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Prologue

A single flame danced about on the wick of an ancient candle in the Elorg cathedral.  Beside it, its only companion, a much shorter candle, was slowly withering away into oblivion.  Soon, there would be only one.  But not tonight.  

Tonight, for the last time, the two candles would light the cathedral together, in the presence of the cathedral’s maestro, who sat before them at the synthesizer.  Using an ancient fountain pen to construct his score, the maestro rapidly inked various notes onto the blank sheet of paper before him.

He scribed for what seemed like hours before finally placing the pen down beside the dying candle and inputting the notes into the synthesizer.  The computerized musical device chirped happily as it accepted the notes, playing a rough rendition of the piece with each additional note, until finally, the piece was complete. With a touch of a button, the maestro initiated the synthesized orchestra, which immediately commenced playing the input musical notes.

The concerto started off fairly quietly with a simple quatrain of strings, gently oscillating about the musical scales, building in strength as the movement progressed.  Stronger grew the strings until finally, they were joined by a brass section, sending the growing movement back into submission.

As the brass came to the forefront, the strings endured in the background, contributing the backbone of the movement.  Much as the strings had progressed, the brass slowly picked up in intensity until finally, they reached their magnificent apex, accompanied by a full orchestra by that point.

With the movement in full swing, the sonorous music thundered throughout the cathedral, acquiring an evil, dark tone by the middle of the movement.  The timpani slowly came to the forefront in a demanding fashion, the strings propelled a sense of danger, and the brass suddenly shrieked up a terrible octave, creating something less than music.

“Stop playback!” Xi’Yor shouted as the haphazard brass section continued to spiral into chaos.  Realizing the computer did not hear him, Xi’Yor repeated his demand to the computer, only this time, much louder.  As rapidly as it had descended into chaos, the music delved into silence.  “Much better,” Xi’Yor whispered as cold, hard silence returned to the cathedral.

He pecked away at the synthesizer controls for a moment until the section of music that had gone awry was on screen.  He highlighted the selection before saying, “Computer, adjust this selection’s octave.”

It complied, and the new rendition played out in a series of nondescript bleeps.  Satisfied that the new results would be far superior to the chaos that had erupted last time, Xi’Yor instructed the computer to resume playing the movement at the point the chaos had started.

Again, the timpani came to the forefront amidst the string’s sense of imminent danger, joined in short succession by the brass section, this time propelling the danger to new heights.  The sonorous brass section brought the crescendo to its apex before dying down to a much calmer coda.

“Well done,” came the voice of Nafar as the movement died down.  

“Thank you, Nafar.”  When he turned around, Xi’Yor, to his surprise, noticed Nafar standing only a few meters behind him.  Xi’Yor had not even noticed his yeoman’s entrance.  “Why have you summoned me?”

“It is time,” said Nafar simply.

Time for what? Xi’Yor had not the slightest idea.  He had an interrogation session in eleven cycles, and a staff meeting in twelve, but nothing scheduled before then.  “You must be mistaken,” he told his officer before returning to his work.

“I am not,” Nafar persisted.  “You instructed me to summon you in eleven cycles.  According to the ship’s chronometer, 11.1 cycles have been completed.  It is time for your interrogation session with Talyere.”

“Impossible!” Xi’Yor protested.  “I just started my work here in the cathedral a few cycles ago. Eleven could not have passed in the interim.”

Xi’Yor suddenly noticed the cathedral had grown much darker in recent cycles.  Out of curiosity, he looked up at his two candles—only to see there was one left.  The shorter one had finally burnt out, leaving only a puddle of dried wax in its wake.  It’s companion still danced about, but at nearly half the size Xi’Yor had last seen it.  “Apparently, I became more engrossed in my work than I had anticipated,” he decided.

Nafar readily agreed.  “It would seem so.”

Still in awe as to where the time had went, Xi’Yor rose from his bench before the synthesizer and retrieved his pen from beside the puddle of wax that had once been his companion candle.  Then, he stepped closer to the other candle.

Its bright orange flame lit the cathedral well enough, but for now, its task was complete.  Xi’Yor brought his face very near the gentle flame, and with a gentle stream of his breath, extinguished it.  

For several seconds, the cathedral was pitch black.  Not until the sensors detected movement in the giant hall did the computer bother to compensate for the extreme darkness.  It was at that time when several massive lights affixed to the ceiling filled the giant cathedral with more light than Xi’Yor cared to see.

The light’s presence seemed to take away the cathedral’s mystery and ominous mood, making it a friendly, happy place to be, casting a mood not conducive to creating a musical masterpiece. 

Having seen enough of the light, Xi’Yor opened what appeared to be a covered tabernacle nestled away in the back of a semi-circular apse at the back of the sanctum.  Inside, instead of a holy relic, was a modern-day computer.  Xi’Yor pecked away at the controls for several moments before getting the computer to elicit a waiting bleep.

“Computer, terminate program,” he ordered at the tone.

It complied with another similar tone, and a moment later, the entire cathedral disappeared.  Replacing it was a complex grid of hexagonal holo-generators mounted upon the walls and ceiling, and a large set of doors just a few meters in front of the duo.  

Nafar took the initiative and opened the doors for his commanding officer.  “Quite an excellent piece,” he reiterated as he led Xi’Yor out into the corridor on board the Inkhezi.  “Would you mind sharing its title?”

Xi’Yor smiled.  “I knew you would ask that,” he said simply.  For most pieces Xi’Yor had worked on, the title had usually been the last thing to enter the equation.  But this was a terribly different movement.  One filled with triumph and battle.  One filled with heroes and demons.  One Xi’Yor knew was threaded into the Elorg’s destiny. “I call it our future,” he started, “I call it our destiny.  But for the moment, I am afraid that will have to suffice.”

And at that very moment, a sudden feeling of doom rushed over Nafar.  He knew Xi’Yor’s track record very well, and given his enigmatic answer to such a simple question, Nafar realized Xi’Yor was up to something very, very big…

Chapter One

The restraints that held Talyere Rosat to his seat didn’t seem as tight as in previous mornings, given the fact that they had yet to cut off the circulation to his limbs.  And with that simple fact in mind, Talyere came to an equally simple conclusion: Xi’Yor was in a good mood this morning. 

Talyere regarded Xi’Yor as a man of infinite patience.  Each and every morning, without fail, for the past six months, Xi’Yor would prance into the interrogation chamber, scream and holler at Talyere for information regarding the Federation, get virtually no data, and leave, only to return the next morning and start the entire routine over again.

But not one of those mornings had Xi’Yor been in an exceptionally good mood.  Infinitely patient, eternally cranky—an aura Talyere decided must not be allowed to die.  He knew crushing Xi’Yor’s mood would only fuel the fire, but Talyere was confident that it would show Xi’Yor wasn’t the only one capable of manipulating others in the interrogation room.  Talyere wanted Xi'Yor to know that he, too, had been a sinister interrogator at one time…  And manipulation was key.

Additionally, Talyere noticed another curious thing about Xi’Yor this morning—he was late—another rare occurrence.  Never in his thirteen years of acquaintance with Xi’Yor had he seen the Overseer more than a nanosecond behind schedule.  But now, several minutes had passed, leading Talyere to believe something was up…

But finally, the doors parted, revealing Xi’Yor’s shadowy figure in the doorway.  “Good morning, Talyere,” he said, managing to sound almost pleasant, as he waltzed into the center of the interrogation chamber.  

Talyere, assuming his usual silent pose, said nothing and simply stared straight ahead as the giant doors came to a close.  Xi’Yor circled the hard, metallic interrogation chair like a hawk before stopping a few inches from Talyere’s face.  He firmly grasped Talyere’s jaw before speaking.

“You know, Talyere, your stay would be much more pleasant if you would simply cooperate with me on occasion,” he said in a sympathetic voice.  “As a matter of fact, I might be able to do something about these restraints,” he added, glancing down at the aforementioned impediments, which were heavily encrusted with Talyere’s black blood.

“I doubt you would want that,” said Talyere quietly.  “Then there would be nothing to prevent me from killing you.”

Xi’Yor released his hand from Talyere’s jaw and took a few cautious steps away from his prisoner.  There was nothing Talyere could do to him at the moment besides intimidate him—Xi’Yor knew that, and so did Talyere, and apparently, it was working.

“Why do you wish to cause such great harm, Talyere?  Is that what the Federation wants you to do?  Is that their evil plan?”

Talyere rolled his vibrant orange eyes back into his head as Xi’Yor’s mindless platitudes regarding Federation evils began.  “I have told you all I know about the Federation,” Talyere reiterated for what felt like the millionth time.  “Anyone who has ever met you would like to see you dead.”

“I don’t believe that,” Xi’Yor snapped in a fit of anger.

“Believe what?” Talyere demanded, maintaining his absolutely calm demeanor, knowing it would only enrage Xi’Yor even more.

Sure enough, the Overseer’s nostrils flared.  “Any of it,” he grumbled.  “All Elorg should aspire to reach my level of greatness.”

“Then if you don’t believe me, why don’t you implant a neural probe into my brain?” Talyere offered.  While the procedure was very dangerous, and in many cases, fatal, Talyere welcomed Xi’Yor to try to probe his brain for the information.  It would only slow down his investigation.

“Being a former Overseer, you have been trained to counter the advances of a neural probe,” Xi’Yor sneered, placing a great deal of emphasis on the fact that Talyere was no longer in power.  “Certainly, that would destroy any chance I possess,” he concluded.

