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PROLOGUE

The Black Morass was the darkest, most dank area in all of Lordaeron.  It was a swamp of infinite perils, a waste-deep conglomeration of cold, brown water, silt and seaweed, coated with a thick layer of foamy green algae.  The stench of death, prompted by those fair souls who were unable to traverse the quagmire, was unbearable, and exacerbated by the driving wind.

Given such unpleasant conditions, one would think it to be a most foolish task to even dare cross the Black Morass, but in stark contrast, it was a heavily trafficked region.  Not only did a myriad of dwarves and ogres pass through the marsh on a regular basis to reach the Citadel at Grim Faol, countless rogues and thrill-seekers graced the path with their presence in search of the light at the end of the tunnel, the Holy Grail.

 Indeed, that was the reason Harrison and his faithful companions had embarked upon the journey to the insipid Black Morass, hoping to reclaim the trophy for the venerated Paladins at Fortress Auchinduin.  But there was one small detail that had concerned Harrison from the moment he set foot into the waist-deep muck, Hydra, the Serpent of the Marsh.

He was hoping they would miss this spectacle, and be able to raid Lumina’s Palace, get the Holy Grail, and leave without incident, but ever since he and his companions had entered the marsh, Harrison felt like something was watching them…

When suddenly the huge, snake-like neck of Hydra burst from the murky depths below, spraying the dreadful mixture of muck into the air as the water beast lashed out at Christopher and Bator with an intense, blaring roar.

Harrison stood by helplessly and watched as Christopher sunk down below the surface of the water, kicking up a wave of silt and thick, murky water, he quickly ascended, partisan in hand.  Christopher lounged through the thick fluid, and stabbed Hydra in some unseen part of its neck still submerged in the murky waters below.

Almost immediately, a cloud of murky red blood made its way to the surface of the water, dancing in the foamy algae, riding the ripples generated by the serpent’s rampant movements.

Again, Hydra shrieked, generating some swift tides and currents in the thick waters of the Black Morass.  Harrison almost succumbed to their coercive effects, but managed to keep steady until the currents dispersed.  Quickly, he drew his sword and watched the beast squirm around in the marsh, waiting for the instant when Hydra was looking away.  

When the moment finally came, Harrison made haste to wade through the cold marsh and unleashed his weapon’s fury upon the serpent.  His sword dug into Hydra’s scales, causing a jet of velvety, red blood to shoot out into the water below.

The beast shrieked, gave Harrison a glancing blow to his chest, and then immediately descended into the depths of the uninviting quagmire, but Harrison knew that it could not have ventured very far.  Keeping a firm grip on the hilt of his sword, Harrison kept a watchful eye out for anything unusual in the marsh.  “Let us proceed,” he beckoned cautiously, slowly trudging his way back in the direction of Lumina’s Palace and the Holy Grail.

“Agreed,” said Christopher, mimicking Harrison’s actions.

It was only Bator who remained stationary.

“What is it, friend?” inquired Harrison.

Bator kept his eyes trained upon a small patch of algae directly in front of Christopher as he said, “Hydra hast not taken leave of us.”

Christopher’s eyes widened as he noted the algae before him start to bubble up with shades of red and black.  The wounded serpent was very nearby.  Quickly, Christopher reached for his partisan and prepared to strike, but his actions were less than successful.

Hydra, less than a meter from Christopher’s face, soared straight up into the air, spraying the dragon slayer with the putrid mist of the swamp.  He extended his partisan, hoping the strike the demon fortuitously, but by that time, the serpent had unveiled its armored underbelly, and Christopher’s attack did nothing to hinder Hydra.

When suddenly, there was yet another distraction.

“Freeze program!” Christopher called out after hearing his communicator bleep.

Hydra stopped.  The huge snake-like demon, was frozen in place right along with everything else around it.  The tiny black droplets of marsh water, the jet of velvety liquid blood, the spray of foam and algae, even the birds flying overhead—all locked in place.

“What is it?” Christopher demanded.

“Alan,” came the voice of Erin Keller, “you’d better get up here.  We’ve got a tiny situation on our hands.”
Christopher wiped the thick layer of green algae from his face and cast it into the motionless marsh.  “I’m on my way,” he said, frowning as his gaze returned to Harrison.  The Commander’s tunic was heavily damaged in the attack, and he looked exhausted.  Perhaps it was good that the leave.  “Computer, save program.”

It chirped.  “Program saved.”

“End.”

Magically, the entire scenario dissolved into thin air, leaving the trio alone on the honeycomb-shaped hologrid.  Christopher briefly marveled at the experience, and quickly headed for the exit.

Captain Christopher emerged on the bridge several minutes later, after a change of clothes and a very quick trip to the sonic shower.  Though most of the holographic material was reabsorbed when the program was ended, the odd stench of the Black Morass lingered… If he inhaled deeply, Christopher was certain he could still smell it.

Or not.

He sighed, and stopped at Erin Keller’s station to find the source of the sudden interruption.  She only provided him with an enigmatic smile that led his eyes to the Nebula-class starship on the view screen.  Christopher recognized it as the USS Explorer, the ship Captain Brantley had been assigned after the incident at Corinth VII.  “Angela,” he grimaced as he walked to his chair.

“She’s hailing us,” Keller reported.

Christopher stopped in front of his chair and turned his attention to the view screen.  “Let’s see it.”

A moment later, Angela Brantley blinked onto the screen.  Christopher smiled, and attempted to assume a casual beginning to their chat, but Brantley immediately intervened.  “Captain,” she said, sounding urgent, “I need to meet with you at once!”

Christopher nodded his concern.  “We’ll beam you over.”

“No,” she insisted.  “You have to come to the Explorer.  I can’t explain over an open channel… but it’s urgent.”

It definitely wasn’t the Elorg… Christopher was sure of that.  So what was so urgent?  There was only one way to find out.  “I’m on my way…”

He was about to motion for Erin to cut the comm link, but again, Brantley interrupted.  “Make sure you come alone, Captain.  Brantley out.”

The communication severed on her end, effectively terminating the Starlight’s link.  Christopher, however, was more than a little curious about what was going on.  He turned to Keller.  “The bridge is yours until Matthew gets here,” he said, already heading for the doors.  “Tell him not to worry about me too much while I’m gone.”

She nodded.  “Will do.”

Though it wasn’t a behemoth, the Explorer was considerably larger than the Starlight.  On the surface, it was obvious; just simply looking at the two ships was evidence enough.  But the inside is where spatial sense begins to blur.  Most people would gander that the ships were about the same size.  But not Alan Christopher.

Almost instantly, as he stepped down from the Explorer’s transporter padd, he could see the differences.  A few extra centimeters of space here…  An extra console there… Nothing dramatic, but just enough to remind him that he was on a bigger starship.

“What’s going on?” he inquired as Captain Brantley led him through the doors.

“It’s hard to explain,” she said evenly, leading him into a turbolift.  “It’ll be easier if you see it for yourself.”

Christopher frowned curiously, and stepped into the lift, wondering what secret Brantley was harboring if she couldn’t explain it, and wouldn’t dare speak of it on an open channel.  Christopher felt like he was a child sneaking over to a friend’s house to participate in some forbidden activity.

“Deck thirty-two.”

The lift set into motion, and Brantley left Christopher alone to his thoughts.  Clearly she had no desire to chat discursively, as Christopher preferred to do.  That only prompted more concern in his mind.  This had to be something of consequence… and confidentially.  

The lift came to a halt, and Brantley, continuing the silence, quickly stormed through the vacant corridors of deck thirty-two, and led Christopher into the one room he least expected to enter: the brig.

Inside were two security guards, both armed with phaser rifles.  One stood by the forcefield, while the other manned the station nearby.  Christopher slowly peered his head toward the holding cell to see who was inside… and his heart skipped a beat.

“Admiral Lantree?”  He squinted, just to make sure.  But there was no doubt in his mind after the first glance.  Somehow, Angela Brantley had captured the renegade Admiral who instigated the civil war on Forcena II, resulting in the most notable breech in the Prime Directive that Christopher was aware of.  It was her… without a doubt.  “What’s going on?”

Brantley ignored the question.  “Lower the forcefield,” she said, grabbing the phaser from the Lieutenant manning the controls.

He quickly relinquished it to her, and a few moments later, the forcefield between Brantley and Lantree was gone.  While the Admiral remained absolutely motionless on her bench at the back of the brig, Brantley rapidly approached, taking aim upon the admiral with her phaser rifle.  Christopher moved to intercept, but before he could do anything, Brantley fired.

An orange streak of light shot across the brig, striking Lantree in the abdominal region.  But instead of convulsing and collapsing to the floor like Christopher had anticipated, the Admiral started to flash.  Her form dissolved, much like the holodeck had done earlier, and within a few moments, Lantree was gone.  Instead, a set of vivid orange eyes dug into Christopher’s skull… the eyes of an Elorg…

ONE

The Elorg’s milky white skin glistened under the harsh lighting of the brig for several moments while Christopher and Brantley simply looked on—Christopher boasting an extremely dumbfounded look.  Gradually, the Elorg image faded away, and Admiral Lantree’s form had returned.

As it did, both Captains backed away from the forcefield, Christopher turning to Brantley as he did so.  “Admiral Lantree is an Elorg?”

She simply nodded, and motioned for the Lieutenant at the controls to erect the forcefield.  Once it zapped into place, Brantley turned her gaze back to Christopher.  “The Elorg are using a technique called particle synthesis to mimic the Admiral’s form,” she explained.  “As you can see, it’s a flawless representation.”

Very flawless, Christopher conceited.  Had he not seen the Admiral change before his very eyes, Christopher wouldn’t have believed it.  But he was still bothered by a few other things.  “If she was an Elorg, why was she trying to stop the Elorg from making an alliance with the Forcenans?”

