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CAPTAIN’S LOG: STARDATE 73016.8:  The Starlight has retreated to Starbase 241 in order to commence a more thorough search for our infiltrator.  Until he is found, the ship has been placed under quarantine.  No unauthorized personnel are allowed to leave the ship under any circumstances.  

Meanwhile, the situation in the Alteran Expanse continues to worsen.  Since Talyere’s capture, two more Elorg Warships have emerged from subspace; more are feared to be coming, but without Talyere, we have no good way to speculate their probable course of action.

And finally, it’s been nearly a week since Lieutenant Meyer’s accident, and her condition is still unchanged.  I suspect some difficult choices are on the horizon…

Watching never seemed to help.  For almost a week, Erin Keller had been watching, and for an equal amount of time, Rachael Meyer had lain dormant on her deathbed, her condition not wavering in the slightest.  Doctor Hartman had managed to stabilize it, but even that was uncertain.  There was always a chance Rachael’s condition could worsen…she could be gone in an instant.  So Erin watched.

Sometimes she would simply sit and stare, attempting to convince herself that the body on the bio-bed was the same person she laughed with at breakfast every morning.  Other times, she would talk to Rachael, hoping her voice would stimulate some sort of a response.  It never did, but the sentiment was there.  

But most of the time, it was silence, during which Erin did a lot of thinking.  She thought about all of the friends she had seen fall in the line of duty, and recounted each of their faces, from her parents to Captain Greene.   It was a long list, and each time Erin thought about it, it seemed to get longer.

If she had been the only one on this deathwatch, Erin knew she wouldn’t have had the stamina to endure.  She would have come to a decision on Rachael’s fate long ago, and probably would have regretted it for the rest of her life.  But she wasn’t alone, and for that, Erin was thankful.

She suddenly felt a pair of hands on her shoulders.  They gently massaged her fears away, and almost brought a smile to her face.  “I guess time’s up?”

The massage stopped, and Alan Christopher came up alongside of Erin, nodding.  “You’re needed in astrometrics,” he said, turning his attention to Rachael.  “Anything?”

“Nada,” said Erin.

“We’re going to have to make a decision… soon.”

Those weren’t the words Erin wanted to hear.  She kept hoping that Rachael would magically awaken, and things would return to normal.  She hoped that, just once, her life could play out like a fairy tale and everyone would live happily ever after.  Once wasn’t a lot to ask for…   “Thirteen people,” she muttered under her breath.

“What?” asked Alan softly.

Erin blinked, not realizing her stray thoughts had manifested themselves in her voice.  “That’s the number of people close to me that have died.  At first, I just picked up the broken pieces, put them back together the best I could, and moved on with my life.  But as I look back…I keep getting older, and they don’t.  I’m beginning to resent it, Alan.”

“We all die, Erin,” he replied softly.

It was a cold reality, but one Erin had yet to accept.  She knew that, one day in the distant future, it would be her friends (the ones that remained) gathered around a bio-bed on deathwatch.  “I could be vaporized tomorrow,” she realized.

“I most certainly hope not,” said Alan.  “You’d be missed.”

Now he was just humoring her.  “By who?” she challenged.  “My parents are dead.  Aside from Brian, I don’t have too much in the way of family…”

Suddenly, Alan placed a hand on her shoulder, and met her cold gaze.  “I would miss you,” he said softly, and suddenly, her pessimism began to fade away.

The utter sincerity in his voice sent a chill down Erin’s spine that seemed to resonate in her chest.  “That’s so sweet,” she said, smiling warmly as she relinquished her seat to him.  “So I’m wanted in astrometrics?”

“Yeah.  We’re trying to identify the two new Elorg vessels, but we’re having trouble penetrating the Alteran Expanse.  Conveniently, it seems to be a bit more active than usual.  I suspect our friends, the Elorg, are up to no good.”

Erin sighed.  “As do I…”

“What is your name?”

It had been practically seven cycles, and Talyere was pleased to note that Xi’Yor had yet to get much further than the most basic of interrogation questions.  Not that Xi’Yor was a poor interrogator.  No, in fact, Talyere had sat in on countless interrogations.  Xi’Yor had proven himself a brilliant interrogator.  Only, then Xi’Yor had been questioning spies, military officers, or civilians that seemed to know too much.  They weren’t trained to counter him.

Talyere was.  “My name is Talyere Rosat,” he said.  Since Xi’Yor already knew that, he figured he would humor the Overseer.

“Rank?” demanded Xi’Yor.

“Overseer,” said Talyere bitterly.

Xi’Yor nodded, and slowly started circling the cold, metallic chair that was confining the renegade Overseer.  Talyere recognized this maneuver as one Xi’Yor performed when he believed he was about to make a breakthrough… Little did Xi’Yor know, he wasn’t.

“Where were you born?”

“On the City Ship,” said Talyere.

Xi’Yor’s circle came to a halt directly in front of Talyere.  As he lowered his face to Talyere’s level, the harsh lighting seemed to banish any definition from Xi’Yor’s face.  It was simply a white blob with two blazing orange spheres where his eyes were.  The sight almost made Talyere laugh.

Xi’Yor came within a couple of centimeters as he asked, “What do you know about the Federation’s defenses?”

From the sound of Xi’Yor’s voice, he was confident that Talyere was about to break.  The interrogation would soon be over, and Talyere’s corpse would be en route to the City Ship as a trophy.  Or so Xi’Yor hoped.  But the only answer he got was a considerable ball of saliva directed at his face.

Xi’Yor was brought aback by the startling projectile.  He wiped the drool from his face and cast it aside.  Talyere heard it hit the floor a few moments later.  He had given Xi’Yor more than he had anticipated.  No matter, the Overseer had deserved it.

Enraged, Xi’Yor retraced the steps he had taken in his retreat and without any hesitation, gave Talyere a glancing blow to the jaw with the back of his fist.  As he stepped back, Talyere could see liquid on Xi’Yor’s hand yet again—a black liquid Talyere knew was blood.  “I will allow you one last chance to provide the data I require,” he sneered before adding, “then things will turn unpleasant.”

Talyere shrugged.  “So be it.”

Chapter One

Daily staff meetings were something of a necessary evil on the Starlight.  Being a ship with so much activity, a day couldn’t go by without having at least one.  Some days, when the situation was particularly grim, two or more meetings were held; keeping the crew up to date on the situation at hand was paramount.

Meetings between the captains of the Kilka Sector Fleet however, were few and far between.  In the beginning, when the Elorg had first invaded, the smattering of ships assigned to defend the Kilka Sector changed each week.  Only the Starlight remained, since it had initiated the entire fiasco.  But as the first encounter with the Elorg drew nearer, more and more vessels became permanent fixtures.  Admiral T’Lari would brief every ship, but meetings were still relatively few.  Hence, Christopher knew that there was a matter of utmost importance to discuss when he saw the meeting with T’Lari and several other captains on his daily agenda.  

They congregated in a large conference lounge on Starbase 241, much larger than anything on the Starlight.  Christopher recognized several of his fellow captains, most notably Captains Angela Brantley and Jeremy Talbot.  Out of the entire fleet, he had been acquainted with them the longest, their relationship going back to the first encounter with the enigmatic Yelss.

There were a few others that Christopher recognized, but only by name.  They had never spoken, and he didn’t see any reason to initiate conversation now.  He wasn’t here to make friends.

The doors parted, and Admiral T’Lari entered.  She wasn’t alone.  Admiral William Grayson strolled in right behind her and took a seat with her at the head of the table.  As everyone else sat down, Christopher realized that the situation was even more important.  Grayson was a very important figure in the scheme of galactic events…

T’Lari cleared her throat.  “Good morning,” she said.  The edge in her voice was a pleasant one, an edge that she maintained as she introduced Admiral Grayson.  The Admiral, an older man, but physically fit, nodded politely, but remained silent as T’Lari continued, “It has been over a year since the Elorg emerged from their subspace realm.  Over that year, they have made it clear to the Federation that they intend to restore their Bloc to its entirety, by any means necessary.

“As you know, two more Elorg vessels have emerged from subspace in the past few hours.  They are undoubtedly the prelude to a much larger invasion force waiting in the wings, as predicted by Talyere Rosat.  While we believe that invasion is still several months away, we cannot know, and with Talyere’s incarceration, we won’t be certain until the ships start pouring through that rift.  When that time comes…God help us all.”

“We’re hoping,” interjected Grayson, “that time doesn’t come at all.”

This piqued Christopher’s interest.  He could sense the bombshell was about to be dropped.  Intently, he turned his gaze to the admirals and listened.

“This situation has gone on for long enough,” said T’Lari adamantly.  She turned to Grayson.  “We’re going to stop it.  As you can see, I’ve recalled Admiral Grayson from Starfleet Command.  His function here will be to oversee the construction of seven hundred new starships, all equipped to enter the verteron radiation zone and attack the Elorg.”

