”
Jerras had considered many, many different courses the conversation might have taken, but that was not one of them.  Still, she knew of the man Picard spoke of.  “He commanded the Romulan fleet that attacked the Norkan outposts in 2307.  Later, in 2366, he defected to the Federation—to your starship, Admiral—after that unfortunate incident on Nelvana III.”  Jerras paused.  There was one other detail, but she was uncertain if she wanted to share it.  Then again, it was likely Picard already knew of this detail, otherwise he wouldn’t have engaged in this line of questioning.  So she sighed and said,  “Alidar Jarok was also my father.”
Picard smiled, and gently placed his datapad on the desk before Jerras.  “After Jarok died, we found this message in his quarters.”  Picard nudged the padd closer.  “It was addressed to you, Commander.  Given our unfortunate diplomatic relationship with the Romulans at the time, it was impossible to deliver the letter… But your father was a visionary, Commander.  He knew that one day, the Federation and the Romulans would be at peace—and this message is a testament to that vision.”  The Admiral flashed a faint smile.  “Well, I shall leave you to your message.”
And on that note, Admiral Picard made a swift departure, leaving Jerras to her message.  She stared at the forlorn padd for a very, very long moment, wondering just what her father had to say—or if she even cared to know what he had to say.  Jerras had never thought of him as a visionary.  She had been told long ago that he was a defector—and though the truth had later been made known to her, she could never forget the past.  But if her father was as visionary as he suddenly seemed…
Slowly, Jerras grabbed the padd.  She began to read.

“I heard you were leaving…”
Sarah Hartman looked up from her desk—nearly empty—to see Justin Reinbold standing at the threshold to her barren office aboard the Majestic.  “You heard right.  I’m leaving for the Junon System in a few days.”
The words seemed to stab a stake into Justin’s heart.  He cringed at the news, and shook his head in relative disbelief.  “Will I see you again?”
“Possibly.”  It was the safe answer, but not a very realistic one.  The Junon System was a considerable distance from… just about everything.  Alas, Hartman adjusted her words accordingly:  “Probably not.”

His shoulders sank, but Justin did his best to not react to the news.  “Well…”
“Well…”  Hartman tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear.  Realistic as her previous sentiment might have been, it was obviously not a favorable one.  Unfortunately, she had not the words to smooth over this rocky patch.  
So Justin took the initiative.  Or tried to, at least.  He stumbled over a few incoherent words before shaking his head in frustration.  Whatever he wanted to say wasn’t going to come out easily—so he just threw his hands into the air and said, “Well, I’m leaving, too…”  He sighed.  “I got a message from Starfleet Medical.  Thanks to your recommendation, they’re interested in meeting with me.”
Sarah felt a wide smile befall her face.  “Congratulations,” she exclaimed.  It was almost strange to hear such excited words coming out of her mouth.  “When do you leave?”
And then came the bombshell.  Justin shook his head.  “I’m not.”  He plopped down in the chair across from Sarah and quickly clarified his position.  “Well, I’m not leaving for Earth.  I think I might have been deluding myself with this whole medical thing—I was caught up in the moment after I saved Ensign Littleton.  I wanted to make my Mom happy.  And you.  But I think I forgot about myself.”
The fleeting smile upon Sarah’s lips faded.  “And where, exactly, are you going?”

“I don’t know.”  He shrugged.  “Away, I guess.”
“Justin…”  Sarah slammed a frustrated hand on her desk.  “That is one of the stupidest things I’ve ever heard!  You can’t just go away by yourself for the hell of it!  You’d be lucky to get out of this sector!”
“Well I have to do something,” Justin tartly replied.
“Yeah,” said Sarah, “go to Earth!”

“I might still do that,” Justin conceded after a moment.  “But before I do anything, I want to get my shit together!  I want to take some time to figure myself out.  I want to live a little, I guess.   You know… a real life, not that sheltered crap I’ve been through the past eighteen years.”
She didn’t particularly agree with Justin’s decision, but on many levels, Sarah certainly understood it.  “Well, Justin, if that’s what you want to do, I am in no position to stop you.  You are officially an adult now.  The big decisions are yours to make.”  Dropping her somewhat harsh tone, Sarah quietly added, “If you ever need anything… I will be there for you.  No matter what.”
“Thanks,” said Justin with a smile.  He thusly rose from his chair and made his way for the exit—but he paused the moment he stepped through the parted doors.  “Sarah,” he called without looking back…
…and the doors slid shut with a hiss.
Admiral Janeway had taken the news fairly well.  Well, at least, that’s how Christopher liked to think she took the news.  After mentioning to the Admiral that he would be taking a brief leave of absence from Starfleet, most of the subsequent conversation was a blur.  Janeway went on for awhile about Christopher’s fine service the past few years.  She also mentioned Xi’Yor (possibly a board of inquiry), but at that point, Christopher’s mind was elsewhere.
Where, exactly, Christopher knew not… but he was no longer concerned about Starfleet.  He served his purpose.  He fulfilled his destiny.  It was time to walk away—and that journey thusly brought him to the Majestic’s sickbay for a checkup.  Instead, he found Justin Reinbold standing in his path… and something clicked…

