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PROLOGUE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72663.4: The Starlight has returned to the Kilka Sector after spending several weeks at Starbase 241 for a refit.  After spending so much time away, I am meeting with Admiral T’Lari for an update on Kilka Sector affairs.

Captain Christopher had sat quietly at the head of the table in the conference lounge for many countless minutes, simply waiting for Admiral T’Lari to arrive.  When he had spoken to her last, she was on her way from the Windcress, a mere hop, skip and a jump away.  Then again, that was Christopher’s opinion.  Not everyone in the known universe was as prompt as he was.  But still—for an Admiral, being tardy was not something that should happen.  

Maybe the transporter malfunctioned, and she was vaporized?  he suggested to himself.  It wasn’t that Christopher disliked T’Lari—in fact, he was quite fond of the Admiral—but being vaporized was as good an excuse for her tardiness as any… and since he had nothing else to do, Christopher found her rather enjoyed postulating such excuses, just in case he needed to make use of one sometime in the distant future.

But when that became tiresome, Christopher rose from his seat, and much as he did on the bridge when he was bored or nervous, he began to pace back and forth, his arms clasped behind his back.

But not even halfway into his second pass, the aft set of doors quickly parted, admitting the tardy Admiral T’Lari.  She didn’t seem to be in any particular rush, nor did she offer any excuses for her tardiness—not that she had to, she was an Admiral—but still, Christopher would have at least appreciated an apology.

But when he realized that wasn’t going to happen, Christopher assumed his seat at the head of the table, and faced the Admiral, who positioned her self in the seat to his right.  “Good to see you, Admiral,” he said.

She smiled quaintly.  “Likewise, Captain.  It’s been awhile since our last tactical update, has it not?”

Two months, Christopher guesstimated.  He didn’t care to proffer a more exact response, since it didn’t really matter, and besides, he was satisfied with the one he provided himself.  “It has been awhile,” he said.  “We ran into a minor delay in the Aurillac Sector.”

T’Lari nodded.  “I read your report.  Things aren’t looking good on the Romulan front at this moment.  Activity along the Breen border has already increased by fifteen percent.”

Christopher raised an eyebrow.  He had suspected the Romulans might attempt to form some sort of alliance with the Breen, but not so soon after their defeat at Aurillac VII.  He was thinking a few years… not a few weeks.  “Has Starfleet intercepted any communiqués to or from Romulus?”

“None as of yet,” said T’Lari.  “But the Breen are definitely aware of the situation.  And given their lack of affinity for the Federation, I suspect they would be very supportive of an alliance with Romulus—if only to gain territory in the Beta Quadrant.”

“That would give the Breen a staging area to launch a full scale assault on the Sineron Cluster,” Christopher suddenly realized.

Several months ago, the Starlight had foiled a Breen plot to take over the Sineron Cluster.  They had apparently been harvesting yridium bicantizine to create Ketracel White, with the intentions of to creating a new breed of Jem’Hadar designed to annihilate the Federation.  It failed because their supply lines were too long.  But an alliance with the Romulans would take care of that…

“We are going to have to monitor that situation very closely,” T’Lari said evenly.  “But it won’t be easy.  We don’t have any operatives on the Breen Homeworld… they all have the bad habit of dying once they get there.”

“You could say that’s bad,” said Christopher.  Breen security protocol must have been amazing, to filter out spies with such efficiency.  The Federation didn’t even know what the Breen Homeworld looked like.  In fact, they hardly knew what Breen space looked like, even after years of surveillance.  An alliance with the Romulans would most definitely prove to be terrible news for the Federation… but even if they had already begun the process, it still several months away from proving fruitful… unlike the other situation at hand.  “I assume things have been quiet on the Elorg front?”

T’Lari glanced briefly at her padd.  “For the most part.  No new vessels have emerged from subspace.  There haven’t been any fleet movements…”

The Admiral continued to stare at her padd.  “But?” Christopher said evenly, attempting to coerce it out of the Admiral.

“But,” she said, finally looking up, “we have noted a considerable increase in the number of transmissions between the Inkhezi and the subspace domain.”

“How considerable?”

“Seventy-five percent,” said T’Lari.  “They’re up to something.”

That fact was definitely not in dispute.  “According to Talyere’s data, the invasion force is still more than a year away from the fissure.”

T’Lari nodded.  “You’re right.”

“So they’re planning something else,” Christopher conjectured, folding his arms on his chest and considering several possibilities, none of them very worthy of mention.  “Something, indeed…”

“The question is: What?”

Sleep wasn’t something Jayla Trinn usually required a lot of.  Trills generally required only a few hours a night to function properly the next day, so naturally she didn’t have to bother too much with alarm calls from the computer every morning, because she always rose well in advance of the start of her duty shift.

That was then.

Now, she found herself oversleeping each and every night, only to wake up nauseated and with discolored spots.  Those were among the many symptoms associated with Trill pregnancies.  Trinn could hardly await the arrival of the rest of them…

But as she slumbered away in the comforts of her warm, snug bed, she knew those other discomforts were still months away, and she would live yet another normal day—as normal as one could get on the USS Starlight.

Or so she thought.

Suddenly, the quiet droning of the computer terminal at her desk interrupted her sleep.  It was a soft tone that repeated every few seconds.  Trinn recognized it as being indicative of an incoming transmission.  She yawned, rubbed her eyes, and slowly tossed aside the covers before phlegmatically perching herself on the edge of her bed, trying her hardest to ignore its seductive calls to crawl back in.

When her better judgment won out, Jayla rose to her feet and grazed across the cool carpet floor to afford a glance of herself in the mirror.  Much as she had expected, she looked like hell.  Her dark brown hair was mangled and out of place.  Her eyes had the dreadful bags beneath them, and she was still wearing her pajamas.  She moaned, and slowly trudged over to her desk to see who had interrupted her tranquil slumber.

Almost immediately, her eyes fell upon the blue-gray text flashing below the symbol of the Trill Symbiosis Commission.  It was little surprise to see that the message was from them, as well.

Jayla quickly ran her fingers through her tangled hair, and drew it all behind her head before sitting down in the chair and staring at the screen.  “INCOMING TRANSMISSION” blinked continually.

Jayla just watched for several moments, knowing that she was about to muddy the waters.  She had to tell the Symbiosis Commission that she was pregnant, and that she couldn’t accept the offer she had been waiting her entire life to hear—to be joined with the Kota Symbiont.  She didn’t want to tell them that, but it was the right thing—the moral thing to do.  

She slowly extended her arm and touched the screen.  “Accept transmission, authorization Trinn-Omega-3-3-2.”

The logo cleared, and moments later, the placid face of Medri Odan, head of the Symbosis Commission, blinked onto the screen.  Her dark black hair was pulled back into a severe bun, exposing her spots and high forehead.  She smiled faintly.  “Jayla,” she said, “Serlin is expected to die within the next few days.  We’ll only have ninety-three hours after that to get Kota a new host.  We’d like it to be you.”

Jayla hesitated.  The words were on the tip of her tongue, and she knew she had to say them.  And had it been anyone else—she might have been able to say them.  But hearing the head of the Symbiosis Commission tell her she was going to be the host of the Kota symbiont was so unreal.  She could have children any old time—after she was joined.  Being offered a symbiont from the revered Medri Odan was a once in a lifetime opportunity…

“I’m on my way,” she said softly. 

ONE

“I need access to the Dark Star.”

Alan Christopher curiously looked up from his computer terminal, and locked eyes with Jayla Trinn.  “Why?” he demanded.

The Trill slowly pulled in a deep breath, compressing her lips and pacing about for a few moments.  Clearly, she was nervous, but Christopher couldn’t quite place his finger on it… but he had a very slight inkling, given Jayla’s unusual request.  He was just hoping he was wrong…

Jayla finally calmed her nerves, and slipped into the chair directly in front of Christopher.  “… I’m going to Trill,” she said weakly.”

“Why?”

There was a brief repose, during which, Trinn entered a state of considerable contemplation.  There was a very fine line she was walking.  Christopher had walked it once or twice himself—albeit, with a radically different situation, but still, it was that hazy line between right and wrong.  And the more hazy the situation, the more hazy the line.

Christopher cupped his hands over his nose and mouth, and rested his chin in his palms as he waited for a response.  And with each passing second, he tossed together the beginnings of his own delicate response.

“I’m going to Trill… to get a symbiont,” said Jayla a moment later.  She looked a bit exasperated—clearly that wasn’t what she had intended to say, but it was straight foreword and to the point.  And Christopher appreciated that as well.

But it didn’t change his warpath.  “What about junior?”

Jayla was ready for that question.  “I’m ready to take the necessary risks involved in the procedure,” she said immediately.  “I know what I’m getting myself into.  If it doesn’t work, they’ll just remove the symbiont.”

“And then, ninety-three hours later, you’ll die,” said Christopher flatly.  “Request denied.”

Jayla’s brow furrowed, and her mouth dropped in protest.  “But I—”

“No,” Christopher interrupted.  “It’s too dangerous.”

“You don’t have jurisdiction over my personal life,” Trinn retorted.

Christopher clenched his jaw.  She was right.  Very right.  Now he was the one walking that fine line, and he was doing it just as easily as Trinn had been earlier.  He sighed in defeat.  “You’re right,” he said.  “I don’t have jurisdiction over your personal life.  But I do have jurisdiction over the Dark Star, and every other shuttle on this ship.  And as far as you’re concerned, they’re all off limits.  Understood?”

Trinn folded her arms under her breasts and glared icily at Christopher.  It was a very wicked look—one Christopher had never seen the likes of, not even from Commander Keller.  Jayla was irked, to say the least.  But he had made his decision.  He was no hypocrite, and would stand by it through hell and high water.