Grayson smiled, as did Christopher, and a majority of his fellow comrades-in-arms.  This was exactly the sort of thing they needed if they were to defeat the Elorg.  And it was about time.  The meager fleet they had now wouldn’t last five minutes against an invasion.

“The fleet,” said Grayson, “has been under construction for several months at our outpost in the Osian Cluster.  According to our estimates, we’ll be ready to engage the Elorg by Stardate 73450.”

“Several months before Talyere believed the bulk of the Elorg fleet would arrive,” reminded T’Lari.  “If we play our cards right, by this time next year, the Elorg threat will be neutralized.”

“It almost sounds too good to be true,” said Talbot.

T’Lari nodded.  “It won’t be easy.  Even with seven hundred starships, we are bound to take some losses.  The Elorg are that much more powerful than us…”

“It’s a risk,” said Grayson.

“But one worth taking,” Christopher added.  “I take it I’ll be coordinating everything?”

T’Lari nodded quaintly.  “We’ll discuss that once the crisis on your ship has been resolved.  But it’s still several months away.  I wouldn’t worry about it, Captain.”

He forced himself to smile.  He still wasn’t entirely certain about Angela’s affiliation.  But if she was the infiltrator, they were in for big trouble now…

The meeting went on for a while longer.  T’Lari discussed a plethora of other things, such as status of the fleet, the verteron radiation, and the Breen.  Once everything was settled, the meeting was dismissed, and everyone left.

Christopher meandered about the starbase’s myriad corridors for a few minutes before emerging into its massive colonnade, the heart of commerce and diplomacy.  It was an expansive conglomeration that reminded Christopher more of a city than a starbase.  It was a total departure from the normal Starfleet setup.

The floor was a checkered black and white marble that glistened in the delicate starlight from above.  Running down the center of the expanse were a series of massive pillars that appeared to be made of white marble or stone.  There were plenty of small nooks and crannies to sit in there, most of which were decorated with some sort of flora or fauna.  Lining both sides of the expansive corridor were a series of shops, more than Christopher had ever seen.  It was an incredible sight, to say the least.

He took a few awe-inspired steps into the colonnade, and was immediately approached by a familiar voice: Captain Jeremy Talbot’s.  “It’s been awhile,” said Christopher, greeting his fellow Captain.

“It has,” he agreed.  “I guess there haven’t been enough crises…”

“Don’t say that,” chuckled Christopher.  “We’ve had more than our fair share, I think.”

“And apparently, you’re in the midst of one right now,” he said, referring to the “crisis” T’Lari had mentioned during the meeting.

Aside from Brantley and Christopher, no other Starfleet Captains had any idea what had transpired on Corinth VII last year to bring about the current situation at hand.  He decided it was best to keep it that way.  “I wish I could discuss this situation with you, Jeremy… but I can’t.”

“I understand.”  He didn’t, but it was a valiant effort.

“Suffice it to say, there is a rift forming amongst my dear people.  There is turbulence in the chain of command.  I can feel it…  Fingers have been pointed, decisions have been made, feelings have been hurt…and it’s not over yet…”

Talbot sighed.  “It sounds to me like you have a problem.”

“Just a little one,” Christopher mused.  “I just hope this little bout of turbulence doesn’t end like the last one I had to endure.”

“Mutiny,” Talbot recounted from Christopher’s service record.  The crew of his first command, the U.S.S. Discovery, had overthrown him for wanting to explore the subspace rift against orders.  A second mutiny would undoubtedly tarnish Christopher’s already colorful service record even more.  “Then let’s hope for the best,” said Talbot cheerfully.

Losing a patient was probably the most unpleasant part about being a doctor, and over the years Sarah Hartman had lost her fair share.  She did her best not to take the losses personally, but sometimes, when the deaths started to mount, she would feel herself falter.  It was a feeling she absolutely hated, a feeling she tried to discard with due haste, otherwise she’d risk losing her objectivity.

But today was not the day for haste.  Of all the patients Hartman had lost, none had struck closer to home than this.  Rachael Meyer had been a friend, and though she wasn’t dead, there wasn’t anything Hartman could do to restore her.  In spite of all of the advances in medical science, all of the technology… Meyer was destined to live out the rest of her miserable days as vegetable.

Her longevity was in question, as well.  For the time being, Meyer’s condition was stable…but Hartman knew that could change at any moment.  Rachael could be dead within five minutes…or five years.  She knew the moral course of action was euthanasia…it was just a matter of when, and that decision was not up to her.

Hence, Hartman tried to carry on as usual, performing her daily review of the world of science.  She liked to keep up to date on the scientific world in general, but tended to keep her readings narrowed to topics relevant to medicine, especially after her curiosity had led to the Prime Directive incident at Corinth VII.  After that, she had vowed never to adopt another pet project but rationalized that there was no harm in looking.

Today’s list appeared to contain nothing of consequence.  The surface of Mintaka III was being charted using new orbital surveillance technology.   Cormaline deposits had been found the Omicron Zeta System…and an entire slew of other topics, none of which Hartman found particularly interesting…until her eyes fell upon an article published by the revered Doctor Bentic on Vulcan, Theorem on Cortical Regeneration.

Immediately, Hartman opened the file, not enthusiastic that it would be anything more than a few formulas on how the brain operated.  The chances of this being the magical file Hartman was looking for were so low…

But her jaw dropped the moment she saw Bentic’s ideas.  Yes, there were formulas; more than Hartman had expected.  But there was more—field studies, trial runs… Bentic had not only reversed cortical damage, he had healed it to a pristine state.  Hartman delved into the document, thinking that it was nothing short of pure brilliance.  She even considered Rachael having a chance of living.

But of course, there was one tiny fly in the ointment.  Bentic was a Vulcan, as were all of his patients.  The Vulcan mind was very dissimilar from most other species, and given the complexity of Bentic’s formulas, adapting them to work on a Marian was practically impossible.  But then again, there were no other alternatives.

When he captured Talyere, Xi’Yor had known that the subsequent interrogation would be a challenging one.  Because Talyere had been an Overseer, he had been trained to resist in the interrogation room.  Because he had been trained by Xi’Yor and prepared to be a member of the Conclave, Talyere had been trained better.  No traditional methods would be effective on him.

Still, Xi’Yor had tried just to test Talyere.  Sure enough, the results were not favorable.  Talyere provided little in the way of answers, and carried out countless acts of defiance, the most recent of which Xi’Yor had found most distasteful.

Xi’Yor clenched his jaw.  “Talyere is an insolent fool,” he proclaimed to Nafar, who was standing quietly at the Overseer’s desk.

Nafar nodded.  “Indeed.  He may prove to be a considerable hindrance to our plans.”

Xi’Yor only nodded.  Talyere had undoubtedly provided the Federation classified data on the Elorg, the extent of which was unknown, but definitely enough to show their weaknesses.  “If he didn’t possess tactical information on the Federation, he would be dead by now,” grumbled Xi’Yor.  

He envisioned the moment when he wrapped his hands around Talyere’s neck and squeezed the very life out of the insignificant collaborator.  The very thought brought a chill to Xi’Yor’s spine, and a smile to his face.  He was almost tempted to forget the interrogation, and proceed directly to the termination…but reality set in.

Nafar quietly cleared his throat.  “We have enough vessels to bolster our defense perimeter.”  He set a PADD down before Xi’Yor.

The Overseer grabbed it, and looked at the new proposed formation.  It was a very sound plan, a cautious one that expanded Elorg territory to just beyond the edge of the Alteran Expanse.  “No,” said Xi’Yor, clearly not putting much thought into the decision.  “We shall continue to hold position near the rift until we are certain the Federation does not pose a threat.”

Nafar frowned.  “There are adequate defenses in place around the rift,” he countered, pointing on the PADD at the four vessels designated to guard it.

“The Federation has already exploited our weaknesses once,” snapped Xi’Yor, recalling the disastrous incident with the keryon nodes.  “If they are able to find another weakness, four vessels may not be enough for defense.  As long as we remain near the rift we are protected by the verteron radiation; we are virtually invulnerable against any attack.  Still, I shall keep your plan under consideration.”

Nafar nodded politely.  Xi’Yor knew he was disgruntled, but the Underling knew that if he were to speak up, termination would soon follow; hence the polite nod.

Growing tired of this banter, Xi’Yor quickly brought the conversation back to its original focus, Talyere.  “When is my next interrogation session with Talyere?” he demanded.

“In seven cycles,” said Nafar.

The better part of a day was still before Xi’Yor.  He briefly considered going early, but decided against that as he realized that Talyere’s foul mood from earlier would still be in tact.  Seven cycles it would be.  Seven long cycles.

