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Prologue

Altorus V was not a remarkable world.  By most accounts, the backwater planet was too far removed from the tumult of galactic affairs to be considered valuable; it possessed no valuable resources, and its feeble denizens made poor slaves.  As far as Xi'Yor was concerned, it was not worthy of his attention—and as his vessel entered the Zhargosia Sector, the Overseer had no intention of visiting the world.

Then, nearly three cycles ago, a fortuitous encounter with an El-Aurian changed everything.  According to the ancient listener, a birdlike alien had been seen frequenting a small tavern in Altorus V’s primary business district.  Since avian species were rare, instinct told Xi'Yor that the seemingly unremarkable planet might hold some interest to him after all…

Because the business district was small, locating the aforementioned tavern proved a simple task.  Talyere, though rather inept at the controls, was able to locate the structure after only a few moments of searching—and Xi'Yor was nearly disappointed.  Had his bumbling colleague wasted any more of their precious time, that certainly would have been sufficient grounds to terminate the pedantic fool.  Alas, Talyere’s demise would simply have to wait… at least until they returned from the tavern.

When compared to the noble elegance of an Elorg structure, every alien structure appears decrepit—thus, Xi'Yor’s expectations for the tavern were low to begin with.  However, as he materialized inside the facility, it soon became apparent to the Overseer that even his lowest expectations were far too high…

A dreadful stench hung in the stagnant air; according to Talyere, it was the smell of meat in an open fire.  Xi'Yor was not surprised that lower species, such as humans and their allies, would resort to such savagery—but the very thought of ingesting such things made Xi'Yor feel ill.

Though the rancid stench was indeed offensive to Xi'Yor, the tavern’s many patrons proved even more offensive.  Never in his life had Xi'Yor seen such a collection of simpletons.  Species from more than a dozen Alpha Quadrant worlds were congregated at the tavern’s myriad tables, and most of them appeared to be less than reputable.  Why these cultures resisted Elorg rule was beyond Xi'Yor’s ability to comprehend; things would have been much different—much better—had his victory not been denied; all these lower forms of life would have been terminated long ago.  But perhaps another time…

Slowly, Xi'Yor worked his way toward the bar in the center of the facility, mildly hopeful that the bartender—a sinister-looking Ferengi—would be of assistance.  However every barstool was occupied, making access to the Ferengi difficult—but not impossible.  The Overseer swiftly approached a puny Bajoran and placed a firm hand upon the alien’s shoulder and said, “Move.”

The Bajoran quickly came about and drilled a disapproving gaze into Xi'Yor’s skull.  “Sorry,” he said evenly, “I was here first.  There are a few empty tables over by the—”

“That was not a request,” Xi'Yor stated, tightening his grip on the Bajoran’s shoulder.  “If you fail to comply with my order, I shall personally remove you—and it will not be a pleasant experience.”

“Yeah,” said the Bajoran.  “I’ve heard that before.” He chuckled, and started to shrug Xi'Yor’s hand away—but the Overseer did not budge.

“It is unfortunate that you are of no use to me,” said Xi'Yor as he reached for his disruptor.  “You would have made an excellent prisoner.”  And without so much as a second’s thought, he trained the weapon upon the Bajoran and fired, watching with perverse pleasure as the violet beam of jagged light streaked into the Bajoran’s back.

The Bajoran gasped in surprise, for he obviously did not expect to be terminated.  Of course, as he crumpled to the floor writhing in pain, he was, no doubt, wishing death would overcome him a bit sooner.  Xi'Yor smiled, kicked the Bajoran aside, and assumed his seat at the bar.  “Ferengi,” he called.

Within a few moments, the insidious little Ferengi stood across from Xi'Yor, his curious eyes carefully inspecting the Overseer and his comrade.  “What can I get you gentlemen?”

Xi'Yor drew himself nearer to the Ferengi.  “I require information,” he said.

The Ferengi nodded agreeably, and quickly drew a padd from his belt.  “What kind of information?” he inquired.

“An El-Aurian recently informed me that a birdlike alien has been frequenting your establishment.  Where is he?”

“A birdlike alien,” repeated the Ferengi as he stared at his padd.  “That will cost you five strips of gold-pressed latinum.”

Xi'Yor’s eyes narrowed.  “I have no currency,” he replied.  “Just give me the data I require, or you shall join your Bajoran patron on the floor.”

“I believe the price is open to negotiation,” said the Ferengi.

“I am not.”  Xi'Yor swiftly raised his weapon and pointed it at the evasive little Ferengi, but before he could pull the trigger, he felt a firm hand fall upon his shoulder.  Xi'Yor swiftly turned around, expecting some sort pedantic speech from Talyere—but was instead greeted by an angry Bajoran’s fist.

The fist crashed straight into the Overseer’s jaw, cracking bone and loosening teeth.  As waves of pain surged through his racing mind, Xi'Yor could barely hear the Bajoran’s angry taunts. “That’s for Nakal!” he cried; presumably, Nakal was the pedantic fool terminated only a few moments earlier.

The reminder of Nakal’s death brought a smile to Xi'Yor’s face, and he could not help but chuckle.  “It was my pleasure,” Xi'Yor replied.  His jaw was definitely damaged, but he had endured worse.  “And it will be my pleasure to terminate you, as well.”

And on that note, Xi'Yor fired his weapon—and quickly realized that life was indeed fragile.  The Bajoran was dead even before he hit the floor. “A pity,” Xi'Yor groused.  But he did not have time to reflect upon his actions—for those very actions seemed to have stimulated aggression in all those around him.

Talyere was engaged in battle with two lanky Andorians.  Several Nausicaans—seven, perhaps eight—were incensed by the excitement, and immediately began to attack the Andorians, and anything else that moved.  Before long, the entire bar was engaged in mortal combat.  Phaser beams streaked across the room and into the ceiling—one errant beam managed to strike the Ferengi bartender, carving a bloody cavity into his chest.  

Not wanting the Andorians to have the pleasure of terminating Talyere, Xi'Yor made haste to assault them.  Knowing he would be unable to engage both Andorians simultaneously, he chose to focus on the smaller of the two.  It took a good four punches before the Andorian realized he was under attack, but before he could retaliate, a rogue barstool slammed into the Andorian’s head.  Xi'Yor heard a loud snap—and the Andorian plummeted to the floor.  With one target out of the way, Xi'Yor swiftly moved onto the next…

…And amidst the bloody chaos, a lanky, hooded alien quietly slinked out of the tavern…

Chapter One

Every muscle in Xi'Yor’s body ached; his limbs felt limp and useless, and so unbearable was the pressure in his head, the Overseer would not have been surprised to see his eyes pop out.  Compounding the situation was Talyere Rosat—who was quite possibly the most inept healer Xi'Yor had ever witnessed.  Almost an entire interval had passed since the unfortunate skirmish on Altorus V, and the majority of Xi'Yor’s wounds were still untreated—an error that was in dire need of rectification.

Drawing as much energy as he could muster, Xi'Yor turned a fiery gaze upon the pedantic Talyere.  “What is taking so long?” he demanded.  “Your efforts to treat my wounds are severely deficient.”

Talyere suspended his administrations and expelled an exasperated sigh.  “Perhaps,” he bitterly replied, “it is my broken femur.  Or my fractured clavicle.  Or my swollen eyelids.  The exact cause, however, continues to elude me…”

Xi'Yor frowned at Talyere’s insolence.  “Sarcasm earn you little more than a swift termination,” he tartly replied.  “You are an expendable entity, Talyere; your wounds are insignificant when compared to my lacerations.”

Talyere stifled a sardonic laugh; his wounds were anything but insignificant, however he wisely chose to let that observation fall by the wayside.  “Your wounds are rather severe for an individual who has been bestowed with the grace and wisdom of age…”

“That is a preposterous notion,” Xi'Yor scoffed.

Talyere arched a curious brow.  “Is it?” he inquired.  “While engaged in battle, you sustained seventeen lacerations, loosened six teeth, and fractured your jaw in three places.”
And there was suddenly little wonder why Xi'Yor’s body ached as it did.  He had not realized the extent of his injuries until that moment; obviously opting to treat his wounds first was the wisest course of action.  “The skirmish in the tavern was unforeseen,” explained Xi'Yor.  “I had not entered the facility prepared for such bloody combat; never again will I underestimate an Andorian.”