Talyere watched as Xi’Yor stepped out of the circle of light beaming down from the ceiling, and into the outlying shroud of darkness.  A few seconds later, he returned to the circle and produced a computer PADD in front of Talyere’s face.  “We will try this the easy way one last time,” said Xi’Yor firmly as he set the PADD on Talyere’s lap.  “You have until this time tomorrow to produce the data I want,” he added forcefully.

Talyere glared at the PADD, and then at his restraints.  “How exactly should I go about doing this?  Should I magically teleport the PADD to my hands, or will one of your fine guards be typing it for me?”

Again, Xi’Yor disappeared into the shroud of darkness, only this time, he activated the series of computers nearest the doors.  Xi’Yor quickly pecked away at the computer controls until finally, Talyere heard the sound of his restraints unlocking.  A moment later, the arm and wrist restraints receded into the arms of the hard, metallic chair, giving Talyere free reign of motion for his torso.

With Talyere’s threat to kill him still fresh in his mind, Xi’Yor made sure to stay well out of Talyere’s range upon his return to the circle of sweltering hot light.  “If this PADD does not contain the data I desire, I regret to inform you, Talyere, that the Cerebrate has authorized me to take ‘extreme measures’ to extract the data I require.  Trust me, I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

Not the slightest bit discouraged by Xi’Yor’s idle threat, Talyere grasped the hefty PADD from his lap and, with all his might, hurtled it at Xi’Yor’s head.  The resulting impact made a loud cracking noise before skittering to the floor and stopping well into the shroud of darkness.

Xi’Yor expelled an angry sigh as he wiped the trickle of black blood from the side of his head.  Feeling an awkward contusion he had not recognized before, Xi’Yor stepped back into the darkness and returned to the computer panel.  “I will have a guard deliver you a new PADD,” he said as the doors opened.  “But quite frankly, I hope you continue your disobedient behavior.  I look forward to exacting those…‘extreme measures.’”

Talyere allowed himself a grin of satisfaction as he watched the dazed and confused Xi’Yor stumble out into the corridor, desperately trying to maintain both consciousness and an air of authority as he did so.  The Overseer’s good mood was undoubtedly shattered, as were parts of his skull.  Overall, Talyere considered this morning’s interrogation to be one of great success on his part.  His only regret was that he was not able to accomplish anything more…

Nafar watched curiously as the Overseer was thrust into the corridor, grasping the side of his head in a fit of substantial anger.  “Overseer, are you all right?” he asked quietly as Xi’Yor slowly leaned upon one of the walls.

“I’ll live, Nafar,” he grumbled, wiping the trickling drops of black blood off from his temple.  

As he watched Xi’Yor regain his bearings, Nafar slowly came to the Overseer’s side.  “Do you wish to go to the infirmary?”

Xi’Yor shook his head, attempting, without great success, to hide the pain throbbing throughout his skull.  “It is only a minor laceration,” he lied.  “I will visit the infirmary after this morning’s meeting.”

Knowing Xi’Yor was in a highly volatile mood, Nafar decided it was best he not persist in taking the wiser course of action.  Instead, he slowly headed down the corridor for the conference lounge.  “I take it your interrogation did not go well,” he said as Xi’Yor started to follow behind him.

“It did not,” concurred the Overseer.  “I have known Talyere for thirteen years, and never have I wanted to see him dead more than now.  Because of his Overseer training, there is little I can do but coax the information out of him.  It is not working.”

“That is unfortunate,” replied Nafar simply. The news came as no surprise to him.  He had accompanied Xi’Yor to the interrogation chamber on several occasions.  This wasn’t the first time Xi’Yor had come out injured, but this one was, by far, the most severe injury.   

Slowly, Nafar reached into his armor and pulled out a sleek gray PADD, and handed to Xi’Yor.  The Overseer quickly jumped back as he saw the PADD approaching, as a primal fear momentarily took over his body.  When Xi’Yor realized the PADD was not going to crash into his skull, he slowly extended his arm and accepted the pad.  “What is it?” he inquired before looking at it.

Nafar cast a sympathetic gaze at the Overseer.  “Bad news…for you, I suppose,” he said simply.

Xi’Yor’s vibrant orange eyes rapidly grew wide as he read the text’s first few lines.  It was a message from the Cerebrate, the divine Elorg leader.  For months, Xi’Yor had known she would be coming to the Beta Quadrant to analyze the current situation, and according to her last communiqué, she would be arriving early next year.

But given this message, the Cerebrate, in her divine authority, had changed her mind.  “The Cerebrate will arrive in eleven intervals,” he mused under his breath.  “Indeed, you are correct, Nafar.  This is not good news for me.”

The Cerebrate had been extremely patient with Xi’Yor’s plans to recapture Talyere.  She understood the Federation was a new and cunning nemesis for the Bloc to overcome.  But, when Overseer Talyere was finally recaptured, the divine leader’s patience slowly faded away.  She fully expected Talyere to broken of his loyalties to the Federation, and prepared for punishment for speaking out against the Tome of Na’zar all those years ago.

He was not.  The Cerebrate would not be pleased.  And Xi’Yor knew he needed to remain in the Cerebrate’s good graces if his plan was going to succeed…

“We still have eleven intervals to prepare Talyere.  Starting tomorrow, I wish to triple my interrogation time, and begin implementation of more…extreme measures should he not cooperate,” decided the Overseer with a heightened sense of urgency.  “I will not fail Z’danorax.”

As Xi’Yor returned the PADD to Nafar, the Underling politely refused.  “There is more,” he explained.  “But, I believe that matter should wait until the meeting begins.”

Xi’Yor nodded, keeping the PADD for himself as they continued walking toward the conference lounge.

Xi’Yor did not like these daily meetings with the crew.  He did not care about the efficiency of the anodyne relay systems or the performance of the waste conversion facilities.  But, as duty would have it, it was a necessary evil, and so he took as little part in these daily events as possible.  Instead, he delegated the duty of actually conducting the meeting to Nafar, who now stood before the senior administrators to start the meeting.

Instead of his usual preamble, Nafar started this meeting by displaying a schematic of the galaxy on the viewscreen.  Still ignoring the others, Nafar rapidly pecked away at the computer controls until the shot slowly honed in upon their small portion of the Beta Quadrant—the Kilka Sector.

“I assume we all recognize this as our current predicament,” Nafar said simply.  “We have a myriad of starships on our side of the Kilka Sector, the Federation, likewise on theirs.

“Up until now, we have had the luxury of safety—only a handful of Federation starships can penetrate the Alteran Expanse without succumbing to the verteron radiation.”

Nafar shifted the viewscreen to include a large Federation star system deep in the Alpha Quadrant.  Scattered throughout the system were hundreds of little red triangles.  “You are now looking at the Osian Cluster.  According to our long-range telemetry, the Federation has massed a fleet of nearly 700 starships here, most of them constructed within the last year.”

“That would mean they can penetrate the expanse,” noted Sa’sheer, the Administrator of Security and Tactical procedures aboard the Inkhezi.  “Our position here is vulnerable without that protection.”

Nafar quickly surveyed the faces of each of the other Administrators, all of them matching Sa’sheer’s level of concern—except Xi’Yor.   Instead, the Overseer gazed quietly out the window watching the hazy purple nebula churn outside.  Nafar was quite sure Xi’Yor had heard the news, but was puzzled as to his sheer lack of reaction.  For the moment, it did not matter, and so, he pressed on.  “Our intelligence expects the fleet will arrive in the Kilka Sector in twenty intervals.”

“Seven hundred ships?” exclaimed Sa’sheer in utter disbelief.  “The Federation could obliterate us in an instant.”

For the first time since the meeting’s start, Xi’Yor spoke.  “We are expecting the Cerebrate to arrive with substantial reinforcements in eleven intervals,” he said.  “I suspect the additional firepower will be sufficient to hold off the Federation fleet.”

The news of the Cerebrate’s arrival sparked a hush among the Administrators.  When they had signed up for military duty, they had known that they would be serving the Cerebrate’s wishes, but none of them had expected to be in her presence.  It would be a great honor—and a great challenge to prepare the ship for her arrival.

“Why did you not mention this earlier?” inquired Al’tiir, the Administrator of Strategic Operations.

“I just found out for myself a few moments ago,” explained Xi’Yor placidly.  His rage following the encounter with Talyere had finally subsided, allowing for his usual self to return.  “But we do have a monumental task ahead of us—this ship must be perfect for the Cerebrate’s arrival.”

Considered a divinity by her people, the Cerebrate was known for her extreme fondness of perfection.  If something was not right, she would simply fix it—and order the imperfect being that had created the imperfection to be appropriately punished.  These punishments have been rumored to be anything from a simple apology to death; many suspected the latter over the former.

And she was coming to the Inkhezi.

Realizing he had very little chance of finishing the conference in the euphoria of this incredible news, Nafar dismissed the meeting and returned his own attention to the situation at hand—the Osian Cluster.

But as the conference room vacated, Nafar noticed two figures remained.  Xi’Yor and Sa’sheer.  Xi’Yor had resumed his mysterious gaze out at the Alteran Expanse.  Sa’sheer, however, stood directly behind Nafar, peering down at the schematics.  “Yes?” Nafar asked.

Sa’sheer nodded toward the door with extreme subtly as he removed the PADD from Nafar’s clutches.  Curious as to Sa’sheer’s actions, Nafar complied, and walked with the tactical officer out into the corridor.

“Was it just me, or is Xi’Yor completely oblivious to the fact we stand at the edge of apocalypse?” Sa’sheer blurted out once the doors slid shut behind them.

