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     Here, we finally get to travel to Gersal, Meridina's homeworld.  This episode will follow Gersallian culture, and even point out some similarities between the Gersallians and the Jedi from Star Wars, which is more than meets the eye.








Prologue





     Dale opened his eyes, and looked out the window behind his bed.  He gently nudged Meridina, and whispered in her ear, "We're here."


     She opened her eyes, and turned toward him.  "We are?"


     "Look out the window."


     She did, and gasped with surprise and joy.


     Outside the window, the planet Gersal shined like a beacon, at least in her eyes.  It's white, swirling clouds, along with the turquoise oceans, white snow-capped mountains, and greenery made it seem Earth-like, possibly better.


     Meridina began to weep, and Dale put his arm around her.  "I'm sure it's great for you to be back."


     "It has been so long....  I have dreamed of seeing the beautiful spires of Gersal'Larso, the waterfalls at Larke'swevry....."


     "We'll see all of them, and more."


     "And, I must introduce you to the Council of Knights.  Your skill and power must be known."


     "All in due time....."  They laid back down, and kissed.








     Personal Log: August 2, 2161 AST; Robert Allen Dale.  We have arrived in orbit over Gersal, for the first Alliance Coalition conference, regarding all of the nations involved in the war against the Dominion.  The Gersallian Interdependency just issued it's own declaration of war two weeks ago, and the Coserians have already signed treaties to give free aid to all involved in the war.


     The war itself has started to equalize.  As I enter this log, heavy fighting between Coalition and Dominion forces is occuring on Betazed, Kelra, Bolarus, and Terlek III.  The Dominion is now assuming a defensive posture, possibly as a precursor to a buildup of their military for one last offensive to stem the tide.


     The Cardassian Resistance is also making headway.  They have gained control of ten systems along the main Alliance-Dominion front, giving us several bases for raiding strikes and command posts to continue our offensive.  Although the Alliance is currently on a neutral stance, planning is underway for our first major offensive of the war, which should be effective in breaking the Dominion's offensive strength throughout the quadrant.


     Dale was sitting in the lounge, watching as Albert continued to serve masterfully as lounge host.  The loss of Hargert was still affecting the entire crew, and had indeed been a devastating loss.


     Dale's thoughts were interrupted by his communicator.  "Dale here."


     "They're coming through, sir."


     "Thank you, Jarod."


     Dale turned to watch outside the window, as a jump point formed.  The swirling rainbow of the interuniversal jump point continued to awe him.


     A lone ship came through the point, and everyone in the lounge turned to see it's graceful form as it eased into orbit alongside the Roddenberry.


     The U.S.S. Enterprise had arrived.


     "Captain Picard is ready for transport."


     "I'll be in Transporter Room Four momentarily..."


     Dale vacated his seat, and left the lounge.  Passing several crew members on the way, he was in the transporter room in short time.  Inside the transporter room, the transporter chief was awaiting the order.  At his signal, the transporter activated, and a figure coalesced out of the pillar of energy.  Captain Picard stepped down from the transporter pad, and said, smiling, "Permission to come aboard, sir."


     "Permission granted, Captain," Dale replied, a grin on his face as well.  "I trust you and your crew are doing well?"


     "Yes, we are.  The jump was quite interesting..."


     "It was my suggestion that the Enterprise be the first Federation starship to be equipped with a jump drive.  A show of faith, if you will....."


     "And I thank you for the honor.  Now, when will the conference begin?"


     "Soon.  We're going to meet in the lounge in ten hours, the opening discussion being on current diplomatic......"








     Andreys twirled around, and planted her foot in the stomach of a holographic assailant.  She followed it up by swinging her arm, catching him on the neck, and knocking him to the ground unconscious.  The hologram disappeared a few moments later.


     "Bravo," came Bashir's voice from the corner of the holodeck.  "But I think you slipped up a bit at the end."


     Andreys ran a towel over her neck and arms, cleaning the sweat off.  The gray workout bodice she was wearing also had turned dark in some areas, where sweat had drenched the fabric.  "You try to take out ten straight like that.  We'll see what condition you're in after that."


     Bashir chuckled.  "I probably wouldn't last that long, to be sure."


     Andreys laughed, and then put her hand on Bashir's cheek.  "You know, you are probably the most charming man I've ever met."  Then she kissed him.








     Dale entered his quarters, and said, "Meridina, are you there?"


     "Yes........"