“I will abide by your decision,” she said tersely.  “But I am going to file a formal protest with Starfleet Command.”

Christopher was almost bought aback by her words.  He liked his crew to be one big happy family.  And as Trinn rose from her seat, Christopher knew that he had one family member who was more than a little angry.  He hoped that she would just go back to her quarters and let off a little steam, but somewhere deep down inside of him, something told Christopher that wasn’t going to happen.

For the time being, he had no evidence to support his theory.  Consequently, he did nothing as Trinn marched through the doors of his ready room, and stormed onto the bridge, undoubtedly sparking a bit of gossip for the rest of the day.  And it was going to be a very long day.

Rachael Meyer was a Marian.  In itself, that was nothing unusual.  There were billions of Marians scattered throughout the Alpha and Beta Quadrants.  They were valued members of the Federation, enthusiastic merchants, skilled artisans, and brilliant scientists.

But there was one small detail that separated Rachael from the rest of her people.  Something that was so unusual among Marians that it was practically unheard of—if the hundreds of accounts she had read through in the past few hours were any indication.  Marians were latent telepaths.  All of them except Rachael Meyer.

She had poured over Marian records.  When that turned up nothing of consequence, she went broader, and looked through the entire Federation database for other instances of telepathy among Marians.  Of course, there were many—but they were all dated thousands of years ago.  The most recent account was in the year 771BCE on the Gregorian calendar.  Since then, no Marian has been actively telepathic.

Meyer sighed, wondering what made her so special.  On two distinct occasions within the past year, she had telepathic experiences.  The first being visions of the destruction of the Alexander and the Yelss earlier in the year.  More recently, her contact with Species 8472 prompted her to question her abilities.

Then again, it was only two occasions—both prompted by another alien species.  But they had chosen to speak through her.  Not the Vulcans on board.  Not the Betazoids.  Her.  Rachael Meyer.

She wondered if there was something special about her that could make her the target of these telepathic instances.  After a long period of consideration, Rachael decided that that answer was a firm, ‘no.’ In all reality, there wasn’t anything special about her.  She was an average student at the Academy.  She came from an average family, with no history of telepathic aberrations or parietal defects… She had never been subjected to telepathic scans, nor had she been exposed to anything that could trigger her powers. 

She sighed, sat back on her couch—normally designated for patients—and cleared her mind of all thought, focusing on nothing but the padd sitting on the coffee table before her.  It took a great amount of mental discipline to accomplish such a feat, and Rachael knew that was a good way to begin with telepathy.  

She focused all her mental energies on the padd.  She was one with the padd.  It was one with her.  She willed it to move.  She commanded it, mentally, to hop, to skid, to jump off the table—anything!  But of course, when she opened her eyes, the padd hadn’t moved at all, and upon closer inspection, the text on the screen had remained the same.  Meyer sighed, and tossed the padd back on the table.  

Slowly, she sunk back down into her sofa and tried again, focusing entirely on the small rectangular padd on the table before her.  This time it would move, she was confident of it.  She just needed to sharpen her mental focus a little bit more—hone in on the padd and strike at it’s very being.  Then it would move!

Of course, when Meyer opened her eyes, the padd was totally still, laying innocently in the exact spot where she had seen it last.  She gritted her teeth and sighed attempting to—

The door chimed.

Rachael was shocked.  Not only had the unexpected chime caught her off guard, it simultaneously triggered some sort of telepathic reaction.  Without any warning, the padd darted off the table and crashed into the wall across the room.  In complete and total awe, Meyer sat on the edge of her sofa and simply stared at the wall.

She had no idea what had triggered the reaction, though she suspected the door chime frightening her half to death may have had some part in it.  When it happened, she had no way to control it.  The padd had simply eased off the table and crashed into the wall seemingly on its own account.  Meyer had little to do with its course.  Finally, and most distressing to Rachael she didn’t know how to trigger another one.  It had just happened.

The door chimed again.

Rachael paused for moment and looked around.  No theatrics this time.  She sighed, and rose from her seat.  “Come in,” she called out.

The doors parted, and Rachael’s eyes instantly fell upon the stark image of Talyere Rosat.  The Elorg loomed in the doorway for several moments, his vivid orange eyes ominously peering into the room.  Rachael gulped, and stifled the chill that started to crawl down her spine.  Though he was an ally, she found herself a bit intimidated by Talyere.  To her relief, she didn’t work with him very often, which left this impromptu visit a complete mystery.

Talyere finally entered the office, and the doors hissed shut behind him.  “Lieutenant Meyer,” he called out.  “Am I intruding upon anything of consequence?”

“No,” said Rachael hastily.  “Not at all.  I was just working on my telepathic abilities.”

The Elorg took a few additional steps into the room, and craned his neck, frowning.  “Telepathy?  If my recollection is precise, your species is not one that is adept to extrasensory stimuli.”

“You could say that,” said Meyer hesitantly.  Now she knew why she felt so intimidated by Talyere.  His words were so carefully chosen and direct.  His very words exuded a sense of fear.  Still, Meyer refused to acknowledge it.  She had no reason to fear Talyere.  He had no ill feelings toward her.  Why should she?

Attempting to relax, Meyer motioned for Talyere to sit in the chair to the right of the sofa.  Talyere nodded quaintly, accepting the offer.

“Thank you,” he said.  “The Elorg were once a telepathic species, nearly 300,000 years ago,” he said as he sat.  “But our two species evolution have had parallel developments in that area, as our telepaths have vanished as well.  In the present era, only one out of every million Elorg hatched is a telepath.”

“Can’t you manipulate their DNA to produce more telepaths?” inquired Meyer.

“Elorg doctors have attempted on several occasions to impel further telepaths through genetic manipulation,” said Talyere.  “Regrettably, their efforts proved futile.”

Admittedly, Rachael found the conversation to be one that she had interest in.  But she wasn’t certain where any of it was leading.  Surely, Talyere hadn’t come all the way to deck four just to chat.  If he were in the mood for a simple conversation, surely he would have chosen to share it with somebody he was better acquainted with, such as the Captain, or Bator.

Besides, despite her best efforts, Rachael couldn’t help but feel strange talking to Talyere.  Sure, she had spoken with aliens before.  She dealt with them every day.  She was even engaged to marry one at one point.  There was just something about Talyere that gave her the creeps…  

Slowly, Talyere cast his gaze upon Rachael, and she knew what it was.  His gaze.  His orange eyes seemed to penetrate her skull.  She shook the feeling and sighed.  “So,” she said, definitely in the mood the change the conversation, “what brings you here?”

He smiled quaintly.  “Ah, yes,” he said—practically hesitating.  “I… have a problem.”

Rachael blinked a few times, and pulled in a deep breath of air.  “I’m listening,” she said, urging him to continue, despite the fact she was nervous she wouldn’t be able to help him.

Talyere drew himself closer to Meyer.  “This is a difficult matter for me to discuss,” he said flatly.  “It has plagued me in the past, but I was able to avoid it.  Unfortunately, I cannot run from it forever.”

 For a few moments, there was silence.  The two held each other’s gaze and simply waited for the other to speak.  But Talyere, not being infinitely patient, quickly broke down when the silence began to filter in to deafening levels.  “I have forgotten how to enjoy myself,” he said quietly.  “I do not know how to have fun.”

And suddenly, relief rushed over Meyer.  It was definitely a problem she could help the Elorg solve.  It would be a challenge, but she hoped that it help to allay her intimidation, and allow her to rise to the occasion.  “That is quite a problem,” she finally admitted.

“I have been entangled in the politics and inner-workings of the universe for such a protracted period of time, that I am unable to occupy myself now that I have been graced with an opportunity to relax.  I find the activities I participated in during my childhood to be most remedial now.”

Rachael went to reach for her padd, but suddenly remembered that it had been jostled across the room.  She smiled faintly, reached back to the table behind the sofa, and grabbed another.  “What do you normally do when you’re off duty?”

“I spend my time reviewing the Federation database, meditating, and studying The Tome of Na’zar,” said Talyere matter-of-factly.

“Not the most exciting schedule I’ve seen,” said Meyer.  “Have you—”

She was suddenly cut off by the chirp of Talyere’s communicator.  “Admiral T’Lari to Talyere.”
He slowly touched the Starfleet insignia.  “This is Talyere,” he said.  “May I be of assistance, Admiral?”

 “Yes, report to the astrometrics lab at once.”
“I am on my way.”  He touched his communicator, deactivating it, and then slowly rose from his seat.  “We shall have to reconvene later.”

Rachael nodded, rising from her sofa in unison.  “Why don’t you meet me in the mess hall for a late lunch?” she suggested.  “Um.. 1500 hours?”

Talyere considered it for a moment before reaching a decision.  “I will see you then.”

After her meeting with Captain Christopher, Admiral T’Lari had opted to remain on board the Starlight to make use of its astrometrics lab instead of returning to the Windcress.  The Elorg transmissions they had intercepted earlier had definitely piqued her interest, and since progress on her own ship had proven less than enthusiastic, T’Lari decided to try her luck on the Starlight.

To her chagrin, her luck was the same no matter where she went.  The Starlight’s systems proved to be as helpful as the Windcress’.  Just when she was about to give up, she suddenly realized that being on the Starlight still had an edge that any other ship did not have—Talyere Rosat.  Being an Overseer, Talyere undoubtedly had knowledge of such transmissions, and as the Elorg emerged through the astrometric doors, T’Lari quickly welcomed him back to the apse in the aft section of the lab, where the huge view screen was situated.