That was, perhaps, a bit of an understatement, for the moment his wiry blue attackers shoved him to the floor, Xi'Yor resolved to terminate every subsequent Andorian he encountered.  To handle a dignified presence like Xi'Yor in such a manner was totally unacceptable.  The entire species deserved to be eradicated, and if the opportunity ever presented itself…  The very notion brought a smile to Xi'Yor’s face.

Talyere, however, was not impressed.  “You were careless,” he stated before resuming his medical administrations.  “Your terse methods resulted in the death of our Ferengi informant, and our investigation is once again at a standstill.”

Though Talyere had a point, it was not one Xi'Yor was willing to acknowledge.  “My methods are not the problem,” he insisted; besides, he had successfully using such methods for decades.  “If there is any one problem, it is our informants.  Ferengi.  Tholians.  Gorn.  They are useless species—genetic dead ends!”

“Even so,” said Talyere, “they are all we have to rely on.  Until our shipyards in the Hazor Cluster begin producing vessels, the Cortisan Enclave cannot easily dispatch its agents.”

Xi'Yor hated not being in control. The fate of the Elorg Bloc hinged on people and events beyond his limited sphere of influence.  He had done his part to restore operation to the shipyard in the Hazor Cluster; now all he could do was wait for production to commence.  He had placed the foundations for a conflict between the Federation and Cardassian; now all he could do was wait for the situation to explode.  The list went on, and much to Xi'Yor’s chagrin, so did the waiting.  And it was the waiting that ultimately brought Xi'Yor the most angst…

“What is taking so long?” he demanded yet again.  “Must I terminate you and make the necessary repairs myself?”

Again, Talyere halted his administrations—only this time, he did not have a sarcastic reply.  Instead, he provided Xi'Yor with a curiously blank façade.  “I am uncertain,” he admitted.  “The dermal regenerator does not appear to be functional.”

“That is preposterous!” Xi'Yor fumed.  He swiftly grabbed the regenerator and guided its azure rays over a small cut on his hand.

Nothing happened.

A pang of fear jolted Xi'Yor, and in that fleeting moment, the Overseer had an epiphany.  His mind raced as he tried to comprehend the maelstrom of stark thoughts within—and as those thoughts culminated into a fit of rage, he hefted the useless regenerator and hurtled it across the bridge.

The dermal regenerator sliced through the silent air like a hawk, gradually curving downward until it clipped the metallic rail behind the helm.  The fragile regenerator promptly shattered, and the glittering shards hung in the air for a long moment before crashing to the ground.  In the blink of an eye, Xi'Yor realized he would never be the same…

But he did not have time to dwell upon his epiphany.  The strident calls of the computer swiftly snapped him back into reality, and he was instantly on his feet to address the situation.

“A Garidian scout ship is approaching our position,” Talyere gleaned from the station beside Xi'Yor’s chair.  “They are hailing us.”

When Xi'Yor thought of the Garidians, one recent incident in their history immediately came to mind: the attack on Earth.  If a relatively obscure species such as the Garidians could mount such a potent attack, Xi'Yor definitely wanted to speak with them.  Thus, he promptly turned his attention to the viewscreen.  “Put them through,” he said.

Seconds later, a petite Garidian female flitted onto the viewscreen, smiling enigmatically.  Though she harbored many Romulan characteristics, including the ridged brow and pointed ears, the woman’s shock of white hair made it clear that she was indeed Garidian.  “I am Madia,” she said evenly.

Xi'Yor nodded, but did not dare speak his name.  The Federation and its allies declared him dead at the conclusion of the war—vaporized by Z’danorax on Ciden II; the Overseer was not about to argue.  Feigning his most pleasant voice, Xi'Yor spoke: “What can I do for you, Madia?”

The Garidian’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I overheard you speaking to the Ferengi in the tavern,” Madia stated.  Normally, Xi'Yor would have terminated her for the intrusion, but the curious glint in the Garidian’s eyes kept Xi'Yor’s fingers away from the tactical station.  “Over the past year, I have also heard rumors of an elusive birdlike species frequenting the Zhargosia Sector.”

Xi'Yor’s interest was piqued.  “What do you know of them?”

The Garidian shrugged indolently. “Very little,” she admitted.  “But at the same time these aliens started to appear, starships wandering in the Zhargosia Sector began to disappear.  To date, more than twenty vessels have vanished without a trace.”

“We know.  An Elorg scout ship was among those lost,” Talyere solemnly added.  “We have been unable to determine how or why the vessel vanished.”

“I may have an answer,” Madia enigmatically replied, tapping a few commands into some unseen computer terminal.  “Five days ago, a Tandaran freighter was lost near the Myzran System, in a region of space known as ‘the void.’  More than half of the disappearances took place in that region—and I’m certain there is a connection to the aliens.”

Intrigue and mystery always appealed to Xi'Yor, especially on a grandiose scale such as this.  Enthralled, the Overseer turned his fiery gaze upon Madia and said, “Take me to it…”

* * *

The void was unlike anything Talyere Rosat had ever seen.  It was a massive swirl of violet dust, intimately coiled around a pulsing heart of darkness.  Like the eye of a storm, the center of the foreboding anomaly was utterly devoid of activity—and as it churned on the Shi’lyra’s viewscreen, Talyere felt a chill crawl down his spine.  He had long ago feared something was amiss in Zhargosia, and now those fears had culminated into reality…

Suddenly, the void flitted away, replaced with Madia’s neutral façade.  She provided Talyere with a quaint nod before turning her silver eyes upon Xi'Yor.  “According to astrometrics sensors, the void is about two years old,” she explained.  “And as far as I can tell, it is expanding.  Rapidly.”

Though Talyere saw Madia’s words as an ill omen, Xi'Yor was utterly enthralled by the Garidian.  “What is on the inside of the void?” he inquired, leaning casually on the metallic rail behind the helm.

Madia shrugged.  “Unknown.”

Talyere quickly confirmed the sentiment.  “Sensors cannot penetrate the periphery of the void,” he gleaned from sensors.  “There is no way to know what is on the inside.”

Xi'Yor slowly stepped away from the metallic rails, and turned his fiery gaze to the helm.  He studied the controls for a long moment before tapping a few commands into the sleek interface.  “If sensors cannot penetrate the void,” he said evenly, “then we shall have to enter the void and explore the interior ourselves.”

Madia’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” she warned—effectively summing up Talyere’s own opinion.  “No vessel that has entered the void has ever returned.”

“That is unfortunate,” Xi'Yor sardonically replied.  “And, it would also be unfortunate if I were to perish in such an endeavor.  Perhaps you would care to enter the void in my place?”

The suggestion did not resonate with Madia.  She frowned, and said, “If we work together, it may be possible for us to devise a safer method to chart the interior.  That way nobody will perish.”

It was a viable plan, and one Talyere hoped Xi'Yor would consider—of course, that would be akin to a miracle.  Talyere knew Madia’s words had fallen upon deaf ears.  

Xi'Yor slipped into the chair behind the helm and continued to tap at the controls.  “If you had been born an Elorg female, I might have preserved you for mating purposes,” Xi'Yor intoned.  “However, since you are simply a Garidian…”

Overseer Xi'Yor’s finger suddenly fell upon a large blue button on the helm; the computer bleeped, and moments later, Madia’s vessel was in flames.  She uttered a few inaudible words before flitting off the viewscreen in a fit of rage.  Seconds later, her scout ship exploded into a cloud of flames and debris.

“That was unfortunate,” said Xi'Yor with a chuckle.

Talyere’s blood began to boil with anger.  “It was also unnecessary,” he seethed.

Xi'Yor was immediately on his feet, evil eyes trained upon Talyere.  “Do you want to be next?  Nothing would please me more than to see your lifeless body on the deck.”

The moment he allied himself with Xi'Yor, Talyere knew he was treading thin ice.  Xi'Yor was his most lethal nemesis, and if the hated Overseer ever deemed their unholy union void, Talyere fully expected to be dead, or dying.   But as long as the Federation remained intact, Talyere was certain he would endure; Xi'Yor would need Talyere’s expertise in their coming trials—and to dispense that information, Talyere needed to be alive.