     Sensing what seemed to be sorrow in her voice, Dale walked into the bedroom, to see her laying on the bed, wearing her traditional one-piece robe, crying.  "What's wrong?"


     She didn't move.  "The Council of Knights......  They are angry."


     "Why?"


     "Because..... of what we have together," she sobbed.


     Dale laid down beside her, and put his hand on her face, wiping away a tear.  "They're angry because we're in love?"


     "They have demanded that I appear before them to explain myself, and to apologize."


     "And will you?"


     "How can I apologize for loving someone?  It is the most important bond for my people, next to their bond with swevyra.  This makes no sense!"


     Dale put his arms around her, and allowed her to set her head on his shoulder.  "Don't worry.  If need be, I'll speak to the Council myself..."








     Ledosh watched one of the many waterfalls on Gersal, and sighed.  "It is not proper, Maklir.  Meridina loves him, and he loves her.  We should not interfere."


     Maklir, the leader of the Council of Knights, was standing beside him on the balcony.  "She violated one of our most sacred laws.  Love-making with an alien is strictly forbidden.  If the Council does not act, it will bring disunity."


     Ledosh sighed.  "Yet we tell all of our people that love is just as important as their bond to swevyra.  If she is truly in love with him, and he is in love with her, then it is not our right to separate them."


     "For the sake of our people, she must be punished."


     "And you would have her banished from Gersal?  You might as well kill her where she stands."


     Without a hint of humor, Maklir answered, "It has been considered.  Karesl is insisting that she receive twenty lashes with the proto-whip, as dictated by the Old Laws."


     Ledosh gasped at the brutality of the proposal.  "It would kill her!"


     "So our medical experts say.  She would have only a small chance of survival."


     "Something is wrong.  I have long felt a dark presence on the Council, Maklir......"


     "There is no reason to spread unlikely rumors.  You would insult the Council by doing otherwise.  Besides, a eliv'swevyrase would be easily detectable."  Maklir noticed Ledosh's worried expression.  "However, we shall see.  Her apology and oath not to continue the relationship might be sufficient."


     Ledosh, for a few moments, considered the man Meridina had sworn herself to.  The One of Legend......  He will deal with this.....  He has to.......


     Perhaps this is the moment prophesised by legend........








     Dale entered the lounge, and noticed that the first night of the conference was already underway.  It started as it normally would, with an informal meeting, and subsequent reception.  Albert had proven himself to also be a great informal host, much like his mentor, Hargert, and many of the guests were already socializing.


     After shaking hands with the Romulan admiral Tomaluk, Dale approached the Gersallian leader, Sokkias, who was speaking to Picard.  "Chairman Sokkias?"


     The gray-haired Gersallian turned, and extended his hand.  "Minister, good to meet you again.  It has been too long."


     "Yes, it has.  Now, Chairman....."


     "Captain Picard was just speaking to me of the increasing support in both of your respective unions for the new ADN-UFP alliance that is being negotiated.  There is even talk of creating a large interuniversal coalition among our powers.  Such an event would be of great importance, and an important step toward peace and prosperity.  After the defeat of the Dominion, of course."


     Dale nearly grimaced.  Sokkias was a talkative man, and he needed to get him away from Picard to ask his question....


     "Ah, Captain Picard!"


     Dale's problem was solved when Londo walked up, and extended a hand to Picard.  "Captain, I have been very interested in meeting you for some time."


     "Yes, Ambassador Mollari, I believe it is."


     "You are quite right.  Now, I have heard that you are a man of exquisite taste, and I was wondering if you would be interested in sharing a bottle of fine Centauri brivare with me...."


     As the two walked off, Dale asked, "Chairman, where might I find the Council of Knights?"


     Sokkias was gazing at him, confused.  "Minister, the Council has rules against people not of our race standing in....."


     "Mayl laka ra swevyrase, nol sana chenk ma lakriosk," Dale responded in perfect Gersallian.


     Sokkias lost the color in his face.  "Then, do you possess a lakesh?"


     Dale took out the hilt, and when no one was looking, extended it.  The silver blade glistened in the lounge's light.  On it, a symbol placed on the blade by Meridina was visible, due to the shine of the metal.  Sokkias gasped as Dale retracted the blade back into the hilt, placing it back in his trousers.  "Impossible!  That is one of Mastrash Ledosh's own blades!  He would never give one to anyone but....."


     "A friend."