She explained the situation—the increase in transmissions both to and from subspace, her attempts to decrypt them, and her utter failure to do so, and then handed over the data to Talyere to observe for himself.

The Elorg quickly situated himself at the lone workstation on the platform in the apse, and gracefully pecked away at the controls, placing each and every section of the most recent transmission under close scrutiny, until finally, he turned away from the screen and looked T’Lari in the eye.

“I am familiar with this decryption sequence,” he said.  “The Elorg are not adept to change, hence their decryption codes never change.  It will be their downfall, I’m afraid.”

T’Lari wasn’t sad to hear it, but then again, she wasn’t a member of the race.  “So, what does it say?”

Talyere’s expression remained totally neutral as he spoke, “I do not know.  The transmission has degraded substantially—to the point where it is nothing more than a conglomeration of alphanumeric sequences.”

T’Lari frowned.  “Can it be repaired?”

“Unlikely.”  He returned to the console and resumed his work.  “However, I will provide you with several decryption sequences which may prove helpful in deciphering the other transmissions, though I warn you, I am not optimistic that any of the transmissions will be comprehensible.”

“Understood,” said T’Lari.  “We don’t need comprehensible in the first place.  We just need to get a fair idea of what’s going on here.  Your people are planning something, and we can’t afford to not know what that is.”

“Agreed,” said Talyere.  “I will be at your disposal should you require any additional assistance.”

“Thank you, but the present moment, I believe the situation is under control,” said T’Lari, looming behind the control station awaiting Talyere’s departure.

“Very good,” said Talyere.  He arose from the seat and made a fairly brisk trip through the doors, leaving T’Lari to her work.  She quickly slinked into the chair and looked over the new data provided by Talyere.  She was going to get to the bottom of this… at any cost…

Lucas Tompkins had been pondering the future for quite some time now.  He wasn’t sure what it could possibly hold, but he did know one thing: he wasn’t going to be alone, no matter what happened.  But still, at the bottom of his heart, Tompkins still wished that they didn’t have a situation to deal with in the first place.

But they did.  And the two of them couldn’t sit around doing nothing.  Decisions had to be made, and the sooner they were out of the way, the better.

Or so Lucas told himself.  As he approached Jayla’s quarters, the thought of procrastination began to penetrate his mind.  It could wait another day, he thought.  We could just discuss it tomorrow.  But of course he knew that when tomorrow came, he would end up rationalizing, If it waited one day, it could wait another—no harm done.  They would just have to discuss it the next day.  Until that day came, yielding the same results, until it was ultimately too late to take any action whatsoever.

Determined not to let that happen, Lucas reached out and touched the keypad mounted on the wall next to the door.  After a few moments, the doors slid open, and Lucas stepped into Jayla’s quarters.

They were dark and relatively quiet.  Jayla was standing beside the bed in front of a travel bag, slowly loading it with some of her civilian clothing.

Immediately, Lucas frowned.  “Where are you going?” he inquired, slowly approaching her.

She briefly examined a dark blue blouse for a moment before stuffing it into the bag and responding, “Away.”

“Didn’t the Captain make the Dark Star off limits?”

Jayla didn’t acknowledge the question.  She simply stared into her bag and assessed the items she had packed before the computer at her desk started emitting a bleeping noise.  Trinn was being hailed.  She cracked a brief smile before walking over to her desk and activating the screen.

“This is Hatrus.  We are departing soon,” came a gravelly voice from the comm.  It wasn’t one Tompkins had ever heard before, so whomever was about to depart—was unbeknownst to him.

Jayla nodded.  “Just a moment,” she said, tapping the controls to mute the audio.  She pulled in a lungful of air, and then turned her dire gaze upon Lucas.  “I’m arranging transport on a Rutanian ship,” she explained.

Tompkins was shocked.  “What?” he managed to stammer before Trinn assumed communication with the Rutanians. 

“Energize,” she said flatly.

Call security.  That was the first thing that popped into mind.  But the situation was so surreal, that despite Lucas’s intentions, he did not act.  He simply watched as a bright orange vortex of swirling energy encompassed Trinn, and her bags a few moments later.  Within seconds, they were gone…

TWO

Rachael Meyer was fairly certain that, given her most recent telepathic episode with Talyere, that she was definitely an exception to the rule.  She was a telepathic Marian, the only one to exist since her people lost their powers centuries ago.  But she didn’t know why.

Though she was relatively certain that a trip to sick bay would not elicit anything of interest, Meyer decided it was still her best hope to find out what was happening to her.  

She arrived to find Doctor Hartman not barricaded in her office working, but out in the main area of sick bay keeping busy with a fairly mundane task of straightening the island in the center of the facility—a task usually relegated to Meyer as busywork to keep her out of Hartman’s way.  Rachael smiled, seeing that the Doctor was indeed committed to change.

Upon hearing Meyer’s approach, Hartman slid the tricorder she was examining into the pocket of her flowing white lab coat, and approached the Lieutenant.  “What do you want…” Her voice trailed off as she realized the relative unpleasantness of her tone, and consequently corrected the error, “Hello, Rachael.  What can I do for you?”

It sounded more than a little forced, but it was definitely an improvement over “What do you want?” or the lowly “What?” that Hartman so often bellowed upon being disturbed.  

“I’ve had another telepathic experience,” said Meyer.

Hartman’s hand quickly dove into her pocket and recalled the tricorder.  Steering Meyer in the general direction of a bio bed, she flipped the scanning device open and activated it.  Almost immediately, the tricorder bleeped, indicating it had found something.  “I’m detecting high levels of cortical activity,” she reported.

“Well, I can’t control any of it,” Rachael said.  “I sent a padd flying across my office, totally out of the blue.”

Hartman slowly backtracked to the kiosk in the center of the room.  “There’s not too much I can do right now,” she said, plucking a small, circular device from a tray near the center.  She returned to the bio-bed and affixed the device at the base of Rachael’s neck, just behind her ear.  “I want you to wear this cortical monitor. If you experience another episode, it will record the event, and alert me at the same time.  With the new data, we’ll have a better chance of properly diagnosing the situation.”

“All right,” said Meyer, sliding down from the bed.  “The sooner we get some answers, the better.”

The day had started off on a sour note for Alan Christopher—at 0900 hours, his meeting with Admiral T’Lari revealed the Elorg were up to no good.  Then, a few hours later, at 1100 hours, his confrontation with Jayla Trinn had made things a little worse, knocking his mood down yet another notch.  Finally, at 1300 hours, his day started getting better—he had a rather enjoyable lunch with Commander Harrison, but at 1422, he realized that lunch wasn’t so good after all as he was still tasting it.  Little did he know, lunch would be the least of his concerns at 1430.

The doors in the aft section of the bridge slid apart, a fairly common event that elicited little attention from Christopher.  Still, he afforded the event a brief look, only to see Lucas Tompkins hastily approaching.  Concerned, Christopher rose from his chair and frowned.  “What is it, Lucas?”

“Jayla is gone!” he said calmly.

Christopher’s eyelids fluttered briefly.  “Gone?” he repeated in awe.  The conversation quickly caught the attention of the rest of the crew, but as Harrison approached, they quickly went back to their work—or at least pretended to.

Lucas sidestepped about a meter, until he was behind the mission operations station.  He tapped it a few times, eliciting a diagram of the Kilka Sector.  “She beamed to a Rutanian ship,” he said, referring to the numerous flashing orange dots indicating they were of Rutanian origin.

“Three Rutanian ships just went to warp,” Erin chimed in from ops.  She paused for a moment before adding, “But none of them are on a course for Trill.  If that’s where they’re going, they’re taking the scenic route.”

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “Lovely,” he muttered.  His eyes wandered about the bridge as he tinkered with some options, until they finally settled upon Lucas.  “Do you have any more pearls of wisdom to share with us?”

“Heh.”  The chief engineer folded his arms and nodded indecisively.  “I was a caught a little off-guard by the sudden revelation,” he admitted.  “I don’t think she said much more than that but…”  His voice slowly trailed off.

“Do enlighten us,” Harrison said after a moment.

“Hatrus!” he exclaimed suddenly with a snap of his fingers.  “The Rutanian commander, his name was Hatrus!”

Quickly, Christopher shifted his gaze from Tompkins to Keller.  She was already hard at work with the new data, and after a few moments, she looked up from the ops console, obviously pleased with herself.  “Hatrus commands the Rutanian freighter Vrela-tri.  According to its flight plan, they’re headed for Byzell II to trade meet with a Yridian merchant.”

“Yridians,” Harrision murmured.  “Undoubtedly an extralegal affair.  Obviously, the Rutanians are not the sharpest knives in the drawer.”

Christopher was inclined to agree.  The Yridians were known for their black market dealings of information—and little else, aside from the occasional weapon of mass destruction, or something of the sort.  And the Rutanians were allies of the Federation.  If they were found dealing with the Yridians for something other than swapping recipes, that alliance was in jeopardy.  

Under normal circumstances, Christopher knew there was little he could do to stop Hatrus from visiting with the Yridians.  The Federation had no jurisdiction over Rutanian affairs, allies or not.  But thankfully, this was not a normal circumstance.  Jayla Trinn was on that ship.

He smiled deviously, and turned to Commander Harrison.  “Matthew, take the Dark Star and stroll on over to Byzell II.  Retrieve Jayla, and convince the Rutanians to ease on back to the Kilka Sector, ASAP.”

Harrison nodded.  “As you wish,” he said, before darting toward the turbolift, summoning Lieutenant Bator and Ensign Drayge along the way.

