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Chapter 17

THUMP-THUMP…

Alan Christopher perched uncomfortably on the edge of the chair nearest Sarah Hartman’s desk.  In the past, Alan always thought of it as a comfortable, relaxing place to sit and sleep while Sarah babbled incessantly about one superfluous medical procedure or another—but on this dark day, the chair felt as if it were made of stone, for Alan took no comfort in its appealing curves.

Dead to the world, he sat and stared into oblivion, just listening to his steady heartbeat thunder in the cavernous void between his ears.  

THUMP-THUMP…

Sarah sat at her desk, her lifeless eyes simply gazing into the computer screen.  Alan didn’t know how long she had been there, but she looked terrible.  Her hair was frazzled.  There were bags under her eyes, and deep lines creased her weary face.  For the first time in his memory, Alan thought that Sarah looked stressed…

He understood the feeling.  So twisted and knotted were the nerves in his stomach, Alan wasn’t entirely certain normalcy could be restored.  He didn’t eat.  He didn’t sleep.  He rarely thought—and when he did, those thoughts would invariably turn to Erin Keller…

THUMP-THUMP…
“I did everything that I could,” Sarah quietly stated, her somber eyes dropping away from the computer terminal.  She couldn’t bring herself to look Alan in the eye.  “The damage was just too extensive…”

Alan didn’t know what to say.  In fact, he barely had the mental capacity to form words in his weary mind.  He just sat, his mind’s eye fixed upon the fading memories of Erin Keller.  He remembered her angelic smile… her girly little laugh… that quirky sense of humor… and her love of life in general.  As far as Erin was concerned, every moment of every day was a gift…

But today was no gift.  Every single torturous moment of this dark, insipid day was a living hell—and the day was still young.  Alan was not entirely certain he would live to see its conclusion.

Sensing his pain, a glint of sadness crept into Sarah’s pallid face.  “I’m sorry.”

Again, Alan found himself at a loss for words.  He didn’t know what to say.  He didn’t know what to feel or what to do.  He was dazed and confused, lost and alone on a turbulent sea of emotions he knew not how to navigate—but unless he did something, he knew that he would soon find himself on the bottom of that sea, forever mingling with those fools not wise enough to tread the frightful waters.

THUMP-THUMP…
“Can I see her?”  Those were the first words that came to mind.  With the memory of Erin’s delicate features already fading, Alan wanted his bleary eyes to fall upon perfection one last time…

Sarah was more than happy to oblige.  “Of course,” she said.  There was a lingering sadness present in her voice that Alan simply could not comprehend.  These things weren’t supposed to happen…

THUMP-THUMP…

Sarah pushed herself away from the desk and slowly wandered back into the dimly lit sickbay.  It was late at night… or was it early in the morning?  Alan didn’t really know.  Ever since Erin’s… death, time had passed at an utterly surreal pace.  It lurched forward.  It crawled.  Painful eternities passed between each second, mercilessly dragging Alan Christopher into the oblivious depths of despair.

He didn’t want to go.

But he had no choice.

THUMP-THUMP…

The morgue was a fairly unassuming wall tucked both out of sight and mind in a secluded corner of the sickbay.  Alan had stood in its ominous shadow a handful of times—so infrequently that he could recall each and every instance.  Brian Keller.  Rachael Meyer.  Stephanie Kerrigan.

Erin Keller.

THUMP-THUMP…
Her hand trembling, Sarah tapped a short sequence of commands into the keypad beside Erin’s stasis chamber.  Once the lock was unsealed, she stepped away from the chamber and fell into place at Alan’s side.  No words were spoken.  She simply touched a caring hand to Alan’s shoulder, and then left him to the unhappy reunion.

The physical contact flipped an emotional switch in the back of Alan’s mind.  As the stasis tube slowly pulled away from the wall, Alan suddenly felt a raw lump climb into his throat.  Tears welled in his eyes, and the giant knot in his stomach tightened until it finally managed to tug at his heart…

Erin was pale and lifeless.  Where once there had been a magical little smile, there now existed a solemn frown.  Her ethereal brown eyes were now devoid of their former charms, forever hidden beneath Erin’s delicate eyelids…

And then, of course, there was the giant, bloodstained blade that protruded from Erin’s chest.  Alan instantly recognized the sword as a jen’talak, a lethal weapon once wielded by the Elorg to combat their most feared and hated adversaries.  But how did it find its way into Erin’s chest?

“I put it there,” said Xi’Yor, malevolence dripping from his every word.  The Overseer suddenly stood opposite Alan Christopher, happily gazing upon his handiwork.

A raging fury immediately tore through Alan’s emotional barriers.  He clenched his fists, gritted his teeth, lunged toward Xi’Yor and…

…Woke up in bed.  It was just a dream.  A very bad dream.

The remainder of the night passed without incident, and Alan Christopher awoke the next morning feeling both rested and somewhat unsettled.  Erin was still under Sarah Hartman’s care in sickbay and Xi’Yor was indeed aboard the ship… but the pair had yet to cross paths, and if Alan had his way, they never would.  Last night’s unsettling nightmare would not come to pass.

After fiddling around in the bathroom for a few minutes, Alan emerged into the living room with far a simpler matter on his mind—breakfast.  Though the nightmare dulled his usual morning apatite, Alan nevertheless felt hunger pangs in his stomach.  He slowly wandered over to the replicator and ordered a cinnamon Dutch apple bagel for himself, a bowl of cereal for Angela, and two glasses of orange juice.

And just as breakfast materialized in the replicator’s basin, little Angela excitedly scurried into the kitchen.  “Daddy!” she happily exclaimed as she climbed into her chair at the breakfast table.

“Hey!”  Alan smiled.  If ever he needed refuge from a foul mood, he needed to look no further than his daughter.  The little girl was an eternal ray of sunshine.  “How are you this morning?  Did you sleep good?”

She provided a generous nod.  “I dreamed about blue giraffes, Daddy!  They could fly, so we went to Zarbadan!”

“Zarbadan?” Alan carefully placed Angela’s breakfast on the table, and then went back to the replicator to grab his own.  “Where is Zarbadan?”

“It’s a million light years away!” Angela replied.  Her bright blue eyes darted downward—and in one quick maneuver, she hopped down from her chair, plucked a wayward sheet of paper from the floor, and returned to the table with a map of the Milky Way in hand.

It was a crude rendition of the galaxy, but the fact it was indeed shaped like a spiral was indication enough of Angela’s intelligence.   Highlighted in some far-flung corner of the Delta Quadrant was a bright pink circle that undoubtedly represented the mythical world of Zarbadan.  “I drew a kitty, too,” Angela promptly added, flipping the paper over to reveal her rendition of a little gray cat.

Alan grinned.  “Wow,” he exclaimed.  “I wish I could draw as good as you!  Why don’t we hang this by the replicator?”

But Angela shook her head.  “I want to give it to Mommy,” she said, a hint of sadness creeping into her voice.  It had been a few days since Erin’s accident, and Angela was moderately concerned about her mother.

While he made great efforts to assure the little girl that her Mommy was fine, Alan had thus far kept Angela away from sickbay.  But with Erin on the mend, Alan felt that today was the perfect day for a happy reunion.  Besides, after that unpleasant nightmare, Alan was also rather eager to meet with Erin.  “All right,” he quickly decided, “we’ll go and see Mommy today.”

Erin Keller felt like crap.  When she moved, every single muscle in her body cried out in pain.  Despite the incredible amounts of medication flowing throughout her body, she still had a slight headache, and her stomach was more than a little bit queasy…  But she was alive, which was more than she could say for the shuttlecraft Darwin.  Its remains were no doubt buried under a fresh blanket of snow somewhere on the frigid plains of Rebena Te Ra…

And that voyage to Rebena Te Ra had certainly made things interesting.  While she couldn’t remember much of anything that happened after the Darwin crashed, Erin learned that during the few hours they actually spent on the icy planet, more than two weeks passed for the rest of the galaxy.  She would still have to examine the data, but as far as Erin could tell, all of it would be severely out of date…

Of course, Erin knew that she wasn’t going to examine much of anything until she was a bit closer to a complete recovery—and much to her chagrin, Doctor Hartman seemed to have dozens of tests to run.  Erin stopped keeping track after the fourth neurological examination, but she was reasonably certain the Doctor had performed a dozen or so additional tests.  It prompted Erin to wonder just how badly she had been injured…

But before she had a chance to wonder too long about her averted fate, Erin heard a faint hiss as the doors slid apart.  She wearily glanced away from the patch of ceiling that had held her attention for the past few hours, and was relieved to see Alan and Angela wander into the sickbay—and she smiled, already feeling a little bit better.

“Hey, Pookie!” Erin chirped once Alan and Angela got a little closer.  Her voice sounded about as bad as she felt; it was weak and raspy, and though she uttered only two small words, it took a great deal of energy to get them out.

But Alan didn’t seem to notice.  Flashing his most charming smile, he carefully shoved aside a lock of stray hair that had wandered onto Erin’s face and said, “Hey, Honey…  Look who I brought to see you.”

Just then, Angela’s little blonde head popped up beside the biobed.  She must have been standing on something, but Erin couldn’t imagine what it might have been—nor did she really care.  She was just glad to see her little girl.  “Hey, Angela!”

“Mommy!” she happily exclaimed.  “Daddy said you got hurt in an accident!”

Erin nodded.  “The shuttle crashed,” she explained, deciding it best to leave the details vague.  “But Doctor Hartman says I’m going to be okay.”

“When are you coming home?”

That was quite a good question.  Amidst all of the testing, never did Sarah mention an estimated time of departure.  “I don’t know,” Erin admitted.  She assumed it would be a few more days.  “Soon, I hope.”

“We’ll see about that,” Sarah suddenly interjected.  She wandered up to the biobed with a tricorder in hand, apparently ready to start the next round of tests.

Hoping for some more concrete answers, Alan’s gaze drifted over to the Doctor.  “How is she doing, Sarah?”

“I think she’s going to make a complete recovery,” said the Doctor without any hesitation, “but all of that trauma did some damage to Erin’s kidneys.  Both of them are failing.  I’ve tried to repair the damage on two separate occasions, but I’m starting to think it’s a lost cause…”

A pang of concern registered in Erin’s mind.  She didn’t want to jump to any conclusions, but… kidney failure was certainly something that warranted a bit of concern.  “I assume you’re going to replace them?”