Still, that did not rule out torture, and Talyere chose his battles carefully—and this was one worth fighting.  “You cannot destroy every starship we encounter.  Before long, your nemeses will lurk in every corner of the galaxy, and we will be unable to perform our duties.”

“The Garidian was insolent,” Xi'Yor replied.  “She deserved to die.”

Talyere opened his mouth to speak his mind, but the words died in his throat.  The Shi’lyra suddenly lurched forward—headed straight from the violet maelstrom on the viewscreen.  “Xi'Yor,” said Talyere ominously, “what are you doing?”

“We are entering the void,” said Xi'Yor evenly.  Apparently, he was unconcerned about Madia’s ‘no vessel has ever returned’ spiel.

For a fleeting moment, Talyere gave serious thought to stopping Xi'Yor—but then better judgment kicked in, and the devious thoughts fell by the wayside.  Even though he had managed to heal the vast majority of his injuries while en route to the Myzran System (using tools from the supplemental medical kit), Talyere had little desire to aggravate the few aches and pains that still remained.  Besides, it was already too late to take action.

The void’s gaping terminus loomed on the Shi’lyra’s viewscreen—a vast, pulsating maw of nothingness.  The ship began to shudder as gravimetric forces lashed out from the void.  Talyere grabbed hold of the workstation behind Xi'Yor’s command chair for leverage, and prepared himself for a rough ride.

Dozens of sensor alerts flitted across Talyere’s workstation.  He quickly skimmed over the data, and though much of it was distressing, none of it presented an incredible threat to the Shi’lyra.  Shields were slowly failing, hull stress was on the rise, and power fluctuations plagued many of the secondary systems—but suddenly, the entire deck jolted beneath Talyere’s feet.

Caught entirely off guard by the sudden burst of energy, Talyere lost his grip on his workstation and crashed to the floor amidst a shower of sparks and debris.  The lights began to flicker, and a second wave of strident sensor alerts filled the smoky air.

“We are under attack!” Xi'Yor proclaimed as Talyere climbed back to his feet.  “The vessel is of unknown origin!”

Talyere was not surprised.  He quickly assessed his condition, and—once satisfied he was undamaged—slowly returned to his feet.  “The vessel is bearing zero-zero-four, mark zero!” Talyere gleaned from his computer terminal.  “Their weapons are charged!”

Xi'Yor’s hands flew over the control interface, and the eerie alien vessel on the viewscreen suddenly streaked out of sight—but not for long.  Less than five seconds later, it returned—with a vengeance.  Streaks of ragged teal light arced across the void, lancing the Shi’lyra’s shields.  A secondary volley followed, and before Talyere even had a chance to gauge their status, the shields had failed, and crimson flames danced in the darkened bridge.

Talyere frantically tapped at his workstation, hoping for some sort of response—but his efforts proved fruitless.  The computer terminal was dead and—if the slightly melted edges were any indication—damaged beyond repair.  Realizing nothing could be done from that location, Talyere abandoned his post, and joined Xi'Yor at the barely functional helm.

“Are the weapons online?” Talyere inquired.

Xi'Yor banged on the controls.  “I believe so,” he said.  “But the functionality of this console in nominal.”

A burst of sparks rained down from the ceiling, and for a moment, even the emergency lights blinked out of existence.  The ship shuddered again, and Talyere quickly realized that they had to take action.  He placed a stern hand on Xi'Yor’s shoulder.  “Step aside.”

Xi'Yor peered at Talyere through angry eyes.  “Excuse me?”

Talyere clenched his jaw in frustration.  If anything, Xi'Yor’s attitude would get them killed, not the alien vessel.  “Now is not the time,” he seethed.  “Like it or not, my piloting skills are far superior to your own.  So, unless you wish Madia’s prophecy to be fulfilled, I suggest you relinquish the helm to me.”

Xi'Yor did not move a muscle.  “I am an able pilot,” he stated, slowly reaching for his disruptor.

But before the Overseer could terminate Talyere, fate intervened, and the aliens struck again.  Their jagged teal phasers blasted the Shi’lyra’s exposed hull.  Wisps of flame danced across the viewscreen as a violent tremor rocked the ship.  Talyere was able to keep his balance for only a moment before the rumblings grew insufferable; the deck shifted without warning, and Talyere fell to the ground.

Thunderous metallic groans pierced the murky air as the Shi’lyra began to break apart.  Talyere knew he had to act quickly if he wanted to survive and, driven purely by adrenaline, made haste to return to the dying helm.

Xi'Yor was nowhere to be found—though Talyere was hardly concerned.  If the Overseer had perished, it was one less problem to worry about.  He quickly slinked into the dusty chair behind the helm and furiously tapped at the control interface.  The majority of the controls were unresponsive, and the few that did respond led to systems that were either damaged or destroyed—but by some miracle, the phaser banks were still online.

Talyere quickly took aim upon their mysterious aggressor and fired, watching with perverse pleasure as the beam of azure light streaked across the viewscreen and into the alien vessel’s hull.  It exploded with cataclysmic force, blowing a large chunk of hull into the void.  Pleased, Talyere made haste to fire again—but the agile little vessel streaked out of the way—and then vanished completely about five hundred kilometers up ahead.

Sensors did not indicate the vessel had been destroyed.  In fact, sensors indicated nothing at all.  But Talyere had a hunch, and he quickly punched a pursuit course into the helm.  The Shi’lyra slinked forward, and seconds later, a burst of white light enveloped the viewscreen—but as the blinding light fade, Talyere soon realized the alien vessel was the least of their concerns.

A planet—very large and very frozen—loomed on the viewscreen, and both the alien vessel and the Shi’lyra were headed straight for it…

Chapter Two

For two hundred thousand years, the Elorg Bloc existed as little more than a massive fleet of starships, tucked into the darkest regions of subspace.  It was a desolate place, utterly devoid of stars, nebulae, or any other interstellar phenomena—including planets.  Thus, the Elorg had no other choice than to live in the controlled—and pleasantly warm—environments aboard their starships.

But as gentle swirls of violet light set Talyere Rosat upon the frozen terra firma of some unknown world, the Elorg quickly realized that ‘pleasantly warm’ was not something he would experience in the near future.  He could sense the icy breeze long before the transport cycle completed, gently caressing him with its frigid embrace.  An arctic chill crawled down his spine, and for a moment, Talyere wished himself lost in the sultry deserts of Gildebron III…

The imagining lasted only a moment.  As the last glimmers of violet warmth winked into oblivion, Talyere found himself standing at the frozen shores of a placid azure ocean.  Much to Talyere’s chagrin, Overseer Xi'Yor stood at his side, and together, they watched as the smoldering Shi’lyra descended into the ocean’s frigid depths.

Xi'Yor’s jaw immediately clenched.  “This is your fault,” he insisted, his unwavering gaze still locked on their dying starship.  It belched one last plume of fire before completely succumbing to the sea.

Talyere sighed, and slowly turned his weary gaze upon Xi'Yor.  “You are mistaken,” he replied.  “I believe I suggested we stay away from the void, in order to prevent something like this…  Perhaps you hit your head during the battle?”

The fire burning in Xi'Yor’s eyes was nearly enough to warm the icy air.  “My head is undamaged,” he said.  He allowed his gaze to linger on Talyere’s face only a moment longer before turning on his heel and trudging off in the general direction of an icy wood.

“What are you doing?” Talyere inquired.  It was not like Xi'Yor to simply walk away from an argument without drawing his weapon—and though Talyere had little desire to see his demise, he could sense something was on Xi'Yor’s mind.

The Overseer paused.  “I am about to embark up a journey through those woods,” he simply stated.  “Leave me alone.”

Talyere’s mouth slowly opened in protest—but the words froze on the tip of his tongue the moment he noticed a disruptor attached to the Overseer’s belt.  It was a small weapon and, if Talyere’s memory served, not a very powerful one.  Still, it was far more powerful than the singed tricorder adhered to Talyere’s own belt, and reason enough to leave Xi'Yor alone.

Xi'Yor trudged through the fluffy snow at a well-metered gait, not once looking back to Talyere.  After a minute or so, he vanished into the snowy mist at the edge of the wood, leaving Talyere alone with his myriad thoughts.