As Christopher recalled, the Admiral was adamant about keeping the Forcena System out of the Elorg’s hands.  But with this sudden revelation, those actions made little sense.  It would have been advantageous for Lantree to stand by and let the Elorg contact the denizens of Forcena II.  Christopher grumbled, and turned to Brantley for an explanation.

She merely shrugged.  “The only thing I can think of is that the Elorg captured Lantree after the incident.  They knew that Starfleet wasn’t going to be looking for the Admiral… so they obviously wouldn’t notice if she suddenly disappeared for a few days.”

It was bad enough that the entire Forcena/Corinth situation had happened.  It would be a stain in the Federation’s tapestry for years to come.  And now that it was clear the Elorg were aware of it, it could become something much more than a stain… Christopher turned his attention back to the Admiral.  Her eyes still glowed with the vibrant orange indicative of an Elorg.  He shuddered.  “Where is the real Admiral Lantree?”

The imposter slowly produced a faint smile, and as her eyes met Christopher’s gaze, she started to chuckle.  “Dead,” she heartlessly mumbled amidst her laughing.  

The statement brought Christopher’s eyes fully open.  He knew the Elorg were up to no good, but clearly, the extent of that treachery extended far beyond his wildest dreams.  Strangely, when he looked to Brantley for her reaction, she remained relatively calm.

“No, I’m not surprised,” she said before Christopher could ask.  “The Elorg clearly have a covert operation going on… and this abduction is only a small part of it.”

“What are you getting at?”

Without uttering a word, Brantley motioned for Christopher to head for the doors.  As he complied, she followed in suit behind him.  “After we withdrew from Corinth VII, Starfleet had a lot of people to reassign.  Most of them were reassigned to low-priority projects that wouldn’t attract a lot of attention.”  Her voice had started off fairly low, but increased in intensity as they left the brig and emerged into the dreadfully vacant corridor.  “The point I’m trying to make is, there could be Elorg operatives everywhere…”

Suddenly, Christopher’s greatest fear had returned.  Paranoia had gotten the best of him, and he had suspected it for weeks in the aftermath of the Forcena/Corinth incident.  In recent months, the paranoia had subsided, but that single sentence changed everything.  “The Starlight would be a prime target,” he said slowly.

Brantley nodded.  “Being so close to both Talyere and the front lines… you bet.  When was the last time you took on new crew members?”

“Deep Space Seven.  Right after we left Corinth VII.”  He recalled the events vividly.  It had been only a handful of new officers.  None of them had high profile positions, and Christopher rarely spoke with any of them.  Being in such a position, a good operative could get away with just about anything…  “This isn’t good, Angela.”

She stopped.  “No, it’s not.”

The nanosecond that Christopher could make out the faint outline of Ensign Flora Sanders behind the transporter control station, the paranoia kicked in.  He couldn’t help but wonder if she was a spy.  She had been on the Starlight since before his arrival, but Christopher couldn’t help but wonder.

He smiled curtly at her as he departed, knowing that his paranoia was taking over.  The smile alone was enough to tip off Sanders to the fact that something was wrong.  Christopher almost always indulged in some discursive chat with her before leaving… He grumbled at his paranoia, and stormed out into the corridor.

Almost immediately, he encountered a pair of crewmen from engineering.  Christopher recognized both of them as new—joining at Deep Space Seven.  “Prime suspects” were the only words that graced the Captain’s mind as he passed by.  Had his mouth been open, they would have fallen out.  But the crewmen simply nodded, and Christopher returned the favor, quickly making his way for the turbolift at the end of the corridor.

As the doors parted, Commander Sachi emerged.  As he stepped inside, Christopher recalled she had been late for her duty shift the other day, and she had left early on a previous night.  He wondered why…

Of course, as the turbolift set into motion, Christopher realized that all of his pondering was pointless.  All four officers were probably innocent.  He had no reason, other than paranoia, to suspect them of anything.  He needed to get his head screwed back on the right way before the situation got blown out of proportion.  He needed to maintain his objectivity.  He needed… to find the infiltrator on the Starlight…

The doors parted, and Christopher quickly strolled onto the bridge and made a hasty motion toward his ready room.  “Erin, Matthew,” he called while en route.

Both officers quickly abandoned their stations and followed him into the ready room.  Once the doors were shut behind them, Christopher sighed, and turned his paranoid gaze to them. “We have a slight problem,” he said, introducing them to the intricate web of treachery and seduction that had brought them to this point in time.  And by the time he was done outlining the Elorg infiltrators, he had two more cases of paranoia to join the ranks.

Erin was a very trusting person.  She was also a very levelheaded one.  If anyone could keep their negative emotions in check, Christopher knew it would be her.  Harrison, on the other hand, immediately resorted to that state of flat-out paranoia that often struck him when the Captain was in some sort of danger.  Christopher would reassure him that it was not the end of the world, and things would be better, but until then, Harrison would be constantly on edge.

“We need to keep this quiet,” said Christopher, making it a point to exchange glances with Harrison.  “I was fairly certain we had an infiltrator on board six months ago… and now, I’m absolutely positive.  We just need to flush out our little friend, and put an end to this before something dreaded and evil happens…”

But the moment the words came from his mouth, Christopher knew he had spoken too soon.  The red alert klaxon suddenly made itself known, summoning the three of them back to the bridge.

“What is it?” inquired Christopher as he crossed the threshold between the bridge and his ready room.

“The Inkhezi has assumed an orbit around Gildebron III,” said Bator evenly.

The Elorg flagship.  Xi’Yor’s ship.  Christopher frowned, and made his way to his seat, knowing that whatever was going on, was going to be big.  There had been some unusual Elorg activity inside the Alteran Expanse in recent weeks, but nothing that seemed to elicit much concern.  Until now.  “What is that Xi’Yor up to?” he brooded as he paced in front of his command chair.  Suddenly, he stopped and touched his communicator.  “Christopher to Talyere, report to the bridge at once.”

“I am on my way,” he replied a moment later.

Brimming with paranoia and a series of other unusual emotions, Christopher just stopped and gazed at the warship on the view screen.  One ship wasn’t enough to destroy the Federation fleet.  It wasn’t enough to do much of anything, in fact.  But for the life of him, Christopher couldn’t see what was going on…

“We are being hailed,” Bator suddenly announced.  “It is Xi’Yor.”

No surprise there, Christopher mused.  “On screen.”

The Elorg quickly flashed into sight.  Unlike the other Elorg Christopher had seen, Xi’Yor’s skin had a rough-looking texture to it that seemed to indicate age.  But the fire in his eyes was as vivid as any other, a fire that seemed to grow in intensity as the Overseer produced a smile.  “Captain Christopher,” he said tersely, despite the smile.

“Overseer,” said Christopher, matching Xi’Yor’s tone.  “What can I do for you?”

Christopher suddenly heard the doors behind him part.  Immediately, Xi’Yor’s cryptic gaze fell upon the emerging figure, and Christopher knew that there was nothing that he could do for Xi’Yor—and if there was, the Overseer wasn’t about to speak it.  His gaze was fixed on the body that had just emerged.  Christopher knew it had to be Talyere.

“Talyere Rosat.”  Xi’Yor hung on the words for a few moments, watching as Talyere approached Christopher’s side.  “Your conduct in this quadrant has been evaluated by the Conclave of Overseers.  After innumerable cycles of deliberation, we have deemed your collaboration with the Federation unacceptable.”  He paused, allowing his words to permeate the bridge.  “Consequently, on the authority of High Overseer Hatrel, you are required to submit to the Bloc to answer for your conduct.”

Talyere shook his head.  “I will do no such thing.”

Xi’Yor suddenly flashed a smile.  “If you wish the longevity of that pedantic garbage scow you call the Starlight to exceed three cycles, you will comply.  If you do not, it will be eliminated.”

Clearly, that was a threat.  Nothing could convince Christopher otherwise.  He carefully positioned himself in front of Talyere and frowned at Xi’Yor.  “If you want to eliminate us, you’re welcome to try.  Because that’s the only way you’re going to get your hands on Talyere.”

The sentiment clearly sat well with Xi’Yor.  He would have no reservations about attacking and destroying the Starlight.  But as long as the Starlight was with the rest of the fleet, there was little Xi’Yor could do to deliver on his threat—despite his ship’s superiority.

Not surprisingly, Xi’Yor was not quick to order an intercept course.  In fact, he was not quick to do anything.  He allowed a silence to fill the space between ships, pondering his next course of action.  Finally, he looked up from his trance, and fixed his eyes on Talyere.  “There is an alternative course of action.”

“Which is?” asked Talyere sternly.

“Dismiss my previous lexicon.  I challenge you to the zagah’tulina ritual,” he said.

Talyere was familiar with the ritual.  It was a challenge—a duel between two bitter enemies. The ritual was originally fought in the age of the ancient Elorg Bloc three hundred thousands years ago.  At the time, it was the preferred method of settling a dispute between nemeses.  In the years since then, things had changed, but on rare occasions, the rift between two enemies was so great that the zagah’tulina was the only viable solution to their feud.  This was one of those instances.

But Talyere didn’t want to commit himself just yet.  He had read over the zagah’tulina in the Tome of Na’zar, and knew that he need not respond right now, anyway.  But the longer he waited, the more dreadful the penance that would be exacted should he lose.  “I shall defer my decision for a later time,” Talyere said, deciding that he could live with the penance.

This, too pleased Xi’Yor.  “As you wish.  But remember, if you defer my challenge for too long, you forfeit, and my penance is exacted.”

“I understand,” Talyere snapped.  “I will contact you with my decision shortly.”

Xi’Yor’s gaze lingered on Talyere for several moments before shifting back to Christopher.  He sighed, and without another word, terminated the transmission, leaving Talyere to his thoughts.

“I wish to accept the challenge,” Talyere said once Xi’Yor was gone.  “I may never receive another opportunity to rid of Xi’Yor.  I must seize it while I can.”