Sarah provided an enthusiastic nod.  “I’m preparing a set of biosynthetic implants even as we speak.  You’ll be back on your feet in five or six days.”

Erin could live with the time away from work.  There were a dozen things she could do with five or six days to herself… read a book, play with Angela, study Talyere’s data… she just hoped she didn’t wind up spending all of that time in sickbay.

Obviously relieved that Erin’s prognosis was a good one, Alan expelled a sigh of relief—but as he backed way from the biobed, there was still a considerable weight upon his shoulder.  “As much as I’d like to stay and chat, I have a visitor to tend to down in the brig…”

And Erin understood completely.  “Xi’Yor?”

“He defected a few days ago,” Alan quietly confirmed.  “We met with him in a remote star cluster about a six hours ago.  He’s currently spending some quality time in the brig.”

“You’re skeptical?” asked Erin.  She certainly was.

Alan almost chuckled.  “Skeptical and then some…”

Five minutes later, Alan Christopher strode into the brig.  It was only the beginning of the longest day of his life…

Chapter 18

Defection.  The very moment he became aware of Xi’Yor’s sudden change of heart, Alan Christopher was skeptical.  The High Overseer was capable of many things, but turning his back on the Elorg Bloc was not one of them.  Xi’Yor was devoted to his people—or more to the point, he was devoted to his rule of the people.  It was unlikely he would turn his back on them on the eve of a major conflict…  Unless, of course, his defection was some sort of elaborate deception.  

That was the most likely scenario.  Christopher did not doubt it for a moment, and as he plowed into the cramped confines of the Starlight’s brig, he was determined to seek out Xi’Yor’s ulterior motives.

Lieutenant Ashton diligently manned the sleek, curved console just outside Xi’Yor’s cell.  There was another pair of armed guards just outside the brig, and level ten forcefields in place throughout deck eighteen.  If Xi’Yor intended to escape, he had a lot of work ahead of him.

As he approached the workstation, Christopher afforded Ashton a polite nod.  He was not very familiar with the man, but he nevertheless made every effort to be amiable with every member of the Starlight’s crew.  “Hey,” he said.

Ashton glanced up from the controls.  “Captain,” he greeted, and he made no subsequent effort to continue the conversation.

Had the circumstances been different, Christopher might have engaged Ashton in a more fruitful conversation, but he had not ventured all the way to deck eighteen to partake in idle banter.  Though he highly doubted Xi’Yor would say anything of interest, Christopher nevertheless intended to interrogate the High Overseer.  It was simply too great an opportunity to pass up.

Xi’Yor loomed in the center of his claustrophobic little cell, standing still as a statue with his muscular arms folded upon his chest.  His malevolent orange eyes followed Christopher’s every movement, but Xi’Yor made no effort to address his captor.  He just stood.

And stared.

Clearly, he was not a man resigned to his fate.  If Xi’Yor was even slightly concerned about appearing before the Federation’s supreme court, there was no indication of it on his face.  Instead, he harbored an utterly blank look that betrayed few emotions other than the eternal malevolence the Overseer seemed to exude.

Still, Christopher felt curiously satisfied as he peered into the holding cell.  The greatest evil known to the Federation stood, practically helpless, in the Starlight’s brig.  And he wasn’t going anywhere.  The sentiment brought a dark smile to Christopher’s face—but the satisfaction was quickly tempered by skepticism.

“Why doesn’t this feel right?” Christopher suddenly prompted, his eyes finally meeting Xi’Yor’s fiery gaze.  “What are you doing here?”

The Overseer sneered.  “Defecting.”

Christopher shook his head.  “I don’t believe it.”

“Conditions on Kalidar are deteriorating,” said Xi’Yor, a hint of distain in his voice.  “The Conclave of Overseers is insolent; the Cerebrate is a fool.  Together, they are leading the Elorg Bloc into oblivion.”

“And let me guess,” Christopher interjected, his voice sarcastically accommodating, “you want no part of it?”

“Exactly.”  Xi’Yor was dead serious.

Christopher remained skeptical—after all, Xi’Yor was an accomplished liar—but for a split second, he was forced to consider the possibility that Xi’Yor spoke the truth.  “What do you expect from the Federation?  Your defection isn’t likely to propel you into the Cerebrate’s throne.  In fact, after your trial, you will likely spend the rest of your days rotting away in a maximum security prison.”

“Though it would have been preferable, in this instance, eliminating the Cerebrate was not a viable option,” Xi’Yor replied.  “Ra’thenn and his allies are treacherous beyond compare.  Each of my attempts on his life were deflected…”

Christopher knew that Ra’thenn was a ruthless leader; the recent attack on Reza-Karun was evidence enough—but he had always thought that Xi’Yor presided over the Elorg Bloc’s myriad acts of treachery.  Though the occasion was rare, there was a slight possibility that Christopher was wrong…

A very slight possibility.  Christopher took a few steps closer to the holding cell, practically strolling right up to the forcefield.  “So you expect the Federation to beat Ra’thenn into submission so that you can…” Christopher paused to consider the many possibilities.  “I don’t know… somehow go back and claim your rightful position as Cerebrate?”

Though there was a fair amount of sarcasm in Christopher’s voice Xi’Yor didn’t seem to pick up on any of it.  His neutral façade remained unchanged.  “In exchange for my assistance, I expect the Federation will grant me leniency.”

It was no joke, but for some reason, Christopher felt compelled to laugh.  He didn’t of course, but a faint smile nevertheless found its way to Christopher’s lips.  Even if Xi’Yor’s sudden change of heart turned out to be truly genuine, Alan Christopher was determined to do everything in his power to ensure the High Overseer was punished to the maximum extent of the law.  Leniency was not even an option…

When he first saw Xi’Yor’s pallid face on the Starlight’s viewscreen, Talyere was understandably curious.  He could not even begin to fathom the many reasons that drove the High Overseer to defect, but he was practically certain those reasons would ultimately satisfy one of Xi’Yor’s many goals.  As far as Talyere was concerned, the biggest problem was trying to figure out what Xi’Yor was up to…  Unfortunately, his peers were not so enlightened.

“We should terminate the wretch,” Zeratul loudly announced as he strode into Talyere’s quarters aboard the Starlight.  “I will personally penetrate this vessel’s defenses and decapitate him.”

Talyere cringed.  The sentiment was extreme by any standard, and thankfully, Artanis shared in Talyere’s opinion that such violence was not immediately necessary.  “I would prefer a more civil solution to this predicament,” Artanis calmly replied.  “The High Overseer should be extradited to the Breen for prosecution.”

Zeratul shook his head.  “The High Overseer is responsible for the deaths of countless millions throughout the Beta Quadrant!” he tersely reminded.  “He also played a considerable role in the recent massacre on Reza-Karun.  He does not deserve the luxury of a trial!  I will have his head by the day’s end!”

Artanis’ crimson eyes flared with anger.  “You will do no such thing!” he loudly retorted.  “Xi’Yor is to remain unspoiled!”

“And when he escapes, we will all of us come to regret this day,” Zeratul quickly shot back.  “It is certain the High Overseer is up to something.  He would not allow himself to be captured by the Federation otherwise.”

“Then we should attempt to learn of his plans,” Talyere calmly interjected, hoping he could use Zeratul’s words to segue into a topic that was of greater concern.

It didn’t work.  “If we terminate Xi’Yor, we will not have to worry about his plans,” said Zeratul, completely oblivious to Talyere’s moderately clever segue.

Admittedly, Talyere was not entirely unsympathetic to Zeratul’s notions.  Killing Xi’Yor would eliminate many of the problems currently faced by both the Elorg and the Federation.  It would also destabilize the Conclave of Overseers and make Talyere’s ascension to power that much easier.  Unfortunately, murdering Xi’Yor in cold blood was also rather unethical.

“We may one day see an end to Xi’Yor,” Talyere admitted, secretly hoping that day might come sooner, rather than later, “but that day will not be today.  It is my opinion the High Overseer should remain in Federation custody.”

Zeratul immediately started to reassert his position, but when his ashen lips parted, no words were spoken.  Instead, he just stood there, utterly perplexed by Talyere’s words.  “Federation custody?”  He shook his head.  “Unacceptable.”

“Agreed,” Artanis hastily chimed in.  “At the very least, Xi’Yor should be in the custody of the Breen.  We have a secure outpost in the Sadaal Suud Region.  Xi’Yor can be incarcerated there indefinitely.”

Talyere was inclined to disagree.  “If Reza-Karun was any indication, there is no such thing as a secure Breen outpost,” he stated.  “Xi’Yor still has many allies—and if those allies even suspect he is being held in Sadaal Suud, they will strike, free the High Overseer, and then destroy the entire outpost.”

“And tens of thousands of innocent Breen will die in the process,” Artanis quickly realized.  He brought a thoughtful finger to his chin.  “Very well… Xi’Yor shall remain in the Federation’s custody.  For now.”

It was not the resounding acceptance that Talyere had been hoping for, but at the very least, it was a step in the right direction.  “I have faith in the Federation’s judicial system,” Talyere added.  “He will be severely punished for his crimes…”

Zeratul remained skeptical.  “The Federation will not execute him…”

“No,” said Talyere, “but they will incarcerate him.  Once I am elevated to Cerebrate, I will have him extradited to Kalidar, where the Conclave of Overseers will decide his ultimate fate.”

Given the disgruntled look upon his face, it was obvious that Zeratul did not share in Talyere’s faith of the Federation—but he did have faith in Talyere, and thankfully, that was enough to win him over.  Muscular arms folded upon his chest, Zeratul begrudgingly nodded his agreement.  Xi’Yor would stand trial in a Federation court of law…

…But not before Talyere learned of the dark secrets that brought him to the Starlight…

Creating a biosynthetic organ was not an uncommon process, though Sarah Hartman could only recall a handful of occasions when she actually needed to generate a new organ for one of her patients.  Most of the time, her more traditional administrations were more than sufficient to repair damaged organs…

But Erin Keller’s situation was unique.  While Hartman was relatively certain that she could have synthesized some sort of treatment using a series of corophizine solutions, there was a high probability that Keller would require injections of the medication for the rest of her life—assuming that it worked in the first place.  In Hartman’s opinion, it was a much simpler matter to bypass all of the risks and replace the failing organs.