Since Xi'Yor was certainly not worth dwelling upon, Talyere immediately focused his attention to finding shelter.  Though the sky was shrouded in a blanket of ashen clouds, the sun’s faint outline hung over the placid ocean, gradually sinking into the horizon.  By Talyere’s estimate, nightfall was less than an hour away.  He needed to find shelter quickly, or face an unpleasant demise in the midst of a frozen wilderness. 

The tricorder on Talyere’s belt was in poor condition; as he pulled the tricorder from its holster, much of its burnt exterior flaked away in the icy breeze, slowly fluttering to the snowy ground amidst a whirl of snowflakes.  Talyere immediately feared the entire unit dead, but much to his relief, the scanner began to bleep the second he flipped it open.  He quickly tapped a few commands into the interface, and then started his search for a suitable shelter.

 Much to Talyere’s chagrin, the tricorder’s range was extremely limited.  Under optimal conditions, Elorg tricorders could scan in excess of ten kilometers, but as he gazed at the crude topographical map on the display, Talyere was dismayed to see the range was limited to about five hundred meters.  Still, it was better than nothing; several possible shelters were situated within that short range—the most promising being a cave system roughly two hundred meters to the north.

Talyere briefly glanced at his other options—an extremely dense woodland and hollowed-out tree among other things—before deeming the cave his best option.  The quarters might be Spartan, but they provided the highest chance of survival.  Thus, Talyere set out for his cave…

Throughout his long and distinguished career, Overseer Xi'Yor had suffered numerous setbacks.  Alliances had fallen through, assassination attempts fell by the wayside, and entire wars had been lost.  But as he trudged beneath a canopy of snow-covered conifers, Xi'Yor was well aware that his most recent setback paled in comparison to things past.  It had torn all his plans asunder and dropped him in the midst of a frozen hell.

Elorg territory was thousands of light years away, and though Zalsar and Fel’duin were in the vicinity searching for Tracker Melas, Xi'Yor had specifically instructed them to avoid the Zhargosia Sector.  That was his territory.  And now, he feared that it would also be his grave…

Ominous shadows slowly began to fall from the massive conifers as darkness swept through the snowbound wood.  Xi'Yor cringed at the very notion of sleep; the icy forest floor was certainly out of the question, for it was an insult to his posterior.  But given the apparent lack of beds, Xi'Yor was in no position to complain.  His only hope was that fortune would smile upon him one last time, and grant him a quick death in the midst of the cold night…

But not too quickly.  Xi'Yor wanted to live just long enough to find Talyere’s frozen carapace buried in snow.  Then, and only then, would he die a happy man.

That good fortune, however, was nowhere to be found, and Xi'Yor simply continued his journey into the heart of the snowy wood.  At first, there had been a method to his travels—he simply followed the path with the least amount of snow cover.  But now that he had resigned himself die within those frigid snow banks, Xi'Yor simply wandered—and each mindless step forward, his mind seemed to wander in an entirely opposite direction.

Thoughts of the war filled Xi'Yor’s mind, and in retrospect, there had not been nearly enough killing.  The outcome would have been much more favorable had he eradicated the entire population of Ka’Tula Prime.  It would have been a monumental task, but the gratification of those savage murders would have been compensation enough.  To hear the screams of pain and terror… To watch as the life drained from their pathetic bodies…  The very notion brought a smile to Xi'Yor’s face.

Suddenly inspired to wreak a little havoc, Xi'Yor plucked the disruptor from his belt and fired it into the ground.  The pulse of azure light swiftly melted its snowy surroundings before dissipating in the lumpy dirt.  It wasn’t nearly as satisfying as a screaming Ka’Tulan, but for the time being, it would have to suffice.

Xi'Yor was tempted to let loose a few additional shots—in fact, his finger hovered over the trigger for a long moment before better judgment kicked in, and convinced him it would be unwise to squander the entire power cell in his inane charade.  Thus, Xi'Yor carefully returned the disruptor to its holster, and resumed his trek through the glacial wilderness.

The twilight hour was nearing its conclusion, and the pale moonlight cast portentous shadows on the forest floor.  The temperature had dropped noticeably, and for the first time, Xi'Yor was truly bothered by the cold.  His ears and nose were numb, his fingers tingled, and whenever the wind intensified, a bitter shockwave seemed to pervade his body.  As far as Xi'Yor was concerned, it was the beginning of the end.  Death would soon bring an end to his miserable journey.

A twig snapped.

Xi'Yor’s eyes glanced downward, but to his surprise, he found nothing but snow beneath his feet—which could only mean one thing: he wasn’t alone.  In an instant, Xi'Yor’s head snapped upward to scout out the vicinity, but under the cover of darkness, his unseen nemesis had a decisive advantage.

Xi'Yor immediately drew his disruptor.  Holding the weapon close to his chest, the Overseer slowly crept through the icy thicket, keeping his eyes and ears receptive to even the slightest noise—but the deafening silence refused to betray the glacial forest.  Xi'Yor briefly theorized his imagination had gone astray, but that sentiment abruptly vanished.

Another twig snapped, this time directly behind Xi'Yor.  He abruptly turned on his heel and fired his weapon into the night.  The fleeting blast of azure light streaked through the darkened forest, providing just enough glow to illuminate a gargantuan icicle as it fell from the canopy above.  The rod of ice shattered as it reached the forest floor, spewing shards of frost into the bitter air.

Xi'Yor abruptly came about to shield himself from the icy blast, but instead found himself face-to-face with his destiny.  Towering over Xi'Yor like a skyscraper, a bulky birdlike alien peered at the Overseer through a pair of malevolent black eyes.  The bird swiftly sheathed a clawed hand and wrapped it around Xi'Yor’s throat.  “You were warned to keep your distance,” said the alien.  “You should have listened…”

Xi'Yor tried to speak, but his windpipe was nearly crushed, and the razor-sharp claws digging into the back of his neck effectively robbed him of any coherent thought.  Slowly, and without much effort, the alien hefted Xi'Yor from the ground and hurled him into a frozen tree trunk.  The air quickly evacuated Xi'Yor’s lungs as he smashed into the craggy tree trunk; shards of ice and snow rained down from above, and a trickle of warm blood crawled down Xi'Yor’s back.

Though it pained him to even think about moving, Xi'Yor spent only a few seconds on the ground.  He pulled in a deep lungful of frozen air, and then struggled back to his feet, disruptor aimed and ready to fire—but the avian did not even flinch.

“You are welcome to try,” said the alien, “but you will regret the consequences more than I.”

It was an empty threat.  Xi'Yor was already resigned to die on this frozen world—and he did not care how that death came about.  Slowly, he took aim upon the birdlike alien, and then collapsed face-first into the fluffy snow…

Chapter Three

The night had not proven restful.  Though sheltered from the wind and snow, Talyere’s little sanctuary was still coated with a sheet of solid ice.  The lack of traction made navigation difficult, and Talyere often found himself skidding into frozen walls and icy stalagmites.  Sleep, however, was even more of a challenge.

The cavern’s frozen floor was incredibly hard, making for one of the most uncomfortable nights Talyere had ever experienced.  He found no comfort on his back, nor on his side, and his attempt to prop himself upon the cavern wall was immediately thwarted by the slippery ice.  Thus, Talyere spent the majority of the long night sitting silently on the icy floor—and it was then that he realized conditions were prime for meditation.

It had been quite some time since Talyere had appealed to the chi-goehs for their wisdom.  The tumult of the war had cluttered his mind with haunting images of death and destruction.  Such malevolent thoughts made meditation difficult, and Talyere’s search for mental clarity subsequently became a fruitless one.  For a fleeting moment, Talyere believed his departure from the Starlight could bring about salvation… but the discovery of the massacre in the Beremar System only made things worse.

But alone in his frozen cave, Talyere’s influence in that troubled region of space had diminished to nothing.  All he had to do was close his eyes, clear his mind, and imagine himself at one with the universe…

Several hours later, gentle rays of sunlight began to erode the pervasive darkness.  The endless night was finally over, and Talyere had prevailed—barely.  After spending many hours on the icy floor, every muscle in his frozen body ached; his teeth chattered, his limbs were numb, and he could not tell if his ears were present or not.  Talyere assumed they were still attached; it had not been that cold… 

A pang of hunger suddenly rumbled in Talyere’s stomach.  It was easily the most distracting of his myriad sensations, and one that could not be ignored.  Two days had passed since his last meal—a simple nutritional supplement from the Shi’lyra’s replicator—and though Talyere knew he endure several more days without food, the subsequent energy loss would place a considerable amount of strain upon his body.  It would be an unnecessary burden, and in this harsh environment, Talyere knew he could not afford many more burdens—especially if they were avoidable.