“Are you forgetting the message we intercepted a few months ago?” Christopher inquired, vividly recalling the message in question.  It concerned him then, and now that it was a reality, Christopher was even more concerned about the content.  “This could be a trap.”

“I am aware of the message and its content.  Indeed, it is likely that Xi’Yor would use this as an opportunity to capture me and present my corpse to the Cerebrate as tribute.”

“I’d say it’s more than likely,” Christopher countered.  “They want you, Talyere.”

He nodded.  “But if I kill Xi’Yor first, he will not be in the position to capture me, will he?”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Kill?”

The Elorg nodded as if the two of them had been discussing the weather.  “Yes,” he said.  “The zagah’tulina is a to-the-death ritual.  One of us will die.”

Prior to that little revelation, Christopher wasn’t very fond of this alternative.  Now that he knew someone was guaranteed death, he liked it even less.  He sighed, realizing it was always one extreme or another… “I don’t think you should go, Talyere.”

“You would think otherwise if I divulged the penance Xi’Yor spoke of,” he said in a voice with such a haunting quality, it sent a chill down Christopher’s spine.

He didn’t want to know those consequences, but given Xi’Yor’s vivid imagination, the Captain knew that they would be dire.  Or worse.  He didn’t exactly want to find out.  “Go,” he decided after a long moment of thought.  They already had enough problems on their hands.  Christopher didn’t want to add Xi’Yor’s wrath to the list.

When the Captain had first mentioned infiltrators on the Starlight several months ago, Erin Keller didn’t take the idea very seriously.  She knew that the computer had been altered to cover the breach of the Prime Directive, but she had simply dismissed it as a one-time deal.  The idea of one of her friends being an enemy was not something she could accept.

But now she had to.  And the longer she sat in the presence of Angela Brantley, the more things made sense.  At Christopher’s suggestion, the two of them congregated in the computer core to directly access all of the Starlight’s systems.  The core was a small, claustrophobic room, with no windows, locked away in the bowels of the ship.  The walls and floor were all gunmetal gray, and the harsh lighting from above generated enough heat to satisfy a Cardassian.

They were seated at a drab workstation in the center of the room, which served as their only access to the core, which was concealed behind the walls.  If they got desperate, Erin could access the core directly by removing the metallic plating from the walls.  She sighed, glad they weren’t desperate yet.

They had the computer looking for any missing or corrupt files, anything that seemed suspicious.  It would undoubtedly yield results, but Keller knew most of it would be files that were actually missing or corrupt—not tampered with.  But they wouldn’t know for a while, and silence had befallen the duo until Brantley suddenly looked up from her data.

“Why are you still here, Commander?”

Erin blinked.  “Well, the computer isn’t done wi—”

“No,” snapped Brantley.  “Here, on the Starlight?”

Honestly, Keller didn’t know. She didn’t like the way her yellow undershirt looked on her; she wasn’t in the position she wanted; she didn’t get along with Commander Harrison.  So many reasons… but something was holding her back.  “I don’t know,” she admitted after a moment.  “I’d given some serious thought to leaving during the Ividian invasion… but something changed my mind.”

Brantley drew herself closer to the table, and said softly,  “If there was a position available… say… a command position… would you be interested in leaving?”

Keller gulped.  “I might be.  Why?”

“There has been some talk at Starfleet Command about giving my first officer a promotion.  He’s a good man, served with me five for years… and with my recommendation, I think he’ll get it…”

It was exactly what Erin wanted to hear.  But at the same time, she wished she hadn’t heard any of it.  That same ‘something’ that changed her mind during the Ividian invasion seemed to be at work yet again.  “I’ll definitely think about it,” she managed to say before the computer prevented any further discussion.

“Search complete,” it said in its flat tone.

Quickly, Keller pushed her uncertainty aside and plunged back into her work.  Her fingers flew over the controls as she accessed the data provided by the computer—and to her surprise, it was a very small amount.  “According to this, there aren’t any corrupt or missing files on the whole ship.”

Brantley frowned, and clenched her fists as she dropped them on the surface of the console before her.  “Nothing?”

“Nada,” confirmed Keller.

“That’s strange in itself.”

“We did receive a complete overhaul a few months ago… ”

Brantley shook her head.  “I find it hard to believe that you don’t have a single corrupt or missing file in your entire computer database—even if it is new.  I mean, there are thousands of gigaquads of data here...”

Maybe it was a little too perfect, but Erin preferred to think it was because of the good maintenance job done by the Starlight’s crew.  “Perhaps we don’t have an intruder after all?” she suggested optimistically.

To that, Brantley simply stared, unconvinced.  In her mind, this only strengthened her case for an intruder, and she was going to get to the bottom of it if it killed her…

“More work?”

Alan Christopher stared at Rachael Meyer from across the table, his jaw nearly dropping into his soup.  Traditionally, the topics they covered at lunch were enthralling, but upon hearing this, Christopher was just plain flabbergasted, especially since he was a prime proponent of less work.

But Meyer only smiled.  “Yes,” she said.  “Lets face it, my duties as ship’s counselor aren’t very demanding.  This crew appears to be relatively sound of mind.”

“And what about sick bay?” Christopher pressed.

“Doctor Hartman might need me on occasion, but I’m only a lowly nurse.  My duties there are limited in the first place.  I want to get out of the office and do something!”

Christopher sighed, and looked into his bowl of tomato soup as he considered her situation.  “I still think you’re a little… crazy,” he grimaced.  “But what exactly did you have in mind.”

When Christopher looked up, his gaze instantly fell upon Meyer’s grinning face.  “Bridge duty,” she said cheerfully.

His eyes widened.  “Bridge duty…”  In all reality, Christopher knew that they didn’t need too much help on the bridge.  Most everyone was happy with the current duty roster, and adding another body into the mix would serve to mess things up.  But Christopher had known Meyer for too long to tell her she couldn’t do this… “I think we could fit you in somewhere,” he finally decided.

Her eyes lit up like a Christmas tree.  “When do I start?”

“Report to Erin at sixteen hundred hours.  I’m sure she’ll have some terribly exciting activities for you to do.”  As he finished, Christopher saw Meyer start to inch upward from her chair.  Wondering how much time had passed, he glanced at the chronometer on the wall by the replicator and saw they still had ten minutes left to eat.  “Where do you think you’re going?”

She smiled, and quickly sat back down.  “I was going to tell Erin,” she said.

“I’ve got Erin working with Captain Brantley on a project right now,” said Christopher, careful not to reveal too much about that project.  Though he was certain Rachael was not the infiltrator, there was an entire roomful of people whose status Christopher was not so certain of.  “Erin likes surprises.  Besides, we haven’t talked in awhile, and we do have ten minutes to spare.”

“I was just excited,” Meyer admitted, forcing herself to get comfortable in the seat.  Christopher could see the springs on her behind were ready to launch any moment, however.  “Then again, it has been awhile.”

Of course, now that they had these ten minutes, Christopher found he couldn’t think of anything to talk about.  He sighed, tossing a few topics around in his head before deciding upon, “Anything of interest happen in sick bay recently?”

“Not really…” She paused, and her mind seemed to fade.

“What?”

“I was just thinking about how much things have changed in the last year… Think about it.  What were we doing last year on December 28?”

Christopher sighed.  “December 28, 2394… stardate 71988.6…  As I recall it, we were still running from Starfleet.  The Elorg vortex was about to open, and we were returning to the Alteran Expanse to reseal it…  We were too late, the vortex opened, the Elorg attacked the Starlight, we responded to their distress call…”

“That wasn’t December 28,” Meyer chirped.  “Well… responding to the distress signal, at least.  Or maybe it was… Either way, I think we’ve come a long way in the past year.”

Christopher readily agreed.  “But we’ve got a long way to go…” As he concluded, Christopher’s eyes slowly wandered to the approaching Commander Harrison.  “Matthew,” he acknowledged.

Harrison nodded, and continued approaching until he was standing before the Captain.  “Am I interrupting?”

“No,” said Rachael. “I have an appointment with Commander Kerrigan in a few minutes, so I have to leave anyway.”

Unable to refute that, Christopher simply nodded as Rachael rose from her seat and headed for the doors.  “See you tomorrow?” she inquired before stepping out of earshot.

“Sure,” said Christopher. 

Meyer nodded, turned on her heel and departed, leaving Harrison and Christopher alone.  “So what do you need, Matthew?”

He quickly sat down to Christopher’s left, and pulled himself close to the table.  “Lieutenant Hataru has canceled his time on the holodeck this afternoon.  We have a few hours before we reach Gildebron III… I was wondering if you’d care to join me?”

Recalling his their last visit to the holodeck, Christopher wasn’t inclined to answer him immediately.  “We won’t be venturing to the illustrious Black Morass, will we?”

He considered it for a moment before responding, “I suppose we could forego those events and proceed directly to Lumina’s Palace.”

Christopher smiled.  “Then count me in.”

Along with his copy of The Tome of Na’zar, Talyere Rosat was only able to salvage one other item from his ship when it was destroyed nearly one year ago.  At the time, Talyere wasn’t certain he would ever need it, but now that Xi’Yor had initiated the zagah’tulina, Talyere was glad he had saved his photon saber.

And now, in the privacy of his quarters, Talyere examined the lethal weapon.  In its inactive state, the saber was nothing more than a metallic-gray hilt.  Slowly, Talyere took the hilt and placed both hands on it, twisting them in opposite directions until he heard a faint click.  Moments later, a beam of blazing blue light surged out of the hilt with a low shoom, which continued to hum as Talyere waved the weapon about in anticipation of what was to come.  With this, Talyere would eliminate the threat of Xi’Yor once and for all…

Suddenly, the door chimed.  Talyere released his grip on the weapon, prompting the beam to retract.  “Enter,” he said evenly, wondering who this could be.