“It’s almost time,” Hartman announced.

“Good.”  Keller was already situated in the surgical bay.  She had been perusing some of the data obtained from Rebena Te Ra for the past few hours, but given the glaze that covered her eyes, the information was doing little to hold her attention.  “I can’t wait to get out of here,” she said.  Her voice sounded unusually weak, but there was just enough emotion to penetrate Hartman’s numerous emotional barriers. 

“I realize that you and I have never been close, and that we will never be close—there’s too much history between us…” Hartman’s voice slowly trailed off.  She could hardly believe that she was making a bedside confession to Erin Keller.  Sure, the conflict between them had mellowed considerably, but it was still there…

Gently touching her hand to Hartman’s, Keller flashed a wan smile.  “Don’t worry about it, Sarah.  What’s past is past; we need to concentrate on the present.”

“And your kidneys,” Hartman stated, eager to change the conversation.  “I’ve placed a line of pluripotent stems cells into the maturation chamber.  They are proliferating even as we speak.”

“How long?”

The maturation chamber was a bit of Borg-inspired technology that allowed for rapid growth of new organs.  More than twenty years ago, the crew of the USS Voyager had the rare opportunity to study the technology when a twenty-ninth century drone was conceived aboard the ship.  It took several years of intense research, but Starfleet was eventually able to create a similar technology—and Erin Keller was about to reap the benefits.  “Less than two hours,” Hartman guessed.  “I’m going to give you another dose of azhamine in the meantime.  It will stabilize your condition until we’re ready to operate.”

Keller’s smile widened a bit.  “Sounds good.”

• • •

Alan Christopher wasn’t entirely certain how much time had elapsed since he first set foot into the Starlight’s brig.  Two hours, maybe three… Whatever the case, they were the most unproductive stretch of hours in Christopher’s life.  Despite his earlier claims to the contrary, Xi’Yor had proven utterly uncooperative.  He would confirm his name and status within the Elorg Bloc, but little else.

Xi’Yor undoubtedly suspected that Christopher was an inexperienced interrogator—and he knew that Christopher wouldn’t stoop to the extreme levels of brutality that Xi’Yor himself so often employed…  But if he was still hoping for leniency from the Federation, Xi’Yor was doing little to earn it.

“What do you know about the Andrinel?” Christopher tersely inquired.  He still lingered just outside the holding cell; it was obvious the tactic would get him nowhere, but the very thought of stepping into an interrogation chamber with Xi’Yor sent a chill down Christopher’s spine.  He couldn’t do it…

But in the back of his mind, Christopher knew that his feelings were irrelevant.  It didn’t matter how much fear lurked beneath his calm exterior, because Starfleet wouldn’t likely accept a mission failure due to soiled pants.  So he turned back to Lieutenant Ashton.  “Lower the forcefield.”

The young officer glanced up from his console with wide eyes.  “Captain?”  The hesitation in Ashton’s voice was justified.  Had their positions been reversed, Christopher would have done the exact same thing.  

In fact, he was already having second thoughts about the order.  And third thoughts.  Even fourth.  In his mind’s eye, Christopher could already see the High Overseer storming out of the holding cell in a murderous rage…  The bloodlust was already present in Xi’Yor’s vibrant orange eyes; it wouldn’t take much to set him off.

Christopher quickly pulled the phaser from his belt, just in case things took that unfortunate turn for the worse…  But he simultaneously hoped that Lieutenant Ashton was a good marksman.  With his nerves in their current frazzled state, Christopher was confident that any shot he fired at Xi’Yor would miss by a wide margin (and that, of course, would blow up some sort of EPS conduit, causing every last forcefield on the ship to fail.  And then Xi’Yor would have no trouble executing his devious little plans).

“Do it,” he finally said to Ashton.  “Lower the forcefield.”

Ashton wisely grabbed the phaser from his belt.  Then, using his free hand, he slowly tapped in the short sequence of commands that culminated in a bluish ZAP that struck down Alan Christopher’s only protection from Xi’Yor.

The High Overseer immediately came about.  And he was smiling.

Phaser pointed directly at Xi’Yor’s head, Christopher stepped into the claustrophobic little cell.  “Don’t even think about it,” he warned.

Xi’Yor chuckled.  “You intend to shoot me?”

“The thought has crossed my mind.”

“You won’t do it.”

Christopher shook his head.  “Then you don’t know me as well as you think…”

“To the contrary, Captain, I know you better than you know yourself.”  Xi’Yor took a deliberate step closer to Christopher.  “You are skeptical of my defection; you think it a ruse—that my treachery has no bounds…  And you think that I am going to terminate you.”

Christopher gulped.  He wanted to step away from Xi’Yor—in fact, every bone in his body demanded he do so, because he did indeed fear for his life… but he could not bring himself to retreat.  He could not afford to show weakness.  Not in front of Xi’Yor.

A wicked glint flared in the Overseer’s eyes.  “I could easily wrap my hand around your throat and crush your windpipe,” he playfully whispered.  “And then I would watch as the life drained from your pretty blue eyes…” His pallid lips curved upward into a grotesque little smile.  “Commander Keller would not be pleased.”

Every muscle in Christopher’s body seemed to tense—not with fear, but anger.  Xi’Yor picked a very unfortunate time to mention Erin Keller.  “It would be wise of you to exclude Commander Keller from our conversation.”

“What is this, Captain?  Another threat?”  Wearily shaking his head, Xi’Yor waved a dismissive finger at Christopher.  “We both know those threats are empty.  You are too moral a man to bring harm upon your greatest nemesis.  It is your greatest failing—it will be your undoing.”  He grinned, bringing his ashen lips all the way to Christopher’s ear.  “And that is a threat, Captain.”

Fear, anger, apprehension… all of it washed over Christopher’s body in that moment.  He wanted to take the phaser in his hand and use it… he wanted to put an end to the High Overseer Xi’Yor.  He even went so far as to raise his weapon…

The Overseer instantly grinned, and his malevolent glare practically dared Christopher to take action…

But morality quickly intervened, and at long last forced Christopher to make the panicked retreat his body had been demanding—he stepped away from Xi’Yor.

The Overseer laughed.

And then, two seconds later, hell marched right into the brig.  It came in the form of a stout young man; round face, wide nose, beady little eyes set below an angrily furrowed brow.  He seemed oddly familiar…

“Captain Christopher,” he called, marching right over to the holding cell.  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m having a pleasant conversation with my honored guest,” Christopher automatically replied.  He tried to remain cordial, but something about this intruder did not sit well with him.  Not well at all…

“I am Nicholas O’Connor,” said the intruder—and that was the only introduction that Christopher needed.  He instinctively knew that this unpleasant individual was somehow related to the dreaded Admiral Alexis O’Connor…

“What do you want?” Christopher demanded.  His tone was already growing hostile.

O’Connor placed a meaty hand upon Christopher’s shoulder.  “I want you to step away from my client,” he said, his voice just as strident and annoying as the Admiral’s.

Christopher immediately frowned.  “Client?”

Nicholas O’Connor nodded. “As a prisoner of the United Federation of Planets, Mister Xi’Yor has a right to counsel.”

 Christopher’s jaw dropped.  O’Connor was dead serious; he fully intended to defend the rights of most vile and hated individual in the known universe.  “You have got to be kidding me…” 

The longest day of Alan Christopher’s life was well underway—and much to his chagrin, there was a lot of day left to go…

Chapter 19

Erin Keller was beginning to loathe sickbay.  Sarah wasn’t the problem.  They had been through a lot together, and though they still had their differences, Erin sensed that—at the very least—they shared a mutual respect for one another.  There was still plenty of room for a more rewarding friendship to grow, but Erin, despite her eternal optimism, didn’t see that happening anytime soon… but that was a matter for another day.  Today, Erin’s primary concern was escaping her new prison…

Sickbay.

What an unpleasant place!  Over the years, Erin had made many trips to the Starlight’s medical facility, but most of the time, those visits were brief—lasting no more than a few hours (the longest visit was probably when Alan accidentally knocked her out with a cork).  Erin wasn’t sure when it happened, but this “visit” was starting to make sickbay feel more like a permanent residence.

Unfortunately, the surgical bay was hardly prime real estate.  It smelled incredibly sterile, the lighting was rather intense, and the view was less than stellar.  In fact, the only thing worth looking at was Ensign Kirkland.  He had been in twice so far… but as far as Erin was concerned, his presence should have been mandatory.  The kid was cute!

But that was the problem… He was just a kid, a few months out of the Academy.  Erin was practically old enough to be his mother.

Practically.

But before Erin had a chance to concern herself too much with the age difference, the sickbay doors parted with a hiss.  She glanced up, hoping to see the dreamy young Ensign make his third appearance, but much to her surprise, it was Talyere—and he was approaching Erin’s new home in the surgical bay.

“Commander,” he politely greeted.  He paused near the foot of the biobed and smiled, simply waiting for Erin’s response.

She didn’t keep him waiting.  “Hey, Talyere,” she chirped, making absolutely certain her voice did not reflect her weakness.  She wasn’t entirely successful, but the surprise in her voice covered the strain quite nicely.  “I didn’t expect to see you here…  Did you want to talk about Rebena Te Ra?  Or Va’kyr’s message?”

“Neither,” said Talyere, shaking his head.  “We can discuss those matters once you have fully recovered.  They are trivial when compared to your well-being.”

In the grand scheme of things, the reverse was probably true, but Erin wasn’t particularly concerned about the grand scheme.  She was just happy to see a friend at her side.  “You’re so sweet!” she exclaimed.

Talyere arched a curious brow.  “Sweet?” he lightly repeated.  “I do not believe I have been labeled as such in the past.  It is a curious designation…”

Erin smiled.  “It suits you,” she mused.

He chuckled.  “Somehow, I doubt the Conclave of Overseers would be impressed—but coming from you, I will take the compliment for what it is.”

“Good.”  Erin tried to prop herself up on her elbows to hold a more civilized conversation, but the azhamine must have been wearing off, because she very quickly saw the room start to spin.  She immediately decided that civility could wait, and plopped her head back onto the pillow.

Talyere must have sensed Erin’s distress, because the warmth in his face seemed to evaporate, replaced by a bit of concern.  “I will keep this brief,” he stated.  “I merely wanted to let you know that the chi-goehs are watching over you…”

The sacred spirits?  Erin didn’t really consider herself a religious person, but it was certainly good to know that someone, somewhere was watching over her.  “Thanks,” she said.