• • •

When he thought of the Starlight, Neelar Drayge had always envisioned a sleek, powerful warship.  Never, not even in his wildest dreams, did he imagine the mighty ship as a few chunks of blackened and charred metal, stacked up in a cargo bay.  Alas, that was all that remained of the ship…
“Most of this is garbage,” Drayge noted as he scanned the broken remains with his tricorder.  “A shame.  The ship went before its time.”
Standing opposite Drayge, near a few partially melted bulkheads, Jayla Trinn was inclined to agree.  “I think we’ve salvaged just about everything we can.”
“I’ve got a few phasers over here that can probably be saved,” said Courtney Rose from the far side of the cavernous cargo bay.  “Aside from a few scorch marks, they’re practically brand new!”
Trinn tapped a few commands into her tricorder.  “I’ll have them transferred to cargo bay six for storage.”
“The rest of this debris can probably be scrapped,” Drayge added.  “I don’t think we’re going to find much of anything else.”

Just then, something on the ground managed to catch Trinn’s eye.  She thusly knelt down and plucked a scorched communicator from the deck.  “Trinn to Drayge,” she said, playfully tapping the communicator’s scorched surface.
And, much to Drayge’s surprise, his communicator chirped a moment later.  Trinn’s voice, however, was absent, and Erin Keller’s voice instead sounded throughout the cargo bay.  “Neelar,” she called.  “Where are you at?”
He tapped his communicator.  “Aboard Starbase 54.  In cargo bay twelve.”

Amidst a mechanical symphony, the cargo bay doors parted moments later—and Keller stepped inside.  “I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” she continued, playfully waving a datapad in her hand as she approached.
Drayge’s interest was piqued.  “Really?”  He stepped closer.  “About what?”
A wide smile upon her face, Keller proudly handed the pad to Drayge.  “I’ve been looking for a skilled helmsman to serve with me aboard the Majestic.  And if you’re interested… well, the job is yours, Neelar.”
Drayge looked to the pile of charred debris at his side.  “Well, it would seem my services are no longer required aboard the Starlight.”  He smiled.  “It would be an honor to serve with you again, Erin…  Or should I say, Captain?”
“I’m not too picky about rank,” replied Keller.  “But you might want to be.”  Her pale brown eyes darted back toward the datapad.

Until that point, Drayge had only perused the first few lines of text, but at Keller’s suggestion, he read a bit more into his new orders.  They were exactly as he had anticipated, save one minor detail:  “Lieutenant Commander Neelar Drayge?  You’re promoting me?”

“You deserve it,” Keller replied as she playfully draped her arm around his shoulders.  “Besides, you can’t stay a lieutenant forever.”
After the incident with the Darsaeans a few months ago, Drayge had actually considered that possibility.  But his fortunes, it seemed, were changing.  “When should I report for duty?”
“Tomorrow morning,” said Keller.  “Staff meeting at 0800 hours—Starfleet has ordered us to the Kemen Sector to observe the Veyend Pulsar.”

“That’s going to be an interesting change of pace,” said Trinn with a laugh.  “I’m looking forward to it.”
Keller nodded.  “So am I.  It should be…”

“Guys!”  Courtney Rose cut into the conversation with a distinct sense of urgency to her voice.  “I’ve got a life sign over here!  Very weak!”
Without so much as a second thought, Drayge abandoned his position at the trash heap and quickly made his way across the cargo bay to Courtney Rose.  “Where is it?” he asked, scanning the twisted metal for any sign of life.
Rose pointed to a small cargo container about a meter from Drayge’s foot. “I think that’s the source,” she said.
“It would almost have to be,” said Drayge.  Most of the debris had been sitting in vacuum of space for several hours before being retrieved.  The only way something could hope to survive would be to hide inside an insulated cargo container—and then hope that somebody found it in time.