Of course, Xi’Yor had plenty of other activities to oversee in the interim, the most pressing being the espionage and intelligence front.  “Have you contacted the Cortisan Enclave?” he asked, referring to the Elorg intelligence department.

Nafar nodded.  “Yes.”  He paused, and took a small step away from the Overseer’s desk.  “One of our operatives has been captured by the Federation.  Another is near capture.”

Xi’Yor knew that the Federation would eventually find out about the Enclave.  It was inevitable, given the extent of the Bloc’s covert intelligence operations.  But they needed to know about the Federation, and first hand was the best way.  “Which operatives?” he demanded.

Nafar slowly reclaimed the PADD he had set on Xi’Yor’s desk earlier and tapped away at the controls.  “Operatives Pah’neth and Ta’leen.”

Xi’Yor recognized both names.  Pah’neth was a capable operative, who was assigned to exterminate Admiral Lantree and gather further information on the elusive U.S.S. Quasar.  Xi’Yor considered it to be of high priority, and this failure was totally unacceptable.  The other operative, Ta’leen, he was not so familiar with.  Xi’Yor had looked over his service record, but had never contacted him.  Still, his mission was an important one, the infiltration of the Starlight.  And now that, too, appeared to be resulting in failure.  “Pedantic fools,” Xi’Yor grumbled.  “To what extent has the Starlight operation has been compromised?”

Again, Nafar looked to the PADD.  “Nominal, Overseer.  Not only has Ta’leen been able to gather the required data, his presence seems to have had an unexpected effect.”

This piqued Xi’Yor’s interest.  “Proceed.”

“His reports indicate a division forming in the crew.  His implication of their executive officer has elicited paranoia and distrust; Captain Christopher is losing favor.  Regardless of the outcome, Ta’leen will have succeeded in neutralizing the Starlight’s unity.  With them no longer working in unison…”

Xi’Yor immediately picked up on his subordinate’s evil thinking.  “Bolstering our defense perimeter may be a wise course of action after all…”

Chapter Two

As Alan Christopher walked briskly through the Starlight’s corridors alongside Angela Brantley, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was not right.  It was a haunting, inexorable voice that seemed to linger in the back of his mind.

They were on their way to the brig to release Commander Harrison.  Without any conclusive evidence against him, the Commander’s continued incarceration would have been an infraction of the law.  Earlier, Christopher would have been relieved to hear this, but now, the only true suspect they had was being declared free…a part of him—a very small part—almost didn’t want to release him.

But they had to.

In tandem, the duo entered the brig.  Christopher nodded at the armed guards in the facility, and proceeded directly to the cell in the back.  Harrison was sitting lazily on the bench, simply staring at Christopher with a blank gaze.  “Captain,” said the Commander unenthusiastically.  Christopher even detected a trace of bitterness in his voice.

Christopher tried to ignore it, but couldn’t.  Hence, his subsequent smile was brought on by force.  “Commander,” he acknowledged, almost unable to believe his formality.  

“We have good news, Commander,” Brantley interjected.  “You’re being released.”

Harrison smiled weakly.  “It’s about time,” he said.  “Perhaps you will find the real infiltrator now.”

“I still haven’t discounted you,” said Brantley.

Harrison frowned and looked to Christopher for some sort of defense.  Christopher started to open his mouth but suddenly realized he agreed with Brantley.  They had no reason to not suspect Harrison.  So, Christopher simply took his open mouth as an opportunity to pull in a lungful of air—and maintain his silence.

Brantley turned to the Lieutenant at the controls.  “Lower the forcefield.”

He nodded, and moments later, the forcefield zapped out of existence.  Slowly, Harrison brought himself to his feet and approached the threshold between freedom and imprisonment, glaring at his superiors all the way. 

“I suggest Commander Keller retain her position as executive officer until we have found the infiltrator,” said Brantley to Christopher, completely oblivious to the approaching Harrison.

Had Harrison been even a smidgen more pleasant, Christopher would have refuted the suggestion.  But the unusual contempt in the Commander’s eye was enough to convince Christopher that Brantley’s suggestion was valid.  “Agreed,” he murmured.

He didn’t even have to look to know that Harrison was upset by the maneuver.  Christopher had noticed that, in recent months, there had been some distance forming between the two of them.  Yes, they would chat before the morning meeting and visit the holodeck, but Harrison no longer blindly followed orders, and on some occasions, even attempted to challenge them.  The rift had been forming for months, and now it was wide open.  Whatever good relations the two of them had had, had just gone out the window.

For his part, Harrison had no reaction to the decision.  Without uttering a single word, he stepped out of the cell and marched out of the brig, presumably to his quarters where he belonged.

Christopher watched, in silence, and let him go.  Indeed, this was a dark day…

The turnaround with Commander Harrison wasn’t the only one Christopher had experienced over the last year. He had experienced another, equally drastic change in his relationship with Erin Keller—and totally opposite.  While Harrison had started out blindly following orders, Keller challenged Christopher at every opportunity.  But while his affiliation with Harrison had wavered, Christopher duly noted that his relationship with Keller was in full bloom.

And now, as Christopher entered sickbay, he realized that it had come full circle.  Harrison was now his greatest nemesis, and Keller was his most valued ally.  It was an odd twist of fate, really, and definitely not one Christopher had anticipated.  But fate often dealt out such odd turns of events, and like always, Christopher would adapt.

As he entered sickbay, he was suddenly reminded of another odd twist of fate: the situation involving Rachael Meyer.  He approached Keller, affording her a quick glance before turning his attention to Rachael.  Her complexion was almost back to normal, but that was about it.  Her body was as motionless as it had been for the past week.

“Erin,” he said softly, “we’re going to have to do something soon.”

She nodded.  “One more day.”

Christopher smiled.  She had said that yesterday…and the day before…and would undoubtedly say it again tomorrow.  And for some reason, Christopher allowed her to get away with it.  Perhaps it was because like Erin, he didn’t want to let go of Rachael…or maybe it was something else.  But…they would wait one more day to find out.

Christopher grabbed a stool from the station in the corner and set it beside Erin’s.  “These walls are starting to drive me insane,” he mused as he sat.

“Maybe if we had a window, it wouldn’t be so bad,” Erin quipped.  She sighed, and a brief silence followed.  “You know, Alan, I’ve been thinking about Talyere.”

Christopher nodded.  So had he.  With Talyere gone, the upper hand was slowly being turned to favor the Elorg, and that was an idea Christopher wasn’t very fond of at all.  “Enlighten me,” he beckoned.

She shifted on her stool, and turned to face him.  “Instead of sitting here chasing shadows, we should be trying to rescue him.  I’ve taken the liberty to create a few plans…”

Alan nodded.  “You’re right,” he conceded.  “But as long as good old Angela is on the prowl, we won’t be going anywhere.  She is convinced there is a spy on this ship, and she won’t rest until she finds one.  This is starting to feel like a good old fashioned witch hunt.”

Erin bit her lip, and drew herself nearer to Alan, whispering,  “What about her?  Have you had time to investigate her actions?”

He nodded.  “Yeah.  And all roads lead to nowhere.  If she is a spy, she is a very, very good one.  Starfleet Intelligence could learn a thing or two from her…”

“Well I have a very, very bad feeling about her,” said Erin under her breath.  “She’s been over every nanometer of the hull with a fine-toothed comb, and the only weed she’s been able to find is Harrison?”

The disgust in Erin’s voice was clear.  She wasn’t very fond of the Commander, and vice-versa.  Normally, Christopher would attempt to defend him, but given his contemptible behavior earlier, he almost shared Erin’s feelings.  The Commander was upset about being incarcerated—Christopher could understand that—but Harrison didn’t seem to realize that he was the only suspect.  What were they supposed to do?

“I’ll keep an eye on Angela,” he assured Erin.  His lips moved to continue speaking, but when Alan sensed someone nearby, he halted, and looked.  It was Doctor Hartman, looming just a few meters away, drawing nearer.  “Sarah,” Alan acknowledged politely.

She nodded, and stopped her approach upon reaching Rachael’s bio-bed.  “I think I might have found something,” she said, handing a PADD to Christopher.  He took the PADD and started to look over it as the Doctor continued, “I was looking through the database this morning for another pet project to take under my wing.  Most of my choices were garbage, as usual, but this,”—she referenced to the PADD—“was the gem I’ve been waiting for.”

Had Alan not read the few lines of data that he had, he would have protested the Doctor’s uncanny time to start looking for another pet project.  But to his relief, this one appeared to be relevant to the situation at hand.  “Doctor Bentic and his slew of …stimulating theories…” His eyes roamed the PADD a moment longer, readily noting the dark side to this, “Theories that have never been tested on non-Vulcans out of fear they would fail miserably.  And it would seem Bentic’s work isn’t sanctioned by the Federation because it is too dangerous.”