When the doors parted, Talyere was pleased to see friend Bator standing at the threshold.  While they were stranded in the caves of Aurillac VII, Talyere noted the Phobian to be a strong, moral person who acted rationally at all times.  “Welcome, Bator,” he said.  “What is the occasion of this visit?  Surely you don’t intend to urge me to reconsider?”

Bator shook his head.  “Of course not,” he said.  “I wouldn’t want you to.  I came to wish you good luck.”

Talyere smiled.  “I do not believe in such things,” he chuckled.  “An event will occur, or it will not.  Good fortunes have nothing to do with the outcome.  But the sentiment is a fine one.  I would rather hear it from you than any other.”

Bator nodded politely, and slowly started turning back toward the exit.  Talyere was about to bid him farewell, when he suddenly realized that there was always a chance that Xi’Yor would be victorious… “Wait!”

Bator stopped dead in his tracks.  “Yes?”

Talyere’s eyes fluttered for a moment as he suddenly started to reconsider his words.  Ultimately, he decided that this needed to be done.  He slowly made his way across the room to the living area in the back where The Tome of Na’zar was on display.  Talyere picked up the book and returned to Bator’s position.  “Should I fall to Xi’Yor… I entrust you to take this tome and study it.  It holds the key to many of the locked doors before you.  The answers will not be easy to find… but they exist—” he tapped the cover—“in here.”

Bator nodded as he examined the sacred text in awe.  “I would be honored,” he said softly.

“Good.”  Talyere took the book and set it down on the desk nearby.  “But you need not worry—I shall endure…”

TWO

As he entered the Overseer’s chamber, Nafar immediately felt Xi’Yor’s ominous gaze drilling into his skull.  The chamber was not well illuminated; hence Nafar had no idea where the Overseer was.  But still, he could feel it.  “I have news, Overseer,” he said as he stepped into the darkness.

As he progressed into the room, Nafar could make out shadowy figure behind Xi’Yor’s desk, looking out at the scintillating stars behind Gildebron III.  Deciding Xi’Yor sat there, Nafar approached.  “Administrator Al’tiir just received word that Talyere has accepted your challenge.  He will arrive in three hours.”

The chair swiveled, and Xi’Yor’s fiery orange eyes briefly flared up before receding back into the darkness.  “Excellent,” he said.  “The Cerebrate will be pleased with our actions.”  He stopped, and considered his words.  “Perhaps pleased enough to elevate my status to adjunct to High Overseer Hatrel.”

“Yes, Overseer.”  Nafar was glad they were surrounded in a shroud of darkness.  It occluded the weary look on his face as he realized Xi’Yor was about to start plotting his future yet again. 

“With my appointment to Adjunct, our opportunity to bring Administrator Cree’dan into the Conclave of Overseers is greatly enhanced.”

Nafar paid close attention.  He could see Xi’Yor’s eyes glimmering in the faint starlight; they were fixed on him.  Wisely, Nafar decided to demonstrate his understanding of the situation, adding, “The appointment of Cree’dan to the Conclave would firmly establish your base of power.  He is a strong ally, but might I point out, so is Adjunct Da’larr.”

In the Elorg hierarchy, there could be billions of Underlings and hundreds of thousands of Administrators.  But the higher up in the ranks one got, the fewer positions were available.  While there were hundreds of Overseers, only twelve were members of the Conclave.  And from then on, there was only one.  One Cerebrate.  One High Overseer.  One Adjunct.  And currently, the Adjunct was Da’larr, an ally of Xi’Yor.  “We would have to terminate him,” Xi’Yor realized.

“Assassinating allies is not a wise practice,” Nafar said evenly.

“I concur,” said Xi’Yor, his mind falling into some deep form of thought.

There was silence for several moments, during which, Nafar simply stood and stared out at Gildebron III.  It was a welcome change from the dreadful purple haze that usually frequented the windows, the Alteran Expanse.  It was unfortunate their stay here would only be a brief one.

Finally, Xi’Yor spoke, “We will have to terminate him,” he decided.  Nafar could tell there wasn’t a lot of thought behind that decision.  Xi’Yor wanted the position, and Da’larr was in the way.  “However, we will not terminate him until the traitor Talyere has been incarcerated.”

“Very well,” said Nafar, making sure his voice was as neutral as possible.  Nafar knew that if he sounded the slightest bit uncertain, Xi’Yor would have him terminated because of his inability to serve.  That was how he got the position as Xi’Yor’s aid in the first place.  His predecessor, Underling Veelan, had a problem with the termination of Administrator Veelan (with good reason, it was his father).  Xi’Yor was oblivious, and had them both terminated.  Not wanting the same fate, Nafar decided to keep as neutral as possible, seeing everyone that Xi’Yor wished eliminated was done so seamlessly, and with due haste.  “Shall I arrange to have Da’larr terminated?”

Xi’Yor considered it for yet another brief moment.  “Yes,” he decided, confident he would defeat Talyere in the zagah’tulina.  “Because he is a friend, ensure that his termination is swift and without pain.”

“Yes, Overseer.”  Nafar sighed.  The Elorg had plenty of termination methods, but as he recalled, they were neither quick nor painless.  Mercy was not something the Elorg often gave.  Still, Nafar knew that it would be done.  “He will die well,” he assured the Overseer.

“Excellent,” said Xi’Yor, a segue from one topic to another.  “I will be departing for Inferno’s Citadel shortly.”

Nafar was ready for this.  “I have already prepared your photon saber,” he said, allowing his neutrality to fade in this instance, knowing Xi’Yor would be pleased with his actions.

He was, and indicated it much as Nafar had expected, “Excellent.”  But Xi’Yor’s words did not stop there.  Instead, they took a path Nafar would have never anticipated, “There is one other item to prepare…”

Following her time spent in the computer core, Angela Brantley emerged with a distinct feeling that there was an infiltrator on the Starlight, regardless of Commander Keller’s belief to the contrary.  No starship was so well maintained that everything was picture perfect and pristine.  Not even her own vessel.

And after discussing it with Captain Christopher, he was inclined to agree.  They tossed around a few ideas to expose the infiltrator, none of which seemed too promising until Brantley suggested an ionic pulse.  In theory, if the infiltrator was exposed to it, the particle synthesis generator would be disrupted, and the unwanted guest would be exposed.  Christopher liked the idea, and sanctioned Brantley to set up several ionic pulses throughout the ship.

Now, with the last one in place near the mess hall on deck two, Angela Brantley would just have to wait for someone to make a bad move.  She was certain that, with the current situation with the Elorg, it wouldn’t be a very long wait.  The infiltrator would want to communicate with Xi’Yor, or some other influential entity.  And the spy would be foun…

Her thoughts trailed away as her tricorder made a faint bleep.  Already, someone had tripped the alarm.  Since she was the only one nearby, Angela knew it wasn’t the mess hall lookout in question.  She plucked the device from her belt and discreetly made her way into an out-of-the-way corridor.  “Deck eight, section four,” she whispered.

Quickly, Brantley linked her tricorder to the visual feed from deck eight, and commanded her tricorder to replay the last twenty seconds of data.  Moments later, deck eight, section four popped onto her tricorder’s small screen.  It was a vacant corridor for several seconds, until two crewmen walked by.

Nothing happened.

Brantley was about to snap her tricorder shut and dismiss it as a false alarm, when another figure quickly strolled into the frame.  Concurrently, the visual fluttered, and her jaw dropped as Brantley recognized the hurried figure.  “Commander Harrison!”

Upon hearing the helm emit a series of bleeps, Matthew Harrison let out a nervous sigh and he sat down in the seat next to Captain Christopher.  He knew that sound meant they were drawing near an uncertain situation… 

“We’re entering the Gildebron System,” said Drayge.

“Status of the Inkhezi?” Harrison inquired.

“They are holding position in orbit of Gildebron III.  Both their shields and weapons are off line,” reported Bator from tactical.

Christopher smiled, and turned to Harrison.  “I suppose it wouldn’t be very becoming of us to go in with our shields up and weapons blazing, would it?”

Actually, Harrison would have preferred it that way, but he remained silent in that regard, instead replying, “Of course not.”

Christopher suddenly popped up from his seat and strolled over to the helm.  He carefully examined the readings before inquiring, “Is there anything out of the ordinary going on?”

Harrison had been expecting a quick response from Commander Keller.  She was usually on top of the Captain’s requests before he could finish saying them.  But instead, he heard an eerie silence.  It concerned him.  Finally, Harrison bolted out of his chair and joined the Captain at the helm to see for himself.

But as he looked, Harrison saw nothing but astrometric data.  Then again, it was the helm.  He moved to look at the mission ops station, but Keller finally spoke just as he turned around.

“I don’t see anything strange, Alan,” she said.

Christopher nodded, and backed away from the helm.  “Good.”  He touched his communicator.  “Christopher to Talyere.”

“Yes, Captain?”
“We’ve almost reached Gildebron III.  Report to transporter room two when you’re ready to go.”

“I’m on my way.”

“I’ll meet you there.  Christopher out.”  He slowly made his way for the doors.

Realizing he wasn’t invited, Harrison produced a quaint smile and retreated to his seat.  There was more going on here than what was being let on.  He knew it.  “Assume a standard orbit once we’re in range,” he said, so not to draw any suspicion.

“Aye, sir,” said Drayge.

With that, Harrison heard the doors open and close; and the Captain was gone, with not a single word uttered as he left.  Perhaps the Captain as anxious to meet with Talyere; he hadn’t been fond of the idea of the zagah’tulina in the first place…  Then again, perhaps the Captain knew something about the infiltrator that Harrison did not.  Then of course, there was the third, most reasonable choice—Harrison was simply over analyzing.  For the time being, he dismissed it as that, and turned his attention to the brownish-tan sphere that loomed on the view screen before him.