Nafar nodded his agreement, glad he was not the only one to find the Overseer’s behavior to be rather strange.  At first, he had attributed it to the head injury, but Nafar was slowly able to reconstruct the events of the past few days—it depicted an Overseer leading his people down a dark trail.  “I think I may know what it is,” Nafar said in a tone far quieter than Sa’sheer’s.

“He is up to something.”

Again, Nafar nodded.  “Most definitely. But unlike his previous plans, the Overseer has left me in the dark.  I know nothing of his grandiose scheme.”

Sa’sheer placed a firm hand on Nafar’s shoulder.  “Then you must make it your business to find out,” he said sternly.  “We cannot afford to have a leader shrouded in secrecy, especially one as dangerous as Xi’Yor.”

Slowly, Nafar nodded, accepting Sa’sheer’s challenge.  Xi’Yor’s record as an Overseer was considered to be among the most brutal of any Overseer.  Nafar was able to confirm that from personal experience.  On countless occasions, Xi’Yor had burst out at him on the bridge, and in extreme cases, resorted to physical violence when things turned poorly.  

Whatever he was planning, they needed to know what it was, and one way or another, Nafar was determined to find out…

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73576.1: The Starlight has been recalled to Starbase 241 to meet with Admiral T’Lari’s replacement.  To my surprise, it is not Admiral Grayson; instead I am to meet with one Admiral Alexis O’Connor. 

As he strode hastily through the myriad corridors of the U.S.S. Starlight, Alan Christopher pondered what Alexis O’Connor would be like.  Because of his time away from Starfleet several years ago, and his continued presence in and around the Kilka Sector, Christopher had dealt primarily with Admirals T’Lari and Grayson.  Additionally, as he understood it, O’Connor had been in command of Starbase 11 in some remote sector on the far side of the Alpha Quadrant, light-years away from the action.  He knew nothing about her.

Unfortunately for him, the news of her arrival gave Christopher very little time to prepare himself for the meeting.  This was why he had an executive officer.

A moment later, Commander Matthew Harrison emerged from an adjacent corridor and assumed Christopher’s rapid pace down the corridor beside him.  After a brief, silent acknowledgment, Harrison handed Christopher the PADD he had been waiting for.  “Everything you didn’t want to know about Alexis O’Connor,” he said as the Captain took the PADD.

“You’re probably right,” Christopher muttered as he glanced over the first few lines of what appeared to be a fairly lengthy document.  “No, you’re definitely right,” he corrected as he continued to scan over the data. 

For the most part, O’Connor appeared to have a commendable Starfleet record.  She had graduated from the Academy seventeenth in her class in 2342, had been transferred to the U.S.S. Sarek, then to the Aesop, then the Melbourne, and the list continued until her promotion to Admiral in 2368.  “She’s definitely got the credentials for the job, but I still don’t understand why Grayson didn’t get it.”

Harrison gave the Captain a curious look.  “I took the liberty to include some supplemental material at the end of the file,” he said as they rounded the corner and entered transporter room four, which was currently being manned by Ensign Flora Sanders.  “Ensign,” Harrison said with a courteous nod of his head upon entering.  

“Flora,” Christopher said in a far more personable tone,  “I’ve got some pretty exciting stuff for you to do,” he said flatly as he stopped in front of her console and leaned up against it.  “I need to go to the Starbase,” he said simply.  “Can you handle such a mission?”

She smiled.  “I can.”

“Lovely,” said Christopher as he continued to glance over O’Connor’s record.  “Not lovely,” he muttered upon seeing how exactly O’Connor got the majority of her positions.  “She’s pulled rank on eleven occasions,” he said in awe.

“Indeed, and it gets worse,” said Harrison.

Indeed it did.  “According to this, she had an officer blocking her promotion to Captain court-martialed?”

“Naturally it was not that simple,” Harrison assured him readily.  “But suffice it to say, she did some research and was able to uncover some obscure offense which eventually resulted in court-martial.”

“She’s relentless,” Christopher concluded, now dreading this…meeting, though perhaps confrontation would prove a more adequate word.  “Here,” he said, returning the PADD to Harrison before slowly walking up to the transporter PADD and assuming stoic stance.  “Energize.”

Sanders nodded affirmatively.  “Aye, Captain.”

On some stations it was called the Promenade.  On others, it was the Esplanade.  On Starbase 241, the giant commercial district was referred to as the Colonnade.  And the term fit.  Large columns that looked like stone, at least, lined both sides of the walkways.  Though Christopher assumed they were purely decorative, they appeared to be holding the ceiling in place above them.

The ceiling itself was a sight to see.  Unlike most starbases, 241’s Colonnade was located near the top of the base, allowing for massive “skylights” to be installed above the marketplace.  As a result, whenever one looked up, they were able to see the incredible starscape above them.  On occasion, a shuttle or runabout would streak by, but for the most part, it was nothing but rotating stars.

But, like on every other starbase in the Federation, commerce was at the heart of this marketplace.  The entire walkway was bustling with activity.  Merchants from almost every race Christopher had ever encountered were represented throughout the Colonnade, from the shop of a Bolian architect specializing in waste extraction, to a Ktarian massage facility.

As he wandered curiously through the crowd of busy travelers and mercenaries, Christopher came upon a quiet replimat in the center of the corridor, surrounded by a variety of Ka’Tulan bushes and exotic flowers.  Deciding he could spare a few minutes to further investigate the samples of his homeworld’s flora and fauna, Christopher wandered into the relatively empty replimat and inspected a deep, red-velvet colored flower shaped like an upside-down bell.

“The felenerium,” came the voice of Captain Jeremy Talbot as Christopher inspected the plant.

Quickly, Christopher recognized the plant he was looking at to be the felenerium, and that Talbot was addressing him.  “Jeremy!” he said with mild surprise.  “I had no idea you were versed in Ka’Tulan botany.”

“I’m not,” he admitted after a moment.  “I was here a few minutes ago and overheard two Miradorn free traders discussing the very plant you’re looking at.”

“This very one?”

“To the petal,” said Talbot. “So, Captain, what brings you to Starbase 241?” he asked, but raised his hand and spoke again before Christopher could answer.  “Let me guess—you were summoned by the ‘venerated’ Admiral O’Connor?”

Christopher nodded to affirm the statement.  “By her yeomen, actually,” recalling the transmission he received from the starbase only a few hours ago.

Talbot drew himself extremely near Christopher and locked eyes with him.  “To be frank with you Captain, O’Connor was the worst possible choice for this assignment.  That woman makes me want to jump out the nearest airlock,” he whispered in a quiet, extremely serious voice.

“I’ve read her Starfleet record, but still, I’m going to try to go in that office with an open mind,” Christopher said evenly, matching Talbot’s serious tone. “You can’t judge a book by its cover.”

Talbot frowned.  “Oh, yes you can,” he countered.

Though he was no telepath, Christopher didn’t need one to know how opposed Talbot was to O’Connor’s arrival.  But there was one issue Christopher still didn’t understand.  “Why?” he inquired.

Talbot rolled his eyes.  “Where to begin?” he said amidst an exasperated sigh.  “She rejected my application to Starfleet Academy in 2377, though I did eventually get in three years later.  On two separate occasions she denied a promotion of mine, and in her greatest act of treachery, five years ago, she place reprimands on the Alexander’s entire crew for violating the Talarian Neutral Zone to avoid a massive ion storm.”

Finally, Christopher understood the full magnitude of the Admiral’s devious nature.  The Talarian Neutral Zone was considered to be a joke by both the Talarians and most of the Federation.  The Talarians violated it on numerous occasions without consequence, and given the lack of hostilities between the Talarians and the Federation in recent years, many believed the zone needed to be abolished.  If O’Connor was going to get bent out of shape over such an irrelevant incident, then Christopher was almost positive they were not going to get along…

“We should get going,” Talbot decided a moment later.  “We don’t want to keep the old bag waiting.”  

Christopher extended his arm, pointing in the direction of the replimat’s exit.  “Lead the way,” he said.

As they strolled a bit faster than a leisurely pace through swarms of Klingons, Ferengi and Grintaka, Talbot let out yet another exasperated sigh.  “I have launched a formal protest with Starfleet in regards to O’Connor’s posting,” he said as a profit-hungry Ferengi attempted to entice Talbot into his establishment with a glass of Saurian brandy.  Talbot ignored the Ferengi and moved on.

“I’m guessing your protest fell upon deaf ears,” Christopher surmised.  Given the look on Talbot’s face and the fact that O’Connor was still here, he was right.

“Even worse. When I inquired as to its status this morning, Admiral Nechayev informed me that no such protest was ever filed,” said Talbot.  

“What is this universe coming to?” Christopher inquired as they stepped into a turbolift on their way to ops.  To Christopher, now less enthusiastic about the meeting than ever, the thought of being ejected into space was growing more and more appealing…

Christopher’s pulse quickened, and his hands were saturated with a thin coat of perspiration as he and Talbot stood outside O’Connor’s door awaiting permission to enter.  She was most certainly taking her time—it had already been three minutes, and there was no sign of her.  Just when Christopher was ready to decide she wasn’t coming, the doors slid open.

“Enter,” came O’Connor’s strident voice through the intercom.  

Christopher hesitated to move, allowing Talbot to lead them into her incredibly Spartan office.  Though he had no idea how long O’Connor had been situated here, Christopher found it extremely odd that she had no personal effects displayed, anywhere in the office.