And they were off…

Rachael Meyer felt more than a little stupid walking around with a cortical monitor hiding out behind her ear.  Not too many people noticed, and those who did were polite enough not to say anything, but still, Rachael felt awkward.  Of course, that was all overshadowed by the fact that she had Talyere Rosat following her around.  His very presence made her feel awkward enough to forget about the monitor.

And awkward was exactly how she felt as she entered the mess hall with Talyere at precisely 1500 hours.  He was an extremely prompt individual, and there was no room for delay.  As soon as he arrived at her office at 1457, they made haste to reach the mess hall to continue their earlier session.

Fifteen hundred hours denoted the changing of the guard—the time when alpha shift ended, and beta shift began.  Hence, the mess hall was flooded with alpha-shifters, glad they had made it through yet another long, arduous day.  And as Rachael guided Talyere through the crowd, sure enough, she stumbled upon Erin Keller at their customary table in the center of the activity, sipping on a mug of hot chocolate.

“Hello, Erin,” Rachael called out as she drew nearer.

Erin looked up from her mug and smiled.  “Hey, Rachel.  Have a seat!”

Rachael quickly slid into the chair across from Erin, and motioned for Talyere to occupy one of the remaining two chairs.  He hesitated for a moment before nodding, and sitting down.

Erin blinked, obviously surprised.  “This is a bit unexpected,” she said.  “What’s the occasion?”

“Admittedly, I do not know,” Talyere said.

His fiery gaze quickly shot over to Rachael, who did her best to weather the intimidating look.  She smiled, and looked to Erin for strength.  “Talyere has forgotten how to enjoy himself,” she said.  “I wanted him to start mingling with the crew to see if he could find anything that interested him.  I figured you would be a good place to start, since you seem to have an infinite number of interests.”

Erin giggled.  “I guess I do,” she admitted, taking a sip from her mug.  “But there’s nothing wrong with that.”  She carefully set her mug down on the table, unfastened her uniform’s jacket, removed it, and then draped it over the back of her chair.  She took a moment to straighten her golden-yellow undershirt, and then looked to Talyere.  “Have you ever played velocity?”

“No,” he said after a brief moment.

“Metrix?”

“No.”

“Parrises Squares?”

“No.”

Before their banter could get any further Meyer quickly interjected by way of raising her hand.  “I don’t think he’s much into games,” she gambled.

“I concur,” said Talyere flatly.

Erin nodded indecisively.  “Very well, then… how about temporal astrophysics?  Or quantum mechanics?”

Talyere produced a brief, but faint smile.  “I am well versed in both of the aforementioned topics, however, I do not know how easily they could be translated into recreational activities.”

“Not very,” said Rachael.

“Maybe we could turn it into some sort of matching game?” suggested Erin.  “‘Match this chronoton particle to the temporal phenomenon associated with it.’  I think it would be sort of fun.”

“I think not,” said Talyere.

Rachael smiled.  “You took the words right out of my mouth,” she mused.

Erin sighed.  “Well, you could always go over to the holodeck,” she suggested.  “I don’t know what else to tell you.”

Talyere cringed at even the holodeck, leading Rachael to match Erin’s long sigh.  Was there any way to entertain this fellow?

As he brought his own duty shift to a close, Captain Christopher couldn’t help but wonder what progress Admiral T’Lari had made since their initial conversation earlier in the day.  Since he hadn’t heard from the Admiral, he assumed it was little, but still, curiosity had the best of him.

According to Erin, T’Lari had opted to remain on the Starlight to conduct her investigation.  It was a wise choice, since she had access to both the Starlight’s vast array of technologies, and of course, Talyere.  And so it was of no surprise to Christopher when he found out that the Admiral was still in astrometrics, hard at work.

He entered the lab and slowly made his way up the ramp to the control station on the platform before the view screen.  Readily displayed on the massive screen were a series of audio files, as well as an image of the Inkhezi, and the Alteran Expanse.  Maybe she had made some progress after all, he decided.

But before he delved into that, Christopher decided to let T’Lari in on the Starlight’s mini-crisis.  She was working on the ship; she had a right to know.  “Admiral,” he called out.

T’Lari looked back and smiled faintly.  “Captain,” she acknowledged.  “I’ll be returning to the Windcress shortly.  I think my luck is finally starting to run thin.”

“Thin is better than no luck—perhaps you could share,” quipped Christopher as a means of beginning to tread into the Trinn situation.

It worked.  T’Lari looked up from her data and turned to Christopher.  “Oh really?”

He nodded.  “One of my officers has jumped ship.  She’s on a Rutanian freighter headed for Byzell II, and we don’t know why.”

T’Lari nodded her understanding of the situation.  “I trust you can handle the situation,” she said calmly.

Christopher readily reaffirmed his nod.  “Absolutely.  Everything is under control.  Since you were working here, I just wanted to keep you apprised of the situation.”

“Thank you,” said T’Lari.  She tapped a few keys on the console, clearing most of the data from the view screen, save the Alteran Expanse and the Elorg fleet.  The simulation quickly honed in on the Inkhezi. “Speaking of situations, I’ve been able to decrypt some of the transmissions using some of Talyere’s data.”

Her tone was terribly neutral.  Christopher assumed this was good news, but he couldn’t be sure.  But he didn’t pretend to know what she had discovered, and simply looked on with genuine curiosity.  “And?”

“And,” she said, drawing it out until an image of Xi'Yor popped on the screen, “they are all communiqués between Xi'Yor and the Elorg City Ship.”

City Ship.  Christopher cringed at even hearing the word.  Elorg vessels were already huge compared to the average Federation starship.  He couldn’t even imagine what the City Ship looked like.  “I don’t like it one bit,” he grumbled.

“Neither to I,” T’Lari concurred.  “Xi'Yor is quite a windbag.  I haven’t been able to get much past his preamble, so we won’t know more until I decrypt more data.”  She cleared the Alteran Expanse from the screen, and replaced it with the graph displaying the audio data containing the transmission.  “Unfortunately, they are heavily encoded files.  It could take weeks to decrypt, even if our crews work together.”

“Weeks we don’t have to waste,” Christopher mumbled to the Admiral.  And if they didn’t find out what Xi'Yor was planning, it could cost them… it could cost them a lot.

The Rutanians were a technologically advanced species, but not to the extent of the Federation.  Their vessels could only reach warp eight or nine, and had no transwarp capabilities.  Their weapons were of little consequence, and the majority of their military was practically a joke.

And for the first time, Commander Harrison was glad.  The Dark Star, being superior in all ways to the space barge they were in pursuit of, would have little trouble completing the mission.  So Harrison expected it to be a quick, in-and-out job. 

“I’ve got the Vrela-tri on sensors,” called out Bator.  “They are moving at warp 8.7, heading 2-1-8 mark four.  Lieutenant Trinn is still on board.”

Harrison let out a sigh of relief.  At least she didn’t jump ship again, otherwise things could have quickly turned into a wild goose chase.  “Drop out of transwarp, and open a channel.”

Bator complied, but as his fingers danced over the controls, they quickly elicited a dreadful buzz.  “No response,” he said after a moment of inactivity.

“Wait,” called out Drayge from the helm.  Harrison afforded it a brief glance, noting that the Bolian’s station had suddenly light up with activity.  “They’re dropping out of warp… and coming about.”

“Affix a tractor beam to their hull,” Harrison ordered, watching the junky Rutanian vessel clunk about through the foreword windows until it was steadily approaching them.

Bator complied, and a few moments later, a stream of blue light shot out from the Dark Star and grappled the Vrela-tri’s foreword section.  The barge toppled around for a moment before leveling out, submitting to the tractor beam.

“Perhaps now they’ll be a bit more cooperative,” said Harrison.  “Open yet another channel.”

After Bator keyed in the appropriate sequences, the only response was silence.  Harrison folded his arms and sunk back into his chair, keeping a watchful eye on the Rutanian vessel.  When it was clear that they would not comply, Harrison was left with no other choice but to proceed without the Rutanians’ consent.  “Beam Lieutenant Trinn over.”

“Aye, sir,” said Bator, but even before he could attempt the maneuver, the tactical station bleeped.  “They are charging weapons!”

“Drat!” called out Harrison.  He pounded his fist on the arm of the chair.  Space barge or not, they had weapons, and unless they dropped the tractor beam, and defended themselves, the Rutanians could inflict some serious damage.  “Red alert!”

Jayla Trinn rapidly navigated the numerous bridge stations and approached Hatrus.  “What the hell are you doing?” she demanded.

The orange-skinned nymph focused his two blazing red eyes upon Trinn.  “Making sure we get to Byzell II,” he said sternly.

“Fighting them isn’t going to get us there!” Trinn countered evenly.  “I suggest we turn this ship around and resume our original course while we still can!”

Hatrus grumbled.  He ran his fingers over the thin ridge running from the bridge of his nose over this hairless head, and then turned to the view screen.  “It is a mere Dragon Slayer class fighter,” he said.  “We can handle them.”

Trinn wasn’t so sure.  She knew the Dark Star’s capabilities.  Even for a fighter, it was a heavily armed one.  And if this came to blows—and she was sure it was—Trinn knew things might suddenly go downhill.  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Hatrus cringed.  “Trills,” he muttered under his breath, just loud enough for Jayla to hear.  Rutanians and Trills didn’t normally get along.  That derogatory statement was only more proof to put toward the theory.  Slowly, Hatrus turned his back to Trinn, and locked eyes with his tactical officer.  “Open fire!”

THREE

Countless plasma torpedoes hurtled away from the Vrela-tri and crashed into the Dark Star’s shields, eliciting a series of turquoise flickers, and a considerable rumbling.  Harrison clutched the arms of his chair as he watched the theatrics unfolding before him, but it was hardly a traumatic event.  “Status report,” he demanded.