In this case, it seemed the occupant was lucky.  Drayge carefully reached for the small, blue container and plucked it from the debris.  A few singed bulkheads clanked to the floor, and a plume of gray dust mushroomed into the air as a result…  but the cargo container was undamaged.
“It’s probably not a member of the crew,” noted Trinn.  Given the container’s small size, would have been virtually impossible for any humanoid to fit inside.  The survivor was probably small—and given the pathetic little meows that echoed within the little box, Drayge was willing the guess the occupant was also gray and furry.

He quickly tapped a few commands into the keypad atop the container to release the seal, and then wrapped his fingers around the lid.  It popped off with relative ease, and just moments later, a tiny, frightened ball of gray fluff poked a curious head into the air.
“Meow!”

Courtney grinned.  “Isn’t that your kitten, Erin?”
“It sure is!” Keller happily exclaimed as the little kitten crawled out of the container.  She quickly scooped the little gray fluff ball into her arms and said, “How did you get in there?”
“Meow!”

Keller grinned.  “Are you hungry?”

The kitten started to squirm.  “Meow!”

“Well…”  She gently stroked the kitten’s soft fur, hoping to calm it down.  “I guess we’ll have to get you some food!”
Grinning from ear-to-ear, Drayge stuck the lid back into the cargo container and dropped it back onto the floor.  “Well,” he mused, “there’s one happy ending.”
The gentle winds carried aloft the sweet scent of nectar, as if cleansing Kalidar of the death and decay that had befallen the world in recent years.  Exquisite pink and white blossoms cast asunder the dead leaves that still clung to many tree branches; their intricate shadows danced in the tall, verdant grasses below.
A pair of tiny red birds suddenly swooped down from one of the larger trees.  The circled around each other for a scant moment before maneuvering to the ground, chirping happily as they frolicked in gently swaying grass—but their presence was fleeting, and the birds quickly took off, swiftly soaring into the brilliant azure skies above.

Effortlessly gliding through the puffy white clouds, the birds followed a quaint little river that snaked through a vast, rolling grassland dotted with bright blue and red flowers.  Floating in the placid breeze, the little birds gracefully soared over the gnarled branches of a towering oak—where they were summarily joined by an entire flock of their crimson brethren.

Together, the little birds flapped their wings in the gentle breeze until finally, they came upon a massive ivory spire rising from the verdant earth.  As the little birds weaved in and around the crumbling tower, a deep, sonorous bell chimed from within, bathing the entirety of the magnificent Dryad Citadel in harmonious splendor.
Talyere Rosat watched in reverent awe as majestic flock of little red birds soared high overhead, granting his ears a sample of their melodious song.  It was, as far as Talyere was concerned, a blessing from above.
Literally.

Whether the chi-goehs were involved or not, the birds nonetheless served as a pleasant omen of things to come—and Talyere took that as his cue to set into motion the future.
He stood atop a lavishly bricked dais in the Dryad Citadel’s flowery veranda.  Before him were literally hundreds—if not, thousands—of people, all of them gathered to witness the rise of a new Cerebrate… and millions more were watching his every move from afar.  This was, literally, the a new beginning, and Talyere did not wish to err.  Thus, he pulled in a deep lungful of the sweetly scented air and began to speak.
“Five years ago, the last remaining vestiges of the once mighty Elorg Bloc were liberated from oblivion’s maw.  They set out unto this vast and wondrous universe in search of their home not forgotten—I among them—with hopes of restoring to greatness an empire that had long ago passed into shadow.
“Alas, that shining future was not meant to be.  Our paradise was lost, and the harsh cries of war soon filled the air, spreading throughout the galaxy like wildfire until, at last, the feral screams of Armageddon befell the silent universe.  The Elorg, in their feral rage, took their revenge upon the hapless souls who displaced them…
“Blinded with bloodlust, corrupted by evil, the Elorg had lost their way—and as their adversaries handed them defeat, it seemed, for a moment, that all hope had been lost—that the annals of time would at a long last consume the mighty Elorg Bloc…
“The years that followed were filled with strife.  Dark shadows loomed over the struggling empire as it searched for a new identity—and those far-reaching shadows stretched back to Eredas, the ancient homeland of lore, and the birthplace of the Elorg Bloc two hundred thousand years ago.”
Talyere looked to the sky.  “I give you… Eredas!”