Not even on her desk, where the already-hated Admiral sat.  She did not rise to greet her guests, nor did she look up from her computer screen.  As a matter of fact, it looked as if she had been sitting there comfortably for hours, well aware as to the goings on outside her door.  Christopher’s silent fury deepened even more.

O’Connor wasn’t a young admiral.  She was bulky with a generous amount of short gray hair and fine lines, and a permanent scowl built onto her face.  “Sit,” she ordered after a moment of silence, yet to look away from her computer.

As they complied, O’Connor finally gave them her attention.  “Captains Christopher and Talbot,” she said flatly.  “I am Admiral Alexis O’Connor, and by order of Starfleet Command, am officially in charge of all operations in the Kilka Sector as of Stardate 73565.9. According to the late Admiral T’Lari’s rather vague records, the two of you have been running things up to and following her death; is that correct?”

“It is,” said Christopher.

O’Connor nodded her head in an indecisive manor as she returned her attention to the computer.  “You’ve done an adequate job, but far from the level of work needed to bring this crisis to an end,” she sneered.  “Unlike my predecessor, I intend to take a far more active role in the operation.”

Christopher mustered an attempt to hide his disgust of the news, but given the dirty look O’Connor cast upon him, he knew it failed.  Nevertheless, O’Connor continued as if he had done nothing.  “Effective immediately, I want battle drills increased by fifty percent.  All vessels are to maintain strict formation and battle readiness, and status reports should be submitted to me every thirty-six hours,” she said.

This time, Christopher was able to maintain himself, but it was Talbot who balked at the orders.  It was truly a severe increase in not only the amount of work they had to do, but also the amount of time it would take to do it.  “We are doing our best right now, Admiral,” protested Christopher.  “And our methods appear to be working.”

O’Connor dismissed the very notion of their adequacy with a dismissive wave of her hand.  “It’s not good enough,” she sneered.  “According to the Federation Council, procedures and protocols in the Kilka Sector have been rather lax.  Not on my watch.”

O’Connor returned her attention to the computer screen once more, only this time, her stay was brief.  She turned the monitor around for Talbot to see, and then addressed him in a highly unpleasant tone.  “Captain Talbot, I want these new fleet deployments issued, and a complete tactical analysis of the situation on my desk by nineteen hundred hours.”

As Talbot looked over the screen, it was clear that these were no minor changes to the fleet’s deployment, nor did he have enough time to do it.  Additionally, a complete tactical analysis would take at least six hours to finish.  Given the fact it was already fifteen hundred hours, Talbot doubted it could all be done in the time allotted—but he said nothing.

“Captain Talbot, you’re dismissed,” said O’Connor as she hastily swiped her computer back to her side of the desk.

While he didn’t hesitate to up and leave, throwing Christopher to the wolves, Talbot did offer a sorrowful gaze to his fellow Captain.  Christopher understood, knowing full well he would most likely have done the exact same thing had O’Connor dismissed him first.  Christopher forced himself to smile as he and O’Connor sat in silence while Talbot vacated the premise.

Not until several seconds after the doors hissed shut behind Talbot did O’Connor even move her eyes from the computer screen.  When she did, they seemed to be even more evil than they had been moments earlier.  “Captain Christopher,” she said icily.  “I have some concerns about your service record.”

Christopher gulped.  Apparently she had done some digging—not that one had to dig very deep to find Christopher’s dark page—but the fact that she went the extra mile to find an error angered him even more.  “Go on,” he urged unenthusiastically.

“Stardate 70647.2,” she said simply.

Despite the simplicity of her statement, the very thought of it stirred up a vast array of emotions inside Christopher.  It was, what he considered, to be the darkest day in his life to date, one he regretted had to happen—but would regret even more it hadn’t.

“According to the U.S.S. Discovery’s logs, it was on this date that you and two other officers went AWOL to seal a rift inside the Romulan Neutral Zone.  Despite Starfleet’s explicit orders to the contrary, you stole a highly experimental shuttlecraft, sealed the rift, and eluded the Federation for two years afterward.”  O’Connor told the tale with a sense of bitter conviction in her voice.  It sounded bad.  It was.

“That is true,” agreed Christopher, but in his defense, he said,  “But, had we not done this, the rift would have opened, and the Elorg crisis would have been trust upon us two years earlier—in a time when the Federation was not so prepared to counter it.”

Despite that fact, it wasn’t enough to convince O’Connor.  “Quite frankly, I cannot trust you because of this, Captain,” she said.

“I’ve been cleared of the charges,” Christopher protested.

“That was a unilateral decision may by Admiral T’Lari, not by a military tribunal,” O’Connor countered.  “As far as I’m concerned those charges still stand.”

“I’d like to bring Stardate 72050 to your attention,” said Christopher.  O’Connor stared blankly at her computer station while she accessed the date.  “The military tribunal,” he said to refresh her memory.

It was enough, and O’Connor was immediately able to catch on.  “And the tribunal decided to suspend your charges until the crisis was over,” she recalled.  

Christopher was beginning to wonder what exactly the Admiral was getting at.  Yes, she was concerned about his record, yes she had done her digging and could mudsling with the best of them—but why remind him of all of this?  “With all due respect Admiral, get to the point of all this.  I’ve got better things to do than sit here and listen to you recite my flaws.”

O’Connor frowned and cast an evil eye upon Christopher.  “You will do as I say, when I say to do it.”

For a nanosecond, Christopher considered walking out on the Admiral, before his better judgment kicked in, telling him his Starfleet career would undoubtedly be history.  Besides, he was already pushing all the wrong buttons.  It was only a matter of time before the Admiral’s top blew. 

As he attempted to calm down his nerves, the Admiral resumed speaking.  “I have launched a formal protest against your continued presence in the Kilka Sector, and have requested permission from Starfleet Command to proceed with your court-martial.”

“On what charge?” Christopher bellowed.

As calm as day, seemingly pleased by the turn of events, O’Connor turned to her computer screen.  “On the charges of desertion, treason, failure to obey orders and regulations, resistance, breach of arrest and escape, and larceny, all of which were committed on or after Stardate 70647.2.”

“Am I relieved of duty?” Christopher inquired bitterly.

“While I have the authority to revoke your command, I’m not going to do so until I’ve received confirmation from Starfleet Headquarters,” she said, relaying the message in a rather sympathetic tone, as if she had no choice in the matter, and was doing Christopher a favor.  “But don’t try anything,” she added a moment later.

Christopher sighed.  “I’m not going anywhere,” he assured her.

“Good.”

Chapter Three

Nafar traveled at a leisurely pace through the Inkhezi’s corridors, gently tapping a PADD upon the palm of his hand as he neared the doors of the interrogation chamber.  Xi’Yor had ordered him to deliver Talyere a new one after the previous one’s unfortunate demise.  Nafar very much doubted the second one would be put to as much use, but still, he complied with his orders and entered the chamber.

It was terribly dark inside the dreaded chamber.  As he stepped into the pitch-black room, Nafar, as instructed by Xi’Yor, reached for the computer panel mounted to his immediate right.  As expected, the panel was there.  By simply touching its display, the terminal activated, providing some much-needed light in the dark room.

Quickly, Nafar pecked away at the computer’s controls, and activated the interrogation lights above Talyere.  A moment later, a terribly luminescent light poured down upon the beaten Talyere in the center of the room.

Nafar flinched back quickly as he took in the sight.  In his current state, Talyere was far from being the strong Overseer that Nafar remembered him to be.  Instead, his eyes were blackened by bruises, and lacked the vivid orange glow of most Elorg. Blotches of black blood had dried to Talyere’s face and head in several places; none of the wounds appeared to be very recent, however, but still, he raised his head in defiance of Xi’Yor’s brutality.

“What is it?” Talyere sneered.

Nafar did not answer.  Slowly, he approached the prisoner and extended his arm with the PADD in hand, gesturing that Talyere should take it.

Talyere only glared at it for several moments, as if he had no intention of taking the PADD.  But Nafar kept his arm extended, and finally, Talyere reached out and grabbed it.  As he did so, Nafar quickly backed off near the edge of the light.

“Don’t worry,” said Talyere quietly. “My quarrel is with Xi’Yor, not you.  You will not be harmed,” he assured Nafar.

“That is good to know,” said Nafar, stumbling nervously over the words.  It was not traditional for anyone but the interrogator to speak with the prisoner, and Nafar knew how obsessed Xi’Yor was when it came to following interrogation rituals.

Nafar also knew Talyere harbored no love of Xi’Yor, and that alone was worth the risk of speaking to the prisoner.  So again, he spoke.  “Overseer, many among the crew believe Xi’Yor is plotting some sort of evil.  But he will not share his plans with anyone.  Might you know of his plans?”

Talyere nodded negatively.  “Regretfully, I do not.  Xi’Yor has not been overly forthcoming about his personal affairs of late.”

Slowly, Nafar reentered the circle of light.  “Do you think it might be possible for you to find out?” he whispered quietly.

Talyere grinned.  “It would be my pleasure,” he said, eager to take any steps necessary to bring Xi’Yor down from his high horse.  

Nafar was equally pleased.  He had not expected an alliance with Talyere to come so quickly.  Then again, he did not know Talyere—only that he and Xi’Yor were not on the best of terms.  Still, Nafar was eager to assist Talyere in his espionage.  “Following your last interrogation, Xi’Yor deemed it necessary to take more extreme measures in extracting the data he needs.”

“So I was told,” said Talyere. 

Nafar motioned for Talyere to activate the PADD.  As Talyere complied, specifications for some sort of device started scrolling across the screen. “I’ve checked the database, and found a device which Xi’Yor may find useful in next interrogation—a memory engram probe.