Talyere slowly rose to his feet, and carefully ambled to the mouth of the glacial cavern.  The ice was utterly devoid of traction, and Talyere lost his footing on several occasions; had his mind been cluttered with errant thoughts, he might have fallen to the icy trap—but his mediation had finally provided the clarity Talyere so desperately sought, and his delicate equilibrium prevailed.

Wispy cirrus clouds streaked across the morning sky, allowing rays of golden sunlight to penetrate the glacial forest.  Tiny snowflakes still floated in the breeze, but with the dawn of a new day came warmer temperatures, and the once bitter gale was now little more than a nuisance.  Talyere leisurely pulled in a lungful of the fresh morning air, and then stepped into the snow pack. 

The strident calls of a lonely bird suddenly filled the air.  Talyere’s fiery eyes darted upward, just as the little red bird soared overhead.  It circled for a brief moment, and then darted off toward the frozen woods, where his lonesome calls were finally answered, and an avian symphony filled the air.

Inspired by the aria, Talyere slowly treaded through the snow and followed the little bird into the woods.  The frozen conifers still cast long shadows on the forest floor, and the sent of pine filled the air.  Talyere peered up into the snowy canopy in search of his avian friend—but with hundreds of singing counterparts perched in the snowy branches, the little bird had—to use a human colloquialism—become just another face in the crowd.  Talyere shrugged, and marched onward, knowing that his repartee with the bird had been a farce to begin with.  

But as his eyes turned back to the forest floor, Talyere immediately found something of far more interest: footprints.  The constant wind had smoothed over the vast majority of the prints, but there were enough faint contusions left for Talyere to draw some conclusions about his unseen companion.

The footprints were slightly larger than Talyere’s, and—unless it was some hideously disproportioned alien—the person responsible for the prints would have to be similar in build to Talyere.  The tracks were also close together; whoever made them was in no hurry to reach his destination… And in all likelihood that person was Xi'Yor, who, incidentally, had no destination to begin with.

Considering the bad blood between them, Talyere had little desire to seek the malevolent Overseer—but the longer he gazed at the faint impressions in the snow, the more curious he became.  Xi'Yor was not a rugged outdoorsman, and the extreme conditions likely brought the Overseer to the brink of death.  Talyere was simply curious to see how close to the brink Xi'Yor came…

Talyere spent a few contemplative moments gazing at the snowy tracks before finally reaching his decision: he would seek out Xi'Yor and determine the Overseer’s status.  His actions after that would depend entirely upon Xi'Yor…  And on that note, Talyere’s journey began.

Xi'Yor’s footsteps were erratic.  They weaved aimlessly around frozen trees and snowbound bushes, wobbled along what should have been a straight path and—on more than one occasion—doubled back over the same terrain.  At first, Talyere suspected Xi'Yor might have been tracking a wild animal—but there were no additional footprints to correspond with the beast, nor was there any indication that such animals existed on the planet to begin with.

An hour passed, and Talyere’s pursuit of Xi'Yor was still no closer to its conclusion.  The wandering footprints seemed to go on forever—though Talyere’s tricorder tended to disagree.  According to the data flitting across the screen, Talyere had ventured nearly four kilometers—of course, the deep snow made it feel like eight kilometers, and his aching muscles added another four atop of that.  When combined with his unquenched hunger, Talyere had found himself the formula for exhaustion…

“So much for preservation of energy,” he wearily grumbled.  Suddenly feeling the urge to sit, Talyere slowly slumped against an icy tree trunk and slid to the seat of his pants.  He lifted his knees in a futile effort to get comfortable, but they felt as if they weighted a ton—and promptly fell flat into the snow.

Talyere made no effort to right them; he had already squandered the majority of his energy reserves, and any additional exertion might push him to the brink of death.  After he had worked so hard to survive the night, Talyere knew such a pointless death during the day would be inexcusable.  So he had to live.

He considered taking a nap.  The snow—though freezing cold—was far more comfortable than any cave, and practically beckoned him to sleep.  Talyere gave the call some serious consideration before ultimately dismissing it.  Sleeping in the open wood was too dangerous a task; not even the most lethal predators would dare to do it—nor would Talyere.  He would simply gather his strength, and then continue.

But as he took in his frosty surroundings, Talyere suddenly realized the aforementioned continuation might not be necessary.  Less than five meters away, a splotch of black blood soiled the pristine white snow; nearby, another spot… and then, ten meters down the road, was Xi'Yor.

The Overseer’s face was buried in the cold snow, and his exposed backside was stained with thick black blood—but even from his distant vantage point, Talyere could still see Xi'Yor making labored breaths.  He was alive… but literally on the brink of death…

And suddenly, everything in Talyere’s life was called into question.  His actions in the coming moments would shape his destiny, and Talyere knew he had best choose wisely… but the choice would not be an easy one to make.  For many years, Xi'Yor had been a bitter nemesis, and though their recent alliance heralded change, it was slow in coming.  Threats of termination were made almost daily, and there was little doubt in Talyere’s mind that one day, Xi'Yor would finally make good on those threats…

But returning to the Federation was not a favorable option, either.  While he did miss his relationship with Captain Christopher, and some of the others, the simple fact remained: the Federation was responsible for the murder of forty thousand innocent Elorg… and they refused to acknowledge it.  Talyere could not condone such treachery from an allegedly peaceful organization…

He was an outcast in both of his worlds, and very much alone.  But it was not too late to repair whatever damage that had been done—but he would have to choose.  Talyere knew he could not have both worlds; since the war’s conclusion, he had tried to incorporate both worlds into his life, and he failed… miserably.  It was the Elorg or the Federation—one or the other.

Had Talyere found himself in this quandary two days ago, the internal struggle would have been monumental.  But now that his clarity had been restored, the path before Talyere was once again clear—and Xi'Yor was sprawled out in the middle of it.

Brimming with newfound energy, Talyere sprung to his feet and approached Xi'Yor’s position.  The Overseer grumbled at the sound of footfalls, and slowly looked gazed up at Talyere.  “What are you doing here?” demanded Xi'Yor.  “I told you to leave me alone.”

Talyere slowly crouched down beside Xi'Yor.  “I did leave you alone,” he said simply, “and you have nearly perished because of it.”

Xi'Yor shook his head.  “It is a minor laceration,” he commented.

Talyere gazed at the vast puncture wounds on Xi'Yor’s neck.  “That is not minor,” he replied.  “What did you do?”

A devious fire glinted in Xi'Yor’s eyes.  “I was assaulted,” he said eagerly.  That alone did not warrant celebration, and Talyere was not surprised when Xi'Yor continued, “By one of Tracker Melas’ men.  The vessel we attacked in the void must have crashed on this planet, as well.  If I can locate it, my mission will be complete.”

“Your mission?” said Talyere.

Xi'Yor nodded.  “You are an insolent fool, Talyere.  It was a tactical error on my behalf to ally myself with you in the first place.  You do not deserve the glory and splendor that awaits the Elorg Bloc…”

Talyere grunted, and slowly folded his arms upon his chest.  “Without me, you will perish in this lurid glacier… Without you, I will perish… Federation and Cardassian diplomats will ultimately dictate the ‘glory and splendor’ that awaits the Elorg Bloc, and all of this”—he gestured grandly into the frozen wilderness—“will be for nothing.  We stand together, or not at all!”

Xi'Yor’s eyes widened as he absorbed Talyere’s words.  He brooded for a moment, and then turned those vivid orange eyes upon his comrade.  “Very well,” he sneered, extending his arm, “we stand together…”

Talyere carefully grabbed Xi'Yor’s hand and helped pull the Overseer to his feet.  As he rose, a glimmer of malevolence flashed across Xi'Yor’s ashen face.  A curious quotation simultaneously flashed across Talyere’s mind, The road to hell is paved with good intentions.  Talyere couldn’t help but feel he had just placed the first brick…

Chapter Four

During the assault, Xi'Yor cursed his attacker’s decisive advantages.  Not only did the avian have the cloak of darkness on his side, he also had a considerable size advantage—and at the time, those had been considerable advantages.  But now, those advantages were gone; it was daylight, and bright rays of sunshine pervaded the glacial forest.  There was nowhere for the giant bird to hide—not that he could hide.  His impressive size was now the ultimate disadvantage, for the deep impressions he left in the snow would take the wind many days to cover.  It was simply a matter of time before they found him…

But in the interim, there was still much business to tend to, and as much as he loathed speaking with Talyere, Xi'Yor knew what had to be done.  “I realize the Shi’lyra is destroyed, but were you able to glean Overseer Na’dur’s tactical analysis prior to the battle?”