When he stepped into the confines of transporter room two, Talyere Rosat knew that he would be a different person when he returned.  If he returned.  With Xi’Yor gone, conditions within the Bloc would be more favorable for Talyere to endure.  Perhaps he could convince the Cerebrate that invasion was not necessary—or if it was, that they invade a region of space that was not claimed by one of the other galactic powers.

Of course, Xi’Yor would have to be terminated before any of this could happen.  He sighed, and made his way for the apse to his left that served as the transporter platform, hearing the doors his apart as he did so.  Though he didn’t look, Talyere knew it was the Captain.  He continued his trek to the platform and assumed his position before turning around to see Christopher standing beside Ensign Flora Sanders at the controls.

“I don’t suppose you’re going to change your mind,” Christopher said evenly as Sanders tapped away at the controls.

Talyere nodded.  “This is a necessary evil, Captain.  Xi’Yor poses a great threat to all of us.”

“I still don’t trust him.”

“Nor do I.”

“We’re going to keep a constant transporter lock on you.  At the first sign of trouble, I’m going to beam you out of there,” said Christopher.

It was blasphemous, but Talyere decided he could live with it.  Xi’Yor probably had the Inkhezi doing the same for him.  “Very well.”  He clenched his fists and placed them on top of one another, bowing courteously.  “En taro adun, Captain Christopher.”

Clearly the Captain had no idea what it meant, but he politely returned the gesture, a traditional greeting/salutation used throughout the Bloc on formal occasions.  This was one of them.  

Again, Talyere stood erect, with his photon saber in hand.  He pulled in one last lungful of the Starlight’s atmosphere, and expelled it as he turned to Sanders.  “Energize.”

The hot, sultry sun of Gildebron III beat down upon Talyere Rosat as he stood before the archaic gates of Inferno’s Citadel.  As he parted the rusted gates, a sand-driven wind carried the putrid scent of the nearby sulfur lagoons into Talyere’s nostrils.  He cringed, hoping the wind would die down before the ritual began.

He now stood in what was once a great arboretum.  Two hundred thousand years ago, the space he occupied would have been filled with countless varieties of flora and fauna, a lush garden that was the envy of all others.

But now, it was a desolate place.  The once majestic pillars surrounding the garden were crumbling in decay, decorated not with flowering vines, but with cobwebs.  The weeds that had cropped up in the floor fluttered about as a maelstrom of sand coalesced in a random twirl around the grounds.  On the distant horizon, Talyere saw nothing but sand and a few stubby mesas.  

This was Gildebron III…

Talyere stepped into the arboretum, hearing his every footstep echo throughout the grounds before they were swept away with the sand in the constant wind.  As he reached the open area in the center, Talyere could hear his footsteps coupled with another pair.

Quickly, he grabbed his photon saber and activated it.  The rush of blue light surged outward, humming wildly as the wind distorted its normally harmonic tones.  Talyere thought he had arrived first, but with each passing moment, he started to believe otherwise.  Knowing that Xi’Yor was a stealthy creature, Talyere made sure to stay in motion so not to be taken by surprise.

He slowly came around in a circle, watching for a shadow out of place.  Listening for an echo in the distance.  Waiting for Xi’Yor to make his move.

And finally, as Talyere completed his loop, he glimpsed a cacophony of dust swirling around the pillar directly ahead.  A few stray chunks of cement crackled from the pillar and fell to the ground, kicking the sand yet again… and amidst this chaos emerged the fiery eyes of Xi’Yor.

“En taro adun…”

THREE

Xi’Yor stood like a statue amidst the cloud of dust for several moments, not moving until the harsh, swampy wind carried it away.  When it finally dissipated, his phlegmatic movements slowly brought him two within a few meters of Talyere’s position—and still, he did not bare his weapon.

Instead, he marched closer… until Talyere could smell Xi’Yor’s sulfur-scented stench.  The Overseer had been in the Citadel waiting for quite some time, undoubtedly making an assessment of the grounds to make sure he did not falter on account of a loose stone.

Finally, Xi’Yor’s statue-like façade shattered, and his customary sneer returned.  Ominously, he brushed up against Talyere with his body and sighed, “I have been waiting for this moment for fourteen rotations.  Finally, it has arrived.”

Talyere stepped back, holding Xi’Yor’s fiery gaze.  “I would not be so exuberant, Xi’Yor,” he warned.  “I am a proven swordsman.”

Xi’Yor’s eyes widened.  “You are young,” he scoffed, closing the space that Talyere had put between them.  “The grace and wisdom of age has yet to reveal itself to you.”

Suddenly, Talyere heard the click of Xi’Yor’s saber activating.  He could feel it as the light surged from its source, nearly grazing Talyere’s tunic.  He was tempted to step back, but knew it would be a futile maneuver.  Xi’Yor would simply perform a shadow maneuver.  So Talyere held his ground and watched as Xi’Yor raised the saber to his throat, holding it so close, Talyere could feel the energy burning his skin.  He gulped.

Xi’Yor only smiled.  “I’m afraid that it never will,” he finished, speaking of the aforementioned age and wisdom.  Finally, he withdrew his weapon and stepped away, giving Talyere a moment to breathe.

Quickly, Talyere pulled himself together, and watched as Xi’Yor poised himself to attack.  Seeing this, Talyere took up a defensive stance, and awaited Xi’Yor’s attack.

“Gau ju!” called out Xi’Yor.

But instead of charging at Talyere to attack, Xi’Yor backed off yet again, circling about his adversary like a vulture hunting its prey.  His quick, methodical circles kept Talyere constantly in a defensive stance, offering him little area to maneuver into something more favorable for victory.

But finally, Xi’Yor slowed his pace.  Talyere immediately took the opportunity to strike, lashing his saber in Xi’Yor’s general direction.

The elder Overseer dodged the assault with ease, and quickly came around with a backhand strike that Talyere was able to effectively counter with his own saber.  The blow elicited a satisfying ZAP when the two weapons clashed, bringing a devious smile to Xi’Yor’s face that Talyere couldn’t help but notice.

Xi’Yor swung again, this time and overhand effort that looked more like a hack than the fluidic motion that Talyere had expected from his opposition.  He deflected the blow, and tried to deal his own, but Xi’Yor easily matched Talyere’s maneuver and countered with one of his own.

Unable to deflect the slash, Talyere ducked to keep from being split in half, and then rolled himself out of the way and Xi’Yor thrust down upon the ground, hoping to fortuitously impale Talyere.  He did not, and the dust Talyere had managed to kick up in his escape confused Xi’Yor just long enough for him to skitter back to his feet and get his bearings before Xi’Yor would strike again.

Only this time, Talyere was ready.  He deflected Xi’Yor’s initial strike, and matched his every maneuver from that point on.  If Xi’Yor wanted Talyere dead, he was going to have to try harder than that…

Angela Brantley was not one to jump to conclusions.  Though she was certain she had seen Commander Harrison in the data feed, she did not see him flicker, she saw the entire screen flicker.  During which, he may have revealed his Elorg physiology, but the frames in question were degraded beyond repair.  There was no way of knowing.

But she did collect one thing in that incident that she could still use to prove or disprove Harrison’s guilt: his bio-readings.  From what she saw of Admiral Lantree, the Elorg had managed to synthesize her particles to a level where normal sensors wouldn’t be able to distinguish between the fake and the real thing.  Medical sensors however, were still fair game, and when Brantley scanned the fake Lantree, her bio-signatures didn’t match those of the real one.

Hence, a simple trip to sick bay was all that Brantley needed to determine the fate of Commander Harrison.  As she entered, the sick bay was devoid of any patients.  A nurse was situated at the station in back, but did little to acknowledge Brantley’s presence.  She was about to move in on the nurse to speak her mind, but Doctor Hartman quickly intervened.

“What can I do for you?” she inquired tersely, not apologizing for her nurse, or her own actions.

Brantley almost admired Hartman’s direct nature.  She produced her tricorder and placed it in the Doctor’s hand.  “I need you to compare the results of Commander Harrison’s last physical with the bio-signatures on this tricorder,” she said, not bothering to explain why.  But if Hartman was as terse as she seemed, Brantley knew she wouldn’t care enough to ask.

With the tricorder in hand, Hartman strolled over to the island in the center of sick bay and accessed the computer controls.  Brantley followed at a distance, closing the gap only upon hearing the disgruntled bleeps of the computer.  “What is it?”

Hartman looked up from her data.  “The results aren’t on file.  Commander Harrison hasn’t taken his physical yet.”

Brantley frowned.  “That’s convenient.”  She briefly considered using an older physical, but if Harrison was like any other human, he had aged in the past year, and there would be minute differences in the readings—minute enough to discredit Brantley’s data.  She needed a more recent study of Harrison’s innards.

She sighed, and tapped her communicator.  “Brantley to Harrison.”

She waited patiently for several moments for a response, but after twenty seconds or so, it became clear to Brantley that she would not be getting one.  “Computer,” she called, “locate Commander Harrison.”

It chirped, happily complying with Brantley’s order, but subsequently emitted a less than inviting second chirp.  “Commander Harrison is not on board the ship.”

Brantley clenched her fists.  “Damn!” she called out.

The look on Hartman’s face was clearly one of confusion.  While the Doctor had been oblivious a few moments ago, this sudden turn of events had piqued her attention.  But Brantley ignored the Doctor’s curiosity, and slapped her communicator.  “Brantley to Christopher.”

“Go ahead, Angela.”

“Meet me in your ready room, now!” she said as calmly as possible as she stormed out of sick bay.

The call from Captain Brantley had sounded urgent to say the least.  Christopher was anxious to find out what Brantley had discovered.  He only wished he could do more to help in her investigation, but it would be more than a little suspicious to have the Captain of the ship crawling around through corridors and snooping about the computer core.  The crew would find out his actions in no time.  At least with Brantley, their suspicions would be delayed until her presence became more noticeable than a simple social visit.