     "And you have been trained?"


     "Fully."


     "Then, why do you wish to speak to the Council?"


     "Because they are going to punish Meridina, the woman I have sworn myself to, for taking a non-Gersallian as her lover and mate."


     "Meridina......  She is the knight who trained you?  A farisa, as I recall."


     "Yes."


     "And you wish to be present before the Council to ask their pardon for her?"


     "Yes."


     Sokkias nodded, still shaken.  "I shall arrange it immediately.  If I may use your communications system?"


     "This way, Chairman....."








     Meridina stepped into the large circular forum that comprised of the Council chambers, and stood in the center.  Above her, the golden light of the Gersallian sun bathed her with it's luminance through a glass dome.  On several tiers around her, knights of the Council sat, and discussed the matter before them.  She faced the lowest tier in front of her, where the leader of the Council, Maklir, sat.  Ledosh, her old trainer, was at his right, and Karesl, a harsh knight whom Meridina always found cold and dark, was at his left.  "Meridina, daughter of the great home of our esteemed colleague Motal, you have been summoned to this Council to explain your actions in taking a human as your lover and mate.  This is a direct violation of our laws.  Can you explain this behavior?"


     "I can only attribute my actions to my deep love for him, a love he returns with all of his swevyrase."


     "You would seek to destroy the purity of our race?!"  Karesl seemed unnaturally bitter about her love affair with Dale. 


     Meridina merely answered, "I stand before you as a fellow knight, and one of our people, to tell you that I have done no wrong!  Was it not Swenya herself who said, 'Follow love in equal measure to your journey in swevyrase, for in love, your soul will be made whole'?"


     "And it was Palpatinos who quoted, 'Let not the temptations of other races sway you from your path in swevyrase, for they shall make you weak'," Karesl countered.


     "And may I point out that Palpatinos was discovered to be an eliv'swevyrase?  He is why the Old Laws were......"  Ledosh seemed interested in reiterating the fact that the once great Palpatinos had been on the side of Darkness.


     "Enough of this!"  Maklir stared down at the frightened but resolute figure of Meridina.  "You have ignored our sacred laws, and must be punished.  Are you ready to receive punishment?"


     "Maklir, this is not the proper procedure!"  Ledosh turned to his friend, bewildered.


     "It must be done, to preserve our order.  Meridina, are you ready?"


     Meridina could barely get the "yes" out of her lungs, as she felt tremendous weight closing down on her, suffocating her where she stood.


     "Very well.  The Council has decided....."


     "Hold on a damned minute!!!!"


     A group of surprised shouts filled the Council as Dale barged in, unannounced.  He was no longer in his uniform, instead wearing the simple brown robes of a knight.  "Mayl swevyrase betroa mesi nosko!"


     The Councilmembers started glancing at each other, unable to believe the words that had come from the human's mouth.  "Human, how dare you defile the Council!  Your kind are forbidden!"  Karesl's antagonism seemed to reach new heights.


     "I am one of you, a swevyrase knight."  Dale took out his blade, and extended it.  It shined in the golden light, and he held it aloft as the Council watched in awe.


     "Meridina, did you train him without the consent of an elder?"  Maklir still focused on the weapon in Dale's hands.


     "No, she did not.  I gave my consent," Ledosh answered for her.


     Everyone turned to Ledosh, stunned at his admission.  Dale seized the chance to continue.  "I am one of you.  Meridina and I have sworn ourselves to each other, and as by your laws, you must respect......"


     "You are a human, not a Gersallian.  Your pleas cannot be heard in this Council.  Now, Meridina," Maklir seemed oddly disturbed, "are you prepared for your punishment?"


     Once again, she found it hard to answer "yes", but she did, drawing off the strength Dale offered through his presence.


     "Very well.  It is the judgement of this Council that, because of your refusal to follow our sacred laws....."


     Dale took Meridina's hand, dreading what he might hear.


     ".....you be banished from Gersal from the rest of your natural life."


     Meridina fell to her knees, and broke out into tears.  "Please!!!  Do not banish me!!!"


     Dale tried to pick her up, but she wouldn't budge from her prostrate position.  Instead, he felt a cold rage build within him, and shouted, "What kind of people are you!!?  Are you so racist, so biased against non-Gersallians, that you would banish an innocent, good-hearted woman for merely falling in love with a human?!"


     "It is our way, human.  If you are truly a knight, then you should understand this."