“I was,” said Talyere with a nod.  “He indicates tensions between the Federation and Cardassia are on the rise.  After our assault on the convoy near Celtris II, a wing of destroyers from the Cardassian Fourth Order attacked the Elorg convoy in the Hanaris Cluster.  The Federation is furious.”

“Excellent,” said Xi'Yor, smiling deviously.  “If we are ever freed from our glacial prison, I shall have to commend Overseer Na’dur…”

Talyere nodded agreeably.  “Na’dur is hoping to provoke the Cardassians into taking even more military action in the future.  He is planning additional attacks even as we speak.”

“We strike.  The Cardassians counterstrike.  We strike in retribution.  The Cardassians do the same… It is an endless cycle,” Xi'Yor realized.  “We could destabilize the quadrant indefinitely—and all the while look like victims of the merciless Cardassians.”

“It is a plan we should have long ago considered,” said Talyere.  “It would have saved many lives.”

Saving lives did not interest Xi'Yor, and he quickly shrugged the sentiment to the wayside.  “Everyone must perish, Talyere.  It is only a matter of when.”  He paused, and then added, “I was surprised that you were not terminated by the cold.”

Talyere smiled smugly.  “It was not my destiny to die,” he replied.

Xi'Yor swiftly removed the disruptor from his belt.  “I can arrange for that,” he said—and he meant every word of it.

“But then you, too, shall die,” Talyere reminded.

“In my eyes,” said Xi'Yor softly, “I have already perished.”  He stepped over a hollow log, and then turned to face Talyere, drilling his vivid eyes into his companions’.  “I perished three years ago… the moment I set foot in the Kilka Sector.   As did you.  We all perished.”

Talyere was vexed.  “What do you mean?” he demanded.  “What are you talking about?”

“Destiny,” Xi'Yor replied, as if the answer were plain as day.  It should have been, anyway—but Talyere’s small mind often prevented him from grasping such concepts.  “You wanted a destiny—and I have granted your wish.”

Talyere shook his head.  “That is preposterous,” he replied.  “Over the past three years, we have both endured situations far more dangerous than this.  I was closer to death while incarcerated in your interrogation chamber.  There is no evidence to suggest we will perish on this world.  As you yourself noted, once we locate the alien craft, our mission is nearly completed…  We shall endure.”

There was little doubt in Xi'Yor’s mind that Talyere had achieved a state of clarity.  In fact, he had far more trouble believing Talyere’s pedantic mind had been cluttered in the first place.  Had one stray thought overwhelmed him?  It must have been terrible…

“Let us pretend that I had not spoken,” Xi'Yor muttered.  “Your small mind is clearly unable to grasp my level of intellect, and I do not wish to place any unnecessary strain upon someone as feeble as yourself.”

“Perhaps if you did not speak in riddles, I could follow your intellect,” Talyere replied.  “I am not a telepath, you know.”

“Obviously,” said Xi'Yor, wincing as a jolt of pain surged through his ravaged neck.  He quickly placed his hand upon the wound, hoping physical contact would sooth the pain—but as his fingers fell upon the deep, bloody contusions, Xi'Yor found himself more unsettled than anything.  “When we find our alien friend, I shall make him regret the day he was born…”

Talyere turned to Xi'Yor.  “I might remind you of our objective: to seek out Tracker Melas and speak with him.  Since it is likely this is as close as we shall come to Melas, I would advise against terminating the Tracker’s minion.”

“His death would not cast us in a favorable light,” Xi'Yor soon realized.  It was indeed a dreadful paradox.  While the alien certainly deserved a gruesome death for his assault on Xi'Yor… terminating the alien would jeopardize the alliance he had sought in the first place.  “I shall terminate him after the alliance with Tracker Melas has been established,” Xi'Yor decided.  

“And what if Melas annuls the alliance?” Talyere inquired.

Xi'Yor scoffed at the inanity of the query.  “I shall terminate him, as well.”

“Is that wise?”

“If Tracker Melas annuls the alliance, it would be of great offense to me. And that alone would justify his termination.”

Talyere rolled his eyes.  The insolence displeased Xi'Yor, but he decided to overlook it.  This time.  “Xi'Yor, with all due respect, you cannot continue to function as such…”

“What do you mean?” Xi'Yor demanded.  His hand already hovered over his disruptor, and if he did not find Talyere’s response acceptable, Xi'Yor would make haste to use the weapon.

Talyere stopped alongside a large snowdrift.  “Within the confines of the Elorg Bloc, your behavior is nearly acceptable.  In order to advance, one must dispose of his nemeses in a timely fashion.  But this is not the Elorg Bloc; you cannot simply terminate every insolent fool that displeases you…”

“And why not?” Xi'Yor prompted.

To which, Talyere had no answer.  He simply stood alongside the snowdrift, utterly dumbfounded.

Xi'Yor flashed a faint smile.  “And that, Talyere, is why I am an honored Overseer, and you are the dung beneath my boots.  You never had the drive or ambition to become a superior Overseer.  Had you not defied The Tome of Na’zar, it is certain that someone within the Conclave of Overseers would have terminated you.  Perhaps even me…  And in retrospect, I wish I had.”

Talyere grinned.  “Had you terminated me, the rift to the Kilka Sector would have gone undiscovered, and your conquest of the Federation would have been unrealized.  The Elorg would still be trapped in subspace…”

“Perhaps,” said Xi'Yor, “but at least I would not be stuck here, with you.”

Talyere glared, but said nothing.  Instead, his eyes seemed to be fixed on something in the distance.  Curious, Xi'Yor turned around the witness the spectacle for himself—and was immediately enthralled.  Protruding from the side of a large snow bank in the clearing up ahead was the alien ship.  “Excellent,” said Xi'Yor.  “Most excellent…”

Without even waiting for Talyere, he set out for the vessel.  Salvation was at hand, and the sooner it came, the better.

The vast majority of the vessel was buried in mounds of crystalline snow.  A tattered warp nacelle, and a large section of the gray hull constituted the extent of the visible area.  Gaining access to the interior was not likely to be easy, but Xi'Yor was confident in his ability to get inside.  Besides, if all else failed, he had did have his disruptor…

Driven by little more than adrenaline, Xi'Yor treaded the deepening snow at lightning speed.  The discomfort caused by the numerous wounds in his neck was simply an echo in the back of his mind.  “Once aboard, my goal is to bring the vessel’s primary systems online.  If the vessel is still functional, we shall use it to vacate this dreadful world,” Xi'Yor explained, though given the considerable distance between himself and Talyere, Xi'Yor knew it was unlikely the pedantic fool heard his words.  However, it did not matter; Talyere was an inconsequential piece of baggage—and if he were to become lost, so much the better…

The interior of the alien vessel was black in every way one could imagine.  It was dark, and when Talyere shined his light on the walls, they were dark—scorched a rough shade of obsidian by the raging inferno that must have plagued the deck.  The ground was covered in ash, and the ceiling, virtually nonexistent; Talyere could easily see the deck above him, which looked as scorched as the deck he stood upon now.

Debris crunched under his boots as he walked the short distance to the room Xi'Yor proclaimed a secondary command nucleus.  The doors to the alleged nucleus were either stuck inside the wall, or completely destroyed, burnt away when the inferno torched them.  Either way, they were gone now.

The command facility itself seemed to have faired the situation far better than the majority of alien craft, for it was still relatively intact.  Chunks of smoldering debris littered the floor, and the smoky, metallic smell that had filled the air in the corridor was still present, but for the most part, it was intact.  The same could not be said for its numerous avian inhabitants.