The crowd began to cheer as the massive, pyramid shaped vessel that entombed Eredas began to descend through the puffy white clouds.  And while Talyere liked to consider himself both a man of science, and a man of faith, his knowledge of the descending entity was sadly limited… so he stepped aside, allowing Creya to better explain the situation.

“The Necropolis of Ru’Hmet is all that remains of our homeland,” she explained to the gathered throngs.  “Its true origins are unknown, but we believe a race of extra-dimensional aliens created the necropolis long ago to explore our realm… or possibly destroy it.  There is still much to study…”
“But one thing is certain,” Talyere proudly added.  “In the face of such vast and infinite power, our ancestors chose not to destroy life, but to preserve it.  Within the necropolis, they erected a monument to the empire of old.  In the months and years after our banishment to subspace, our ancestors were willing to set aside the old hatreds and forge ahead into the future.
“The paradise that Na’zar created for us all those years ago has been lost to the ages.  We could continue the long, twilight struggle my predecessors so desired; we could continue to waste our resources on a severed dream…  but such efforts would only assure our defeat—and I will not preside over the demise of this empire!  

“We must let go of the past!  We must take our ancestors’ lead and begin anew.  Ladies and gentlemen, the Elorg Bloc need not search for paradise any longer!
“It has been said that one’s homeland is the place where he thrives. Well… a few short years ago, Kalidar was little more than a forested jungle.  There were no people, no buildings.  Nothing.  Yet I now stand at the heart of a thriving city, on a planet that has become a pivotal part of the galactic community!  It would seem to me the Elorg have found a way to thrive once more!

“Ladies and gentlemen… we are home!”

The applause was scattered.  Talyere could see his close acquaintances lauding his efforts—Zeratul, Artanis, Captain Christopher, Admiral Janeway—but the remainder of the crowd seemed unusually quiet.  Did they not approve of his message?  Were the Elorg truly corrupted beyond repair?
No.

As the seconds ticked away, a more people started to applaud.  They cheered.  They laughed.   And after a few moments, their enthusiasm exploded upon the flowery veranda.  The glorious reign of Cerebrate Talyere was at hand…

Surprised by the crowd’s sudden outburst, the little red birds suddenly took flight, swiftly racing over the lush veranda and into the golden sunlight shining high atop the Citadel’s ivory towers.  Floating in the idyllic breeze, the crimson flock set a course into the glorious unknown.
Epilogue

“Nice work.”
It was a rare event for Alan Christopher to dole out a complement, so Matthew Harrison happily took it for what it was.  “I am pleased that our efforts were of some use to you,” he said, casually strolling along the grassy riverbank of the River Mi’ihen, a lush, forested glade in very heart of Kalidar’s central continent.
Basking in the warm sunlight, Alan smiled as he traversed the terrain.  “It was your first big mission, Matthew.  I suspect there will be many more to come.”
“As do I,” said Matthew, readily nodding his agreement.  He just hoped that he could approach each and every situation with the same finesse and passion that Alan had demonstrated over the years—and should have still been demonstrating as far as Matthew was concerned.  “So, you are really leaving?”
Alan nodded.  “Justin and I.”  He clasped his hands behind his back.  “It should be interesting.  Two lost souls, traversing the universe in search of… whatever we happen to find.”
“You are coming back to Starfleet.”  It was more of a statement than a question, but Matthew didn’t really want to give his friend the option.  He would be coming back.

And Alan, thankfully, relented.  “Of course I’ll be back,” he exclaimed.  “The Federation is probably going to implode while I’m gone, so I’m going to have to come back at some point to straighten out the mess.”
Matthew chuckled, though he was only somewhat relieved by the sentiment.  Something in the back of his mind—a sixth sense—told him that this would be the very last time he saw his old friend.  Matthew seriously hoped that he was wrong.  “What does Erin think about this?”
“I think it’s a very good idea,” Erin suddenly chirped as she fell into place at Matthew’s side.  “Well… I think it’s a good idea as long as Alan doesn’t do anything stupid and stays within the Majestic’s com range.”
“I’m going to be stuck in a cramped, Warrior-class shuttle,” mused Alan.  “It’s not like I can make a voyage into the Delta Quadrant.”
“True,” Erin replied.  “But I’m still going to check on you, Sweetie!.”
Alan grinned.  “I would expect nothing less, Honey.”