“Shields are down to eighty-four percent,” said Bator.  “Otherwise, we have sustained no damage.”

The report wasn’t a shock to Harrison, given their previous encounter with the Rutanians, in which a group of rebel Rutanians attempted to form an alliance with the Elorg.  They failed—miserably, just as they were doing now.  “Lock phasers and return fire,” said Harrison.

Within moments, two fiery orange streaks of energy lashed out from the Dark Star and struck the Vrela-tri’s shields.  They flickered rampantly, forcing the vessel into a brief out-of-control spiral before it was able to reassert itself and come about.  It managed to swerve around the Dark Star’s second barrage and get off a few shots of its own.

The plasma torpedoes crashed into the Dark Star’s shields, calling forth a brief explosion upon impact, but the effect dissipated, and the Dark Star fired again.

And again.

And again.

The Vrela-tri’s shields utterly collapsed after the third shot, and a small portion of its aft section burst into flames.  It swirled around aimlessly for a moment, until the vessel’s pilot was finally able to regain control of the ship.  But this time there was no retaliation.

“The Rutanian ship is crippled,” said Bator.

Harrison cracked a smile.  “Most excellent,” he said.  “Did we sustain any additional damage?”

“None,” said the Phobian.  “Shields are down to sixty-eight percent, but otherwise, we are in tact.”

Harrison turned his gaze briefly to the smoldering hulk that was the Vrela-tri.  “Open a channel,” he said.

Bator complied, and this time, there was almost no wait between the initial send-out, and the time it took the Rutanians to respond.  Harrison ordered it on screen, and within a few moments, the nymph-like Hatrus appeared on the screen.

“This brutal assault is an outrage, Commander!” shouted Hatrus over the comm.

“Brutal assault?” Harrison repeated.  “If I recall correctly, you initiated it.  Would you care to explain that?”

“We were defending ourselves.  You were attempting to capture us!”

“If you had bothered to answer our hails, we wouldn’t have detained you,” said Harrison.  “All we ask is that you return our officer, and we shall be on our way.”

Hatrus stopped to consider the proposal for a very brief moment.  He frowned, but seeing that he had few alternatives, the Rutanian huffed, “Take your Trill and leave us!”

With that said, the communication ended.  No pleasantries or anything of the sort—it just ended, undoubtedly severed by Hatrus.  Harrison didn’t really care either way.  “Transport her aboard, and then take us back to transwarp, Mr. Drayge.”

As his orders were carried out, Harrison sunk into his chair and relaxed.  Mission accomplished.

Talyere sat quietly in Rachael Meyer’s counseling office, basking in the golden silence that had befallen the room.  As of yet, his quest to entertain himself had proven utterly pointless.  Meyer had touted him all over the Starlight in search of something interesting, but nothing seemed to strike him as worthy of his time.  On the flip side, it was most helpful in deciphering what he didn’t like.  

“So you’re not into games,” said Meyer after a moment.  “Or strenuous physical activities… nothing Commander Keller suggested.”

Absolutely nothing Keller suggested.  Definitely not games.  Talyere did not care how imaginative or exciting they were, games were games.  They were for children—and that was definitely something Talyere was not.  And then of course, there were Commander Keller’s suggestions.  She was a fine office, a bit lax in the protocol department, but she was extremely efficient and cool-headed, something Talyere admired greatly.  But she was also very active when it came to physical activity. Talyere admired that too, but in a different light.  “Commander Keller is in peak physical condition.  I am not.  Her devotion to physical conditioning is admirable, however, it is not something I wish to endeavor.”

Meyer nodded.  “I gathered as much.  But total passiveness isn’t healthy, you know.  You should do something to keep in shape.”

“The Elorg metabolic rate is extremely rapid, hence, keeping in shape is not a difficult task,” said Talyere.  “I perform the necessary activities to maintain average physical dimensions, and no more.”

“Okay,” said Meyer.  “Forget everything Erin said.  We need to look at this from a different angle.  You prefer passive activities.”

Talyere considered it for a moment.  He quickly found the statement to be a valid one, given his previous responses.  “So it would seem.”

“Have you given much thought to reading?  You seem to enjoy doing that.”

“I study every day.”

In spite of his answer, Meyer protested with a firm shake of her head.  “I’m not talking about studying the Federation database or glancing through the Tome of Na’zar.  I’m talking about reading actual books.  Novels.  The Federation database is loaded with them, too.”  Upon seeing Talyere’s less than enthusiastic response, Meyer quickly built upon the idea.  Even if Talyere didn’t think she was taking this somewhere, Rachael was reasonably certain she was.  “Or writing.  If you don’t want to read the books, maybe you could make one on your own.  I think you’d be good at it.”

“I have often found creating literature to be a most daunting task,” said Talyere slowly.  “I am unsure if my level of expertise is sufficient to relay the proper moods and themes.”

“Forget mood and theme,” said Meyer softly.  “And forget your level of expertise.  You don’t have to be Shakespeare to write a book.”

In his heart, Talyere knew Meyer was right.  Though he wasn’t the most imaginative person in the world, Talyere had a few ideas cross through his mind over the years that he wished were fleshed out more thoroughly in a novel.  And since no one else seemed to be writing them, why not him?  Nobody else would read it, or even see it.  What did he have to lose?

“Very well,” he decided after a moment, clasping his pale white hands together.  “I shall endeavor to create literature.”

Admiral T’Lari had anticipated leaving the astrometrics lab, and returning to the Windcress a few minutes ago.  Of course, as fate would have it, just as her few minutes came to their end, she suddenly found herself bestowed with a magic touch over the controls.  They showed her everything she wanted to see, did everything the way she anticipated.  She was on fire.

Of course, this newfound lucky streak could not go unresolved.  T’Lari knew if she left at that point, her luck may not return tomorrow—if ever.  So she deemed it necessary to stay an additional few minutes, and once those were gone, she tacked on a few more for good measure, until her minutes slowly built up into hours.

As the hours passed, lady luck did not reside.  T’Lari found herself brilliantly tapping new decryption algorithms into the computer, most of them inspired variations on a theme—the original sequences provided by Talyere.  But unlike Talyere’s originals, these sequences worked.  The moment T’Lari input them into the computer, they immediately began processing the data from Xi'Yor’s transmissions, and bit-by-bit, the translation matrix began spitting out alphanumeric characters that would eventually form a message.

T’Lari watched in awe as the message assembled before her.  It was addressed to someone called Z’danorax, and instantly, T’Lari choked.  The name resonated in her mind for several moments before she realized that Talyere had mentioned that very name in the treatise he had prepared earlier in the year.  Z’danorax was the Cerebrate—the Elorg leader—and Xi'Yor was chatting with her on a regular basis.

But if that wasn’t shocking enough, T’Lari duly noted that the rest of the message made up for that.  About halfway through, she knew she had uncovered an incredibly important piece of information, and a few lines of text later, that was confirmed.  She slapped her communicator, summoned Captain Christopher, and then watched in silence as the rest of the message was spit out of the matrix onto the console before her.

Christopher’s timing was impeccable.  Just as the last few words of the conclusion popped onto the screen, the doors of the lab parted, and the Captain strolled in, quickly making his way to T’Lari’s position at the back of the lab.  “I thought you would have been out of here by now,” said Christopher as he approached.

T’Lari nodded.  “I thought the same thing, but I had a last minute inspiration,” she explained, gesturing to the screen, indicating Christopher should take a look.  “I’ve been able to decrypt one of Xi'Yor’s transmissions.”

Christopher slowly made his way to the terminal and gazed over the first few lines of text.  “Anything earth shattering?”

A wave of grim emotions suddenly flooded T’Lari.  “Unfortunately, yes.”  She quaintly pushed Christopher out of the way and scrolled down in the message to the point of great concern.  She pointed at the pivotal data blocks, and stepped aside to give the Captain room to read.

His eyes quickly scanned over the data—several times, in fact, until his mind could absorb what his eyes were showing him.  “Well,” he said slowly, “we were right about one thing—it’s no invasion.”

“That’s true enough,” concurred T’Lari.  “But in the long run, this plan could prove to be just as detrimental to the Federation as an all out invasion.”

Christopher saved the data in a secured file, and cleared the screen.  “Or worse,” he added grimly.

But before the two could begin to reflect upon the situation, the chime of Christopher’s communicator pierced through the air.  “Keller to Christopher.”
He tapped his badge.  “Go ahead, Erin.”

“I just thought you’d like to know the Dark Star is back—with Jayla.”
For a moment, T’Lari didn’t know what was so significant about that, but then she remembered what Christopher had told her earlier.  This was most likely the crewmember that went AWOL.  “Go,” she said when Christopher’s gaze locked with hers.  “I’m done for the night.  We’ll reconvene tomorrow to discuss this further.”

He nodded, and started making his retreat through the doors.  Already, T’Lari knew it was going to be a long night—not only for her, but a lot of other people, too.

As the doors to the shuttle bay parted, Christopher could already see Bator, Drayge and Harrison climbing out of the Dark Star and making their way for the relative terra firma of the Starlight.  Christopher took several steps into the bay, and stopped just before reaching the rather quaint ‘VARIABLE GRAVITY AREA’ warning on the floor.  He never noticed the variations, but apparently, such fluctuations in gravity occurred in the shuttlebay.  He’d have to be on the lookout from now on…

“I see you were successful,” Christopher said to Harrison as the executive officer approached.  Behind him, Jayla Trinn was emerging from the Dark Star, looking more than a little disgruntled.  Still, Christopher ignored her for the moment, and turned back to Harrison.  “Well done.  You get a golden star.”