Sarah frowned, and plucked the PADD from Alan’s grasp.  “I’m aware of those facts,” she snapped.  “But if I may speak freely…”

Christopher nodded.

“Rachael is screwed in the first place.  She can either spend the rest of her life as a vegetable with no hope of coming out of it, or you two can pull the plug on her right now.  Either way, she doesn’t have much to look forward to.  At least with Bentic’s procedure, she has a chance.  And if it fails, we knew all the roads led there in the first place.  It’s not like this is a life-and-death situation.  It’s all death!” 

“You don’t sound very optimistic,” Erin said softly.

“Because I’m not,” admitted Hartman.  “But I am tired of waiting.  We have an opportunity here, and I say we take it.”

Alan’s first instinct was to deny Hartman’s experiment.  He didn’t want to take any chances.  But before he could speak his mind, Erin beat him to it.

“Sarah is right.”

“Erin,” Christopher protested, but again, he wasn’t able to speak his mind.  Though this time, his words weren’t hindered by voices.  It was the shrill bleeping of the monitors above Rachael’s bio-bed.  Something was wrong.

Christopher backed away from the bio-bed as Hartman threw the PADD to the floor and sprung to Meyer’s side.  Even before Hartman made her diagnosis, Christopher knew it was bad.  He could see Meyer convulsing.  Drool trickled down her cheeks, and her eyelids flew open, giving Christopher just enough time to see her eyes rolling back into her head.

“She’s going into hypertensive shock!”  Hartman shouted.  “Get me 100 cc’s of lectrazine!  Now!”

Erin nodded, and ran to the island in the middle of the facility, sifting through a plethora of hyposprays until she returned with the one Hartman had indicated.  She placed it in Hartman’s hand, who in turn injected the medication into Meyer’s neck.

The convulsing grew worse, and Christopher heard several more shrill bleeps fill the air, one of them emanating from the station beside him.  “Her renal organs are failing,” he gleaned from the panel.  The preferred treatment for such ailments was lectrazine…and since that was just what Hartman administered, Christopher didn’t know what to do.

“Damn!” Hartman cursed.  She made her way to the head of the bio-bed and inspected Meyer up close with a medical tricorder.  Not surprisingly, it emitted a constant barrage of high-pitched squeals indicative of bad news.

“Is there anything I can do?” Erin asked.

Hartman ignored the question for several moments, choosing instead to keep her attention on the tricorder.  She cursed under her breath several times before finally responding, “Cortical stimulators!”

Quickly, Erin slapped two square-shaped devices on Meyer’s temples and retreated to an auxiliary station nearby, awaiting further instruction. 

Hartman nodded, and summarily gazed over her data before reaching a decision.  “Four second burst, fifty isograms!”

Erin nodded, and hastily tapped away at the controls.  Within moments, Meyer’s lifeless body came to life with a considerable upward jolt.  For a moment, Christopher thought she had snapped out of it, but when the four-second burst ended, Meyer was back on the table.

“Again!”

Christopher closed his eyes this time, not wanting to watch Rachael go through that yet again.  And they had to have been the longest four seconds he had ever lived through.  In an instant, he could see every last encounter he had with Rachael flash before his eyes, from their happenstance meeting on the Discovery, to the military tribunal on Earth, and their final lunch together in the mess hall just hours prior to the accident.  Rachael Meyer was a unique presence in Christopher’s life.  And not one he was willing to let go of so easily.  

So when the four seconds finally ended, Christopher’s eyes were driven open not by fear, but by determination to save his friend.  And as fate would have it, she would get that chance.

“She’s stabilized for now,” said Hartman.  “But not for long…”

“How long?”

“Days… hours.  It won’t be long now.  But time is running out…”

Over the course of the past several days, Admiral T’Lari had received countless messages.  Many were from Starfleet Command; others were from the fleet in the Kilka Sector.  Most of the other messages were from either the Rutanians or some other alien government nearby.  All but one…

It was a simple message, heavily encrypted, sent from an unknown location, scribed by an unknown source—but T’Lari found it to be the most intriguing message she had seen in days, simply reading, “Watch out for Brantley.”

At first, the Admiral was skeptical.  Captain Brantley was an exemplary officer, and her work thus far on the Starlight had been… 

The Starlight… 

It wasn’t even Brantley’s ship, yet she was obsessed with finding the infiltrator on it.  T’Lari wanted to assume it was simply a sign of loyalty to the Federation, and that line of thought might have succeeded if she hadn’t received that message.  Deciding to play it safe, T’Lari called for a meeting with Brantley to discuss the situation, and assess everything for herself.

And now, in the conference lounge on Starbase 241, T’Lari and Grayson were congregated with Brantley, poised and ready to attack, should the need arise.

“Commander Harrison is still our only suspect,” said Brantley.  “Everyone else on the Starlight is clean.  The problem is, we don’t have enough evidence to hold him.”

T’Lari nodded.  “Did you attempt to disrupt his particle synthesis field?  That method proved most successful in exposing Admiral Lantree’s replacement.”

Brantley nodded.  “We tried, but the Elorg might have adapted.  They’re a very adept species.”

T’Lari licked her lips.  “They are,” she agreed, begrudgingly.  They weren’t that adept.  “Your search methods thus far have been very direct.  Have you considered a more passive, indirect alternative?”

Brantley took the words under consideration, and for several moments, T’Lari was certain the Captain would object, saying it wasn’t a good idea.  But eventually, Brantley relented, saying, “At this point, I’ll try anything.”

T’Lari nodded.  “Meet with Captain Talbot to discuss a plan.”

“Talbot?” Brantley frowned.

Again, T’Lari nodded.  “I have other plans for Captain Christopher…”

Main Engineering wasn’t exactly the hub of all activity on the Starlight at the moment.  And it wouldn’t be as long as the ship was under quarantine at Starbase 241.  But still, someone had to man the stations, and Lucas Tompkins, having nothing better to do, decided it might as well be him.

He had arrived hoping to have a quiet afternoon to himself.  He envisioned getting the ship back in perfect working order, similar to the pristine condition it was in when the Starlight left Antares Fleet Yards more than three years ago.  For a few hours, it seemed to Tompkins that his wish would come true.  Six people had visited engineering during his stay; of the six, only three of them bothered to stay, one of them being Jayla Trinn.

But when the doors parted for the seventh time, Lucas knew his luck had run out.  Without even looking, he knew Kendall Johnson was coming.  Though he considered Kendall to be his best friend, Lucas also considered him to be slightly annoying, and not very conducive for work.  And sure enough…

“Hello, Lucas.”

“Kendall,” he acknowledged.  “What brings you down here?”

“Nothing.  I just thought I’d see what you were doing.”

Lucas sighed, and deactivated the computer station he was situated at, turning to face Johnson.  “I was realigning the secondary EPS manifold.  It didn’t need it, though.”

“I didn’t think so,” said Johnson, sitting down at the workstation beside Lucas.

Then, there was silence.  A rarity when it came to Kendall.  He almost always had something to say, albeit most of the time, utterly pointless… but ever since Commander Keller shattered his every last dream of them being together, Lucas noticed these strange silences filtering into their conversations.  This was probably the time Kendall would have devoted to Erin in their conversation, but since he had nothing to talk about…

Kendall shifted uncomfortably in his chair as Ensign Miller entered Engineering.  She gave him a long, curious gaze before wandering off to her station in the aft section.  “I don’t like what’s developing on this ship,” he whispered to Lucas.

“What?”

“I don’t know,” said Kendall indecisively.  “I guess everyone is on edge.  You don’t know who to trust, who not to trust.  Who to eject into space…”

“You trust yourself,” said Lucas.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Johnson admitted.  “But what if you don’t trust yourself?”

Lucas raised an eyebrow, sensing Kendall was about to go off on some strange tangent.  “Do you think you’re a spy?  Have you been transmitting any messages to the Elorg?”

“No,” said Johnson defiantly.  “Just forget it, okay.”

“Done,” said Lucas amidst a sigh of relief—relief that lasted only a few short seconds before yet another source of mire came his way, Jayla Trinn.

“I just heard that Commander Harrison has been in the brig for the past few days,” said Jayla softly.  Since she wasn’t a part of the senior staff, she wasn’t alerted to the infiltrator situation.  Lucas knew it was best to keep it that way.

“He has,” Lucas confirmed.

“Why?”

“I can’t tell you.”

Jayla produced a faint smile.  “It’s the Captain and Commander Keller, isn’t it?  They’re trying to get rid of him, aren’t they?”

“That’s absurd,” Lucas shot back.  “Nobody is going anywhere.”