Body parts were strewn across the floor in a shallow sea of white blood.  With each step Talyere took, the bodily fluids squished beneath his feet, and sent a chill crawling down his spine.  There must have been some sort of cataclysmic explosion to cause such damage—and Talyere was very glad that he had not been witness to it.  Xi'Yor, on the other hand, was completely unfazed by the carnage—in fact, if the demented smile upon his face was any indication, he seemed to be enjoying himself thoroughly.

The duo searched the command facility for several moments before Xi'Yor finally stumbled upon the computer terminal in question.  He carefully inspected the smoldering workstation and, once satisfied it would perform the necessary tasks, he began to fiddle with the practically nonexistent controls.  

“Almost eighty-five percent of the vessel is buried in snow,” Xi'Yor gleaned from the computer.  “But the engines are apparently intact.  I believe we can free ourselves.”

“And what about the survivor?” Talyere inquired.  “The one who assaulted you in the forest?  Are you suggesting we leave him behind?”

“Yes,” said Xi'Yor.  “Instead of having him contact Tracker Melas on our behalf, we shall simply contact Melas directly, using this vessel.  My attacker will be terminated, and our alliance shall be forged…”

Talyere attempted to look enthralled by Xi'Yor’s constant plotting, but it was difficult to feign interest in the midst of such carnage.  Talyere simply wanted to leave—and his tricorder promptly gave him that opportunity.

At the sound of the tricorder’s strident alert, Xi'Yor’s fiery gaze immediately turned back to Talyere.  At first, the data was sketchy—little more than a disconsolate blip meandering across the screen.  But as additional information became available, Talyere was able to draw some conclusions—and he was not fond of what he saw.  

“There is a life form approaching,” said Talyere softly, his words closely followed by a faint rumbling noise in the distance—then another, sounding much closer.  “It would seem your attacker has returned for a second round.”

“That is unfortunate—for him,” said Xi'Yor evenly.  He abruptly drew his disruptor, and stormed out of the command facility in pursuit of the alien.

“We stand together…” Talyere reminded as Xi'Yor departed—but the words fell upon deaf ears.  “…Or not at all,” he solemnly concluded.  But Talyere refused to be dismissed so easily.  He was not eager to join the pool of disfigured corpses on the floor, and he was going to help Xi'Yor whether the Overseer like it or not.

Talyere quickly vacated the command center, and stormed into the blackened and charred remains of the gloomy corridor—but he got no further than a few steps before Xi'Yor emerged from an adjacent corridor.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

“Assisting you,” Talyere sternly replied.  “If you fight the alien alone, you are doomed to failure…”

Xi'Yor placed a stern hand upon Talyere’s shoulder, and looked his comrade square in the eye.  “I am already doomed,” he whispered.

Talyere’s eyes narrowed.  “So you have said.  But I am not as inept as you would like to believe…”

“You are inept,” Xi'Yor adamantly affirmed.

Talyere opened his mouth to deliver his tart reply, but the words died in his throat—and he finally resolved that there was no point in arguing.  There was nothing that could change Xi'Yor’s mind.  He expected the Overseer to elaborate, and waste more of their precious time, but much to Talyere’s surprise, Xi'Yor took the conversation in a completely different direction.

“Yesterday,” said Xi'Yor quietly, “while you were tending to my wounds on the Shi’lyra, I had an epiphany, Talyere.  It was only a brief moment of clarity, but during those few precious seconds, the myriad threads of my existence came together and—as you would declare—the path before me was clear.”

The incident was still fresh in Talyere’s mind.  Until that particular moment, he had been unaware of the medical equipment’s fragile nature.  “I suspect the road before you is not one you would consider agreeable…”

“It is not,” Xi'Yor agreed.  His shoulders sank, his air of authority faded, and for the first time ages, venerated Overseer appeared vulnerable.  “I am dying, Talyere.”

“What?!”  Talyere exclaimed.  Of all the dire things he expected to fall from Xi'Yor’s mouth, that particular proclamation was not among them.  He was literally speechless.

But Xi'Yor continued nonetheless.  “It will be recorded as an historical irony Talyere—that the death and destruction… that the power and magnificence that I have strived to achieve will ultimately be my undoing…”

Talyere was confused.  “What do you mean?”

“I suffer from a rare chemical imbalance; my body produces too much of some chemicals, and not enough of others. I have been aware of it for quite some time now, and on countless occasions, our medics have attempted to reverse the imbalance—but my body rejects all treatment.  And because the imbalance is stimulated by aggressive tendencies, the closer I get to achieving my goal of supremacy, the closer I am to death…”

Much to Talyere’s chagrin, Xi'Yor’s explanation raised more questions than answers.  “If you know it will kill you, why, then, do you seek such a goal?”

Xi'Yor’s vulnerability suddenly evaporated.  “Because I can.”  He hefted his phaser, and turned his attention back to the corridor.  “Our nemesis is nearby.”

“We cannot defeat him,” Talyere said, still reeling from Xi'Yor’s revelation.

Xi'Yor, however, spoke as if nothing were wrong.  “Then …we must terminate him,” he said sternly, “before he terminates us.” 

Chapter Five

Adrenaline flowing rampantly through his veins, Talyere Rosat suddenly broke into a sprint, gradually darting ahead of Xi'Yor as he fumbled for his decrepit tricorder.  Though he knew it would do no good against the alien, Talyere felt somewhat reassured with the scanner in his sweaty hands; if only it had been a hefty disruptor.  That would have been reassuring.

Suddenly, the alien roared a strident caw, mind-numbing call that stopped Talyere dead in his tracks.  He quickly came about on his heel to see the massive, birdlike less than ten meters behind them and closing fast.  Unlike his chipper friends in the forest, this was not a bird Talyere wished socialize with.

Xi'Yor immediately fired his disruptor; the pulse of shimmering blue light struck the birdlike alien square in the chest, prompting him to flinch, but little else.  After a moment, the alien pressed onward as if nothing had happened.

Talyere’s mind insisted he run for cover, but his feet seemed to be bolted for the floor.  For the life of him, they would not comply.  His pulse quickened, beating so rampantly that he could hear it echoing in his mind, ushering in a surreal sense of panic.  Sounds were blocked out by the constant thumping of his heart, and everything around him became movements of color and shadow…

But suddenly, his neck snapped forward, his feet were freed from their bolts, and Xi'Yor was shouting “Move!” at the top of his lungs as he haphazardly guided the Talyere forward.  

Talyere quickly looked up to see alien’s clawed fists bearing down on them, and wasted no time in joining Xi'Yor in his manic sprint away from the avian beast.

Talyere Rosat ran like the wind… he created wind… and ultimately it seemed as if he had become the wind.  He negotiated the corridors as if in flight, sailing over dirt, debris, conduits, and even bulkheads as if none of it existed.  His heart once more pounded in his head, but instead of succumbing to its seductive song, Talyere focused on the constant beating, using it as a metronome to keep his pace…

And then he stopped.

It wasn’t because he had wanted to, or because he was out of breath (though now that he had indeed stopped long enough to think about it, breathing was certainly favorable).  And given the rampant charge of the alien behind them, they had certainly not lost their hunter.  Talyere had stopped because the corridor before them had come to an abrupt and untimely demise.  It wasn’t blocked by debris, or anything of the sort; it was just gone, and mounds of slushy snow had slowly began to creep inside.

The hull breech was huge, running the length of most of the deck; it was so large, in fact, that it gave new meaning to the term wide scale hull breech.  To his left, Talyere saw nothing but snow.  To his right, a small corridor had formed between a scorched wall and the snow bank—at the end of it, a pair of charred doors.

Xi'Yor pointed at them.  “Get in,” he instructed, drawing his phaser.

Though he was not certain what the Overseer had in mind, Talyere did not waste time thinking about it.  He would simply have to trust Xi'Yor knew what he was doing.  That in itself was a considerable leap of faith, but Talyere forced himself to instill some trust in the Overseer.

As Talyere pried the sooty doors apart with his fingers, Xi'Yor turned to him and said, “Begin searching for another command nucleus!”  He carefully took aim upon the giant snow bank, and fired, just as the bulky alien came into sight.