“It will allow Xi’Yor to probe your memory for the information he wants.  I have discussed this with Sa’sheer, and he believes, with some modifications, it can become a two-way feed.”

Talyere smiled deviously as he continued to look over the specifications.  “I must admit, this device is entirely foreign to me.”

“It was developed sometime within the last year or so.  The specifications arrived during our last systems update three weeks ago,” explained Nafar. 

Again, Talyere took the PADD into his confines.  “You should go,” he told Nafar.  “Return here after tomorrow’s interrogation session—I should have the data you require.”

Two words resonated constantly throughout Alan Christopher’s mind, the two words that he had feared ever since the moment he stepped off the Discovery and made his descent into chaos.  The two words that every officer hated to hear: court-martial.  

And now, for the second time in as many years, he faced the prospects again.  But he was not alone in this battle for freedom.  Lieutenant Rachael Meyer, his comrade in crime, faced the very same charges he did, for she played an equally important role in the theft of the Dark Star and occlusion of the gravimetric distortion that became the Elorg rift.

And now, for the second time in two years, Alan Christopher stood outside Meyer’s quarters, his hand hovering nervously over the door chime as he once again, prepared to break the bad news.  When he finally pressed the chime, the doors opened immediately.

“Come in!” Meyer beckoned.

As he complied, Meyer quickly emerged from one of the back rooms of her cabin to greet her unexpected visitor.  Given the look on her face, Christopher was one of the last people she expected to see.

“Alan!  I’m surprised you’re not with Erin,” she said softly.  

“I would be with her,” said Christopher evenly, “but she’s up to her ears in all this work Admiral O’Connor had provided…and besides…”   He paused, and tried to find the right words to break the news, but to his chagrin, the Captain could only come up with the obvious.  “I have bad news,” he said bluntly.

Meyer’s face turned serious.  Quickly, she beckoned Christopher to sit beside her on the couch near the window.  “What is it?” she asked morbidly.

Christopher placed a hand on Meyer’s shoulder.  “My meeting with Admiral O’Connor did not go well,” he started in a slow, morbid voice.  

Rachael’s heart sunk even more.  She had heard this conversation before, and knew exactly where it was going now that it had started.  “Should I start preparing our defense now, or wait until the official order comes it?”

“Given the current situation, I’d wait,” said Christopher.  “Quite frankly, I don’t think Starfleet is going to hear O’Connor’s case against us at the moment.  But this only increases the chances of it happening later…”

Meyer pinched the bridge of her nose to help alleviate the sudden stress she was feeling.  “How can she bring up these charges after we’ve already been cleared?”

“It’s long, a long, boring legal story,” Christopher said, attempting to lighten the somber mood that had taken over the conversation.  “But in the end, it simply means that this case isn’t as dead as we hoped.”

Meyer sullenly gazed out her window at the nearby Alexander and three other starships she did not recognize; she was hardly humored by Alan’s quips.  “It seems like every time things are going well, something happens to screw it up,” she muttered.

“Even though she’s dead, Admiral T’Lari’s word has a lot of pull back on Earth,” Christopher assured her.  “Don’t give up hope just yet.”

Meyer forced a smile upon her face.  “I hope you’re right,” she said.  “For the first time in…years, I feel like I’ve got a home.  I like it here, Alan, and I don’t want to leave, especially to go to some penal colony in the Sol System.”

Christopher shared the sentiment.  “I like it here, too.  Just remember my golden rule…”

“You’re never wrong,” Meyer quoted from memory.  She had heard it on many occasions.  Even though more times than not, the statement was wrong, in this instance, Meyer allowed whatever faith she had in it to shine.  “I’m going to hold you to that this time,” she told him, finally in collusion with a genuine smile.

With the morbid mood finally lifting, Christopher expelled a long sigh of relief.  “When was the last time we joked around like this?” he asked.

“A long time ago.  Too long,” replied Meyer.

Slowly, and very carefully, Christopher took Meyer’s hand.  “Perhaps we should rectify that error.  There’s nothing wrong with two old friends having dinner, is there?” he inquired.  “And don’t bring Erin into this,” he added a moment later, just as Meyer’s lips started to part, undoubtedly to bring up the now-forbidden topic.

She considered his offer for a brief moment before making her decision.  “All right, fine,” she said. “How about tomorrow night at nineteen hundred?”

Christopher quickly reviewed the next day’s schedule of events, and luckily, found nothing in the aforementioned time slot.  “Fine with me,” he said with a smile.

Phaser banks.

Quantum torpedo yields.

Damage reports.

That was only the beginning of the mountain of data Jeremy Talbot had to sift through to construct a tactical analysis worthy of Admiral O’Connor’s eyes.  And with the deadline rapidly approaching, Talbot knew O’Connor was not going to be happy with it.

He had been working on the analysis ever since his return from Starbase 241—nearly four hours ago.  While he had compiled a decent amount of information on a wide range of subjects, it was far from detailed, and covered only a fraction of the fleet.  It would take several more hours to complete the entire analysis.

He would not get those hours.

His computer terminal suddenly started bleeping with the noise Talbot associated with an incoming transmission.  Since he had told his crew to withhold all messages, Talbot knew exactly whom this was from.  Indeed, as he brought the message upon his screen, the header confirmed his suspicions, Admiral O’Connor.

Talbot slapped the computer console and opened the channel.  Not even a second later, O’Connor appeared on the small monitor, and she was not a happy camper; the scowl on her face was deeper than ever.  “Where is the tactical analysis I requested?” she demanded.

“Hello to you, too,” said Talbot, attempting to maintain his calm.  “I’m still working on the analysis.  I should have it ready in twenty minutes,” he lied.  “Like you requested.”

O’Connor frowned.  “I wanted that analysis forty minutes ago,” she said. 

Talbot forced back a sonorous guffaw.  She had to think he was stupid.  “That’s not what you said back at your office.  You said you wanted the analysis on your desk by nineteen hundred hours.  Unless you’re in a temporal vortex, the time is eighteen hours, forty-one minutes.”

O’Connor shook her head negatively, adamantly disagreeing with Talbot.  “No.  I said, ‘I want the report on my desk at eighteen hundred hours.  Can you do it?’  You said, ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘Fine.’”

Talbot sat in silence for several moments as he attempted to recall that portion of the conversation.  But no matter how hard he tried, he simply could not remember those events happening.  “With all due respect, I am quite certain you said nineteen hundred hours,” he insisted.

“If you couldn’t make the deadline, Captain, you should have said something at my office instead of make up this preposterous excuse,” O’Connor bellowed. 

Not bothering to hide his growing fury, Talbot quickly uploaded the unfinished analysis into Starbase 241’s computer.  “You want the damn analysis?  Fine!  Here it is!”

O’Connor muted the transmission from her end as the file transfer was completed.  “Bitch,” Talbot muttered under his breath as he watched her scan over the incomplete analysis.  With each passing second, O’Connor became more and more frustrated with his results, until finally, she turned her attention back to Talbot.

“This analysis is garbage,” she said quite bluntly.  “I’ve seen first year Academy students write better than this.  Quite frankly, I expect more from those who serve under me.”

Talbot gritted his teeth and smiled.  “Had you given me more time…”

“I gave you plenty of time!” O’Connor said, as if she had given him years to complete the analysis.  “And you wasted it,” she snapped bitterly a moment later.  “I’m giving you twenty-four additional hours to complete this report.”

Without another word, O’Connor reached out and terminated the communication.  As she did so, Talbot clenched his fists firmly pounded them upon one another, and over and over in is head, he repeated one nasty word after another, knowing each and every one of the applied to Admiral Alexis O’Connor…

* * *

Xi’Yor had been looking forward to this morning’s interrogation session more than most of the others.  While he had envisioned himself in a panicked state this close to the Cerebrate’s visit, Xi’Yor was actually rather excited, knowing he had a new piece of equipment at his disposal…  One that had the potential to revolutionize the art of interrogation forever: the ability to review and save memories.

As he entered the interrogation chamber, Xi’Yor performed his usual ritual, bidding Talyere a good afternoon before activating the computer and terribly warm interrogation lights surrounding Talyere’s chair.  As usual, Talyere said nothing, remaining like a statue.

Casually, Xi’Yor walked over to Talyere and lifted the PADD from his prisoner’s lap.  Not surprisingly, it was blank, much as Xi’Yor had been hoping.  Without any warning, Xi’Yor took his fist and struck Talyere firmly upon the side of the head.

“That is only the beginning of your punishment for what you did yesterday,” Xi’Yor explained, pointing to the wounds Talyere had caused yesterday with the PADD.  Xi’Yor had not bothered to repair them, considering it to be a waste of his precious time.

Xi’Yor stepped back into the darkness and accessed the computer terminal.  “Sa’sheer,” he called out over the comm.  “I wish to begin,” he said simply before returning to the circle of light.  “As I stated earlier, I would be taking more extreme measures today.  While it is not as painful as I had hoped, this new device Nafar found will serve my purpose well.  I will discover all your Federation secrets and all the Elorg ones you divulged to them!”

A moment later, Sa’sheer entered the chamber with two fairly complex headsets, not unlike the ones adorned by the Vorta and Jem’Hadar First on a Dominion vessel.  The tactical officer handed one to Xi’Yor, and carefully placed the other upon Talyere’s head, smiling the slightest bit at Talyere as he did so.