Trinn nodded, and looked at the inactive warp core.  “I’m guessing you can’t tell me about that, either?”

He nodded.  “Right.”

Clearly, Trinn wasn’t satisfied with the answer, but she didn’t pursue her line of questioning any further.  She just raised a weary eyebrow, and walked away, leading Lucas to conclude, “Like I said…trust yourself.”

Chapter Three

As the days blurred into mysterious, random intervals, Talyere found himself growing quite fond of the darkness that surrounded him in his interrogation cell.  At first, when the harsh overhead lights were inactive, Talyere found the darkness most unsettling, always wondering if he was alone…or if something else was with him.

There were undoubtedly a few corpses in the dark corners of the room, prisoners so stupid or unworthy even for Underling interrogation.  But aside from that, Talyere decided that he was either alone or that his unseen companion was very stealthy.

Going on the assumption that he was indeed alone, Talyere found himself growing fond of the darkness.  He could sit and meditate without disruption for extreme durations, the only problem being the restraints attached to his wrists and ankles, and the fact that his beloved Tome of Na’zar was rather absent.

He would contemplate his future—death, most likely.  And after accepting that, Talyere would move on to consider what would become of the Federation and the Bloc.  He liked to hope his friends in the Federation would endure, but somehow, his meditations tended to depict the Bloc prevailing.  Perhaps Xi’Yor was right after all—Elorg nationalism could never die…

But the darkness always ended.

A sliver of light pierced the darkness, and slowly expanded to reveal a shadowy figure standing at the threshold to the interrogation chamber—Xi’Yor.  “Good morning, Talyere,” he said evenly.

“I thought it was evening,” Talyere replied softly.  It was, evening, after all.

But Xi’Yor only chuckled.  “The time of day is irrelevant.  I say it is morning.  So it is.”

“But of course,” Talyere sneered.  He knew it was evening.  His every last gut instinct was screaming that Xi’Yor was making another attempt at trickery…

The overhead light suddenly activated, and Talyere immediately felt its excessive heat filtering down as Xi’Yor approached.  “This is not an interrogation session, Talyere,” he said.  “I just want to speak with you—this is simply a pleasant conversation between two civilized Overseers.”

Trickery indeed.  “I would rather not speak,” said Talyere.

Xi’Yor nodded, pacing back-and-forth in front of Talyere’s chair.  “Then listen.  The inclination to speak may arrive before long… I have news.”

Talyere blinked.  “Of what?”

Xi’Yor stopped his pacing action directly in front of Talyere, and fixed his blazing orange eyes with his prisoner’s.  “The Federation is not coming to rescue you.  Twelve additional warships emerged from the rift last week.  Using them to bolster our line of defense, we launched a preemptive strike against the Federation.  Regrettably, the Starlight was destroyed in the battle.  All hands were lost.   The Federation has retreated to Starbase 241 to regroup.”  He paused.  “We don’t intend to let them.”

The utter sincerity in Xi’Yor’s voice generated more than a little concern.  He didn’t think there were twelve additional warships anywhere near the rift in the first place… How long had he been here?  Was it really evening?  Or morning?  Or was it a trick?

Xi’Yor stepped closer, whispering, “We could prevent further loss of life if you tell me more about the Federation’s defenses.  There are forty-five thousand people on Starbase 241…  Do you want that many dead on your conscience?”

Talyere did not…and Xi’Yor’s continued sincerity didn’t help the situation.  “It would be unwise of you to attack the installation.  Even with twelve warships, you would take heavy losses.”

“How heavy?”

“Very,” said Talyere.  “The starbase is armed with keryon beams, hadron torpedoes, pulse canons and polaron beams.”

Xi’Yor frowned.  “I am not familiar with some of those technologies.  Tell me more…”

Talyere would have liked to, but since the ones Xi’Yor wanted to know about were figments of Talyere’s imagination, he would have some difficulty explaining.  “Hadron torpedoes are transdimensional spheres of quantum energy harnessed through a Bussard-based manifold.  They are powered by gerbil wheels, and require litter changing at least once a week.”

Xi’Yor’s vibrant orange eyes narrowed to slits and he drew nearer to Talyere.  “You know nothing of hadron torpedoes, do you?  I suspect the facility in question does not even possess such armaments.”

“And I suspect that this is more than a pleasant conversation between two civilized Overseers,” retorted Talyere.  “In fact, the objective observer may mistake this as an interrogation.  Your lies and deception are not very effective on me, Xi’Yor.”

Xi’Yor arched his back in a curious manor, glaring at Talyere.  Perhaps he was attempting to look threatening.  “They are not,” he conceded, slowly retreating into the darkness.  “Have a pleasant night.”

“…Additionally, fifty-four percent of the subjects who underwent the procedure perished because of unforeseen side affects.  The remaining forty-six percent survived, though most of them suffered a myriad of neural defects.”  

The voice was that of the Vulcan Doctor Bentic on the view screen in Hartman’s office.  His constant monotone droning would have put Christopher to sleep under normal circumstances, but given the nature of the situation, Christopher forced his eyelids open as he and Erin reviewed the Doctor’s extensive notes.

After the incident in sickbay, Erin stayed behind to review some of the data with Doctor Hartman while Christopher sent a message to Admiral T’Lari.  Clearly, the data wasn’t the most exciting stuff in the world, but Erin insisted on reviewing it again in Alan’s presence—and he was grateful, because Bentic was about the most monotonous person he had ever seen.

“The observed side affects included Irumodic Syndrome, Bendii Syndrome, and Ventaran Complex,” continued to longwinded Vulcan.

Releasing a tired sigh, Keller slowly turned to Christopher.  “I don’t think we should do it.  Irumodic Syndrome is fatal to Marians, and they’ve also been known to contract a variation of Bendii Syndrome,” she said softly.

Alan shook his head in disagreement.  “Erin, no matter what we do, there is going to be some sort of dreadful risk.  Besides, if we don’t do this, Rachael will either die, or be a vegetable.  And like someone once said, ‘you can’t teach an old vegetable new tricks.’”

“You’re crazy,” Erin said amidst a sheepish giggle.  “No one ever said that.”

“You’re right,” Christopher confirmed with a completely straight face.  “I just made it up.  Nevertheless, the analogy works.”

“I don’t know,” said Erin with exasperation.

“Look at it this way,” said Alan quietly.  “You’ve gotten to know Rachael quite well over the past few months, right?”

“Yeah.”

“What would she do?”

For the first time, Erin stopped and considered the situation from Rachael’s point of view.  She was dying.  Without the procedure, she had no hope of survival…but at least with it, there was a small glimmer of hope.  “You’re right,” she admitted reluctantly.  “Rachael would authorize the procedure in an instant if she were conscious to do it...”

“It’s one of the universal constants,” said Christopher.

“What?”

“I’m always right.”

“Oh, yeah,” she replied sarcastically.  “How could I have forgotten?”

Alan smiled, and patted Erin on the shoulder.  “Let’s go tell Sarah about our decision.  For once, she might be pleased with something…”

On the surface, Jeremy Talbot’s meeting with Angela Brantley looked just like any other strategic planning session.  They would discuss several ways to try and lure in the Elorg infiltrator, just as they would have in any other session.  Only there was one minor difference—Talbot already knew the outcome.

Prior to the meeting, Admiral T’Lari had sent him a transmission, telling him of their course of action.  Apparently, their earlier meeting instilled more than a few suspicions in T’Lari’s mind.  Though Talbot was still unsure of Brantley’s affiliations, he would follow the Admiral’s orders to the best of his ability.

The meeting was in the Alexander’s conference lounge, a place of Brantley’s choosing.  It seemed inconsequential, Talbot agreed, and now he sat face to face with Brantley.

“Any ideas?” he asked.

She shrugged.  “I’ve been tossing around a few here and there, but nothing concrete.  All of this spy business is turning my mind into clay.”

“Perfectly understandable,” replied Talbot.  In fact, he was glad she wasn’t going to spew off ten different ideas.  It would make it easier for her to accept his.  “I have been thinking about it.  I think planting some sort of false data into the computer…something of interest to the Elorg…would be a good start.”

Brantley raised an eyebrow.  “Like what?”

“Oh, I don’t know…something they’d be interested in, but not something important enough to require heavy authorization.”

Talbot saw a faint light turn on in Brantley’s head.  “False data can be traced back as being false,” she said.  “What if we declassified a miniscule amount of data regarding photon torpedoes, or some other obsolete system?”

Forcing a smile on his face, Talbot attempted make himself look interested—but he knew that with each second that passed, Brantley would steer the conversation away from Talbot’s intended course of action.  Quickly, before Brantley could continue, he interjected, “I think it would be safer if we made something up.  What if we… have scientists discover turbonium dichromate on Ka’Tula I?” 