     Dale glared at Maklir, and if looks could kill, would have incinerated the weak Council leader where he stood.  "Burn in hell!!!!"


     "Please!!!!  I beg of you, do not banish me!!!!  I will do anything!!!!  Take away my swevyra'lakesh!!!!  Strip me naked and lash me in the public square of Gersal'Larso!!!  Just please DO NOT BANISH ME!!!!!!!!"


     Dale could feel his rage build.  They were asking Meridina to choose between her home, and the person she loved.  This was intolerable.  For a moment, Dale sensed her incredible terror, combined with a sense of hopelessness and sorrow, then he felt a dark presence sweep through him.  The presence seemed to egg him onward.  Feel your rage!  Allow it to take over!  Those who have harmed the woman you love must pay!


     Dale quickly pushed these dark thoughts away, and concentrated on giving Meridina the support she needed in her most desperate hour.  "Meridina, it's going to be okay....."


     "PLEASE DO NOT BANISH ME!!!!!!!!!  PLEASE!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!  In the names of Swenya, Rosel, Mensl, and all of our great heroes, I ask you not to banish me!!!!  PLEASE!!!!!!"  Meridina broke down into hysterical crying, unable to speak.


     "There is an alternative."


     This comment by Karesl silenced everyone.  Meridina stopped her crying, and looked up at him, as if he were her last hope.


     "She can be punished according to the Old Laws."


     An uproar filled the Council.  Maklir and Ledosh both glared at Karesl.  "That is a death sentence!!!"


     Dale looked at Meridina quizzingly.  "What do they mean by that?"


     "I mean, human, that she can either accept banishment, or take twenty lashes of a proto-whip," Karesl answered for her.


     "I will.....  I will take it," Meridina answered, causing another period of silence.


     "Meridina, are you sure?"  Ledosh's pale expression betrayed his horror at the turn of events.


     "I.....  I have no choice....."


     Maklir sighed, and then pronounced, "Very well.  If you survive the lashing, you will not be banished."


     "What do you mean 'if she survives'?  What is this proto-whip anyway?"


     Meridina, now on her feet, explained to him.  "The proto-whip is designed to inflict maximum pain with minimal physical injury.  It was originally used to test the will of knights-in-training, until it was discovered that Palpatinos was an eliv'swevyrase.  It has not been used in a millennium."  As she spoke, the Council left the large dome, leaving them alone.


     Dale only then began to realize what Meridina was going to do.  "Meridina, maybe I can....."


     "There is nothing you can do.  This is my burden, and I must bear it."


     A robed Gersallian guard approached her.  "Meridina, Maklir has set the lashings for twenty mek'lars from now.  I am to take you to be prepared."


     "One hour," Dale thought to himself as Meridina followed the guard, leaving him alone in the Council chambers.








     Andreys easily flipped over the holographic Jem'Hadar in front of her, and delivered a kick to it's neck.  It turned, barely phaser, but she grabbed it, throwing it across the room in an exceptional judo move.  She turned, and laughed as Bashir got tossed around by another Jem'Hadar hologram.  "Having problems, Julian?"


     "Not..... at..... all......."  Bashir grunted as the hologram shoved him against a wall.  Andreys grab the Jem'Hadar, ripped his knife out of his belt, and shoved in into his neck.  The Jem'Hadar fell dead, his body twitching as it faded.


     "Program is complete.  Do you wish to restart at a higher difficulty level?"  The computer's emotionless voice echoed in the holodeck.


     "No."


     The dark surroundings disappeared, and the familiar yellow grid replaced it.  Andreys wiped her forehead as Bashir nursed a bruised arm.  "So, are you ready to do this again tomorrow?"


     "Do I have to?"


     "If you want to be able to keep up with....."


     Suddenly Andreys doubled over, groaning.  "Julia?"  Bashir knelt down by her, and put his hand on her forehead.  "Are you okay?"


     "My..... my stomach hurts......."


     Bashir grabbed his communicator, activating it at the same moment.  "Bashir to med center, I need a medical team in Holodeck Four, ASAP!"








     Dale stood in the corner of the meeting room, trying to find a way to get Meridina out of this incredible mess.  He couldn't stand the incredible arrogance of the Gersallian knights.  They were racist, bigoted, and extremely arrogant, and Dale could not fathom how any Gersallians could be like that.


     Footsteps filled the empty room, and Dale turned toward the other end to see the knight named Karesl approaching.  "You are worried about her?"