Talyere recognized the smile as one of devious satisfaction—Sa’sheer must have been able to complete the modifications necessary to make the device work both ways.  Talyere met his faint grin before could catch wind of what was happening.  Sa’sheer nodded, and backed away.

“That will be all, Sa’sheer,” barked Xi’Yor as he carefully adjusted his own headset.

“Are you sure you do not require additional instruction on how the device operates?” Sa’sheer asked.

“No,” snapped Xi’Yor.  “Dismissed.”

Without any further discussion, Sa’sheer turned around and marched out the doors, leaving Xi’Yor and Talyere alone in the chambers once more.  Quickly, Xi’Yor activated both devices and smiled.

“I wish I had had this device months ago,” he said as he pecked away at the computer controls to begin probing Talyere’s mind…and vice-versa.  “Shall we revisit your first contact with the Starlight?”

Xi’Yor was not initially impressed by the quality of the image he was seeing before him via the advanced neural interface provided, but then again, this was still a new technology, replicated by his crew, not Elorg engineers.  But it was working…and working well.  

“Where am I?”  Talyere demanded.

An older human slowly rose from the command chair.  “I’m Captain David Greene of the Federation Starship Starlight.  You are in a nebula known as the Alteran Expanse, located in the Kilka Sector, on the edge of Federation territory.”

Talyere maintained a neutral demeanor as he absorbed the information.  “I’ve not heard of the Kilka Sector or this Federation you speak of.  Then again, I suppose you’ve never heard of my people before…the Elorg?”

“No,” admitted Greene.

“It doesn’t surprise me.  Our entire civilization exists deep inside a subspace cavity, vanquished there in the wake of a terrible war countless generations ago,” he explained.  “There are only a handful of gateways back into normal space—but none of them are stable enough for a massive armada of vessels to pass through.”

“What brings you here?” Greene inquired.  “Are others coming?”

Talyere’s orange eyes fluttered for a brief moment.  “For your sake, and my own, I most certainly hope not…”
As Xi’Yor delved deeper and deeper into Talyere’s thoughts, Talyere slowly started to probe into Xi’Yor’s own memory.  Only Xi’Yor was far more preoccupied than Talyere…

Loud sonorous music filled the air of Xi’Yor’s mind, a powerful, triumphant tune Talyere recognized as an ancient Elorg war hymn—or a poor rendition of one, at the very least.  As Talyere brought order to the chaos of Xi’Yor’s mind, he slowly forced his way into the memories surrounding the music. 

But the unconsciousness of Xi’Yor was fighting him…but not enough for Talyere to get the one scrap of data he needed to put this all together—the song’s title:  “The Conquest of Gildebron III.” 

Every Elorg soldier stationed in normal space knew what Gildebron III represented to the enemy.  Being the planetary system nearest the Alteran Expanse, it had a high strategic value to both sides—but up to this point, neither the Elorg nor the Federation had had the firepower to hold the base for long.  Apparently, Xi’Yor had devised some sort of plan that would give the Elorg the needed edge in battle—the edge needed to conquer Gildebron III.

But as he continued, Talyere noticed something very strange about this plan—Xi’Yor was not planning it for the Bloc.  He had some sort of ulterior motives behind the invasion…

“That will be sufficient for today,” Xi’Yor said suddenly, removing the interface from his head.  “I must admit, Talyere, following this succinct examination of your memory, your outlook is most bleak.”

“That is unfortunate,” Talyere muttered.

“For you,” Xi’Yor sneered.  “I will see you tomorrow,” he said a moment later before reactivating the restraints, now even tighter than ever.  “Have a nice…morning.”

Chapter Four

For the first time in recent memory, Alan Christopher was the last person to enter the conference lounge for the morning meeting.  No one said anything, since he was still a few minutes early, but Christopher knew the others were at the very least, thinking something…  He had skipped out on their traditional breakfast, after all.

But he had his reasons, and as he took his seat at the head of the table, Christopher fiddled with the computer controls in front of his seat and displayed his reason on the viewscreen.

Lieutenant Neelar Drayge instantly recognized the star system Christopher displayed.  “The Osian Cluster.”

“The Osian Cluster,” confirmed Christopher.  “I just received official word from Admiral Grayson.  The fleet of nearly 700 starships stationed in the Osian Cluster will be heading here.”

“Seven hundred starships!” exclaimed Kendall Johnson.  “All of them impervious to verteron radiation?”

 “All of them,” said Christopher.  

Commander Harrison smiled.  “This could be our opportunity to end this crisis,” he said.

“That is where the bad news comes in,” Christopher said a moment later, fiddling with the computer controls once more, this time displaying the hazy, purple hues of the Alteran Expanse.  “Starfleet Intelligence believes the Elorg are also about to receive heavy reinforcements from their domain.  And we’re not talking one or two warships.

“Given the location of the Elorg fleet at the time we brought Talyere under our wing last year, and assuming they all headed directly here at maximum velocity, a fleet of at least seventy destroyers could come sailing through that rift at any minute,” said Christopher grimly.

His somber mood was terribly infectious, and quickly spread to the rest of the senior staff.  While the Federation would severely outnumber the Elorg, with some seventy new ships added to their fleet, the Elorg would have the Federation outgunned. 

“Despite that fact, we should still have a plan prepared in case our fleet arrives before theirs,” said Lieutenant Bator.

“When exactly does our fleet arrive?” asked Harrison.

Christopher sunk down into his chair and rubbed his forehead.  “About twenty days,” he muttered, knowing it was going to be a long twenty-day wait.  He knew no matter how hard he tried, that he was going to be sitting on pins and needles the entire time, jumping at each verteron spike and tachyon burst on sensors, no matter how minute.

But still, Bator was right.  They needed a tactical plan in the event that fortune was smiling upon them.  “I intend to discuss the matter of a tactical plan with Captain Talbot,” Christopher informed them.

“What about Admiral O’Connor?” Harrison inquired innocently.

Christopher forced a smile and clenched his jaw.  “Admiral O’Connor is the largest mass of hot air in the known universe,” he said in a tempered voice.  “She will undoubtedly object to any plan Captain Talbot and I come up with, so I see no reason in telling her we’re creating one in the first place.  Besides, I don’t think she likes me.”

“Not like you?” exclaimed Doctor Hartman in a voice drenched in sarcasm.  “I like her already.”

Had Christopher not known the good doctor for so many years, and had he not come to tolerate her insipid attempts at humor, he would have thrown her out the nearest airlock.  But instead, he smiled and simply returned to business.  “Yes it’s true.  Someone in this galaxy does not like me.  Her attempts to resurrect the court-martial only confirmed my suspicions.”

Before Harrison could go into panic mode, Christopher firmly placed his hand upon the table.  “Quite frankly, I don’t think she’s going to pull it off,” he said, and instantly, Harrison’s concerned face seemed at ease.  “Like I said, nothing but hot air—no volume.  When she speaks to Command, I’ve got the feeling they have a tendency to ignore her.”

With everyone intent upon the current situation outside the ship, Christopher decided it was time to turn his attention to the insides.  “So what else is new?”

To his surprise, Kendall Johnson was the first to speak.  “I want to reinitialize the deflector dish,” he said evenly.  “The particle emitter appears to be out of alignment,” he explained a moment later.

“Either that, or we’ve got an Alverian dung beetle infestation,” suggested Erin Keller sarcastically. “When I was stationed on board the Destiny during the Second Romulan War, at one point we were forced to land the ship after a battle to make repairs.  Little did we know that a family of Alverian dung beetles was making a home in our deflector dish.  The entire EPS relay system on that deck was fried because of the overload they caused.”

Christopher was the first to burst out into laughter, followed by Hartman, Meyer and Drayge to a much lesser degree.  The others simply grinned, or grimaced to themselves as they reflected upon Keller’s story.

“Make the necessary adjustments, Kendall,” said Christopher once he calmed down.  “And check for dung beetles,” he added lightly a moment later.

Tompkins, the least moved by Erin’s store, spoke next.  “Warp engines are at peak efficiency,” he said proudly in his calm, monotone voice.  “I’d say we can hold Warp 9.985 for twenty or thirty minutes if necessary.”

“Let’s hope we don’t need to find out,” said Christopher as Doctor Hartman moved to speak.

“I did see something of interest this morning,” said Hartman flatly.  “Lieutenant Durati downloaded Metrix version 4.0 this morning.  I had to delete the damn thing because it was interfering with her duties.”

Christopher’s jaw dropped in excitement.  Keller nearly fell off her chair.  Among the senior staff, those two were the only avid players of the popular game. In fact, Keller had clandestinely installed it at her ops station for use in those boring situations.  Equally enthusiastic about the game, Christopher had demanded she install it on his bridge station as well.  

“Quite frankly,” said Hartman, “I don’t see what is so great about that game.  It’s damn stupid if you ask me.”

“It grows on you,” said Keller.

“She probably doesn’t know how to turn it on,” quipped Christopher, finally striking back at Hartman’s humor.  With no one else ready to divulge any information and two officers extremely anxious to download Metrix 4.0, Christopher waved his hand good-bye.  “Dismissed.”

As the others followed behind Keller into the bridge, Christopher pulled aside Lieutenant Meyer.  “See you tonight?” he asked quietly.

“Your quarters or mine?”

“We could do mine,” decided Christopher.  “I think I have a better replicator than you.  The last time I was ate dinner in your quarters, the food seemed a little bland.”

“Remember that massive power surge last year?  I still think it did something to my replicator,” Meyer explained.  “Lucas tells me there’s nothing wrong with it, but I’m not so sure…”

“I’ll have it looked into for you,” Christopher assured her with a comforting pat on the back before he turned toward the doors and headed for the bridge.