Turbonium dichromate was a metallic alloy the Elorg used in the construction of their ships.  It was sparse in the Federation, and virtually nonexistent in subspace.  The Elorg were desperate to find it.  Any spy would probably be more interested in that, rather than some obsolete tactical information.  Brantley would have a very tough time talking her way into a different strategy.

Clearly, though, she tried.  She pondered for several moments, brooding over Talbot’s suggestion.  It was good.  “I can’t think of anything better,” she said after a moment.

And Talbot smiled…. Victory had come his way.

As Xi’Yor sat down to his evening meal, he couldn’t help but deem his most recent session with Talyere a success.  It was true; he hadn’t received any valuable information from the Overseer.  In fact, Xi’Yor wasn’t sure that any of the information Talyere revealed was fact, or just plain nonsense.  That part of their sessions was still lagging.

Xi’Yor was more pleased with his indoctrination of Talyere.  Though the renegade Overseer hadn’t succumbed to Xi’Yor’s coercive words, he had started to waver, at least.  Was it day or night?  Had the Federation fleet been destroyed?  Did 45,000 lives hang in the balance?  Talyere would be pondering these questions for countless cycles to come.  And slowly, Xi’Yor would be able to get the information he needed.

It would be a very long, arduous task, but Xi’Yor would endure, as long as it took, for he knew that at the end, his efforts would coalesce into his master plan.  Talyere would be dead, and Xi’Yor would be on his way up the chain of command.

Xi’Yor smiled.  It almost seemed too perfect.

The door chimed.

Slowly, Xi’Yor set aside his meal and turned his attention to the doors.  “Enter,” he beckoned, watching the doors part to reveal Underling Nafar.

Nafar was an exemplary officer.  Xi’Yor knew that if the Underling continued to display this excellence, along with undivided loyalty to the Bloc, Nafar would have a very good chance of being promoted to Administrator—perhaps Overseer.  But for now, Nafar was simply Xi’Yor’s lowly aide—but he looked troubled.  “What is it?” asked the Overseer.

“I have news from Administrator Cree’dan,” said Nafar as he entered the chamber.

Cree’dan was one of Xi’Yor’s greatest allies.  He had helped the Administrator reach that illustrious position, and was currently plotting to help him attain Overseer status.  News from Cree’dan was almost always important.  “Speak, Nafar.  What news does Cree’dan have?”

Nafar pulled in a deep breath.  “The Cerebrate has ordered the City Ship to join the fleet.  When they arrive later this year, she will be venturing to the Inkhezi to preside over Talyere’s interrogation.  She will expect him to be fully purged of Federation ideals.”

As long as they had communicated via subspace relays, Xi’Yor had been able to keep Z’danorax pleased with his progress simply by exaggerating the true extent of their efforts.  If three Federation starships had been destroyed, Xi’Yor would report five to the Cerebrate.  If one light year of territory had been reclaimed, Xi’Yor would report two.  And of course, progress with Talyere was greatly magnified.

He had no qualms about his actions because he assumed that, in the end, it would all balance out by the time the Cerebrate arrived.  Of course, Xi’Yor hadn’t expected Z’danorax to make her pilgrimage back to the Beta Quadrant so soon.  “Are you certain?”

Nafar nodded.  “The message came directly from Administrator Cree’dan.  I have already confirmed its authenticity.”

Xi’Yor clenched his jaw.  “When Z’danorax arrives, she will discover my treachery and quash and chance of my rise to power—if she does not have me terminated.  This does not fare well, Nafar.”

“It does not,” replied the Underling in as neutral a voice as possible.  “And it is unlikely that our forces will be able to duplicate the success you have reported to the Cerebrate without extreme losses.”

Xi’Yor shuddered as he felt his fast track to the top of the hierarchy hit the wall.  “My plans are not dead,” he said evenly.  “I will simply need to employ drastic measures on more than just Talyere.”

Chapter Four

Experiments were just that—experimental.  One could never know what was going to happen with great certainty.  There were so many variables to take into consideration—and an equal number of things that could go wrong.  Most of the time, Sarah Hartman had no problem with these variables.  If something went wrong, she would simply change them, and try again.

Not this time.

She would only have one chance to save Rachael Meyer’s life.  The variables would have to be just perfect the first time, or not at all.  Hence, Hartman decided to consult the revered Doctor Bentic to get his opinion of the procedure.

He was old, even by Vulcan standards.  Hartman guessed he was near 200 years old—but if he was tired, Bentic didn’t show it in the slightest.

“A Marian?” he said evenly.  “The procedure has not provided acceptable results on Vulcan patients.  Logic would dictate that failure is certain if the techniques are applied to a non-Vulcan.  I suggest you reconsider your decision.”

 Now Hartman knew why she wasn’t very fond of Vulcans.  Logic dictated everything.  “The decision has been made, Doctor.  I don’t want your damn opinion; I want some suggestions!  Why did it fail on the Vulcans?”

Unfazed by the outburst, Bentic simply gazed over his notes.  “Failure was observed on eleven occasions because of synaptic failure in the neural pathways following the re-sequencing of the memory engrams.”

“What if I administered zetarynaphine?”

The Vulcan raised an eyebrow.  “Zetarynaphine was not available during these instances,” he said.  “However that is an intriguing theory, doctor.  Furthermore, you may wish to bypass the alterations made to the mesiofrontal cortex, as preservation of the psychosuppression system is desirable only in Vulcan patients.”

“Noted,” said Hartman, keying the supplemental data into her tricorder.  “What about the neural defects you observed?”

“The most prominent was Bendii Syndrome,” said Bentic.  “The condition was observed to develop swiftly, and proceed to debilitate the individual within four years.  As indicated in my notes, Irumodic Syndrome and Ventaran Complex were also observed, to a lesser extent.  I suggest administration of peridaxon at the first sign of these ailments.  It has been successful in slowing the progress of the diseases.”

Hartman nodded.  “Thank you, Doctor.  Anything else?”

“I have a small addendum to my original manifesto which extrapolates upon the procedure in more depth.  I will send it to you at once.”

Within moments, Hartman saw her computer station receiving the data from Bentic.  She transferred it to the surgical bay where Meyer was situated, and bid the doctor farewell before cutting the transmission.  He had proven somewhat helpful—his addendum would undoubtedly provide some new data for her to look at… But in the end, the only thing that could help the good Doctor were her own skills.  She hoped it would be enough.

She plucked her tricorder from the desk and placed it snugly in her lab coat’s pocket before retreating to the surgical bay where Christopher and Keller were situated…for the last time.  On her way, Hartman flagged down a few nurses, and entered the bay, coming up alongside the Captain and temporary first officer.  “I’m ready to begin,” she said.

Christopher pulled in a deep lungful of air.  “This is it,” he said softly.  “You’re certain you can do this, Sarah?”

“No,” she said bluntly.  “But I’m sure as hell going to try.”

“That’s all we ask for,” said Keller.  “I know you’ll do your best.”

Hartman nodded.  She was never as optimistic as Keller, but still, Hartman had a feeling that this might just work.  “I’ll try,” she said, tapping a few keys on the control station at the foot of the bio-bed.  “You two are going to have to leave.”

“Are you sure you don’t need any help?” Erin asked.

Hartman turned to her nurses.  “I’m fine, Commander.  I’ll contact you as soon as I’m done.”

Christopher sighed.  “How long?”

It was a good question; one Hartman didn’t know the answer to.  “Several hours,” she guessed.  “Maybe more.  You’d might as find someplace comfortable, because you’re going to be there a while.”

“Lovely,” said Christopher, turning to Keller.  “Well?”

“I don’t care,” she replied. “We can go to the bridge… the bathroom… wherever.”

“Isn’t that a lovely thought,” Christopher mused, leading the way out into the corridor with Keller following closely.  “Well, as long as we’re docked, going to the bridge is going to be pretty useless…”

Keller quickly came up alongside Christopher as they crossed the threshold between rooms, and motioned for him to head for the turbolift.  “My quarters are nearby,” she said.  “We could hang out there for awhile.”

“Ah, yes…I just love ‘hanging out.’” Christopher replied.  “Why not?”

“Good,” said Keller.  She stopped in front of the turbolift doors and waited for them to open.  When they did, the two stepped inside, and Keller called out,  “Deck Four.”

As the lift set into motion, Christopher immediately turned to his companion.  “I can’t recall ever being this nervous before,” he admitted.  “Rachael’s life is hanging in the balance, and there isn’t anything we can do about it.”

“We did what we could,” said Keller.  “Now we just have to wait…”

Matthew Harrison was not a happy camper.  In the past week, he had been accused of being a spy, incarcerated, and lost his position as first officer to his greatest nemesis.  Suffice it to say, he was not having a good week, but what made things worse, the Captain, who he considered a good friend, stood by and allowed it to happen…  The Captain did nothing to thwart Brantley’s accusations.  Now in describing the Starlight’s commanding officer, ‘friend’ was a word Harrison tried not to use.