     "Yes", Dale answered.


     "You have good reason.  Few survive twenty lashes of the proto-whip.  She is foolish to allow herself to be subject to it's fury.  Brave, but foolish."


     "No thanks to you," Dale replied bitterly.


     "I was wrong to oppose your relationship with her.  Only now do I feel your presence, and know that you are worthy."  Karesl approached, a small smile appearing on his face.  "I have a way to spare Meridina her punishment, avoid banishment, and remain your sworn love."


     "And that is?"  Dale again felt a dark presence surround him.


     "If you can convince Meridina to change her mind, she will surely be banished, and forced out of our military.  However, she can file a complaint with the Gersallian government, asking that her rights as an ordinary citizen be restored."


     "You and I both know the Gersallian Assembly would never go against the Council of Knights, Karesl."


     "That does not matter.  If the Assembly refuses to grant her request, and backs the banishment order, it will anger the Alliance Council, as you well know, because banishment is a punishment not recognized under Alliance law."


     "Such an act would change the Gersallian Interdependency's status as a Class 1 organization into a Class 3."  Dale knew the implication of such a change.  Class 3 organizations were not allowed to enter into anything but standard trade and non-aggression treaties with the Alliance.  If the Gersallian government was switched from Class 1 to Class 3, it would immediately force the Council to break the alliance with the Gersallians, and the affiliation treaty.  Such a break could severely hurt Gersallian hopes to spearhead a new alliance treaty with the Coserians, who were still trade and political rivals, despite the current good relations between the two powers.


     It would also bring about a possible change in the attitude of the Tresalian Alliance.  The Tresalians were aggressive, but lacked the military training or equipment to follow through on their repeated threats of conquest.  However, the Tresalian military was devoting everything it had into developing and building a new fleet of war vessels to hopefully, one day, conquer much of what was the Coserian Empire.  Only the threat of force from the Gersallians had held them back.  But if the Alliance were to withdraw support, it might embolden the building Tresalian war machine.  It was well known that the Tresalians were developing advanced plasma weapons, which could lead to an impressive advantage against the Gersallians.


     "Yes.  The treaty between us would fall, and the Gersallian people would be enraged by the actions of both the Assembly and the Council.  I could use this opportunity to throw the weakling Maklir out of power, take over the Council myself, and revoke the banishment order.  After outlawing the use of banishment, my actions would lead to a new treaty between our powers, give me the power I deserve, and allow Meridina to return home."


     Dale felt digusted, but remained calm, and asked, "And why would I help you with this power play?"


     "It would spare Meridina the pain of the proto-whip, and enable you to remain her lover.  Do not tell me you do not enjoy her in your bed.  Gersallians, despite our solitude and reserve, are very passionate."


     Dale tried to reason why Karesl was tempting him.  Sure, he enjoyed Meridina, but he loved her more than anything he had known.  If the next day she had asked not to make love with him anymore, it would change nothing.  Karesl's remarks therefore had no effect on Dale.


     Dale was also asking himself why Karesl was even interested in this plot.  Dale knew he would never be able to persuade Meridina to refuse the lashing, and despite his curiosity, refused to go any farther.  "No, I will not.  It is wrong, and even my love for her would not bring me to ask her to participate, in any way, with such a scheme."


     Karesl frowned.  "You, Robert Dale, are a fool.  If you speak of this conversation to any others, Meridina will pay the price."


     Dale felt the urge to whip out his lakesh, but held back, not wanting to get into combat with an enemy he felt to be so powerful.  "If you do anything to hurt her, I will not rest until you are brought to justice."


     "Justice, young man, is an illusion."  Karesl walked away, and Dale could feel the dark presence in his mind leave.








     Bashir watched as Andreys lay perfectly still on a biobed, and turned to one of his nurses.  "Have you finished the scan yet?"


     "Yes Doctor," the young Russian woman answered.  "You might want to see it."  She handed him a padd.


     Bashir began to read the padd.  "Hmm....  Brainwave patterns are normal, respiration is a bit off, and her hormone levels are elevated....."  Bashir came across the overall scan's life readings, and felt his heart begin to race.  "Oh my God........"  Not bothering to give the padd back to his nurse, he walked over to Andreys, who was starting to feel better.  "Julia....."


     "What's wrong with me, Julian.  Please don't lie......"  Andreys seemed to be worried about something.