 Unfortunately for the avian beast, the passage was dreadfully narrow—and as chunks of snow began to fall from the snow bank, it made the alien’s journey that much harder.  He shrieked and yelled almost constantly, until ultimately, he found himself stuck between the wall and snow bank.  Using brute force, the alien jammed his sharp claws into the wall, and began to shove it aside—but the snow from Xi'Yor’s avalanche was too much for the alien—and he summarily found himself buried in his frozen grave…

Meanwhile, Xi'Yor scrambled through the open doors and crashed headfirst into the floor.  He was unscathed, and quickly returned to his feet.  “We do not have much time,” Xi'Yor said.  “The alien could escape from that quandary at any moment—and if you have half the intelligence you claim to have, you have already located that command nucleus.”

Talyere pointed at his tricorder.  “According to my calculations, the main bridge is the nearest command facility.  It is in foul condition, but it should suffice.”

Xi'Yor actually provided Talyere with an approving smile.  “Excellent,” he mused. 

“What are your plans?” Talyere inquired.

The grin on Xi'Yor’s face expanded.  “We shall simply leave.  Once we vacate the atmosphere, our avian nemesis shall be blown into the void of space.”  He motioned toward the corridor ahead.  “Let us proceed.”

An instant later, Talyere was on his feet, and once again charging through the decrepit corridors—but without a rabid alien hunting him down, Talyere’s rush of adrenaline had begun to fade.  His aches and pains were gradually becoming more apparent, and he knew that his body was on the verge of a shutdown.  Still, he pushed himself to go further; this close to freedom, failure of any kind simply not an option.

They paused at the threshold of what appeared to be a turbolift.  Considering the vessel’s grim condition, Talyere did not expect to receive a ride—but the narrow shaft was still present, and bridge was only one deck away.  It would be a short climb.  Talyere carefully slinked inside the clammy turbolift, and immediately began to search for the rungs with his feet—but an explosion in the distance suddenly compounded that otherwise simple task.

“We are under siege,” Xi'Yor soon realized.

Talyere’s heart skipped a beat.  “Why would someone wish to assault this pile of waste metal?” he inquired—but the answer floated into his mind even before he finished speaking.  “Tracker Melas?”

“They are a secretive people,” Xi'Yor reminded.  “In fact, we have yet to discover their species’ designation …  If they are aware of our presence on this vessel, it would be in their best to annihilate it.”

Talyere’s hand suddenly fell upon a clammy rung.  “Then we must see that the vessel remains intact.”  He swiftly grabbed hold of the rungs, and began to ascend the narrow turbolift shaft.  A few moments later, he emerged on the darkened bridge.

It was, for the most part, intact.  The majority of the workstations were in working order, and more than a few of them still had operational interfaces.  Talyere immediately approached what he believed to be the tactical station—a vast, curved structure in the center of the bridge.  But the alien controls were behind his ability to comprehend, and he did not dare touch them.

A moment later, Xi'Yor appeared at his side, looking equally vexed.  “This interface is unlike the others,” he proclaimed.  The ship rumbled again, the explosion was very distant.  

Talyere looked to one of the supplemental stations at the back of the bridge.  “Perhaps one of those will better serve our purpose,” he said.

Xi'Yor nodded agreeably, but the moment he stepped away from the interface, a vast sphere of crimson light enveloped the duo.  It flickered for a long moment before a few nondescript images began to float across the surface of the sphere: a planet, a nebula, a pulsar…

It was amusing for a moment, and Talyere smiled at the sight—but as additional information began to flit across the sphere, he suddenly realized that this was more than a simple diversion.  “This is some sort of… information kiosk,” Talyere realized.  “From this small bubble, we can see everything…”

Xi'Yor was not impressed.  “And what do you see?” he asked sarcastically.

Talyere pointed at a small frozen world floating amidst a sea of crimson nebulas.  “Our position,” he said simply.  “We are presently eighty thousand light years from the Zhargosia Sector, on a planet called Hothar.  It is located in a region of space known as the Zukara Segment…”

The Zukara Segment.  Those three words immediately resonated with Xi'Yor.  “The Zukara Segment?  The one Tracker Tzudan spoke of during his interrogation?”

Talyere nodded.  “The one and only.  The segment is controlled by an enigmatic race called the Ghaib—and according to this database, they are a highly advanced avian species that serve the Drusari…”

“Intriguing,” said Xi'Yor under his breath.  His eyes were fixed upon the maelstrom of data streaking across the surface of the sphere, but his thoughts were clearly fixed upon one singular entry.  “I wish to know more about the Ghaib… and the Drusari.”

Talyere happily complied—but before he could even begin to access the requested data, the sphere vanished, replaced by a smoke-filled bridge.  “Perhaps later,” Talyere mused, watching tiny tendrils of golden energy wrap around his workstation.

Xi'Yor glared disapprovingly, and swiftly retreated to the aft workstation he originally sought.  “I may not have a later,” he grumbled.  

“That is not my fault,” said Talyere icily.

Xi'Yor’s ominous gaze lingered on Talyere’s face a moment longer, and then the Overseer turned to his workstation.  “Engines are online,” he muttered after a moment of work.

A sickly hum suddenly droned in the background.  If the engines were the source of the noise—which Talyere suspected to be the case—that did not bode well for their journey.  He swiftly retreated to the console at the front of the bridge, which appeared to be the helm, and seated himself on the uncomfortable chair.  

Not content to simply sit idly while Xi'Yor did all the work, Talyere immediately pulled out his tricorder, and interfaced with the computer.  After performing a few quick operations, the computer was able to establish a translation matrix, and Elorg text swiftly replaced the Ghaib’s confusing jargon—but Talyere suspected there might have been an easier way to accomplish the task.  While in the information bubble, everything appeared to him in Elorg text; there must have been some sort of neural interface.  But now was not the time to tinker.

The engines suddenly roared to life, and the fragile craft shuddered under the strain.  The lights dimmed, and for a moment, Talyere’s control interface winked away.  When it returned, sensors indicated they were beginning to move.  “We are at an altitude of… 1.6 meters,” Talyere gleaned from the helm.  “At this rate, it would be faster to go outside and push.”

“Do not get smart with me,” Xi'Yor warned.  “I am not an engineer.  My knowledge of Elorg technology is severely limited; therefore, my knowledge of this… Ghaib equipment is next to nothing.”

Talyere was not reassured, but as they climbed another few meters, he suspected they just might reach the atmosphere.  And then the alien vessel in orbit fired again—and all hope was lost.

The information kiosk in the center of the bridge burst into flames as a massive explosion rocked the ship. Sparks rained down from the ceiling, the lights flickered once more, and the sickly engines moaned as if dying.  “This does not bode well,” Talyere stated.

“It does not,” Xi'Yor agreed, just as a sensor alert cried for attention.

“I am detecting a transporter signature on the deck below us,” Talyere gleaned.  “Our attacker has been beamed off the ship, and”—another strident sensor alert—“we are being hailed.”

“By whom?”

Talyere checked the data.  “Watcher Llikze,” he said.  “Evidently, our attacker.”

Xi'Yor sighed, and turned to face the badly damaged viewscreen at the front of the bridge.  “Put him through…”

Talyere complied, and a scant moment later, Llikze appeared on the viewscreen.  Gobs of white blood dripped from his massive beak, and his thick gray skin was mottled with similar white lesions.  “Surrender yourselves,” said Llikze sternly.

“No,” Xi'Yor replied.  “Not until I speak with Tracker Melas.”

Llikze’s beady black eyes narrowed to slits.  “And why do you wish an audience with Melas?  After the incident at El Toris II, he has no desire to speak with your kind.”

Xi'Yor slowly approached the smoldering information kiosk.  “I have a proposition for Tracker Melas,” said Xi'Yor seductively.  “And I believe he will find it most interesting…”

Llikze was unmoved by Xi'Yor’s words, and continued to stare at the Overseer through unsympathetic eyes.  “You are now prisoners of the Ghaib.  From this time forward, you will service us…”

And on that stark not, Llikze flitted off the viewscreen.  Talyere swiftly turned to Xi'Yor, eager to hear the Overseer’s pearls of wisdom regarding this situation—but Xi'Yor was speechless.  For the first time in his existence, his requests had been denied, and there was nothing he could do about it…

Talyere quickly decided that he had to take charge.  He started to tap at the controls to bring their decrepit vessel into orbit, but he was able to input only a few commands before a hazy crimson light whirled around his body—and in that instant, Talyere’s life as a prisoner began…

* * *
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