He very much wanted to confront the Captain, and ask what had happened—to demand an explanation.  But of course, there was none.  Captain Christopher had been occupied with meetings on Starbase 241, or if not that, he was in sickbay on deathwatch, not to be disturbed.  Answers would not be very forthcoming.

But Harrison wanted some… and that was exactly what he was going to get.  With his communicator revoked until he was reinstated, Harrison touched the computer screen on his desk.  “Computer,” he called out.  “Locate Captain Christopher.”

It chirped.  “Captain Christopher is in Commander Keller’s quarters.”

“Doing what?” he exclaimed.

“Unknown,” replied the computer.  Harrison hadn’t expected an answer in the first place.  

“Keller!” Harrison grumbled under his breath.  He strained his brain to find a reason for such a congregation.  A candid social visit, perhaps?  If he hadn’t been restricted to his quarters, Harrison knew he would be the one chatting with the Captain right now… 

Then it struck Harrison like lightning.  He was being replaced.  How could he have been so blind?  It had been happing right in front of him for the past year!  Slowly, Commander Keller had been getting closer to the Captain, while Harrison had drifted away.  And now that she had his job, Harrison felt as if he were on his way out.  He was yesterday’s news…

But he was innocent.  He hadn’t committed these acts of aggression against the Federation that Brantley had accused him of.  He would have to be recommissioned eventually, and when that time came, Harrison would reclaim his position as first officer…  Keller could go and rot at Ops for the rest of her life.

But as long as he was in his quarters, Harrison knew that nothing was going to happen.  He would just have to wait.  There was no point in digging himself in deeper.  

He had the entire Federation database at his disposal.  There had to be some shred of interesting data inside to keep him distracted long enough to be freed.  He cleared the screen and brought up the latest information from the Federation News Service.

Debris from the U.S.S. Victory had been found scattered throughout the Zhargosia Sector.  Cause of destruction, unknown…  The Breen had attacked and destroyed a Federation probe passing near their territory…  The Bajor Sector was concluding last month’s celebration marking the twenty-year anniversary of the end of the Dominion War…. and trace amounts of turbonium dichromate had been found on Ka’Tula I…

An alert sounded throughout Angela Brantley’s ready room.  It was the alert she had been waiting for…someone had taken the bait.  She smiled deviously, grabbed her phaser, and called for security on the Starlight.  

* * *

An alert sounded throughout the Inkhezi’s bridge.  It was the alert Xi’Yor had been waiting for.  Quickly, he rose from his opulent command chair and made his way to Nafar’s station before him.  “Status report?” he demanded, glancing over the seemingly archaic controls before him.

Nafar tapped a few of the controls, muting the alert, and bringing up a status report.  “We have just received word from Operative Ta’leen—the final phase of his assignment is under way.”

Xi’Yor smiled.  “Most excellent.  Advise Ta’leen to proceed with due haste.  The sooner this matter is concluded, the better.”

The trip from the Explorer to the Starlight was a brief one for Angela Brantley.  It would also be her last one.  

As she stepped down from the Starlight’s transporter pad alongside Admirals T’Lari and Grayson, Brantley’s hand hovered over her phaser.  She was careful not to grab it until she was walking behind the two Admirals in the corridor, that way the security team in the transporter room wouldn’t get suspicious.

“Where are we going?” T’Lari inquired as she headed for the turbolift, grabbing her own phaser.

“Deck Seven,” recalled Brantley.  It would be a short trip, only two decks down, but she figured it would be long enough to begin to think about executing her plan—that was assuming all of the pieces fell into place.

When they entered the turbolift, Brantley quickly decided that those pieces were falling properly—Alan Christopher and Erin Keller were inside the lift, presumably heading for Deck Seven.

“The sensor logs recorded an anomaly in Harrison’s quarters,” Erin said to Brantley as they entered.

Angela smiled deviously.  “Somehow, I’m not surprised,” she said, maintaining a calm, cool demeanor.  Harrison was playing right into her plan, and he didn’t even know it.  “Are you so sure about his loyalties now, Captain Christopher?”

He forced a half-smile to his face.  “No,” he admitted.

Brantley didn’t believe it for a second.  He didn’t owe anything to Harrison, especially after the incident in the brig she was witness to earlier.  She suspected that Christopher was still protecting him to some extent—nothing a little coercion couldn’t fix.

She forced back an insidious smile, and waited for the turbolift to come to a stop, knowing that in a few minutes, everyone around her would be dead.  It hadn’t been her original plan, but now that the opportunity had shown its face, she had no qualms about taking it.

The lift stopped.

Brantley lagged behind, allowing the others to exit the before her, giving her precious seconds to adjust her phaser setting to something a bit more lethal.  She tinkered with the controls until the display indicated the phaser was set to level twelve—high enough to kill everyone in the room, and then some.

As she looked up from her phaser, Brantley saw Lieutenant Bator leading a security squad through the corridor, also armed with phasers.  With her phaser in hand, Brantley discreetly matched pace alongside Bator, and briskly walked with him to Commander Harrison’s quarters.

“What is going on?” she heard Commander Harrison demand as Christopher opened the doors to his quarters.

“I think you know,” said Christopher, stepping into the Commander’s quarters.

“Actually, I have no idea,” Harrison continued.

Brantley smiled as she left Bator’s side and joined Christopher.  Of course Harrison had no idea…he was no traitor.  Brantley trained her weapon on Harrison.  “Perhaps the turbonium dichromate on Ka’Tula I rings a bell?”

He frowned.  “May I ask what that has to do with anything?”

T’Lari stepped between the two of them.  “I think you know what’s going on.  We set up a trap.  You fell in.”

“Again,” Brantley was quick to add.

Harrison frowned.  “This is absurd!  I did no such thing!”

“The evidence would have me believe otherwise,” said T’Lari, motioning for Bator to apprehend the Commander.  “You are under arrest, and will be confined to the brig on Starbase 241.”

But as Bator approached, Harrison resisted.  “I am not a traitor!” he protested.  Brantley saw him look to Christopher for some sort of assistance.

For a moment, Brantley thought Christopher might render some aid; to prevent such an occurrence, she raised her phaser, and directed it at Harrison.  “If you’re not a traitor you’re not doing a very good job of convincing me.”

“Since when is reading the Federation News Service grounds for incarceration?”  Harrison balked.  “Anyone could have read that!”

Suddenly, T’Lari’s gaze shifted from Harrison to Brantley.  “The Federation News Service?” she said, her voice filled with disbelief.  “You put it in the Federation News Service?”

Brantley smiled.  Yes, she had purposely planted the trap in the Federation News Service.  If she had planted it somewhere else, nobody would have found it, and Brantley would never have had all of these officers congregated in her presence for quite some time.  It would make killing them messy business…

She tightened her grip on her phaser, and started to take aim…

Chapter Five

Suddenly, a streak of orange light shot across the room.  Phaser fire.  The blast emanated from Captain Christopher’s phaser, and struck Brantley squarely in the chest.  She contorted oddly for several moments as the air around her rippled, giving way to the form of an Elorg.

Immediately, security officers sprung into action, swarming the infiltrator, but Brantley—Ta’leen—resisted.  “No!” he cried out, fidgeting with his phaser, attempting to acquire any target.

Upon seeing none of his targets were in range, Ta’leen resorted to a treacherous act of desperation, firing randomly at the swarms of security officers attacking him.  One blast struck a Bajoran ensign, vaporizing him immediately.

The others were briefly stunned by the spectacle of the Bajoran’s disintegrating molecules, giving Ta’leen time to squirm to his feet.  With his phaser in hand, Ta’leen took aim upon Christopher and fired.

The shot missed, and took out another security officer, and a large chunk of the wall behind him.  While some of the others looked on in horror, Christopher quickly lunged at Ta’leen and forced him back to the ground.

With his free hand, the Elorg struck Christopher in the face, eliciting a considerable snapping noise as he did so.  Angered, Christopher gathered all his strength and drove his elbow into the Elorg’s chest.

Ta’leen wheezed as the air exited his lungs, prompting him to lose the death grip he had on the phaser.  Quickly, Christopher grabbed the weapon and pointed it at Ta’leen’s head.  “Yeah, I was just thinking it was Commander Harrison, too.  You’ve convinced me.  Really.”

Ta’leen’s once vibrant eyes were now dim as he lay helplessly on the floor.  “Terminate me,” he beckoned.  “I implore you.”

Christopher did not.  He rose, and tossed the phaser to the ground, watching it skitter several meters away.  “And I pity you,” he said, staring at the Elorg.  “Where is the real Captain Brantley?”