And Talyere frowned.  “You do not remember, do you?”

Since she didn’t have the slightest idea what Talyere was talking about, Erin assumed that she had indeed forgotten.  “What is it?” she asked, curious.

Talyere brought himself closer to the biobed.  He was still a good meter or so away, but it was close enough for Erin to see the warmth radiate from his eyes.  “Shortly before the shuttle crashed on Rebena Te Ra, you made an appeal to the chi-goehs,” he said.  “I know not what you said to them, but it seems they have smiled upon your soul—after all, a lesser individual would have long ago succumbed to your injuries.  The chi-goehs must have sensed your incredible will to live…”

This was all news to Erin.  She had no recollection of this appeal to the heavens—but in retrospect, it didn’t really surprise her.  On some unconscious level, she definitely believed in some sort of afterlife—and since things looked bleak in the moments before the shuttle crash, Erin thought it was perfectly logical to appeal to the heavens.  “The chi-goehs could have spared me the injuries,” she quipped.

“They have their reasons,” Talyere cryptically replied, just as Sarah wandered into the surgical bay.

“Sorry to interrupt,” she said.  Her medical tricorder was already in hand, performing a few last-minute scans of Erin’s damaged innards.  “It’s almost time.  Just a few more minutes.”

Finally!  In couple of hours, Erin would be on the mend, and with any luck, she would be back home in a few days.  “How are things in the maturation chamber?”

“The new organs have gone through a flawless transformation,” Sarah happily replied.

Talyere arched a curious brow.  “New organs?”

Erin knew that Talyere hadn’t been exposed to very much medicine over the years, but the concept of biosynthetic replacements should not have been an unfamiliar one.  It was very likely that Elorg medics had a similar technique.

“Starfleet Medical recently developed a successful means of creating biosynthetic organs,” Sarah immediately replied.  “It involves stem cells and a few other technologies…  We can literally grow new organs when the need arises.  It is really quite fascinating.  I can take you through the entire procedure if you’d like.”

But Talyere shook his head.  “I believe the Elorg developed a similar procedure several thousand years ago,” he said, delving deep into his memory for the appropriate information.  “Medics harvested cells from embryonic zosma nodes…  Using these cells, they were able to create new body parts.”

“That sounds about right,” Sarah replied, nodding agreeably.  “It’s fascinating technology.”

Unfortunately, Talyere did not seem nearly as awestruck as his companions.  “It is unethical,” he quietly stated.  “In order to harvest those cells from a zosma node, the embryo must be sacrificed.  Perhaps the procedure is different in humans… but the Elorg long ago determined that it was wrong to sacrifice one life in order to save another.”

“Humanity debated that very subject for many years,” said Hartman.  She was not entirely unsympathetic to Talyere’s cause, but as a doctor, she was well aware of the many health benefits that stem cell research made possible.  “Ultimately, it came down to the numbers…  Stem cells have helped save billions of lives—”

“And at what cost?” asked Talyere.  He wasn’t angry, but there was a certain fire in his voice that Erin hadn’t previously noticed.  “How many lives were destroyed in the name of research?”

“I’m not certain,” said Hartman, making a valiant effort to maintain her calm.  “But once a stem cell line is established, the cell cultures can be grown indefinitely inside a laboratory.  The number of lives lost pales in comparison to those that were saved!”

“All life is sacred,” Talyere replied.  “If a person’s injuries are so severe that conventional medicine cannot heal the wounds, then perhaps it is time for that individual to pass into shadow?  As mortal beings, we do not have the right to pass judgment on who has the right to live or die!  We do not have the right to play God…”

Hartman was starting to break.  She snapped shut her tricorder and jammed the scanner into her pocket.  “So you think I should just let Commander Keller die?”

Talyere’s lips parted, but his response was little more than silence.  Opposed to the situation as he was, he was nevertheless torn between his morality and his fondness of Erin Keller.  In his heart, he did not want to see her die, but in the back of his mind, Talyere knew another life had already been extinguished in order to save Erin…  Allowing her to live would give credence to this most unfortunate cycle.

And though Talyere was certainly agonizing over his decision, his ultimate choice would have little impact on Erin’s fate.

Unfortunately, Erin suddenly found herself having second thoughts of her own… Because it was wrong to sacrifice one innocent little life in order to save another.  She had already done so once before, when she sacrificed her unborn daughter to save Alan Christopher’s life—and though the situation was different, it was nevertheless a mistake she was not eager to repeat…

Alan Christopher could barely believe what he was hearing.  In fact, seated uncomfortably behind the desk in his ready room, a part of him actually refused to believe the loads of rubbish falling from Nicholas O’Connor’s lips.

“I want to make this perfectly clear, Captain: none of the Starlight crew is to interact with the High Overseer without my supervision.”  O’Connor was pacing in front of the desk, hands clasped behind his back.  He seemed to be enjoying himself; arrogance must have run in the family.  “Additionally, Captain, you are not to approach the brig under any circumstances.  Your presence would add an unstable element into a delicate situation.”

Christopher clenched his fists.  He was almost tempted to use them.  O’Connor might have been burly, but Christopher was confident that he could take the man down with ease.  Still, tempting as it might have been, Christopher had to keep his cool.  “Xi’Yor is a highly valuable prisoner,” he said through clenched teeth.  “The Federation has every right to interrogate him…”

O’Connor flashed a humorless smile.  “The Federation will have plenty of opportunities to interview the High Overseer,” he said.  “This is not one of them.  Your orders are simple, Captain: you must safely return the High Overseer to Starbase 54.  Nothing more.  Nothing less.  A more qualified individual will conduct the interviews at a later date.”

“A more qualified individual?”  Christopher could feel his blood beginning to boil.  He might have lacked the experience of an intelligence officer, but he knew Xi’Yor…  Of course, he also feared Xi’Yor.  But it was still Christopher’s opinion that he should conduct the interviews.  “Xi’Yor surrendered himself to me—not to you, not to the fine denizens aboard Starbase 54…  Me.  If he’s going to talk to anybody, it is going to be me…”

O’Connor was quick to dismiss the notion.  “I’m sorry Al—can I call you Al?”

Christopher immediately shook his head.  “No.”

But it didn’t matter, because O’Connor didn’t seem to take note of the response.  “I’m sorry, Al, but my hands are tied.  I can’t grant you access to my client.  Besides, Chapter 14, Article 93, Section 3 of the Federation Constitution states that, ‘No individual is bound to accuse himself.’  Considering the numerous allegations you have made against the High Overseer…”

Christopher didn’t want to hear the rest of it.  “Whose side are you on?” he swiftly demanded, slapping an angry fist on the desktop for added emphasis.

Much like his mother, Nicholas O’Connor did not take well to the sudden outburst.  “I am on the side of justice,” he calmly sneered.  “It is my goal in life to uphold the principals of the Federation Constitution.  There is no higher calling.”

“If you were really on the side of justice, Mister O’Connor, you wouldn’t even be here.  You would be back on Earth where you belong!  Xi’Yor is a cold-blooded murder…”

“Alleged murderer,” O’Connor quickly corrected.

And with that little retort, Nicholas O’Connor officially crossed the line.  Christopher would likely live to regret the coming moments, but when it came to Xi’Yor, there were times when his fury could not be contained.  “The man killed Rachael Meyer in cold blood,” he shouted.  Christopher couldn’t even remember the last time he had been this angry, but it felt good to yell.  “Xi’Yor laughed as hundreds of Elorg warships attacked my homeworld!  He tortured me for weeks aboard his starship… Tried to turn me into a bomb that could assassinate the Cerebrate.  He is a murderer!”

The outburst was enough to stop O’Connor dead in his tracks.  “Trust me, Al, I have nothing but sympathy for the things you endured during the war.  It was a troubling time for all of us…”

“And what, exactly, were you doing during the war?”

“Me?”  O’Connor flashed a wistful smile.  “I was on holiday on Risa—but I was deeply concerned about the war.”

With his rage in full swing, Christopher had anticipated uttering another fiery response—but he suddenly found that his mind could not even begin to comprehend the words O’Connor had uttered.  “Let me get this straight,” he pensively interjected, “while I was being tortured by your client, you were…  on vacation?”

O’Connor chuckled, dismissing the entire notion with a flick of his wrist.  “Al, it sounds a bit harsh when you put it that way.”

“And just where was your desire to uphold the principals of the Federation?  Or had that gone on vacation as well?”

Apparently it had, because O’Connor made no attempt to answer the question.  “You did bring up a few good points,” he said, his voice as cordial as ever.  “While I was on holiday, you were—by your own admission—being tortured aboard an Elorg vessel.  I would imagine that’s a fairly stressful event…”

“And you imagine correctly,” said Christopher, though he didn’t quite see the relevance.

But O’Connor was invigorated.  He quickly perched himself on the edge of the seat across from Christopher.  “So, you’re aboard this ship, under a lot of stress.  Daily beatings, the whole shebang…  Is it possible you were delusional?”

“What?!”  Christopher bolted from his seat like a rocket soaring away from the launch pad.  He should have been angry, but the sentiment was so preposterous that he didn’t know what to think.

As far as O’Connor was concerned, it was a perfectly logical question.  “Is it possible?” he again inquired.  “Maybe you were just imagining Xi’Yor?  Your hatred of the man transferred into your subconscious mind…”

Logical as the question might have been, Christopher did not intend to answer it.  Leaning over his desk, he turned his angry gaze upon Nicholas O’Connor and said,  “Get the hell out of here!”

“What?”  O’Connor was obviously taken aback by the sentiment.  He gasped, and practically shriveled up in his chair.  “Captain, how dare you address me as such!  I demand you regard me with the respect I deserve!”

That was a laughable sentiment if Christopher had ever heard one.  “Trust me, Nicky, if you deserved any of my respect, I would gladly give it to you.”  He reached for his communicator.  “Now if you don’t get out of my ready room in the next five seconds, my chief of security will respectfully direct you to your quarters.”  Or the nearest airlock—whichever was closest…

“The phrase son of a bitch has never been so literal,” mused Lucas Tompkins as he poured himself a glass of Saurian brandy—and it was the good stuff, too.  Vintage 2381, imported directly from the Saurian Homeworld to Lucas Tompkins’ quarters aboard the Starlight.