Harrison smiled.  “Oh, how delightful,” he said.  “I shall cherish every moment I spend with it.”

“I knew you’d love it.  It’s in the mail.”

“Ah, the good old postal service,” said Harrison.  “I cannot wait for it to arrive.”

Christopher finally caught Trinn’s eye.  It definitely ranked as one of the more unpleasant glares he had seen in his days.  “Perhaps you can wait in your quarters or on the bridge,” Christopher suggested to Harrison, while slowly approaching Trinn.  “I need to have a small chat with our resident escapee.”

Harrison nodded.  “As you wish.”  As he made his way toward the doors, both Bator and Drayge followed close behind him.

Christopher waited until he heard the doors clank shut before even affording another evil glare from Trinn.  But once they did, he put on his boldest affront, and approached her.  “What happened?”  he demanded.  “If my memory serves me right, I told you to stay here.  The last time I checked, here did not include trips to Byzell II.”

The Trill straightened her posture and squared her shoulders before pulling in a very deep lungful of air. “Yes, you instructed me to stay here.  But receiving a symbiont is a rare opportunity!  Do you expect me to pass it up?”

“I think that was what I indicated by telling you to stay here,” Christopher said.  “I deemed it too dangerous, and—”

“Made the decision for me,” Trinn finished.

“Essentially, yes,” Christopher gulped.  He didn’t like giving these stern talks when he was supposed to be harsh, especially when he found it so difficult to stay serious, and the other person was stone cold.  It made him seem… vulnerable and in general, didn’t cast him in a very good light.  “Okay, so you defied my orders.  What’s worse, you weren’t even going to Trill.  What was on Byzell II?”

“The Rutanians weren’t going directly to Trill,” said Trinn quietly.  “But now they’re not going anywhere.”

Christopher sighed.  “I’ve contacted Soris.  A vessel is on the way to rescue the Vrela-tri.  I’m sure Hatrus will be on his feet in no time.  Unfortunately, I can’t say the same for you.”

Trinn took a slight step back, bringing her closer to the Dark Star.  For a brief moment, Christopher thought she was going to attempt another escape, but to his relief, she remained motionless, and utterly bitter.

“I’m sorry, Jayla, but you have openly defied my by violating a direct order.  Such an act cannot go unpunished.  So…  I am placing a reprimand on your official Starfleet record, noting the incident, and I am restricting you to quarters until further notice.”

Trinn almost sneered.  Clearly, she caught herself before doing anything stupid, but it was clear to Christopher that the young Trill still had a lot of thoughts flowing through her mind.  In fact, he wasn’t sure what she might do next.  And so, as a final warning, he added softly, “And don’t you dare think about leaving this ship again, or a reprimand is going to be the last thing on your mind.”

Trinn clenched her jaw.  “Yes.  Sir.”  She turned on her heel and started making a trek toward the doors.

“You’re not dismissed, Lieutenant,” Christopher called out tersely.  If she was trying to get under his skin, she was definitely doing a good job.

“I’m sorry,” she said bitterly. “I thought you were done.  Did you want to revoke my golden stars, as well?”

To that, Christopher had no response.  Trinn was walking a fine line, and Christopher knew he was being a bit lenient when he simply glared back at Trinn to display his disappointment in her.  Another commanding officer might have sent her to the brig right then and there.  But not Christopher.  He just glared.  “Dismissed.”

FOUR

Two days.

That was how long Rachael Meyer had been wearing the cortical monitor behind her ear.  Two days free of anything that even hinted at telepathy.  She had tried to recreate the conditions that resulted in her most recent incident, but to no avail.  Each and every time, the padd remained utterly motionless on the tabletop.

Of course, Meyer wasn’t surprised by the lack of telepathic events.  In all reality, she wasn’t supposed to be telepathic in the first place.  Whenever she had an incident, it was a total aberration, and for all she knew, she might not ever have one again, unless another alien species contacts her.

Meyer had to admit, she was more than a little disappointed in the lack of telepathic events.  She knew that if she could harness those telepathic powers that lived inside of her, that she would be something special—something that would allow her to make her mark in the universe.  Without them, Meyer was nothing more than a simple Starfleet officer, and a lowly one, at that.

Still, as she entered sick bay, Meyer remained optimistic that she would have another event.  She felt such an event was special, but not so rare that it was a once-in-a-lifetime event—even though it probably was.

She slowly approached the doors to Sarah Hartman’s office, and peered inside.  Sure enough, the Doctor was at her desk, buried in some sort of analysis.  She didn’t even bother to look up until Rachael tapped the keypad next to the door, ringing the chime.  Quickly, Hartman’s head snapped up, and she rose from her desk.

“Rachael,” said the Doctor as the doors slid apart, “you scared the hell out of me.”

Meyer smiled softly and stepped aside, giving Hartman room to stroll past her and collect a few things from the workstation in the center of the sick bay.  Rachael followed her, tailing by about a meter, not catching up until the Doctor settled at a bio-bed nearby.

Hartman quickly pulled her medical tricorder from her pocket and readied it as Meyer hopped up onto the bio-bed.  “Anything?” she asked of Meyer’s telepathy.

“Not a thing,” said Meyer.

The tricorder bleeped happily as Hartman waved the sensor around Rachael’s head.  Happily indicating nothing of consequence had made contact with its sensing devices, just as Rachael had suspected.  “Your cortical activity has returned to normal,” Hartman proclaimed once the scan was complete.  She slowly folded the tricorder shut, and folded her arms.  “I doubt you’re going to have another bout with telepathy in the near future, but continued use of the cortical monitor is up to you.”

“Is there anything else we can try?” Meyer inquired.

“Not really.”

Wearing the monitor wasn’t the most desirable thing in the universe—it elicited more awkward stares than it was worth, and furthermore, it was a bit uncomfortable—the tingly feeling of the adhesive connected to the neck.  Rachael knew in her mind that it probably wasn’t necessary to wear the device any more, but her heart—and her gut—told her to keep wearing it, if only for a couple of more days.

So the heart and the gut were in agreement, but the mind was not.  Two out of three was indeed a majority, and since Rachael didn’t have much else to go on, majority ruled—but she wouldn’t completely dismiss her mind.  “I’ll continue wearing the monitor—for a few more days.”

Hartman nodded, and slowly reached out for the device, plucking it off from Meyer’s neck and bringing it to her eyes for a closer examination.  Satisfied it was still in tact, Hartman tapped at its limited controls for a moment, and then reaffixed it to Meyer’s neck.  “I’ve made it a little more sensitive to your neural activity.  I’d give it three or four more days.  If you don’t see anything by then, forget about it.”

“Okay,” said Meyer.  She hopped off the bio-bed and began her trek toward the doors.  “I’ll see you tonight.”

Hartman was about to agree, when she suddenly stopped mid-thought.  “Oh, no you won’t!”

Piquing Meyer’s interest, she raised an eyebrow.  “Really?”

“I’m off duty tonight,” said Hartman.  “Maybe.”

“Any plans?”

Hartman’s eyelids fluttered for a moment.  “Not presently.  I was looking foreword to a quiet evening alone, if such a thing is possible on this disaster magnet.”

“I think you might get your quiet evening,” said Rachael.

Now it was Hartman raising an eyebrow.  “Is this one of your telepathic premonitions?”

“No, not really,” said Meyer.  “It’s a good guess.  See you tomorrow.”

With that said, she turned on her heel and exited, casually negotiating the corridors until she came upon a turbolift.  She entered, stated her destination as deck seven, and then waited for the lift to set into motion.

Being only two decks down, the trip was one of fairly sort duration.  The doors parted, and allowed Meyer to embark upon her next journey, the one to Talyere’s quarters to check his progress—to see if the Elorg had taken her words to heart.

But to her surprise, when Meyer reached his quarters there wasn’t even a response.  At first, she thought he was ignoring the chime.  He knew it was her, and he was simply tired of listening to her drivel.  Of course, that would be impolite, so Meyer assumed he was not there.  She touched her communicator.  “Computer, where is Talyere Rosat?”

The computer chirped immediately, indicating it was processing, and then relayed, “Talyere Rosat is in holodeck three.”

Holodeck three, thought Meyer.  What could he be doing there?  Of course, there was only one way to find out…

It was considered impolite to simply walk in on someone’s holodeck fantasy.  There were any number of activities someone could be doing that they did not wish to be shared with others, so a sudden invasion of privacy would most definitely be unwelcome.  But usually, people engaged in private activities locked the holodeck doors to prevent such instances.  As Rachael looked over the holodeck controls, she noted they were unlocked.

And so, keeping the aforementioned facts in mind, Rachael Meyer quickly tapped at the controls and opened the holodeck doors.  What she saw was simply amazing.

The twilight air was crisp and cool, hinting with only the slightest touch of moisture in the air.  On the horizon, twin moons, one partially obscured by mountains, slowly climbed into the midnight sky amidst the twinkling starfield.

As she stepped into the fantasy world, the doors closed behind Meyer, practically validating the fiction as fact.  She was on a plateau, high above the mountains and the rest of the world.  Aside from a few dimly lit encampments in the valley below, everything surrounding the area had been claimed by the night, and was totally dark.

As a cool breeze kicked up some of the purplish-gray sand from the ground, Rachael spotted Talyere standing quietly at the edge of the precipice, watching the crescent moons make their ascent.  

“This is amazing,” Rachael whispered as she drew nearer the edge of the cliff.

Talyere turned to her.  His orange eyes glowed, even in the totality of the night.  “Thank you,” he said softly.  “In my efforts to create literature, I rapidly discovered that it is a rather daunting task—far more difficult than I had expected.  Hence my visit to the holodeck to work on my sensory attributes.”