Ta’leen’s eyes widened.  “You don’t really expect me to provide you an answer, do you?”

“I do,” said Christopher, glaring at the Elorg.  “Now where is she?”

Slowly, Ta’leen brought himself to an upright position.  Christopher watched intently, making sure he made no attempts to reach for the phaser behind him. “Captain Brantley is dead,” he said unsympathetically.  “And when the Elorg Bloc is through with you, you’ll wish you were, too.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Christopher.

Ta’leen only nodded.  “I would.”  The Elorg slowly tapped a few keys on his belt, and before Christopher could order Bator to stop him, the Elorg was engulfed in the gentle purple hues of an Elorg transporter beam.

CAPTAIN’S LOG: STARDATE 73033.9:  The Starlight has returned to active duty following the events leading up to the exposure of Captain Brantley as an Elorg infiltrator.  Her body has yet to be uncovered, and somehow, I don’t think it will ever be found.

Commander Harrison has been restored to his position as first officer, but given recent events, conditions on the bridge are tense, and the crew is seemingly divided.  

Christopher considered the term “divided” to be an understatement.  The Starlight was definitely not a happy place, and the Captain wasn’t sure who he could trust.  

Almost.

He could trust himself.  Without a doubt, he knew that he would obey his own orders.  Christopher always ranked high in his self-assessments.  To bad they never counted for anything.  Aside from himself, though Christopher’s list of definite allies was short.  Though one person he knew he could include was the delicate Erin Keller.

He looked up from the computer terminal in her quarters to see her sitting directly in front of him.  She smiled, and Christopher felt his mood suddenly get that much better.  “Thanks for letting me use your computer,” he said.  He normally made log entries in his ready room, but for some reason, the room seemed more like a dungeon to him at the time being.

“No problem,” replied Erin.  She took a sip of her hot chocolate and set it down on the edge of the table.  “Do you want something?”

“I’m fine,” replied Alan softly, saving his log entry.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Really?”

“Quite.”

She held up her mug and offered it to Alan.  “This hot chocolate is good.  You should try some.”

He cringed.  “Didn’t you drink from it already?”

Erin raised an eyebrow.  “Are you saying I’m infested with some sort of disease?”

“No!” protested Alan.  “It’s just…aren’t you worried about the germs?”

She looked down into the mug and sloshed the beverage around.  “No,” she admitted after a moment.  “I’m not poisonous.”

“I just don’t think our germs should be mingling.  They might coalesce into something vile and insipid.”

Erin giggled.  “What if I kissed you?  Then what?  My germs would be crawling all over you.”

Alan’s heart suddenly skipped a beat.  “Maybe I’ll just try the hot chocolate,” he said, pulling at the front of his uniform to get some air circulation inside.  “Though I think I’m already hot.”

“Very,” confirmed Erin in a soft, almost seductive tone.  She slid the mug across her desk, watching a few of the ripples hop out of the mug and onto the shiny black surface.  “Damn it!” she cursed, pulling the sleeve of her uniform over her wrist and using it to wipe up the mess.

Alan simply looked on, grinning.  “Ever heard of a cloth?”

Erin smiled sheepishly and looked at the dark brown splotches on her sleeve.  “I don’t like yellow, remember?”

“I guess your chance to convert to red is gone,” said Alan, referring to the offer Captain Brantley had made to Erin earlier.

Erin nodded.  “With Brantley gone, the Explorer is no longer in need of a petite flower like me,” she said solemnly.

Slowly, Alan brought the mug of hot chocolate to his lips.  “Oh darn,” he said unenthusiastically before looking down at the steaming brown liquid in the mug.  Brown was not a color featured too prominently on Ka’Tula Prime, and this hot chocolate stuff was definitely an experiment on his part.

He hesitated for a brief moment, worried not only about the germs, but the taste.  But then, Alan got brave, and took a sip of the steaming beverage.  It was hot, sultry, and sweet.  He smiled.  “I hope your germs didn’t influence that…”

Erin batted her eyelids and smiled.  “Of course not.”

Alan smiled, and took another, longer sip of her beverage and allowed it to linger on his taste buds this time.  He finally saw what Erin liked about the beverage.  But he was through discussing it.  After a brief silence, Alan sighed, and brought up a new, more serious topic.  “I think we have a situation developing…”

She nodded.  “You mean, with Harrison?”

Alan nodded, confirming her hunch.  “Harrison and some of the others.  They don’t like the way we proceeded with the investigation.  I was too passive, and gave Brantley too much leeway.  Apparently, they’ve already forgotten it was me that stopped her.”

“People only remember what they want to remember.  History will remember the truth,” Erin said softly.

“Erin, if I’m given one mention in any historical text, I’d be amazed.  And with my luck, it would read, ‘Alan Christopher contracts evil retrovirus after swapping spit with human.’”

“We weren’t swapping spit,” corrected Erin.

“We weren’t?”

“No.  You said you’d rather try the hot chocolate.”

He shrugged.  “I can’t be expected to keep all of your human phrases straight.  Maybe we’ll swap spit later.”

Erin grinned.  “Whatever floats your boat, little buddy.”

Alan sighed.  “You know…for awhile there, I actually believed Matthew was the infiltrator.  What was I thinking?  If I hadn’t stepped back an looked at things objectively, every major figure involved in this crisis would be a big old pile of ash right about now, including myself.”

“I’d be Captain,” Erin chirped innocently.  “But I don’t think it’d be too much fun, with you dead and everything.”

“You think?”

“Yeah,” she decided after a moment.  “But it’s over, you’re not dead, and I’m not Captain.”

Alan nodded.  “It’s over,” he confirmed.  “But at what cost?  I just feel like I’ve made a lot of enemies…”

Erin’s hand lurched across the surface of her desk and stopped when it hit Alan’s.  She grabbed it, pulled it away from her mug, and then plucked it back to her side of the table, grinning.  She took a long sip of the now cold chocolate.  When she set the mug back down, her eyes immediately fell upon Alan’s.  “You’re not alone,” she assured him.  “You still have me.”

Xi’Yor frowned fervently as he stared out into the insipid blue and purple hues of the Alteran Expanse.  His plan had failed.  Not only had Admiral Lantree been exposed as an operative, his plan to terminate Admiral T’Lari and the others had failed miserably.  Though the mission was not without some fair news.  It would seem that Ta’leen, in his attempt to escape from the Starlight, had had a transporter accident.  His pattern was mysteriously lost somewhere between the Starlight and the Inkhezi.  For shame…

Despite the fair news, the rest was bad, and far overshadowed the death of Ta’leen.  The Cerebrate would not be pleased.  Xi’Yor knew that his death was impending upon her arrival.  And unless he could do something so magnificent and brilliant, it would forever alter the Cerebrate’s opinion of him, death would become him within the year.

“It has been one year,” he muttered to Nafar, who had been standing in the shadows the entire time.  “One long year, and we are still no closer to reclaiming the Bloc than we were one thousand years ago.  The Federation has proven to be a greater impediment than expected.  The Ividian invasion proved an even greater setback, and now, our operatives from the Cortisan Enclave are being exposed to the Federation.  We are in danger of capitulation even before our offensive has been opened!”

Nafar nodded slowly.  “We have had one success,” he reminded.

Xi’Yor scoffed.  “Talyere?”

“Indeed.”

“We may have captured him,” said Xi’Yor, “but he is far from a success.  He has revealed nothing to me, and I fear that he may never break.  Unless…” The wheels in Xi’Yor’s mind suddenly started to crank.  Why hadn’t he thought of this earlier?  “Nafar, proceed to deck forty-seven, and prepare a new interrogation chamber for Talyere.”

Nafar nodded readily.  “Which chamber, Overseer?”

Xi’Yor smiled.  There were so many choices, but this time, he knew the ultimate fate of his prisoner.  He should make the road to that death as painful and agonizing as possible.  “Chamber seven,” he finally decided upon.

Nafar cringed.  “Seven?”  The word seemed to echo throughout Xi’Yor’s private chamber with a haunting quality.

Xi’Yor smiled.  “Do you have a problem with chamber seven?”

“No, not at all, Overseer,” said Nafar, quickly recovering.  Xi’Yor decided not to terminate him for his insolence.  It was a shock to be using chamber seven, and Nafar would be granted some leeway in his reaction.  It wasn’t often that someone entered chamber seven… And Xi’Yor’s favorite part—aside from himself, and now Nafar, nobody ever left chamber seven alive.

“I will have answers from you now, Talyere,” whispered the Overseer.  It was late at night, but he felt newly invigorated with the introduction of chamber seven.  “Perhaps I shall bid the Overseer a good afternoon in his new home…”

* * *
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