And that was that.  They were fast approaching the pristine white beach that hugged the coast where the river drained into Lake Mi’ihen.  Giant palm trees swayed in the warm breeze, as the gentle waves crashed ashore.  Not far from the water, the rest of the Starlight’s former crew had gathered for one last time—and even from afar, Matthew could hear the laughter floating in the breeze.
It looked like Lucas was trying to barbecue something on the grill near the picnic table, but given the plume of black smoke billowing into the air, it was obvious his success was limited.  As such, Alan quickly set into high hear, charging across the sandy beach to rescue Lucas from cooking hell.
“Damn!” Lucas shouted as he tried to flip over a torched hamburger.  “This one is yours, Justin!”  Lucas carefully lifted it off the grill, and the thing was still on fire.
Justin grunted.  “Thanks.”

But Alan interrupted the fiasco before someone died of food poisoning.  “Lucas,” he said, “do us a favor and stick to the replicator from now on.”

“Heh, I would, but there isn’t one on the beach.”
“We can still get one hooked up,” Courtney playfully chimed in.  “I’m sure I can find a way!”
But since that was clearly not an immediate option, Alan thusly took over the grilling duties.  But his gaze was fixed not upon the food, but Sarah Hartman.  She sat beside Justin at the picnic table, and almost looked as if she were enjoying herself.  “I’m glad you decided to come, Sarah.”

She rolled her eyes, trying to convey her contempt—but she failed, and did so miserably.  “Cold Station Theta isn’t going anywhere,” she thusly sighed.  “But I must admit, I am here against my better judgment.”

Erin chuckled as she sat herself down between Jayla and Neelar.  “Right.”  She grinned.  “Admit it, Sarah… you’re going to miss us!”
“Well…”  Sarah shrugged.  “Maybe.  A little.  I’m sure I’ll get over it in a week or two.”

And Erin’s grin grew wider.  “I’ll miss you, too!”  And apropos of nothing in particular, Erin suddenly leaned closer to the table and said, “I had a really strange dream the other night, guys.”
Lucas was already grinning.  “This should be good,” he said, for Erin and her crazy dreams had become something of a legend at the Starlight breakfast table.
Erin’s playful gaze immediately fell upon Neelar.  “We were in bed together,” she said to the Bolian.  “Really strange stuff, right?  But then this Klingon shows up and starts to sharpen his teeth right in front of us!  It was very… surreal, I guess…”
There was a burst of laughter, and for a moment, Alan could almost imagine himself back aboard the Starlight, gathered with his friends at their customary table in the mess hall.  But that was a paradise lost to the Elorg War, one that he might never find again.  Talyere was right… it was time to move on.  It was time to forge ahead into the unknown and embrace the infinite beauty of the final frontier…
But not yet.

The night was still young.  The adventure would have to continue just a little while longer…
• • • 

The glittering white sand was warm and inviting.  The simple act of touching the pristine beach was enough to bring laughter to Angela’s innocent little face, so she skipped and frolicked in the sand until her heart was content.  Her companion, however, was not so enthusiastic, and on more than one occasion, the little gray kitten tried to escape…
“This is what life is all about,” Erin happily mused.  She and Alan sat quietly along the shore, watching intently as their little girl basked in the golden sun having the time of her life.
Alan fully agreed, but before he could utter so much as a single word, Angela’s playful frolicking came to a stop.  She excitedly scooped up her kitten and raced across the sandy beach as quickly as her little feet would take her—screeching to a halt just inches from Alan’s lap.

“Daddy!” she gleefully exclaimed.  “Kitty went poop!”

“Oh…”  He grinned.  “That’s… lovely.”

Angela’s eyes brightened.  “Come look!”

As much as he wanted to see the little cat’s masterpiece, Alan had to admit, he wasn’t entirely certain about the fluff ball’s name.  Kayopopic had been the early contender, but that had apparently been forgotten, leaving the poor cat without an official designation.  And that was a kitty situation that Alan was more than happy to see through to the conclusion.

He gently plucked the kitten from Angela’s arms and said, “Remember how Mommy and I said you needed to think long and hard about a name for your new cat?”

Angela nodded, her wild blonde hair blowing around in the breeze as she did so.

Erin very wisely took to the conversation.  “Have you come up with anything?  How does Pookey sound?” 

Angela shook her head, very quickly dismissing the suggestion.  “I know!” she exclaimed, touching a thoughtful finger to her chin.  “We’ll name her…”
• T h e   E n d •
Proceed to the commentary for news about TFF’s future!
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