Again the breeze picked up, this time carrying the squawks of a lonely bird.  A chill passed down Meyer’s spine.  “I think you may have found something else you excel at.  Did you enjoy making this program?”

“Though it was primitive compared to the particle synthesis technology employed by the Elorg, I found the added limitations to be most delightful challenges in generating a realistic program.”

Rachael smiled.  She was fairly certain she had done her job right yet again… “So, what is it?”

“A recreation of the Elorg colony on Brilnari IV, Na’zar’s birth place.  It is considered to be a sacred place, even among our enemies, as even they knew and respected Na’zar for what he was.”

“Incredible,” said Meyer.  “I’d say you’ve found your hobby…”

Talyere readily nodded his agreement.  “Thank you.”

Following her confrontation with Captain Christopher in the shuttle bay, Jayla Trinn did exactly as she was told.  Without any delay, she stormed out of the shuttle bay and retreated to her quarters, brimming with pent-up anger all the way.

Serlin was probably dead by now.  Kota had undoubtedly been removed from his body and was undoubtedly being prepared to meet its next host, whomever that may be.  Her ninety-three hours were ticking, and with each passing tick, Trinn knew that her chance of being that host decreased ever so slightly.  

She was still confident that she could reach Trill in time to meet with Medri Odan and the Symbiosis Commission.  She would even have time to make a necessary side-trip… if only she could escape from the Starlight…

But before her mind could shift into high gear, the door chimed.  It was probably the Captain, so Trinn did nothing.  She just sat at her desk and continued formulating her escape plan.

The door chimed again.

And again.

And again.

And again.

And again.

And again.

Perhaps it wasn’t the Captain, after all.

And again.

Trinn cleared her computer screen, pushed herself away from her desk and moved toward the door.

And again.

“All right already!  Enter!”

The doors slid apart, revealing not the Captain, but Lucas, bearing a rather unpleasant look.  He took a few steps into the room, but said nothing until the doors slid shut behind him.  “What was on Byzell II that was so important?”

Trinn rounded the front of her desk and folded her arms.  “I told the Captain everything.  If you want an answer, you can read his report.”

“It’s too bad none of it’s true.” Lucas frowned, and quickly produced a padd from behind his back.  He flashed it at Jayla before tossing it on her desk.  “I checked the Vrela-tri’s flight plan.  Byzell II was their only stop.  Now call me stupid, but I don’t think you were going to get a symbiont.”

“You’re right,” said Jayla slowly.  “I wasn’t.”

“Then what the hell were you doing on Byzell II?”

Jayla almost started to answer the question, but as her lips parted, she noticed Lucas’s eyes suddenly spark with the realization.  He was no dummy.  He could put the pieces together.  He pulled in a long sigh, and solemnly shook his head.  “You were going to abort it, weren’t you?”

There was only silence.  It was the only thing needed to confirm Lucas’s statement, as the condemning words felt so harsh on Jayla’s tongue.  So she remained silent for quite some time before seating herself on the edge of her desk.  “You don’t understand, Lucas.”

“No,” he snapped.  “I understand perfectly.  You could have at least told me.”

“And drag you into this mess?”

“I’m already in.  We’re in this together, remember?”

Jayla remembered all too clearly that they were in it together.  And there was a general consensus that they didn’t want to be in it at all.  That was the notion she had been working with—stretching the principals at times to fit her needs, but it was the principal that counted.  Or so she led herself to believe.  “We are in it together.  And I’m getting us out.  I’m resigning my commission, and am going back to Byzell II.”

Lucas frowned.  “The easy way out,” he sneered.  “You can’t just run away from this, Jayla!  There will be other symbionts out there.  Maybe next time.”

“I don’t care,” said Jayla, remaining unconvinced by Lucas’ argument.  In fact, it seemed like he was beginning to turn on her as well.  So she did the only thing she could think of.  “Good-bye, Lucas.”

And she got up and left.

Another job well done.

While her abilities in telepathy were a bit lacking, Rachael Meyer was increasingly proud of her abilities in counseling.  Prior to today, she considered her results to be a little mixed, but Talyere’s overwhelming success story was definitely one worth a mention in her counseling log.  

She had already drafted the first few bits of this log entry during her brief journey to deck four, Counselor’s Log, stardate 72668.7, and now as she traveled the aforementioned deck, Meyer started constructing the rest of the log.  Obviously, it wasn’t something she did very often, as she had learned from Christopher, most people don’t even give a second thought to their log before making it.

Rachael briefly looked up to see how much further she had to venture before reaching her office.  After discerning the distance to be rather short, she ceased planning her log, and decided to just walk the rest of the distance in peace.

When her mind started to grow disoriented.

Meyer stopped dead in her tracks and looked around.  At first she saw nothing, but then, Jayla Trinn appeared at the end of the corridor.  The Trill rapidly stormed past Meyer without saying so much as a word, and continued into the turbolift.

Suddenly, Rachael was no longer in the corridor.  She didn’t know where she was.  It was a different place, but everything was so blurry, she couldn’t make anything out.  There were voices in the background, but none of them were audible.  It was just a jumble of sensory data that made absolutely no sense, until Meyer realized what was happening—she was having an incident.

She struggled to focus her mind, to grasp the actions going on around her, but it was of no use.  She couldn’t bring anything into focus.  But the voices were still there, and Rachael knew that if she focused on one of them, she might have a chance.

There were so many to choose from, but Rachael focused on the one voice that seemed the most apparent.  She listened to the mysterious voice, analyzed its very being, and absorbed it into her mind until finally, it was freed of the garble.

“…in it together.  I’m getting us out.  I’m resigning my commission and am going back to Byzell II.”  It was, of all people, Jayla.  And it sounded like she was planning on disobeying the Captain’s direct orders—in fact, since Rachael just saw the Trill walk by, she had already disobeyed those orders.  Byzell II was just the next link in the chain…

There was a brief flash of light, and suddenly, things were more focused.  Though the level of detail in the world was still a low-quality fuzz, Rachael could tell that she was on the bridge of the Starlight.  The command center was darkened, and the red alert klaxon was sounding off in the background.  The ship shuddered as it came under fire by some unseen foe.

And then, as quickly as it had arrived, the vision ended on that very sour note—someone was planning to attack the Starlight…

FIVE

Given all the recent excitement, a quite afternoon was one thing Alan Christopher was looking foreword to.  Not that he was expecting one.  The developing Elorg situation was just enough of a worry to keep him on edge, not to mention the turmoil surrounding Lieutenant Trinn.  Little did he know that this was only the first wrinkle in the chain of command… 

Still, things had managed to stay somewhat free of stress.  The paperwork, mainly sitting on his desk in a much more technical form—padds, was generally light, and Commander Harrison was more than happy to lend a hand when it came down to it.  So Christopher wasn’t in some sort of emotional distress due to overwork.

In fact, he had even afforded himself a few moments of tranquility gazing out at the familiar starfield that had been the Starlight’s home for most of the year—the Kilka Sector.  The view wasn’t the greatest.  Several starships blocked the starlight, and stray particles from the Alteran Expanse tended to diminish the clarity of the view, but it was a view nonetheless, and one Christopher relished, obstructions or not.

Suddenly, the door chimed.

It wasn’t an uncommon event for the Captain, but for some reason, he didn’t like the sound of the chime.  The chime itself sounded the same as it always did—it was the strange feeling that crawled up and down his spine that was haunting him.  Slowly, Christopher straightened his uniform and turned to the door.  “Come in.”

The doors parted, and in accordance with Christopher’s haunting suspicions, Jayla Trinn loomed at the doors, and already he knew there would be a rocky conversation ahead—her very presence was a violation of his direct orders.  He didn’t recall giving her permission to leave her quarters.

But as the doors slid shut behind the Trill, Christopher decided to overlook the infraction for the time being.  “Lieutenant,” he said in as neutral a voice as he could muster. 

Trinn simply stood, silent, for several moments before approaching his desk.  Christopher watched carefully as her metered gait came to a halt only centimeters away.  Then, she reached for her communicator, removed it, and set it carefully in front of Christopher.

“I am resigning my commission,” she told him.  “Effective immediately.”

Christopher frowned at the communicator before transferring the gaze to Trinn.  “No,” he said after a moment.  It was a powerful ‘no,’ one that clearly resonated with Trinn.  Her glare reaffirmed itself with a fit of subdued anger, but she remained silent, allowing Christopher to continue, “You are a Starfleet officer.  You can’t go resigning your commission every time I give an order you don’t like, and it’s bound to happen every once and awhile.  You have to understand, I’m not doing it to spite you, but because you have a responsibility to that uniform, and you can’t just walk away from it because your interests are in conflict with one another.  It doesn’t work that way, Jayla, I’m sorry.”

Jayla’s lips thinned as she let out an exasperated sigh through her nostrils.  “I’m sorry, too,” she said, “but my decision has been made.  I am returning to Trill tomorrow after my appointment on Byzell II.”

At first, Christopher didn’t know what she was talking about, but as the pieces of the puzzle started to fall into place, his notions slowly changed into wishing he didn’t know what she was talking about.  But this was serious.  Christopher could afford to play dumb when there was a life hanging in the balance.

Though anger started to boil in his blood, Christopher attempted to remain calm.  “How could you even think about murdering an innocent child?  What right do you have to do this?”

Trinn did not answer.  Instead, she brought up her tried and true counter-argument.  “What right do you have to govern my personal affairs?  You have to realize that there is a point where your authority over me ends, and I am fairly certain you are well beyond that point right about now.”