Nafar waited a few hours after Xi’Yor’s interrogation session with Talyere before quietly making his way toward the chambers.  Attempting to not bring any attention to himself, Nafar walked slowly and looked only straight ahead as he headed into the empty corridor housing the interrogation chambers.  This time of day, there were very few people down there; most of them were either at their duty stations or in their quarters.

But just as Talyere’s cell came into view, Al’tiir, the Inkhezi’s strategic operations officer approached Nafar from behind.  Al’tiir was extremely close to Xi’Yor, and would undoubtedly wonder what Nafar was doing.  So it came as no surprise when he asked, “What are you doing down here?”

Nafar gulped as he quickly fabricated a lie.  “Xi’Yor ordered me to administer a swift dose of pain to Talyere,” he lied.

Apparently, Al’tiir found no problem with the statement, as he only smiled.  “Xi’Yor can never quench his thirst for revenge, can he?” 

Nafar readily agreed.  “It would seem so.”

“Proceed,” Al’tiir beckoned without any further questions.  He quietly continued on down the empty corridor and entered one of the science labs at the far end of the corridor.

Making sure that he was now completely alone, Nafar approached Talyere’s cell and opened the doors.  He quietly slipped inside and activated the lights, revealing Talyere’s beaten body strapped to the chair.

Upon realizing what was happening, Talyere snapped out of his trance and looked up at Nafar with wide eyes.  “Mission accomplished,” he said simply.

Nafar smiled.  “What did you find out?” he asked eagerly.

“Xi’Yor intends to conquer Gildebron III,” Talyere whispered.

Nafar gasped.  “Gildebron III…” he repeated.  “The Federation places a high value on that planet.  They will not simply relinquish control of it to us.  But it is a step in the right direction if we wish to reclaim our space.”

“Unfortunately, that is not what Xi’Yor has in mind,” said Talyere.

“What do you mean?”

“While this attack will return control of Gildebron to the Elorg, that is not Xi’Yor’s reason for planning it,” explained Talyere.

Nafar frowned.  “Then what was his motive?”

Talyere nodded negatively.  “I do not know.  Xi’Yor terminated our link before I could find out.”

“This news is rather sudden,” said Nafar,  “much like the news of the Cerebrate’s arrival.”  As he continued as the mechanisms in his mind set into high gear.  “The two may be connected,” he concluded.

“I would look into the prospects, but I am…otherwise engaged,” said Talyere, staring down at his cuffed hands.

“Do not worry about it,” Nafar assured him.  “I will look into the matter and inform you of the results.”

Talyere nodded.  “Very well. I will see you tomorrow.”

Nafar briefly acknowledged Talyere before becoming enveloped in the darkness surrounding the interrogation chair.  He deactivated the computer and the lights, leaving Talyere alone in the darkness while he headed off to continue his investigation.

Finally, after many long hours of arduous labor, Jeremy Talbot was finished with the tactical analysis.  While he doubted Admiral O’Connor would be pleased with it, Talbot knew it was at the very least sufficient.  As he finished uploading it into a PADD, Talbot deactivated his computer terminal and headed out to the bridge.

His crew was working quietly as he emerged onto the bridge.  Only a few of them looked up to greet him, and in return, Talbot nodded his acknowledgment.  “Lieutenant,” he called out to Lieutenant Andrea Quinn, the ship’s tactical officer.

Quinn looked up from her station and smiled respectfully.  “Yes, sir?” she asked.

Talbot handed her the PADD.  “Send this tactical analysis to the witch,” he told her, taking great efforts to use the euphemism ‘witch’ in place of a similar word…

Quinn only frowned.  “Witch?” she repeated.

Talbot had simply assumed everyone knew who he was talking about, but then, he reminded himself that very few people had met O’Connor as of yet.  “Admiral O’Connor,” he corrected.

“Yes, sir,” she said, without any further delay, but clearly she wanted to know what was going on.  Unfortunately, she didn’t have the words to say it.

“Don’t worry, Lieutenant.  You’ll find out all too soon,” Talbot assured his tactical officer as she relayed the message. 

Alan Christopher’s replicator had been working overtime since he decided Rachael Meyer would be dining in his quarters.  His first meal was a simple Ka’Tulan dish, one of his favorites, but as he placed it upon the table, Christopher quickly realized it was poisonous to most humanoids, including Marians.  

And so, he recycled it and created a more eloquent, but far more benign form of Ka’Tulan spaghetti.  Satisfied this would suffice, he set it upon the table and had returned to the replicator to create the side dishes when the door chimed.

“Come in,” he called out loudly.

A moment later, Rachael entered Alan’s quarters, dressed in a simple navy blue ensemble.   She cast him a warm smile as she stepped further into the room.  “I’m here.”

“I gathered as much,” said Christopher as he set down the plates and silverware on the table.  “Well, have a seat,” he beckoned.  “I was just replicating dinner.”

“Nothing poisonous, I hope,” Rachael quipped as she sat down at Christopher’s sleek black table.

Christopher smiled deviously as he poured a bright blue beverage into her glass.  As Rachael moved to sample the exotic beverage, Christopher placed a hypospray beside her plate.  “Pericatiline,” he said softly.  “Thirty cc’s should prevent any…unfortunate accidents.”

Rachael’s eyes bugged out as she looked down at the medical instrument. “What the hell are you feeding me?” she demanded as she took the hypospray into her hand.

“I know how you like to try exotic Ka’Tulan foods.  Well, this kaelon wine is…rather potent.  If you were a human, I’m quite sure it would kill you instantly.  Although it doesn’t have any known effects on Marians, I’d rather be safe than sorry,” he explained.

Rachael looked unconvinced as she injected the hypospray into her right arm.  “If I turn up dead tomorrow morning, I’m blaming it on you.”

Alan smiled.  “Fair enough.”

Rachael hesitated as she sipped the bright blue wine.  “Replicated,” she determined as she washed it around in her mouth. “But not bad,” she added a moment later.

“I’m glad you approve,” said Alan.  “I believe you’ll find the main course to be equally satisfactory.  It’s a Ka’Tulan dish called poranza,” he explained.  “Additionally, it lacks certain…poisonous elements that most Ka’Tulan food seems to contain.”

“I don’t know if I like eating here,” Rachael quipped as she watched Alan take a helping of the poranza.

“You don’t have anything to worry about,” Alan assured her.  “Marians are immune to almost ninety-five percent of the toxins found in Ka’Tulan foods.”

“It’s that five percent that has me worried,” she said, now helping herself to the long stands of stringy noodles drenched in a lime-green dressing and sprinkled with orange seasonings.

Alan quickly dismissed her fears.  “That five percent would at the very most give you a bad case of nausea,” he told her.  “Now if you were human…nausea would be the least of your concerns.”

“So how’s the weather?” Rachael asked in an obvious attempt to change the subject.

“The same as it’s been the past two years.  Twenty degrees centigrade and mostly well lit.  I believe that’s called a stagnant weather pattern,” explained Alan after swallowing a bite of food.  “Oh!” he exclaimed a moment later.

“What is it?”

“A few minutes before you got here I received a transmission from Admiral Grayson.  Much as I had predicted, Admiral O’Connor’s attempt to court-martial us has failed,” he said, sounding very pleased—to Christopher any bad news for the Admiral to be good for everyone else.

“That is good,” agreed Rachael. 

“She’s probably over in her office venting steam by the cubic meter,” Alan snickered.  “I’ve met her once and already I can’t stand the very thought of her.  It’s like the succession of the witches—we trade in the good witch T’Lari for the wicked O’Connor…”

“And your opinion of her is spreading like wildfire,” Rachael added.  “Half the crew thinks she’s some sort of demon.  The other half probably doesn’t know what to think.”

“I don’t want to dictate what they should think of her, but if the crew decides she’s a villain, who am I to stand in their way?”

With that said, a long moment of silence filled the room as both Christopher and Meyer ate their meals.  But as Meyer cleaned her plate, she suddenly brought up a completely different subject.   “I had an opportunity to try out that new Metrix game you’re so fond of.”

“And?”

Rachael frowned.  “Quite frankly, Sarah is right… It was…stupid.”

“Stupid?” Christopher repeated in awe.

“Very stupid…  I don’t see what you and Erin find so exciting about that game.”

“Like Erin said, ‘it grows on you.’”

Rachael slowly looked up from her plate.  “About Commander Keller,” she said slowly.

“What about her?”  asked Alan innocently.

Rachael thought for a moment as she structured her words appropriately.  “How exactly does she fit into everything?”

“Have you ever tried to complete a jigsaw puzzle?” Christopher asked suddenly.

“Yes…” said Rachael, not knowing where Christopher was taking the unexpected twist in the conversation.

“Erin is that one piece that doesn’t seem to fit anywhere. No matter how hard you try, it just doesn’t seem to fit.  Nevertheless, you know that piece fits into the puzzle somewhere,” explained Christopher.

“A highly enigmatic response that seems to answer the question, but in reality, does nothing at all,” said Rachael as she converted into counseling mode.  “Maybe I should have been more blunt: do you love her?”

Alan nearly choked on his poranza as his mind processed the question.  He considered it for a brief moment before finally reaching an answer.  “I don’t think we need to be discussing this.  Erin and I are very close.  That’s all you need to know…”

Rachael clasped her hands together.  “Yes, sir.”