He had been hoping to break out the bottle on his next date, but since such an occasion was looking unlikely, Tompkins decided this little meeting with Alan Christopher was the next best thing.  He was about to pour a glass for Christopher, when he suddenly recalled the Captain wasn’t too fond of Saurian Brandy.  “You want anything special to drink?”

Christopher was lazily sprawled out on the giant leather sofa near the windows, his bright blue eyes lost in thought.  “I’ll have whatever you’re having,” he wearily replied.

“Heh… It’s Saurian brandy,” Tompkins warned.  “If memory serves, you don’t drink…”

Christopher shrugged.  “I do today.”

Tompkins knew that the Captain’s meeting with Xi’Yor hadn’t gone well.  He ran into Lieutenant Ashton in the mess hall not too long ago and received the complete (and unofficial) report.  Apparently, the meeting with Nicholas O’Connor was like throwing salt into an open wound.  “Nicholas O’Connor…” The mere prospect of another O’Connor sent chills down Tompkins’ spine.

“It’s hard to believe someone actually slept with Admiral O’Connor,” Christopher mused.  “The man must have been deaf and blind.”

“Maybe she just spawned,” Tompkins suggested as he delivered Christopher’s drink.  Since the sofa was taken, he plopped down into the adjacent chair.  “Stranger things have happened.”

Christopher sipped at his drink—and immediately winced; the brandy definitely had some kick to it—but he did not let that interfere with the conversation.  “Xi’Yor’s defection certainly qualifies as strange.  I know he’s up to something, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out what.”

“His arrival does seem a little… convenient,” Tompkins agreed.  “But what the hell is he going to do in the brig?”

“He’s been in our brig before,” Christopher reminded.  He didn’t need to restate the outcome.  Tompkins knew all too well that the devious Overseer managed to escape.

“So,” Tompkins interjected, hoping for a change in subject, “how’s Erin doing?”  He was definitely concerned about her, but he hadn’t been able to get away from the bridge long enough to visit sickbay.  Technically, this little meeting with the Captain was still within his duty shift.

Christopher didn’t seem to mind to breach in protocol.  “Sarah says she’ll be fine,” he replied, watching intently as the dark golden brandy swirled around in his glass.  “Erin needs a pair of new kidneys, but I guess it’s no big deal.  She’ll be back on her feet in a few days.”

At least some good news managed to find its way into an otherwise depressing day.  “I’ll have to drop in a little later.”

“I’m sure Erin would like that.”  Christopher was about to say something else, but Doctor Hartman must have had some sort of sixth sense that alerted her to any conversation that contained her name—because the Doctor’s voice suddenly emanated from the Captain’s communicator.

“Hartman to Christopher,” she called.  Her voice was calm, but definitely concerned.  

Christopher tapped his comm badge.  “What is it, Sarah?”

“It’s Erin,” she immediately replied.  “You’d better get down here…”

 Christopher paused.  “What happened?”

“Nothing,” sighed Hartman.  “And that’s the problem—your wife is refusing treatment!”

“What?”  Christopher bolted from the sofa without regard for his beverage.  Saurian brandy splattered all over the place as the glass smashed into the deck—but Christopher didn’t seem to care.  “What happened?”

“Morality set in,” said the Doctor.  “Maybe you can talk some sense into her.”

“I’m on my way,” Christopher replied.  He briefly glanced back at Tompkins on his way out.  “Sorry about the mess.”

He shook his head.  “It’s no big deal,” he replied.  A broken glass was nothing compared to Erin’s health.  “Go take care of Erin.  I’ll hold down the fort.”

He quickly nodded his approval, and on that note, Alan Christopher was on his way…

Chapter 20

Lieutenant Ashton glanced at the chronometer on his workstation.  Just another ten minutes until his shift ended—another ten minutes until he was free of Overseer Xi’Yor’s malevolent glare…

Ashton did not like that glare.  It was a disturbingly pensive gaze; unspoken thoughts seemed to be running through Xi’Yor’s mind; perhaps he was weaving an intricate plan to escape?  Ashton could not be certain, but whatever Xi’Yor was thinking, he instinctively knew that it did not bode well for the future.

Nine minutes, fifty seconds…

Time always seemed to slow to a crawl near the end of a duty shift.  Ashton couldn’t quite figure out why.  It must have had something to do with the fact he constantly glanced at the chronometer in the last few minutes of his shift.  Or it might have been a temporal anomaly.  The Starlight had been witness to more than a few such anomalies.  But why couldn’t this one speed up time?  That would have made the next few minutes infinitely more bearable… especially since Xi’Yor’s scrutinizing glare was steadily intensifying.  Even though the Overseer was locked behind a level-ten forcefield, Ashton reached for his phaser.

Xi’Yor stepped closer to the forcefield.  “Lieutenant Ashton,” he beckoned, voice barely a whisper.  Since he wasn’t attempting to intimidate Captain Christopher, his words were bathed in a haunting, eerie subtext.

Ashton raised his phaser and pointed it at Xi’Yor.  He was tempted to set the weapon to a lethal setting, but until the Overseer posed more of a threat, Ashton decided that heavy stun would suffice.  “What do you want?”  He wasn’t supposed to speak with the Overseer, but… he didn’t know what else to do.

Xi’Yor produced a wan smile.  “If you provide the information I require, I will not terminate you…”

Screw the heavy stun setting!  Ashton quickly bumped the phaser up to kill.  “I will not provide you with any information,” he said.

“You do not even know what information I desire,” Xi’Yor candidly replied.

“And I don’t want to find out,” said Ashton.  Suddenly fearing for his safety, he tapped a short sequence of commands into his workstation—and a few seconds later, the guards standing watch outside the brig appeared in the open doorway.

“Is this really necessary?” asked Xi’Yor.  “I was merely curious about my dear acquaintance, Talyere.  Perhaps you are familiar with him?”

Ashton didn’t dignify the inquiry with a direct response.  “If you want to know about Talyere, you’ll have to ask somebody else.”

“A shame,” Xi’Yor replied, chuckling…

Despite the numerous “situations” aboard the Starlight, Neelar Drayge found his duty shift at the helm to be relatively uneventful.  Aside from a brief encounter with the USS Adelaide (so that Captain Harrison could disembark and Councilor O’Connor could come aboard), there was nothing to report.  The Garidian offensive was still brewing near the space once held by the Romulans, and the Elorg threat was looming on the other side of the Federation… but in between, it was blissfully quiet.

“It is the calm before the storm,” Bator announced, apparently thinking the same thing.

Drayge glanced back at his friend.  “You think so?”

The Phobian shook his head.  “I know so…” And as if on cue, a sensor alert erupted from the tactical station.  Bator quickly silenced the computer’s cries, but his report was curiously absent.

“What is it?” Commander Tompkins inquired after a reasonable amount of time.

“Unknown,” Bator replied.  “Sensors detected a small gravimetric distortion inside the transwarp conduit, but it has already dissipated.”

“A ship?” suggested Drayge.

Bator checked his console.  “The Aldaris, the Victory, and the Adelaide are the only vessels in sensor range.”

The Adelaide was headed away from the Starlight, and the Aldaris and the Victory were slated to escort the Starlight back to Starbase 54.  All of those starships had reason to be in the vicinity, and none of them appeared to be malfunctioning.  “It could have been a fluke,” Drayge summarily decided.

And Bator seemed to agree.  “I will monitor the situation,” he said—just moments before a second sensor alert sounded throughout the bridge.  Unfortunately, this second alert could not be dismissed so easily.  “We are receiving a general distress signal from Deep Space Nine,” Bator grimly announced.  “They are under attack…”

“The Elorg?”  Tompkins guessed.

“Twenty-two ships,” Bator immediately confirmed.  “More are approaching from the Anadari Sector.  They will converge upon the station in less than five hours.”

So much for blissfully quiet.  With Xi’Yor aboard the ship, Drayge knew that the Starlight would not be headed directly into battle, but mysterious gravimetric distortions and this curious attack on DS9 did not bode well in the slightest…

Doctor Hartman was at Alan Christopher’s side the moment he stormed into sickbay.  He had a lot of questions and she had a lot of answers—but the both of them speaking at the same time prevented coherent communication.  Knowing that this was no time to mess around with Christopher, it was Hartman who stood down.  “You first,” she said.

Much as Hartman anticipated, “What happened?” were the first two words out of Christopher’s mouth.

Hartman knew damn well what had happened, but putting the entire scenario into words was not a simple task.  “Talyere came to wish Erin well,” she tentatively started.  “He expressed some curiosity about the procedure and that…” That was the point when things started to turn unfortunate.

Hartman took a moment to collect her thoughts, but Christopher was rather eager to get on with it.  “Sarah?”

She sighed.  “Well, Talyere questioned the morality of the procedure.  The whole stem cell debate has been basically dead on Earth for centuries.  A few people still have objections, but it has generally been accepted as a viable medicinal tool.  Apparently the Elorg took the opposite approach—they condemned such research eons ago.”

“There’s a bit of irony,” Christopher grumbled.  “Many Elorg, including the one in our brig, have little disregard for life… yet they take it upon themselves to condemn stem cell research.”

Hartman was well aware of the irony, but she didn’t exactly have time to dwell upon it.  “After Talyere’s visit, Erin somehow got it into her head that using the biosynthetic implants was wrong.  She hasn’t bothered to explain her reasons, but… she is refusing treatment.”  Hartman stepped closer to Christopher, knocking her voice down a few notches in the process.  “I can keep Erin alive without these new kidneys, but it won’t be pretty.”

“What do you mean?”

Hartman decided to keep it brief, because Christopher’s attention was already divided.  Soon, she would lose him altogether.  “I’ve been working on some corophizine solutions.  The treatment looks like it could be promising, but it won’t guarantee Erin a full recovery.  And there could be complications.”

“Like?”

“Death.”  It was harsh, but Hartman didn’t want to mince words.  “The corophizine would be an ongoing treatment. If something happens to the ship, or for some reason Erin loses access to a medical facility…”

Christopher didn’t need to hear the rest.  He briefly turned to Hartman and said, “I’ll try to talk some sense into her.”  And seconds later he marched into the surgical bay…

The moment she saw Alan head step into the surgical bay, Erin instinctively knew what he was going to say.  Maybe the chi-goehs had granted her some form of telepathy?  Or maybe he was just that predictable?  Whatever the case, Erin knew that he wasn’t about to respect her decision.  Thus, she didn’t waste any time with pleasantries.  “I’m not about to change my mind,” she said.