The argument grew more convincing each time Christopher heard it.  And in fact, he knew that Trinn was probably right in that regard, and had the situation been different, Christopher knew he might have even backed down.  But not this time.  “It is your life, and I have overstepped my boundaries,” he conceded, “but I will not stand by and allow you to commit a murder.”

“Murder!”  The word dripped off Trinn’s lips like molasses.  It might have seemed harsh, but that was exactly what Trinn was planning.  Within seconds, her mouth opened to rebut the statement, but Christopher cut her off.

“Last month, I watched a child die senselessly.  What did he do to deserve it?  Nothing!”  Christopher drew himself nearer to his desk, closing the gap between himself and Trinn.  “Tell me,” he said bitterly, “what did your child do to deserve that same fate?”

She thought about it for only a brief moment, before uttering one heartless word, “Live.”

Christopher had no response to that.  He couldn’t possibly respond without delving deeper into the muddy situation.  But as fate would have it, he didn’t get the chance.  The doors to the ready room suddenly parted, revealing Rachael Meyer.

Christopher, confused, half-rose from his chair upon seeing the intrusion.  “Not now, Rachael,” he called out.

“It can’t wait!” she retorted.  “We’re going to get attacked!”

Peaceful afternoon!  Hah.  “How do you know this?”

Rachael shook her head.  “There’s no time.  We have to do something before it’s too late!”

There was no doubt in Christopher’s mind that Rachael was convinced of their impending doom.  He had spent quite some time with her on the Dark Star, and knew Rachael well enough to tell the difference between an innocent joke, and the real thing—and he was starting to lean toward the latter of the two.

Accordingly, Christopher rose from his chair and slowly headed for the doors, waiting for the others to follow in formation behind him, which they both did, Rachael, since she brought the entire situation up, and Trinn simply out of curiosity.  As he passed through to the bridge, Christopher immediately got the attention of the entire bridge crew.  “Mr. Bator,” he called out.  “Have our friends, the sensors, depicted anything out of the ordinary?”

The Phobian checked.  “Nothing of consequence,” he reported after a moment.

Nothing.

Christopher sighed, and started pacing in front of his command chair, drawing a rather curious gaze from Commander Harrison.  Christopher ignored Matthew for the time being, and concentrated on other things, including Meyer.  He didn’t want to dismiss Rachael just yet, but her concerns weren’t proving very fruitful at the—

The tactical station erupted with a series of sensor bleeps.  Christopher stopped dead in his tracks, and whipped around for a status report, but before he could even will the words out of his mouth, the air rippled with numerous pillars of shimmering orange light.

Orange transporter beams, to be exact, and Christopher knew exactly what that meant—they were being boarded by the Rutanians.  He lounged for his command chair and quickly pulled free the phasers behind the workstation he shared with Commander Harrison, but even as he did so, Christopher knew his efforts were too little, too late.  The Rutanians had already opened fire.

When he looked up, Christopher could see the orange-skinned intruders everywhere.  He counted at least eight of the nymphs, but their rapid movement was far too quick for him to get an accurate count—along with the fact that they were shooting at him.

Christopher ducked behind his chair and took aim upon the nearest intruder, an unsuspecting Rutanian taking aim on the officers near the science stations toward the back of the bridge.  Christopher fired, and downed the guard, only to find himself under fire a moment later.

A streak of yellow-orange light soared only a few centimeters in front of Christopher’s face.  He flinched back, and quickly snapped his head to the left, seeing the culprit, a large, gruff figure with blazing red eyes.  Christopher trained his phaser on the Rutanian, but did not fire, as the alien was kindly holding back his own fire. 

From behind, Christopher heard Jayla Trinn whisper the name “Hatrus,” to either Meyer or Harrison.  Undoubtedly, she was referring to the disgruntled entity standing before the Captain.

“Thanks to you, my vessel has been transferred to the Order of Interstellar Waste Management,” grumbled the Rutanian.  “I am a failure!”

Christopher didn’t feel it necessary to point out the fact that dealing with the Yridians usually indicated one was already a failure.  Still, the statement was an accurate one, and he wouldn’t bother to rebut it, either.  “I’m sorry,” he said wisely instead.  “What do you expect from me?”

“Your ship, of course,” said Hatrus, sounding as if it was already a done deal.  

A done deal in the Rutanian book, but not Christopher’s.  “I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Hatrus,” he said, almost meaning it, “but my ship isn’t currently on the market to be bought or sold.  I’ll let you know when it is.”

The alien’s red eyes narrowed to slits, and his nostrils flared for a brief moment as he drew his bulky weapon once more, training it upon Christopher.  “Tough luck,” he grumbled before moving his finger to the trigger position.

When suddenly, a streak of orange phaser fire struck Hatrus in the side and toppled him over.  The Rutanian crashed to the ground with a serious THUD, and his weapon skittered across the ground.  Christopher quickly placed his boot on the Rutanian’s chest, and pointed his phaser directly at the alien’s head.  “Tough luck indeed,” he mocked before increasing his phaser setting to a heavy stun, and neutralizing Hatrus.

Quickly, Christopher turned around to see several Rutanians still wreaking havoc on the crew—several of which had fallen, but knowing the Rutanians, their injuries would not be severe.  He afforded a quick glance toward the origins of the blow that neutralized Hatrus, and readily received a smile from Erin Keller.  Christopher returned the favor, and then turned back just in time to see a Rutanian closing on Meyer and Trinn.

Rachael was still dazed and confused, and did nothing to help the situation, while Trinn was tinkering with her phaser’s recalibration matrix.  But the Rutanian was behind Rachael, and Christopher didn’t have a clean shot.  He looked around for someone to take out the Rutanian, but everyone else was otherwise engaged.

Seeing that he had no other options, Christopher simply did the only thing he could think of.  “Jayla!” he called out.

It got her attention, all right.  She turned her back to the Rutanian, and before Christopher could even tell her to look out, both she and Meyer had disrupter blasts firmly entrenched in their backs.  When the finally crashed to the floor, Christopher took out the Rutanian.

They were contained for now, and upon seeing a break in the action, Christopher slinked over to the helm and tapped in a few controls.  Within moments the shields were up, and the risk of further intruders was quelled.  Once that threat was over, he locked onto Meyer, Trinn, and a few of the other fallen crew he could see, with the transporter, and sent them to sick bay.  When he looked back, the phaser fire had stopped, and every last Rutanian was on the floor.

“Report!” demanded Harrison as he crawled back into his chair.

“I’ve got three class-D Rutanian Fighters bearing 0-1-8 mark seven,” Keller reported.  “They’re all abandoned.”

Christopher swiveled around from the helm to see Drayge sitting quietly in the command chair.  “Don’t get used to it,” he told the Bolian before shifting his gaze back to Keller.  “Those must be our renegade Rutanians.  Tractor them into shuttle bay three.  We’ll return them later.”  He rose from the helm and made quick work of the trip to the turbolift doors.  “The bridge is yours, Matthew.  I’ll be in sick bay.”

By the time Christopher had arrived, Doctor Hartman already had the situation under control.  Apparently, none of the injuries were severe, which was exactly what Christopher wanted to hear.  Rachael, and a few of the others were already back on their feet, but as he looked around, Christopher noticed that Jayla Trinn was not one of them.

He scoured the sick bay with his eyes one more time before spotting her in the operating bed in the circular apse at the back of the room.  With here were Lucas, and one of Hartman’s nurses, both looking less than enthusiastic.  The look was infectious, too.  A moment later, they were joined a moment later by Rachael Meyer, who immediately took on the grim look.

“What happened to Lieutenant Trinn?”  Christopher demanded of Hartman as he approached.

The doctor sighed.  “Lieutenant Trinn lost the baby.  The neural shock associated with the Rutanian disruptor blast was too much.  It died almost instantly.”

Often times, fate puzzled Alan Christopher.  This was one of those moments.  Despite his best efforts to prevent the death of Jayla’s child, the Trill got her way, and through no fault of her own, the child was lost…  But if there was any irony to the situation at all, it was the mere fact that the clock had been ticking the entire time.  And it had just ticked away Trinn’s last possible chance to get that symbiont.  There was no way she could reach Trill in time to be joined with Kota.  Now she would have neither a child nor a symbiont…

Perhaps it was just one of those things that wasn’t meant to be.  Or maybe it was…  Did fate have something else in store for the Trill?  Only time would tell.

For his part, Christopher decided it best not to approach her.  She was in a volatile mood, and undoubtedly had no desire to speak with the Captain at the time being.  But there would come a time in the future, when Christopher knew that silence would need to be broken.  But it was definitely not now…  And so, he turned on his heel, and left.

Talyere found himself more than a little curious as to the reason for his summoning to the conference lounge.  There had been no staff meetings planned for that afternoon, nor had there been any gatherings whatsoever.  He pondered the possibilities for several moments, until he found himself at the threshold of the doorway leading to the conference lounge—and the moment he stepped inside, Talyere knew what was going on.

Assembled around the table were Christopher and Harrison, along with Admiral T’Lari, none of them looking particularly enthusiastic.  And Talyere knew exactly why—they had found out what Xi'Yor had been plotting, and it wasn’t good.  The Elorg slowly seated himself beside Christopher, and looked to the others with curiosity.  “What have you discovered?” he beckoned when their silence started to grow unbearable.

T’Lari gulped.  “As you know, I have been working on decoding those transmissions.”

“Yes,” said Talyere.

“I succeeded.”

“And… what do they want?”

She clearly didn’t want to break the news, and so T’Lari’s gaze fell to Christopher.  The Captain slowly pulled in a deep breath, and looked Talyere straight in the eye.  “They want you…”
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