Thankfully, Christopher did not have to venture very far to meet Brantley, since he found himself already in his ready room when she called.  He slowly meandered to his desk with a Ka’Tulan sunset, an exotic orange beverage from his homeworld, and sat down, waiting for the door chime that would reveal all of the secrets…

After taking a few sips of the tangy beverage, his thoughts turned to Commander Harrison… they had discussed him earlier, but Christopher was hoping that there had simply been a malfunction in the visual, and the Commander was innocent.  But given Brantley’s tone… 

The door finally chimed.  Christopher beckoned Brantley in, and watched as she stormed over to the seat directly across from him.

“Commander Harrison has disappeared.”

Christopher nearly choked on his beverage.  “How very convenient,” he muttered, thinking just how thoroughly screwed they were.  Harrison knew everything…  “Do you know where he went?”

“No,” said Brantley.  “There’s no sign of him on board.”

Setting his beverage aside so he would prevent another choking incident, Christopher pulled himself closer to his computer terminal and brought up the internal sensors.  “According to this, there are still 491 people on board…”  If he recalled correctly, 491 was the number of people always on board.

“Maybe it’s some sort of trick,” Brantley suggested, apparently unable to accept the notion that Harrison was on board.  “Or maybe he’s on board, but doesn’t want to be found.”

A valid assumption, but not one Christopher wanted to accept.  Still, it was all they had to go on.  “We need to find him,” he said grimly, touching his communicator.  “Christopher to Bator… mobilize a security team.”

Xi’Yor dodged yet another one of Talyere’s assaults, and suddenly regretted waiting fourteen rotations for this duel of fates.  Had he acted on his instincts sooner, Xi’Yor would have had no need to dodge Talyere’s petty attempts to defeat him.  The inexperienced Overseer would have easily fallen.

But instead, Xi’Yor concerned himself with other political struggles.  He had mistakenly deemed his failed protégé a nonentity, and dismissed him.  And now this.

For a moment, Xi’Yor thought he saw Talyere falter.  He made haste to hone in on the error, but quickly saw it was a ploy to draw him in closer.  Xi’Yor retreated a few steps to catch his breath, and then began to circle Talyere in a more adversarial manor.  “Your agility is commendable, Talyere” he rasped, using the banter as a distraction to replenish his dwindling energy.

Talyere continued to circle, but made no attempt to attack.  “I learned from the paramount source of mastery,” he said, referring to Xi’Yor’s teachings of long ago.

“You did,” he concurred.  “And had you absorbed my sense of loyalty, you would have made an exemplary addition to the Conclave of Overseers.”

At last, Talyere swung.  Xi’Yor forcefully deflected it, nearly rattling Talyere’s saber out of his hand.  Hoping to repeat that success, Xi’Yor struck again, but Talyere had bettered his grip, and held firm as he absorbed Xi’Yor’s blow.  “My loyalty is to the Bloc,” he rasped.  “The Tome of Na’zar is indeed a sacred text, but it is no longer worthy of governing our empire!  Its views are archaic like this Citadel, aged and crumbling.”

“It is our way!” Xi’Yor protested amidst a brief exchange between the two.

“We are living in the past, Xi’Yor!  We will never restore the Bloc to its former glory unless we adapt!”

“The Tome of Na’zar has guided us for centuries without fail!” Xi’Yor reiterated before taking a haphazard stab at Talyere.

Talyere hastily stepped aside.  “Centuries of isolation,” he clarified.  Of course they had endured that long; for all those centuries they were locked in subspace, the Bloc had no contact with the rest of the universe.  Their territory did not expand, and their need for change was nominal.  “The Elorg have grown stagnant, and unless we can adapt to the Federation’s offensive, we will fail.”

Xi’Yor stopped, and a haunting silence quickly filtered in between the two nemeses as a hazy of sand sailed between them.  Xi’Yor slowly stepped foreword through the mist, keeping his weapon at bay.  “We?”  He took a few more steps foreword, sneering.  “Your heart is still in the right place, Talyere.  You may have erected this façade of defection for the Federation, but Elorg blood still runs in your veins.  You desire victory for the Bloc, as do I…  You’ve been away from your people long enough.  Join me, and we can disregard this incident in the archives.  Together, we can conquer the universe!”

Hesitant, Talyere took a few steps away from Xi’Yor.  He had no doubt the offer to return to the Bloc was genuine.  That was what Xi’Yor wanted in the first place.  And had the Overseer not been Talyere’s mortal nemesis, he may have taken the offer into a bit more consideration.  But knowing that Xi’Yor most likely had no intention to include Talyere in his coming conquests, Talyere was weary of the notion.  “It is more likely this is an attempt at trickery on your behalf, Xi’Yor.  I will not join you. Not today.  Or ever.”

Xi’Yor cocked his head, allowing the harsh sunlight to glimmer in his fiery orange eyes.  “So be it,” he sneered, a gentle maelstrom of sand roiling around him.

Like a cheetah, Xi’Yor sprung into action, hurtling across the sandy arena amidst a sandy haze that kicked up behind him.  Baring his saber, Xi’Yor lunged at Talyere with a brute force that had yet to surface in their duel.   Xi’Yor was on top of Talyere before he even had a chance to think out a possible strategy.  He had to rely on pure instinct to get him through this most difficult phase of the challenge, and with Xi’Yor maneuvering so close, Talyere was uncertain of his ability to fend him off.

Xi’Yor would attack.

Talyere would defend.

And with each attack, Talyere could feel himself slipping.  Xi’Yor was right about one thing—the grace and wisdom of age had not greeted him, and now, Talyere was sorry.

The attacks came more rapidly.  Talyere was losing his focus.  Xi’Yor’s blade seemed to be everywhere, a constant, dizzying and unrelenting blur.  It took all of Talyere’s concentration to fend it off—until he afforded a brief moment to look behind the blur.  Xi’Yor was smiling…

And then it came.

Talyere cringed as Xi’Yor’s saber struck him just below his left shoulder.  Immediately, his tunic singed, and he could feel a powerful burning sensation eating away at him, draining his very life energies.  It seemed like an eternity for Xi’Yor to pull back, and when he did, Talyere watched a spray of black blood dance in the sand-driven wind.  Feeling a generous flow of liquid streaming down his arm, saturating his clammy sleeve with unsightly dark splotches, Talyere knew that blood was his.

But he did not relent.  With is free arm, Talyere reacquired his grip on his saber and, reinvigorated with his rage against Xi’Yor, charged at his nemesis.  This battle was not over yet…

As chief of security on the Starlight, Lieutenant Bator had an inkling that something was not right on the ship.  Out of the blue, Captain Brantley shows up and demands to speak with Captain Christopher in private.  The Captain returns from the meeting very concerned, and a few hours later Brantley ventures to the ship.

Though she made valiant attempts to keep her actions discreet, Bator had no trouble discerning the fact that she was looking for something.  Until now, he had no idea what exactly that something was, but given the prior events, he assumed it had to have been something of consequence, otherwise the secrecy would be unnecessary.

‘Something of consequence’ turned out to be an understatement.  Though they didn’t come out and say it, Bator was able to put the pieces together… and now he marched through the corridors in search of Matthew Harrison, the infiltrator…

FOUR

Bridge duty was something Rachael Meyer had done before.  On the Discovery, she had served as relief science officer on the bridge during the night shift.  It wasn’t the most exciting position—though she once reported an ion storm—but Meyer knew that it was geared toward excitement that she just couldn’t find in sick bay.  But when she finally realized that the ion storm was in fact, an ionized nebula, Meyer decided it best to stick with stuff she was more comfortable with.

But now, years later, comfortable had grown dull, and that call for excitement was beckoning yet again.  But this time, Meyer decided instead of volunteering for the night shift, she would learn through the proper channels—that being Erin Keller.

“Hey Rachael,” said Erin cheerfully as Meyer approached the operations station.

She smiled.  “Good afternoon, Commander.”

To that, Keller rolled her eyes with disgust.  Much like the Captain, Keller was not fond of such formalities, despite protocol.  Still, she decided it best to practice, because Commander Harrison wasn’t so easy going, and from what she heard, when the Captain wasn’t around, it was “yes sir,” and “aye, Commander” galore.  Protocol was far from lax on his watch.

Suddenly, Meyer’s eyes widened as she gazed at the computer terminal before her.  To say the least, it was complex.  Advanced controls and flashing monitors littered the interface.  There was nothing like it in sick bay, and certainly not in her counseling office.  “Wow…”

Erin smiled.  “It’s not as bad as it looks,” she assured her before lowering her voice and adding, “I’m installing Metrix… that way I’m not so bored on those long night shifts…”

“I’m sure there are a variety of other things to do,” said Christopher.  “Like work,” he added coyly.  He was practically right on top of them, and Meyer hadn’t even noticed; nor had Keller, apparently.  But if he was concerned about the installation, he didn’t show it.  He just smiled and came up alongside Keller.  “I know the two of you just started… but we need to chat.”

Immediately, Keller backed away from her terminal and stepped out into the open, a few meters behind the mission ops station.  “News?”

“In a manner of speaking,” said Christopher softly.  He gestured for his ready room, and headed that way.

Before she followed, Keller turned her attention back to Meyer.  “Rachael, you can’t do anything there until my project is done… So you’d might as well mess around at the science stations until I get back.”

Meyer nodded, and Keller disappeared into the Captain’s ready room.

“Congratulations,” was the first word out of Christopher’s mouth when the doors hissed shut behind Keller.

She frowned.  “What?”  To the best of her knowledge, she hadn’t done anything to warrant congratulations… unless it was just her warm, charming persona finally winning her some attention.

But when Christopher’s subsequent sigh was less than pleasant, Keller knew that it had nothing to do with her persona.  The Captain folded his arms, saying, “We think Matthew might be our infiltrator.  He set off Angela’s trap, and has conveniently vanished from our humble abode.”  He paused.  “Until we can ascertain his situation… you, Erin, are the Starlight’s first officer.”