“Erin,” he wearily grumbled as he meandered over to her side.  “I had always been under the impression that I was the stupid one—after all, I have made my fair share of unfortunate decisions… but you, Erin, have always had an impeccable sense of right and wrong.”

“So why are you questioning it now?”

Alan touched a gentle hand to her check.  “Because I think you have made one of those unfortunate decisions,” he whispered.  “Sarah says that you are refusing treatment… Why?”

The reasons were difficult to accept, that much was certain.  Erin herself had a hard time wrapping her mind around everything—but she was certain that she had reached the right conclusion.  “Talyere said that the chi-goehs are watching over me…  That they protected me during the shuttle crash.”

Alan arched a skeptical brow.  “And you believe him?”

Erin nodded.  “Sort of…”

“Well,” Alan continued, “I’d say they did a pretty crappy job…”

“I guess they had their reasons,” Erin replied, though she didn’t really expect Alan to understand.  He tended not to believe in such mystical things.  Until recently, neither did Erin, but… a near-death experience was certainly healthy for one’s faith in a greater power.

Alan sighed.  “Erin,” he grumbled, “this is ridiculous.  You picked a really bad time to become enlightened.  Why don’t you just let Sarah perform the surgery, and then you can sort out your beliefs later on…”

“You know I can’t do that,” she whispered, fighting back tears in the process.  She didn’t have a death wish or anything, but…  “If I accept those new organs, I’ll be benefiting from the death of another being.  We’ve already been through this once—I don’t want to do it again!”

Alan’s thoughts very quickly fell into the past—to that dark day three years ago when they consciously decided to end their daughter’s life in order to preserve Alan’s.  The old wounds might have faded, but in this instance, time did not heal everything.  To this day, both Alan and Erin were haunted by those memories not forgotten…

“I understand,” said Alan.  His bright blue eyes were filled with sympathy, and as he touched a gentle hand to Erin’s shoulder, she could almost feel the collective pain they shared…  But he was not about to relent—and Erin’s heart sank at the unspoken realization.

But there was no time to for discussion.  Even before Erin could find the words necessary to convey her feelings, she saw Lucas cautiously step into the surgical bay.  He wasn’t there to visit.

“Alan,” he said, breaking the uneasy silence that had started to envelop the sickbay.  “We have a problem…”

“What sort of problem?” Alan wearily inquired—and though his eyes remained fixed upon Erin, she could tell that his attention was beginning to wander.

Lucas crept closer to the biobed.  “The Elorg are on the move—DS9 is under attack…”

Surprise, shock, awe… all of it suddenly conspired to snap Alan’s spine into a completely erect posture.  “That is certainly convenient,” he mused.

“Heh… It sure is,” Lucas confirmed.  First it was Xi’Yor’s defection, and now a surprise attack on Deep Space Nine.  Something was amiss.  “Lieutenant Ashton just reported in a few minutes ago.  He says Xi’Yor is acting weird—and asking questions about Talyere.”

As Alan spun around on his heel, the concern etched into his face effortlessly transferred from personal crisis to galactic.  “This is more than convenient,” he decided, already headed for the exit… but he got no further than Sarah’s concerned gaze before realizing that the matter of Erin’s health remained unresolved.  Alan briefly turned back to Lucas.  “Meet me on deck eighteen in five minutes.”

“What about O’Connor?” Lucas inquired, his voice a conspiratorial whisper.  “If you come within five meters of the brig, he’ll be all over you like a fly on shit.”

 It was a problem, but one that was easily averted.  “New security measures,” Alan immediately decided.  “No civilians are to have access to deck eighteen, effective immediately.”

Lucas’ eyes widened in surprise, but he didn’t object.  “O’Connor is going to have a coronary.”

A dark smile crept across Alan’s face.  “Good.”

As Lucas Tompkins made his hasty departure from sickbay, Sarah Hartman’s gaze immediately deferred to Alan Christopher.  She hadn’t made a conscious effort to eavesdrop on his brief conversation with Erin, but she nevertheless caught most of what was said.  Admittedly, it didn’t bode well.  “You didn’t change her mind,” Sarah abruptly noted.

“Not yet,” said Alan.  The more logical portions of his mind were already tugging him toward the exit, but his heart kept him from leaving Erin.  “Spiritual stuff aside, she has good reason to refuse treatment…”

“So you agree with her?”

“No,” said Alan, shaking his head.  “Not at all.”

So they were back at square one.  “So what the hell are we going to do?” Sarah inquired.

Alan shrugged.  “Perform the surgery,” he suggested.

The thought had indeed crossed Sarah’s mind, but never had she given it any serious consideration.  No matter her professional medical opinion, the surgery was no longer a viable option.  “I can’t do that,” she reminded.  “If a patient refuses treatment, then my hands are tied.  I have to respect the patient’s wishes.”

Thankfully, Alan didn’t need further explanation.  The last thing Sarah wanted to do was get into another extended (and utterly pointless) debate on medical ethics—because this time, the ethics were clear:  there would be no surgery without Erin’s consent.  “I can start the corophizine treatment…  Erin has no objections to that.”

It was clearly the inferior of the two choices, and Alan was understandably frustrated.  His fists clenched, he expelled a deep lungful of nervous air.  “This is ridiculous,” he grumbled.  “The embryo in question has probably been stone dead for years.  It’s not like we’re killing it right now!”

Sarah was in complete and total agreement.  But unfortunately for Alan, she wasn’t the one in need of convincing.  “Erin doesn’t see it that way,” she reminded. 

For the first time in Sarah’s recollection, Alan looked like he was about to explode.  Torn between two deeply personal crises, he literally didn’t know which way to go.  While his greatest nemesis was plotting the destruction of the Federation, his greatest friend was fighting for her life.  It was not an enviable situation in the slightest.  He clenched his jaw.  “Give me an hour…”

Sarah shook her head.  “You don’t have an hour,” she said.  “If I don’t start the corophizine treatment now, Erin is going to be in deep shit.”

“And if I don’t meet with Xi’Yor, we’re all going to be in deep,” Alan quickly retorted.  Apparently his decision was not up for debate, because he was already headed for the exit.  “One hour, Sarah.  That’s all I ask…”

“One hour,” Sarah quietly repeated, watching intently as the doors slid shut behind Alan.  She just hoped she could deliver…

Chapter 21

For an aging warship, the Starlight dispensed surprisingly good food from its replicators.  Nicholas O’Connor had sampled no less than a dozen different entrees over the past few hours, each one of them delightfully succulent.  In general, Mother had been right about the ship’s incompetent crew—the Captain was particularly meddlesome—but she had been wrong about the engineering staff.  They were miracle workers when it came to the replicator systems.  O’Connor made it a point to download the specifications for the chocolate cheesecake…

But, in the interim, there was much work to be done.  Delayed by his unexpected exploration of the replicator menu, O’Connor had yet to actually meet with his client.  Now several hours tardy for the meeting, he was actually feeling a bit nervous—but it was certain the High Overseer would understand.  After all, O’Connor was a very busy man.

But to his surprise, when the turbolift deposited him on deck eighteen, O’Connor was greeted not by wide, open corridors, but three armed guards.  The leader of the group, a large Phobian that apparently went by the name Bator, quickly directed his weapon at O’Connor.

“This area is restricted,” said the Phobian.

“Nonsense,” said O’Connor with a chuckle.  He casually started into the corridor, but got no further than a few steps.  It was then that the Phobian had the nerve to jam the weapon into O’Connor’s tunic—a very expensive tunic made of the finest Tholian silk!

“Turn back,” said the Phobian.  Not a very polite fellow, that much was certain.

O’Connor hastily wrapped his fingers around the weapon and shoved it aside.  “I think I deserve a little more respect, Lieutenant.  This is no way to treat a valued guest.”

The Phobian grunted.  “Our valued guest is in the brig,” he said.  It might have been a joke, but if it was, it certainly wasn’t funny.  

O’Connor made an effort to step past the stupid Phobian, but again, he was met with those nasty weapons in his tunic.  “This is Tholian silk!” he shouted, but it did little to end the brutality.

“And this deck is off limits to civilians,” said the Phobian.  “Due to the situation in the Bajoran Sector, security level seven is now required to gain access to this deck.”

“Well, I’m not a civilian,” O’Connor huffed.

The Phobian’s beady little eyes immediately placed O’Connor under a bit of scrutiny.  “That is odd,” noted the ruffian, “I don’t see your Starfleet uniform.”

O’Connor shook his head.  “I don’t need a uniform,” he balked.  “Now let me pass!”

But the Phobian would not relent.  In fact, his cronies seemed to back his position.  They did nothing to end the obstruction of justice.  It was a travesty of epic proportions, and O’Connor would not stand for it.  “Where is Captain Christopher?”

“Otherwise engaged,” said the Phobian.

It didn’t take long for O’Connor to realize that Christopher was clandestinely meeting with Xi’Yor—and the good Captain would soon come to regret his brash defiance of the law…

“What the hell is going on?”  Alan Christopher typically avoided such angry outbursts, but ever since his earlier meeting with Nicholas O’Connor, the rage flowed through his veins just as easily as blood—and as he stepped into the holding cell for round two with Xi’Yor, he found that was not nearly as inhibited by his fears…

The High Overseer was now strapped to a metallic chair, his arms cuffed to the seat with a pair of uncomfortable metal restraints.  He looked none too happy about the restrictions, and for some twisted reason, that made Christopher glad.  Even so, Xi’Yor refused to provide the answers Christopher wanted.

“I know not what you speak of,” Xi’Yor calmly replied.  “I have been incarcerated within this holding cell since my arrival.”

That much was certain, but it did little to satisfy Christopher.  “Your defection is a ruse,” he strongly affirmed, even though there was little concrete evidence to back the claim.  “I was skeptical from the outset… but since then, there have been far too many curious happenings…”

Xi’Yor’s eyes were aglow with perverse curiosity.  “Oh really?”

“Deep Space Nine is under attack,” said Lucas Tompkins.  He stood alongside Lieutenant Ashton at the security workstation.  Both of them were armed, phasers set to kill.