Following his rather uneventful duty shift on the bridge, Nafar made haste to return to his quarters so he could review a list of possible motives for Xi’Yor’s sudden interest in conquering Gildebron III.  The list was extensive, ranging anywhere from a threat from one of Xi’Yor’s enemies in the Enclave of Overseers, to an alien infestation or some strange disease.  Nafar ruled out nothing until he had thoroughly reviewed each choice and was able to discard it without a doubt.

The alien infestation theory was among the first to go.  The Inkhezi had been nowhere near an alien world in months and Xi’Yor’s last medical scan, performed only a few weeks ago, showed nothing unusual.  With that known, the strange disease was also ruled out, but many other possibilities still existed. 

But as he scrolled down the list, Nafar couldn’t help but hone in on theory thirty-five, Xi’Yor’s own personal agenda; that one seemed the most likely, given Xi’Yor’s track record.  And as he delved into the archives, Nafar haphazardly stumbled upon one record that seemed conspicuous.  One record that said all the right things…  And Nafar was certain he had uncovered Xi’Yor’s secret…

Chapter Five

Admiral William Grayson did not like Alexis O’Connor before she beat him out for the position at the helm of the Kilka Sector.  And now that he had to meet with her on a daily basis to listen to her gloat, made Grayson like her even less.  While they were officially designated strategy sessions, the daily meetings accomplished little more than show how oblivious O’Connor was to what was happening around her while she ranted on about a misspelling in a tactical analysis or some other inconsequential piece of news.  Today was no different.

“I gave him almost thirty hours to complete this analysis,” O’Connor shouted as she slammed a PADD containing Talbot’s analysis onto the operations station in the center of ops.  “And what do I get for my generosity?”

Grayson was about to answer, but as he expected, O’Connor cut him off.  And so, he took a few steps back and let her vent her anger.

“Garbage!” she clamored.  “It’s going to take me weeks to straighten out this mess,” she muttered as she scrolled through the data once more.

“That is unfortunate,” Grayson said flatly.  “But there are other issues we must deal with,” he added a moment later.

O’Connor had clearly ignored Grayson’s statement, since her response had nothing to do with the subject at hand. “Have Captain Porter on the Aries contact me at once,” she said.  “Maybe she can get it right.”

Grayson relayed the message to the communications officer with a glance of exasperation before moving to O’Connor’s side to press the more important matter at hand. But by the time he reached her position, O’Connor was already heading back to her office, apparently finished with the meeting.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Bill,” she said as she walked into her office.

Grayson clenched his teeth and forced a smile.  He hated being called “Bill.”  He hated these pointless meetings.  He hated Alexis O’Connor.  And Grayson knew he wasn’t alone in his feelings on two of those issues.  She was pompous and arrogant, believing her way was the only way.  She listened to no one but herself, and once her mind was made up, there was no way to change it.  Grayson knew that if her mindset weren’t changed soon, O’Connor would be leading this operation into the ground…

* * *

Nafar sat in silence for several hours as he reflected upon the discovery he had made.  While the revelation hardly surprised him, Nafar was surprised at the sheer amount of secrecy surrounding the situation, especially on the part of Xi’Yor.  

But now, several hours later, Nafar decided it was time to act.  After carefully covering his tracks in the computer system, Nafar headed for the bridge and discretely summoned Sa’sheer to the corridor.

“What is it?” Sa’sheer inquired once he joined Nafar in the corridor outside the bridge.

Nafar took in a deep, nervous breath.  “I know what Xi’Yor is planning,” he whispered. 

“What is it?” Sa’sheer urged.

“Not here,” said Nafar quickly.  “We cannot risk being overheard.  If someone like Al’tiir hears this, he will inform Xi’Yor…and knowing Xi’Yor, the consequences will not be pleasant.  Besides, I think Talyere should hear this as well.”

Sa’sheer nodded his understanding.  “Very well, then.”

Without any further discussion, Nafar and Sa’sheer hastily headed for the interrogation chamber, while attempting to maintain their secrecy at the same time.  While the corridors were fairly empty, the duo did pass several fellow officers who were undoubtedly growing curious as to their strange actions, but Nafar doubted they were curious enough to follow—yet.

Finally, after several minutes of travel, the duo arrived outside the doors of the interrogation chamber.  Using his security codes to open the doors, Nafar hastily entered the dark room, followed immediately by Sa’sheer.  Quickly, the Underlings accessed the controls and activated the illumination around the interrogation chair.  But as he did so, Nafar heard Sa’sheer emit a horrified gasp.  Quickly, he turned around to see what could possibly stir such an emotion.

What he saw was reason enough.  The chair was empty.  Nafar’s chest pounded furiously as countless horrible thoughts crossed his mind.  “Where is Talyere?” he inquired under his breath.

“I don’t know,” Sa’sheer responded a moment later.

“But I do,” came a voice from the darkness behind the empty chair.  The voice belonged to Al’tiir, who stepped into the circle of light a few seconds later.  “Show yourself,” he ordered.

Slowly, another shadowy figure emerged from the darkness.  It was Talyere.  He was no longer in restraints, nor did he look beaten by Al’tiir.  In fact, from what Nafar could tell, Talyere’s demeanor indicated quite the opposite.  “What’s going on?  What are you doing?” Nafar demanded.

“I could ask you the same thing,” said Al’tiir.  “But since I already know, it would be a pointless question, would it not?”

“Perhaps,” said Nafar.

Al’tiir slowly circled the interrogation chair before carefully sitting down upon its arm.  “I am a member of the Cortisan Enclave, Nafar.  I see things others don’t… And I’ve been watching you.  Your recent actions have been more than a little suspicious, you see.  So I thought I would perform a little investigation of my own to find out what was going on…”

Nafar gulped as he felt his brilliant plan crashing down before him.  He nervously looked to Sa’sheer, and then to Talyere for some sort of help.  To Nafar’s apparent consternation, neither one offered more than a blank stare.  And so, Nafar did the only thing he could think of.

“You must understand, Administrator, we are not trying to undermine Xi’Yor.  But given his tendency to take extreme actions, we had to know if his plan posed any threat to this ship and its crew.”

“He intends to recapture Gildebron III,” Al’tiir said flatly.  “There is always danger when we enter battle.”

Nafar could not dispute that fact, nor could he ignore the dark secret that he had discovered in his quarters a few hours earlier.  “Xi’Yor does not intend to capture Gildebron III for the welfare of the Bloc.  He intends to use it as a means of advancing his career.”

“What?” exclaimed Al’tiir.  He thrust himself from the arm of the interrogation chair and brought took several steps closer to Nafar.  “Explain.”

Nafar quickly produced the PADD holding all his findings.  “Several days ago, we received a transmission from the Cerebrate, indicating she would be arriving shortly.  Along with that data was the usual feed of current events, only this time, parts of it were mysteriously distorted.

“At the time, I assumed the transmission had degraded, but upon a closer analysis, I discovered quite the contrary.  Someone had tampered with the data—but not all of it.  In fact, such a small portion that nobody really noticed.  But I did.”

“Perhaps you should join the Cortisan Enclave,” said Al’tiir.  “Fortune is clearly on your side.”

“Indeed,” Nafar agreed.  “But had I not been looking for such anomalous occurrences, it would have remained unnoticed.”

“Were you able to reconstruct the missing data?” Talyere inquired.

“I was.”

“And?” demanded Sa’sheer.

Nafar took in a deep breath before continuing.  “Overseer Hatrel will be dead within a few weeks,” he said.  Hatrel was the highest of all the Overseers, second only to the Cerebrate herself.  He gave all the orders, called all the shots, and was the one thing standing in Xi’Yor’s way to supremacy.  “It is my belief that Xi’Yor’s plan, along with the gift of Talyere, will curry favor with the Cerebrate, and will prompt her to elevate Xi’Yor to Hatrel’s position.”

“If Xi’Yor succeeds, he will be the chosen one to lead should something…unfortunate happen to the Cerebrate,” Talyere added quietly as Nafar finished.  

“I have known Xi’Yor for many years.  With unlimited power, he will attempt to conquer not only the former Bloc, but the entire Federation as well—territory not in our sphere of interest,” Al’tiir grimaced as he finally realized the magnitude of the situation.  “While we must pledge our support to the conquest of Gildebron III, we must make sure that Xi’Yor does not succeed in getting Hatrel’s position.”

Nafar was clearly startled as he absorbed those words.  “You are going to assist us?”

“I assist the best interests of the Bloc.  And for the moment, Xi’Yor does not fall in that category,” he explained.

“Then how should we proceed?” inquired Sa’sheer.

Nafar remained silent for several moments before even attempting to answer Sa’sheer’s question.  There were so many possibilities.  Many of them would work, but were either too drastic or too obvious—Xi’Yor would see what they were doing light-years away.  But, Nafar was not completely without direction.  “This early in the game, it is difficult to say what our next step is,” he admitted.  “For now, we must remain in the shadows and simply observe Xi’Yor to see the extent of his treachery.”

“And then what?” Al’tiir demanded.

Nafar nodded sorrowfully.  “Then, if necessary, we will take more drastic measures in stopping him,” he explained.  

“Such as?” asked Sa’sheer.

Talyere spoke before Nafar could even think up a response.  Only Talyere’s words were far more potent than anything Nafar considered drastic.  “Kill him.”  It was a very simple statement, direct and to the point, but those two words cast a blanket of silence upon them from which they would not soon recover…

Talyere was not talking about simply undermining Xi’Yor; he was talking about cold-blooded murder.  Nafar had considered it before, if only for a moment, but this was the first time he gave it serious thought.  It would end the threat—and Xi’Yor…
* * *
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