She smiled.  “Do I get to wear red?  I look a hell of a lot better in it than this pasty yellow-mustard thing,” she said, referring to the tunic under her black/lavender overcoat.

“I wouldn’t jump the gun just yet,” said Christopher evenly.  “But I’m sure you look just wonderful in red.”

Keller almost couldn’t believe it… Harrison, the person she most hated… the person she least expected…  Today had a chance at being a very good day after all.  “Who’s going to take over for me at ops?”

Christopher squinted as he considered his options, then decided, “Kendall can do it for now.  Maybe he’ll beat your high score in Metrix, since I guess there isn’t too much else to do in the first place.”

“Ops isn’t the most exciting thing in the world,” she sighed.  “And you know I’d rather be doing something else.”

“Like command,” said Christopher.

She nodded.  “Like command.”

Suddenly, there was an awkward silence, something that hadn’t come between the two of them in quite some time.  Erin as sure that it wasn’t because of a lack of conversational topics… they always had something to discuss.  It was something else…

“Admit it,” Alan finally said, breaking the silence and Erin’s concentration right along with it.  “You just want to spend some more quality time with your favorite Captain.”

Erin smiled.  “You said it.”

If the constant stinging in Talyere’s upper-arm wasn’t enough to drive him to the edge and back, the undeniably evil glimmer in Xi’Yor’s eyes would.  Ever since the Overseer had scored his strike against Talyere, he had taken on a seemingly superior attitude, as if Talyere were now nothing more than pond scum—or worse.

But little did Xi’Yor know that little blow only provided Talyere with the rage needed to defeat Xi’Yor.  Instead of succumbing to the pain as Xi’Yor had anticipated, Talyere was driven by it.  He harnessed it like energy and combined with the years of accumulated animosity toward Xi’Yor, Talyere was virtually unstoppable.

Though his grace-factor was decreased to virtually zero, and the infernal sun was practically in his eyes, Talyere hacked away at Xi’Yor’s offensive with the same brute force Xi’Yor had used to instill it.  But if Xi’Yor was concerned about this newfound offensive, he didn’t show it.  He was far more concerned in maintaining his evil gaze and superior attitude, allowing his grace and wisdom to guide his actions.

But Talyere knew that neither of them could endure for much longer, and if this became a matter of endurance, Xi’Yor would win by default.  Talyere’s tunic was saturated with his cold black blood to the point where it was constantly dripping to the ground.  It wouldn’t be long before he would be forced to surrender due to blood loss.

There was only one course of action…

Quickly, Talyere maneuvered around to the opposite side of Xi’Yor.  The action caught the Overseer off guard, and he quickly came about expecting some sort of surprise attack.  

Indeed, Xi’Yor was surprised, but not by Talyere.  The blinding sun hit Xi’Yor’s evil gaze like a brick in the face.  Hastily, the Overseer maneuvered to get his back to the sun once more, but his retinas, burned by the blazing sphere of light, hindered his actions.  Talyere suddenly heard a faint CLINK as Xi’Yor tripped over a loose stone.  Within moments, a plume of dust surrounded the Overseer as he crashed to the ground.

Wasting no time, Talyere shed his photon saber and pounced onto Xi’Yor’s chest, grabbing the Overseer’s sweaty hands and clawing at his saber.  Struggling valiantly, Xi’Yor maintained his death grip on the hilt of the weapon until Talyere managed to lodge his elbow into Xi’Yor’s gut.

As the air exited Xi’Yor’s chest in a violent wheeze, his grip on the saber diminished, and Talyere swiftly purloined the weapon and turned it upon its owner.  “It would appear the grace and wisdom of age has failed you, Xi’Yor,” Talyere scoffed.

“So… it would seem,” Xi’Yor said, sounding weak.  Talyere looked into his eyes.  They were lacking their prior exuberance… Xi’Yor was beaten and he knew it.  “You were… a worthy adversary…”

Slowly, Talyere raised the saber over Xi’Yor’s chest and pointed its point over his heart.  “Likewise,” he said, waiting a moment before calling out the sacred conclusion to the ritual,  “Asah detalahari.”

And as Talyere began to plunge the saber into Xi’Yor’s chest, he heard the Overseer produce his final word, “NOW!”

Talyere frowned.  Was Xi’Yor welcoming this end?  Surly he was humiliated, but not so much as to welcome death this freely…

Suddenly, Talyere’s world was darkened by an ominous shadow that encompassed him from behind.  Amidst the howling, sand driven wind, Talyere could hear an odd slithering noise approaching.  He dropped his weapon.

Instinct told him to run.

His mind reminded him it was useless… a fact suddenly exacerbated when Talyere could hear its heavy, labored breathing… feel its drops of saliva pelting his back as it carried in the wind… see its leathery claws wrapping around his body… Talyere Rosat was under attack.

“Talyere’s life signs are fading,” called out Kendall Johnson from Ops.  “He appears to be under attack by an incubus!”

Christopher knew he smelled a trap.  “Get him out of there!” he called, clenching his fists as he plopped down into the command chair.  He recalled the first time the dreaded beast invaded the ship, when the Elorg first arrived nearly one year ago.  It was definitely not something to mess with.

“I can’t get a lock,” Johnson called out a moment later.

“Why?”

The computer elicited a series of foul bleeps.  “The transporter appears to be off line,” replied Johnson.

“What?” Keller exclaimed.  She glanced at the controls between herself and Christopher.  “They look online to me!”

“Trust me, they’re not!”

Then it struck him.  “Somebody has sabotaged our systems!” Christopher exclaimed.  It was the only explanation, and given Commander Harrison’s sudden disappearance, his case was turning more and more toward a guilty verdict.  “Matthew,” he grumbled.

He moved to go join the security teams to look for Harrison, but was suddenly halted by Ensign Drayge’s abrupt announcement, “The Inkhezi is coming about!”

Christopher stopped, and retreated to his chair.  “Red alert!”

Xi’Yor looked on with pleasure as the cumbersome incubus finished neutralizing Talyere Rosat.  The Overseer considered it a stroke of genius on his behalf, the idea of bringing an incubus to the surface.  Xi’Yor knew that Talyere was quite agile in these battle situations, and that he might even fall to the wretched defector… hence, his inclusion of the incubus.  Victory was guaranteed.

The once sandy ground where Talyere was sprawled out was now covered in a thick coating of black blood, and the former-Overseer lay motionless on the ground like a slumbering tova bear.  It made a very tempting target, but Xi’Yor restrained himself.  He did not want Talyere dead yet—besides, a death here in the arena would be considered an honorable one, something Xi’Yor did not want bestowed upon Talyere.  He would rather have Talyere rot in a dark cell for decades.

As he made his way toward Talyere, Xi’Yor smiled, and decided that that was the fate he would bestow upon the defector.  If he objected, Xi’Yor would double the sentence… Again, Xi’Yor smiled, realizing that he would double the sentence whether Talyere objected or not.  He could do whatever he wanted, and Talyere would have to live with it.

Slowly, Xi’Yor knelt down beside his newfound prisoner and affixed a transport beacon the pariah’s tunic.  Once it was installed, Xi’Yor touched the comm unit on his wrist.  “Beam us up,” he said softly.

Christopher firmly grasped the arms of his command chair as he prepared for the Inkhezi to fire.  When it didn’t, he slowly rose from his chair and turned to Johnson for an explanation.  Given the morbid look on the Lieutenant’s face, Christopher knew whatever news he had, it was not good.

“They have Talyere.”

“They’re going to warp,” added Drayge a moment later.

Brimming on furious, Christopher clenched his fists and plopped back down in the command chair.  They had sabotaged the ship, but they weren’t going to get away with Talyere without a fight.  “Follow them, Neelar, maximum warp!”

On the view screen, the Inkhezi was engulfed in a flash of white light as it jumped into warp.  Christopher soon expected a similar phenomenon to engulf the Starlight, and slowly, the stars began to move… but they were only lurching…  “Neelar, I can walk faster than this…”

The Bolian’s fingers flew over the controls as he attempted to execute the Captain’s orders, but to no avail.  The stars did not move.  “The engines aren’t responding!”

“What?!” Keller exclaimed.

“This is not good,” Christopher mumbled through clenched teeth.  Their situation seemed to be progressively getting worse with each passing moment, a trend that continued as the lights began to flicker.  All around, the lighting in the panels faded in an out of existence, summarily becoming fewer and fewer in number until all that illuminated the bridge were the emergency backup lights.

Christopher quickly bolted from his chair and marched to the tactical station at the back of the bridge.  Tucked inside an alcove, Christopher pulled out the emergency supplies, including several wrist-lights.  He tossed one to Johnson at the operations station across the way.  “See if you can get to engineering,” he said to Johnson.  “We need to get the ship up and running.”

Kendall nodded, and activated his wrist-light just in time for the emergency lights to fail.  The two beams of light provided the bridge’s only illumination for several seconds, until Christopher could see tendrils of energy dancing behind the surface of the control station before him.  Acting purely on impulse, Christopher crashed to the floor just as the chaotic arms of energy burst through the surface.

All around him, Christopher could hear the control stations shattering.  Sparks rained down from above, pelting Christopher’s back.  Deciding it best to get out of the way, he crawled toward the science station, hoping that he could find some refuge therein.

But before he could even begin his trek, the Captain watched as the entire science station erupted in a massive white conglomeration of energy…

Rachael! 

He blinked, and Christopher saw the tendrils rampantly coalescing themselves around her body before violently throwing her to the floor amidst a heavy downpour of shrapnel and sparks.

Stunned, Christopher had to remind himself to breathe as he watched Meyer’s figure recede into the dark mist that had engulfed the bridge.  Even without looking, he knew that she hadn’t escaped the blast unscathed, and knowing the amount of force behind these consoles, Christopher knew they were often deadly…

He scrambled to her side and shined his harsh light on Rachael’s face.  It was plastered with blood and plasma burns, mutilated so badly that if he hadn’t known Rachael had been at the science station, he wouldn’t have known it was her lying before him.