“The attack happened right after you started asking about Talyere,” Christopher calmly noted.  He was beginning to pace.  “Isn’t that a little curious?”

“I was concerned about my dear friend,” said Xi’Yor.

“Right.”  Christopher didn’t buy that for an instant.  “And what do you know about the gravimetric distortions that have suddenly appeared in our transwarp conduit?  They appeared at almost exactly the same time…”

“A random convergence of energies in subspace,” said Xi’Yor, voice dismissive as ever.  “I have no power over your transwarp conduit.”

Christopher shook his head—and Xi’Yor laughed.  “Captain,” he plainly interjected, “I have been incarcerated in a crude holding cell without access to any form of communication…  What could I have done to inspire an attack in the Bajoran System?”

Admittedly, Christopher didn’t know.  There hadn’t been any transmissions from the ship, no signs of anything out of the ordinary…  If Xi’Yor was responsible for these curious happenings, he was good at covering his tracks.  “This whole situation is treacherous beyond words,” Christopher nonetheless noted.  “You might not be at the center, but you are definitely involved…”

Xi’Yor grinned.

Talyere Rosat had a problem.  In fact, he had many problems, but foremost on his mind was the matter of the zosma nodes.  Talyere wasn’t particularly concerned about the medical ethics or the research, or anything directly related to the controversial medical procedure… but the principal behind it.  The very first Conclave of Overseers banned the practice because it was unethical—because mortal beings had no right to play god…

Talyere agreed completely with the Conclave’s assessment, but he was left wondering why that morality did not pervade every corner of Elorg society.  As a people, the Elorg were incredibly devious, malevolent beyond compare, and ethics were a luxury that most could not afford…

That had to change.

It mattered not how much the Elorg aspired for greatness.  Until the civilization as a whole embraced the civil values common in the twenty-fourth century, the Elorg Bloc would fall short of its grandiose aspirations.  Xi’Yor had not even been transferred to Kalidar to stand before the Conclave—Talyere had not even broached the subject with Starfleet—but many within the Conclave had already called for the High Overseer’s execution.  Obviously, change would not come easily.  In fact, Talyere suspected it would be a most unpopular shift in Elorg culture—and that in itself was a problem…

Talyere knew that if he alienated the people, they would not hesitate to follow Xi’Yor.  The High Overseer had few supporters—hence his need for Ra’thenn—but if the people saw the Chosen of Cerebrate Z’danorax as the antithesis of their beliefs, it would not take much for allegiances to shift.  It was a delicate situation, to say the least…

• • •

Less than twenty minutes had passed, and Sarah Hartman was already beginning to suspect that the one-hour deadline set by Alan Christopher was perhaps a bit too generous.  Using the corophizine, Hartman had managed to stabilize Erin’s condition, but it was only a temporary fix.  The deterioration would resume soon enough…

“Toxins are beginning to seep into the bloodstream,” she gleaned from the console nearest the surgical bay.  The levels were not yet dangerous, but the cumulative effect was certain to kill Erin if left untreated.  And the perfect treatment was just a few meters away…

Alan was right.  The entire situation was ridiculous.  Hartman almost wished that she could force the surgery upon Erin—but since they were both of them sound of mind, Hartman knew that there was nothing she could do.

So she stepped into the surgical bay, desperately hoping that she might somehow change Erin’s mind.  “Your kidneys have completely failed,” she stated, not even bothering to sound the slightest bit comforting.  “If you let me perform the surgery, you’ll be back on your feet in no time…”

Erin shook her head.  “I can’t condone the destruction of a sentient being!”

Hartman clenched an angry jaw.  There would be words with Talyere later on—that much was certain.  If his damned chi-goehs hadn’t burrowed this stupid load of shit into Erin’s mind, the surgery would have been done and over with.  The evening would have been blissfully quiet.  Thankfully, there was a flaw in Erin’s logic.  “The being was never sentient to begin with,” noted Hartman.

“It would have been,” Erin replied.  Her voice was terribly weak—it wasn’t going to last much longer.

But Hartman was going to fight this one battle to the bitter end.  “Listen, Erin… nobody gives a damn about your little protest.  You’re not going to change my opinion, and it won’t go anywhere at Starfleet Medical, either.  The only one that’s going to suffer is you…”

In retrospect, Hartman quickly realized that that might have been the wrong thing to say.  But it needed to be said, and tactless as it might have been, Hartman nevertheless meant every word of it.  She was inclined to take her harsh words a bit further… but such an action would definitely cross the lines of good taste.  Thus, Hartman tried to soften the blow.

“Think about your family, Erin.  Alan and Angela… they love you.  They need you.”  Hartman glanced at the picture Angela had brought to sickbay earlier in the day.  It was hanging on the wall nearby, and while Hartman wasn’t entirely certain what she was looking at, she knew there was love behind every single line.  “The chi-goehs might bring you a sense of enlightenment, but they sure as hell aren’t bringing you artwork.”

A faint smile managed to creep across Erin’s face as her eyes fell upon Angela’s picture.  “It’s a kitty,” she chirped, but her enthusiasm was not enough to mask her brewing weakness.  Erin was fighting a battle she could never hope to win on her own.

She needed friends.

She needed family.

And she needed surgery.

Hartman stepped closer to the surgical bed, carefully propping herself up against its sleek metallic side.  She knew that she had Erin’s undivided attention—and that if her words rang true, she might finally change Erin’s mind.  Unfortunately, Hartman knew not what to say.  After all, she was a doctor, not a motivational speaker…  but in this instance, she knew that she had to be both.

Hartman pulled in a lungful of nervous air.  “I have already started the corophizine treatment,” she started, not at all certain where the conversation might go.  “If I continue, you will most likely continue to exist.  At some point, you might even resume some of your normal activities.  You’ll be alive—but I’m not certain that you’ll be living.”

Erin had heard all of this before.  Hartman knew that it probably wasn’t going to change any minds, but Erin was polite enough to hear her out.  She even managed a faint smile on occasion.  “Sarah,” she said, “I very much appreciate what you’re trying to do… but I’ve made up my mind—and I understand the consequences of that decision.”

“Do you?”  Hartman wasn’t so sure.

Erin nodded—but instead of explaining her take on the situation, she took the conversation into a completely unexpected direction.  A wistful smile slowly transformed her pallid face, and despite her illness, Erin seemed to be herself once again.  “Once upon a time, I was quite the velocity player.”

Hartman could attest to the fact.  She had personally treated many of the scrapes and bruises Erin incurred while playing on the holodeck—but she long suspected Erin’s love of the sport extended beyond her tenure on the Starlight.  “You were on the velocity team at Starfleet Academy, weren’t you?”

Erin nodded her assent.  “I went undefeated during my junior year,” she proudly noted.  “In fact, I could have won the Championship Tournament back in 2382… but three days before the tournament began, I broke my ankle in a training exercise.  The doctors were able to heal the wound pretty quickly, but in their medical opinions, I wasn’t in any condition to play velocity.”

“And they were right,” said Hartman.  Velocity was a physically intensive sport.  She would have recommended at least a full month of recovery before allowing any patient to resume play.  “But I assume you didn’t listen?”

“As a matter of fact, I didn’t,” Erin sheepishly admitted.  “Three days after the accident, I marched onto that court and played velocity.”  She chuckled.  “And I came in second-to-last place.”

“The ankle?” guessed Sarah.  It wasn’t that far of a stretch.

“Yeah,” Erin replied.  “And after the tournament, I had to go back and have additional more surgery.  But the moral of the story is a simple one—I didn’t give up.  Regardless of how I finished the tournament, I did indeed finish.  And it was one of the best experiences of my life.  I very much regret all the surgery I had to go through—but I would have regretted it even more if I had missed the tournament altogether.”

Gradually propping herself up on her elbows—and it took a great deal of effort—Erin started to weave the myriad threads of the conversation into a tapestry that Sarah could understand.  

“Honestly, Sarah, I don’t really know if I believe all of that chi-goehs stuff.  You and me—we’re both scientists at heart—and while it might be kind of exciting to believe there’s some supreme entity out there controlling our destinies…  Well, I just… don’t know.  But I do know that I believe in myself.  And I believe that I can get through this with my ethics intact.”

“Erin,” Sarah softly interjected, “this isn’t a velocity match…”

“I know.”  Erin smiled through her tears.  “But I was pretty much alone in that velocity tournament.  Today, I have more than I could possibly imagine.  I have Alan and Angela… Lucas… Kendall… You…” 

Sarah didn’t know why, but for some reason, that one little sentiment actually brought a smile to her face.    For the first time in her recollection, she found that she actually cared about Erin—not as a patient or as a fellow officer—but as a friend.  It was a curious sensation, but Sarah did not fight it.  She embraced it.

And for a fleeting moment, she actually believed that together, she and Erin could fight this illness.  They could make it work.  “It’s not going to be easy.”

A single tear trickled down Erin’s cheek.  “I know,” she replied.  “But I have faith in you, too…”

Sarah immediately started for the corophizine solutions she had been synthesizing—but she got no further than a few steps before she suddenly felt inclined to do something she had never before thought to do…  

She paused, retraced her footsteps to Erin’s biobed, and then carefully touched a caring hand to Erin’s shoulder.  “Let’s get started.”

Chapter 22

“Report.”  Alan Christopher strode onto the bridge alongside Lucas Tompkins, a part of him wondering what was important enough to call him away from his meeting with Xi’Yor.  He immediately suspected the war in the Bajoran Sector was not going well… but he soon realized it was the war aboard the Starlight that was drawing heat.

“We are being hailed,” said Lieutenant Marizex.  His deft fingers danced across the tactical station.  “It’s Admiral Riker…”

The name stopped Christopher dead in his tracks.  He had amicable relationships with most of the admirals in Starfleet, but Riker did not fall into that group.  Not since that unfortunate incident aboard the Titan…  Thus, Christopher instinctively knew the coming conversation would not be pleasant.

“In my ready room,” he ordered, already in route to his office—but with each step forward came an unfathomable wave of dread.  Christopher was almost hoping he might temporarily slip into an alternate dimension or something.  Anything to keep him away from Riker…

Alas, Christopher made it all the way to his desk without incident.  And at that point, he just stood behind his chair for a few moments, staring at the ominous ‘INCOMING TRANSMISSION’ icon blinking at the bottom of his computer screen.  He was tempted to leave, and avoid the conversation altogether but his better judgment forced himself to sit.

And once he was seated, Christopher found himself just sitting and staring at the screen.  He had a saved game of Metrix sitting on the computer desktop—that particular game was a losing battle, but Christopher was nonetheless tempted to change the tides of fortune.

But that no good ‘INCOMING TRANSMISSION’ icon kept stealing his attention…  And his good conscience.  Like it or not, he had to talk to Riker.

Thus, Christopher reached for the large black button at the base of the computer keypad.  The computer happily chirped in response, and summarily demanded his security clearance codes.

Christopher sighed, terribly aware that he had reached the point of no return.  “Authorization Christopher-7-8-lambda.”

The Federation’s majestic emblem momentarily appeared on the screen as the computer worked to establish a connection with Earth—and when it disappeared moments later, Admiral Riker appeared.

Christopher gulped.  His every last coherent thought exited his mind in a thundering heartbeat, and he was left to simply stare at the admiral.

Thankfully, Riker did not waste time with pleasantries.  He provided Christopher with a curt nod of recognition, and then jumped straight to the point.  “Captain,” he said, “I just received a transmission from Councilor O’Connor…”

And in that instant, Christopher suddenly found himself cured of his tied tongue.  He had plenty to say about the good Councilor, most of it unfit for Riker’s ears—and with that in mind, Christopher wisely kept shut his mouth.

“Apparently you have severely restricted the Councilor’s access to Xi’Yor.”  Riker scowled a bit, but if he still harbored any ill feelings about the past, it didn’t really show.  “Is this true, Captain?”

Technically speaking, the allegation was false—but Christopher didn’t quite feel inclined to mention that O’Connor was not even allowed near the High Overseer.  He would stick with Riker’s interpretation of events.  “That is true, Admiral.  Because of the volatility of the prisoner, I implemented some new security measures…”

“Captain, those security measures amount to obstruction of justice,” Riker tersely reminded.  “Like it or not, the High Overseer has the right to council, and there’s nothing we can do about it.  You have one hour to orchestrate a meeting between Councilor O’Connor and the High Overseer…  Am I clear?”

Christopher feigned a diplomatic smile.  “Crystal.”

“Good.  Riker out.”  The Admiral summarily reached for some unseen computer workstation, and then blinked away, his image once again replaced by the Federation’s emblem.

• • •

Twenty minutes later, Nicholas O’Connor stood just outside the brig in silent observation of High Overseer Xi’Yor.  He looked weak and malnourished—conditions obviously caused by the deplorable conditions in which he was incarcerated… and while there were no obvious signs of abuse, O’Connor knew that a doctor’s administrations could very easily cover up the evidence.  

In his mind’s eye, O’Connor envisioned hourly torture sessions, in which the insidious Captain Christopher tried unsuccessfully to forcibly extract information from Xi’Yor.  When the Starlight finally reached Starbase 54, the entirety of the senior staff would be detained while O’Connor scoured the ship for evidence…

“You are under my protection now,” said O’Connor, his voice sympathetic.  “The savages aboard this ship will no longer bring you harm.”

The High Overseer didn’t even flinch.  Those torture sessions must have drained him of all his energy… perhaps even his will to live.  

“I will have the medics aboard Starbase 54 examine you the moment we return,” O’Connor readily assured him.  “Captain Christopher will pay for his crimes.  In my earlier discussions with him, I determined he was not a well man.  The charges he has made against you have no basis in fact; it is merely an attempt at slander—and while it is certain there were atrocities committed during the Elorg War, there is no direct evidence that you personally oversaw any of it.  Personally, I don’t even think the Federation has much of a case…”

The High Overseer must have been thrilled with this news, because it finally seemed to get his attention.  For the first time, he glanced away from the abyss, and turned his bright orange eyes upon O’Connor.  But for some reason, he seemed none too pleased…

“You are a fool.”

“What?”  O’Connor was taken aback by the sentiment.  Perhaps the High Overseer was still a little confused?  “I have examined the evidence, High Overseer.  I assure you, there is nothing to worry about!  When we stand before the Federation, their case will crumble.”

The High Overseer laughed.  “I am not concerned about the Federation,” he coldly stated.  And considering everything O’Connor had done for him, Xi’Yor was not nearly as grateful as he should have been.

There had to be an explanation.  “Did Captain Christopher use some sort of psychotropic agent to ensure your cooperation?” asked O’Connor.  It was the only explanation.

But Xi’Yor shook his head.  “Captain Christopher did nothing of the sort,” he hissed.  “In fact, the Captain was wise enough to restrain me when last we spoke…”

His confusion growing, O’Connor furrowed his brow.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

There was a curious glimmer in the High Overseer’s eye.  And it didn’t look like gratitude.  “Captain Christopher did not speak in jest when he insinuated I killed millions on his homeworld.  I gave the order to destroy Ka’Tula Prime…  In fact, all of the Federation’s claims have basis in fact.”   He grinned.  “I anticipate they will charge me with many more crimes once I am through here…  And thanks to your generous cooperation, Councilor, I will be able to complete my work without impediment.”

 This certainly did not bode well for the trial.  “Think about what you’re saying,” O’Connor quietly warned.  He was about to suggest Xi’Yor claim insanity, but the Overseer cut him off.

“I will not be joining Captain Christopher on Starbase 54,” said the High Overseer.  He was starting to approach the forcefield.  “And neither will you.”

O’Connor’s jaw dropped.  “What?”

“You have no idea, do you?” asked Xi’Yor, chuckling.  “This entire situation is an elaborate ploy—and when it has finally reached its conclusion, the Federation will be in ruins… and I will be the Cerebrate.  You are a mere pawn, Human.  A very convenient delay tactic—one that I had not anticipated…  In fact, had you not intervened on my behalf, Captain Christopher might have been made aware of my plans.  He might have been able to stop me.  But now my plans are in motion.  What has been done cannot be undone—and unfortunately for you, Human, what has been heard cannot be unheard…”

At this point, insanity was likely Xi’Yor’s only option.  He had made so many admissions of guilt that there was no way that O’Connor could even hope to mount a successful defense.  Of course, there was still a chance there were psychotropic agents or some other hallucinogens in play—an avenue that would require serious consideration once they finally reached…

O’Connor suddenly heard a faint noise come from behind.  At his insistence, all Starfleet security officers had been dismissed, which could only mean…

Sarah Hartman raised a tiny Petri dish into the air, gently shaking its powdery black contents so that Captain Christopher could inspect the entirety of the sample.  He briefly glanced into dish—but it held his interest for only a moment.

“I won’t miss him,” said the Captain a moment later.

Hartman hadn’t actually met Nicholas O’Connor, but if the Councilor was anything like his Mother, his death was no great loss to the universe.  “And what a way to go,” she mused, gently sliding his flaky remains under the microscope for a closer analysis.  Shortly into his meeting with Xi’Yor, O’Connor mysteriously vaporized.  Hartman was attempting to find out how.

“The High Overseer was unarmed,” Lieutenant Bator noted.  “And there was no sign of an intruder.”

Hartman sighed.  “Well, I hate to tell you this, gentlemen, spontaneous combustion is not a viable medical explanation.  In all likelihood, somebody went down to the brig and shot the man.”

“Unfortunately, O’Connor deactivated the security cameras once he reached the brig,” said Bator.  “We literally have nothing to review…”

Hartman glanced over to Christopher.  “I assume our witness isn’t speaking?”

Christopher nodded.  “You assume correctly.  Xi’Yor won’t say a peep.  But we can be sure he’s involved…”

“So, now what do we do?” asked Hartman.  As far as she could tell, they were back to square one.

“We’re still twelve hours away from Starbase 54,” Christopher noted.  “And now that O’Connor is out of the way, I intend to have some answers before we dock.  Talyere has volunteered to assist me…”
“You intend to interrogate him?” asked Bator.

“And then some,” Christopher darkly replied—but he didn’t stick around long enough to explain…  Hartman could understand his eagerness to leave—in fact, she knew exactly where he was headed.  It had been a long day, and Alan Christopher was on his way to its happiest ending…

It took some convincing, but Erin actually managed to get herself released from sickbay.  She had to administer a stiff dose of corophizine every few hours, and in general, she still felt like shit…  But now that the corophizine was in her system and starting to work its magic, she was definitely on the road to recovery.  Going home was the next logical step, and Erin was glad that Sarah agreed.

She had spent most of the evening curled up on the sofa with Angela.  They drew some pictures, read a few stories, and after a few hours of togetherness, both of them started to nod off.  But while Angela quickly fell into a deep sleep, Erin remained moderately alert—and when the doors finally opened, she was awake to see Alan step inside.

“Hey,” Erin happily greeted, keeping her voice low so not to disturb the sleeping beauty curled up at her side.

Alan was understandably exhausted.  There were bags under his eyes, stubble on his chin, and his short blonde hair was messed up.  He quickly stripped down to the white tank top beneath his many layers of uniform (leaving a trail of clothes along the way), and then collapsed onto the sofa, just beside Angela.  “This easily constitutes one of the worst days of my life,” he grumbled.

Erin gently wrapped her arm around his muscular shoulders.  “It’s not all bad,” she whispered.  “You get to come home and relax with some cute girls!”

Alan smirked.  “It’s the light at the end of the tunnel,” he mused, gently running his fingers through Angela’s mess of blonde hair.  “Unfortunately, I see another tunnel on the horizon…”

“Oh?”  Being in sickbay for the past few days, Erin was decidedly out of the loop.  She didn’t have the slightest idea what was coming.

But Alan shook his head.  “It’s just an intuition,” he said.  “I have this lingering feeling that things are only going to get worse before they get better…”

Erin sincerely hoped that she didn’t have anything to do with that intuition.  After all, her refusal to accept the biosynthetic implants was a big part of this day’s dark tunnel.  “About those implants,” she cautiously started.

“I still think you made the wrong decision,” Alan candidly replied.  Erin didn’t expect him to change his opinions overnight.  “But I still love you… and I’ll still be there for you no matter what happens in the coming months.  We’ll get through this, Erin…  I promise.”

Little did they know, an epic struggle between good and evil was about to begin; a queen’s treachery would soon unfurl, and the Starlight would be lucky to make it through the night…

• • •
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