Slowly, Christopher reached for her neck to feel for a pulse.  Her skin was moist with blood, and as Christopher’s fingers danced across her throat… blood was all he felt.  There was no pulse…

The cloak of darkness was a perfect means of escape.  Bator knew that, and undoubtedly, so did Commander Harrison… or the Elorg that had taken Harrison’s place.  Then again, even without the darkness, this infiltrator was a stealthy individual.  Despite security teams positioned on every deck, there had been no sign of Commander Harrison.  Bator was beginning to think that the good commander had already departed.

But where did he go?

Charging through the myriad corridors of deck six, Bator felt his mission growing more and more futile.  He wasn’t one to give up easily, but he felt that they hadn’t taken enough precautionary measures in the first place.  He didn’t want to go so far as to say security was lax, but it was definitely lacking in a few areas…

THUD!

The Phobian stopped in tandem with the rest of his squad.  He smiled at their synchronous actions; at least they were well trained in this aspect.  Slowly, Bator approached the source of the thud, warding off his squad as he did so.

THUD!  THUD!  THUD!

Bator stood before a considerable set of doors.  Upon closer analysis, Bator recalled they were near the holodecks; someone must have been trapped inside.

THUD!  THUD! 

Without hesitation, the Phobian drew his weapon and fired at the control panel beside the doors.  The streak of orange light crashed into the panel, eliciting a series of sparks that faded as they danced to the floor.  The doors parted a few centimeters, and Bator trained his light upon the opening.  Almost immediately, two hands appeared in the opening and shoved the doors apart.

Hands that belonged to Commander Matthew Harrison… and trapped inside the holodeck, Bator knew they couldn’t have been tinkering with the ship’s systems to the extent they had observed…  It was Bator’s impression that they had just wasted a lot of time searching for the wrong man.

FIVE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72990.3:  Repairs are underway in the aftermath of the day’s earlier events.  Though the infiltrator scored high in theatrics, the actual damage done to the Starlight was negligible.  Unfortunately, Xi’Yor has escaped with Talyere into the Alteran Expanse… and I fear there is little we can do until the infiltrator has been captured.

Though Harrison no longer appeared to be in a position to be the Starlight’s infiltrator, Christopher had the Commander brought to the brig just to be on the safe side.  But Christopher very much wanted to believe that Harrison was innocent, and that this had simply been a misunderstanding.

As he entered the brig, Christopher sighed upon seeing Commander Keller and Captain Brantley already there.  He had hoped to have a few words alone with Harrison, just to confirm Harrison’s innocence for himself, but it seemed that wasn’t going to happen.  Brantley already had her tricorder out and poised in Harrison’s direction.  The only thing she was waiting for was Christopher’s presence.

“I’m not convinced it’s him anymore,” said Christopher as he came up alongside Brantley.

Begrudgingly, she nodded to affirm his suspicion.  “I’ve already checked with sensors.”  She plucked a padd from the control station behind them, and handed it to Christopher.

He grabbed it, and looked over the data.  “Sensor readings,” he gleaned from the top.

Brantley nodded.  “They confirm he’s been in the holodeck for the past two hours.  Not once did he access the computer.”

Christopher handed the padd back to Brantley as he took a few steps closer to the forcefield that stood between Harrison and the rest of the world.  “Did you get to Lumina’s Palace?”

“And back,” he sighed. 

They had a massive puzzle in front of them, but none of the pieces were in place.  In fact, they didn’t even have a piece to begin with. Christopher folded his arms and shook his head, realizing just how much he disliked puzzles.  “So why did he set off the ionic pulse?”

Keller quickly produced Harrison’s communicator.  “A photonic charge overloaded it—probably during one of his excursions into the holodeck.  It started emitting static, which didn’t go over very well with the ionic pulse.”

“Then the communicator went entirely dead, and Harrison no longer appeared to be on the ship,” finished Brantley.

Now the pieces were starting to fall into place for Christopher.  He turned to Harrison.  “You were attacked by Hydra at close range, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” he confirmed, shifting uncomfortably on the bench in the back of the brig.  “That must have been the fateful strike.”

“Must have been,” Christopher mumbled.   “I think you’re probably going to check out fine, Matthew.  But until we’re absolutely certain… you can admire the walls of the brig for awhile longer.”

Clearly, Harrison as not enthusiastic about the decision.  But since he was their only suspect, Christopher didn’t want to let him get away, even if his story checked out.  And Christopher very much wanted it to.

But that meant they were back at square one, now.  There was still an infiltrator on the ship, only they had no idea who it was, or what he was going to do next.   Christopher may have been in command of the Starlight, but the infiltrator was calling all of the shots.  “The Starlight can’t be allowed to be on active duty,” he realized.  “Not until we’ve flushed out our infiltrator.  Otherwise, we run the risk of driving the entire operation into the ground.”

Brantley turned to Christopher and nodded.  “I’ll take command of the fleet until then,” she said.  It wasn’t an offer.  It was her decision.

Christopher simply nodded his approval of her decision.  Something with that swift change of command resonated with Christopher’s more cautious side.  There was no contacting Starfleet Command.  No contacting Admiral T’Lari.  There wasn’t even any discussion between the two of them.  Though that was the course of action Christopher would have suggested, it seemed like it was a very hasty, very unilateral decision…

And as Brantley strolled through the doors and back into the corridor, Christopher turned to Keller, expressing his concerns,  “You know everything was fine until she got here…”

The look in her eyes seemed to indicate the same feelings.  “Now we’re out of commission, and she’s in command of the fleet.  How very convenient.”

“Convenient indeed.  But we’ll worry about that later…”  Christopher didn’t even need to finish.  There was another matter at hand that superseded the infiltrator on the ship.  In fact, its importance far surpassed even the Elorg Crisis… 

It was a trip Erin was beginning to dread making.  Sick bay no longer seemed like a place to get well… To her, it was beginning to seem like a place to die.  Over the past several years, she had made the long walk to deck five far too many times.  And it seemed those walks were growing more and more frequent.  This year alone, Captain Greene had died. Then Tarik.  And now, it seemed almost certain that Erin would lose yet another close friend, Rachael Meyer.

As she wandered into sick bay behind Alan, Erin could see Doctor Hartman and two nurses working adamantly on her friend in the surgical bay in the back of the facility.  All three of them looked morbid, and from what Erin could glean off the monitor above Rachael’s head, they had good reason.

To their credit, the trio didn’t give up.  They injected all sorts of medicines into Meyer’s body, performed cortical stimulation, and a myriad of other techniques Erin didn’t recognize.  None of them appeared to be successful, but after awhile, Hartman emerged from the surgical bay and approached them.

The doctor exuded a grim atmosphere as she approached.  Her face wore a pair of sad eyes, and a terribly unhappy frown.  “I’ve managed to stabilize her condition,” she said softly.

Erin bit her tongue.  She knew there was more news than that, and undoubtedly, news that was far worse...   She almost didn’t want to hear it.

“Rachael is living completely on life support.  The damage to her cerebral cortex is extreme…”  Hartman paused for a moment to collect her thoughts.  The two of them had worked closely together over the past year; Erin realized this situation was difficult on the Doctor, too.  Still, Hartman pulled herself together, and continued, “The damage is extreme, and irreparable.  We can keep her alive… but she won’t have much of a life to live.”

Suddenly Alan gulped.  “I tried to contact her parents,” he whispered in a hoarse voice, “but they’re on an extended vacation and can’t be reached…  It’s up to us.”

 A wave of anxiety suddenly hit Erin like a bus, and she went numb.  In the blink of an eye, she had been given the ability to control the fate of one of her closest friends.  Life or death… At first, it seemed like an easy decision—Rachael didn’t have much of a life to live… But what if the Federation was suddenly able to provide a cure after Doctor Hartman pulled the plug?

Then what?

Rachael would have died a senseless death.  Erin didn’t know if she could live with that… but then she suddenly realized that she wasn’t alone.

“We’re in this together,” said Alan softly.

It had been years since Talyere Rosat had seen the inside of an interrogation chamber.  Though he had always hoped to return, he had never envisioned it in quite this manor.

Seated to an uncomfortable metal chair, Talyere had returned to the interrogation chamber as the prisoner.  His wrists were strapped to the arms of the chair with cold metallic restraints, tightened to the extent that his blood circulation was nominal.  His feet were restrained in the same way, and from above, a very bright, very hot light shined down.

“You are dead,” came Xi’Yor’s voice from the shadows of the chamber.  His words echoed ominously for several moments as he stepped into the ring of harsh light.  Slowly, Xi’Yor approached Talyere and placed him under close scrutiny.  Talyere knew he was attempting to look intimidating.  It almost worked.  Talyere almost felt like he was dead…  “But before we formalize that arrangement, there are several matters the two of us need to discuss.”

Xi’Yor was not known for his tact.  Talyere had seen the Overseer administer countless other interrogations.  None of them had been this pleasant.  Undoubtedly, Xi’Yor had something up his sleeve, but Talyere wasn’t going to play along.

“What Elorg data have you divulged to the Federation?”

“Nothing.”

Xi’Yor frowned, but did not pursue the question.  “What can you tell me about the Federation’s defenses?”

Talyere cracked a smile.  “Nothing.”

Still though, Xi’Yor did not retaliate.  He just matched Talyere’s smile, and retreated into the darkness from which he came.  “Very well.  Perhaps you’ll feel a bit more accommodating in the morning.”

Xi’Yor’s footsteps echoed throughout the interrogation chamber as he walked toward the door.  As they opened, Xi’Yor’s silhouette stopped, and added almost as an afterthought, “If you survive that long…”

* * *
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