     "Julia, these readings have only one diagnosis."


     "Which is?"


     Bashir swallowed, hardly able to contain himself.  "Julia, you're pregnant."








     Meridina was on her knees, meditating on one of the mats in the meditiation room in the Council building.  "Yes, Mastrash?"


     Ledosh was frowning.  "I see your farisa powers are still improving.  I was attempting to block your mind, and yet you detected me as if I was......"


     "I am scared, Mastrash."


     "Of what, Meridina?"


     "I am scared, that if I die, Robert will turn to the Darkness."


     Ledosh understood.  "He is powerful, and his will is great.  He should be able to survive..."


     "But, I am not the first woman he has brought into his bed."


     At Meridina's statement, Ledosh frowned.  "Where is the first?"


     "She was tortured and murdered by those the Alliance call 'the Fourth Reich'.  He has never been able to rid himself of the pain of her death.  If I die, his anger will surely turn into hatred.  His power could destroy the Council!"


     Ledosh was now deeply concerned.  "This is grave news."  He kneeled beside Meridina.  "Are you sure you can survive the ordeal ahead of you?"


     "I can, for I must.  The spirit of Swenya will be with me through my pain."


     "I hope you are correct, Meridina......"








     Dale stood in his corner of the meeting room as the Council filed back in.  The light of the Gersallian sun was still pouring into the hall, and in the middle of the hall, a platform with metal arm and ankle restraints, attached to two poles of what appeared to be hardwood, now dominated the room.  Most of the Council had taken their seats, and Dale narrowed his eyes when he saw Karesl take his original position beside Maklir in the low tier they had been at before.  Ledosh, however, was nowhere to be found.  "Today, we are forced by circumstance to invoke the Old Laws as passed down by Palpatinos to this Council.  Although these laws were revoked after Palpatinos was defeated by Mensl and Rosel fifteen hundred years ago, they are still with us, and will now be used to determine whether a violation of our law was justified, or not.  Bring in the violater."


     A secondary entrance opened, and Dale watched as Meridina, dressed in a robe and simple trousers, solemnly entered the hall, followed by Ledosh and a Gersallian wearing a black robe, coupled with a gray hood.  Meridina stepped up on the platform, and put her arms out.  The Gersallian in the black robe shackled her, and then kneeled down and shackled her ankles as well.  "Meridina, you have been found guilty of engaging in forbidden love with an alien.  There is no excuse for this action.  Normally, you would be banished from this world, but you have instead chosen to be punished in this manner.  Do you accept this alternative punishment?"


     "I do."


     "Very well.  If you survive, it will be interpreted as a sign from our ancestors that you are in the right.  If you do not survive, it will be remembered that you acted improperly.  Kestrash Melsoa, prepare to begin."  Maklir took in a breath, and continued.  "Do any Councilmembers wish to speak on behalf of this knight?"


     "I do," Ledosh answered.


     "Mastrash Ledosh, please step forward."


     Ledosh moved in front of Maklir's platform.  "Council, this woman, barely out of her youth, is one of the best I have trained.  Her heart is just, and her will strong.  If she were to fall in love with an outsider, it is her destiny, and we cannot interfere.  Our actions are against those that are esteemed ancestors would have followed.  We are not right to do this.  I beg the Council to stop this charade before a precious life is lost."  Ledosh then stepped back.


     Maklir brought the entire Council under his gaze, and asked, "Do any Councilmembers take up Mastrash Ledosh's plea?"  When no one answered, Maklir pounded his gavel.  "Very well.  Kestrash Meloa, begin...."


     Dale's stomach churned as the robed Gersallian ripped off Meridina's robe, leaving her topless, and helpless before the energy whip that now appeared in his hand.  Ledosh placed an object in her mouth, to prevent her from harming her teeth or lips when she bit down in pain.


     The first lash flew along the middle of her back, and she gasped as a burn mark blemished the beautiful skin Dale had become accustomed to touching at night.  The second lash struck slightly lower, and she gasped again, clenching her teeth and biting into the object Ledosh gave her.  The third lash raked across her shoulders, causing her to arch her back.  Then came the fourth....  the fifth.....


     As each lash brought more pain, and progessively louder gasps, Dale felt his anger rise.  Once again, a dark presence came to him.  Stop them!!!  Kill all who harm her!!!  She is the woman you love!!!!  The call was strong, but Dale successfully forced it off.


     The fifteenth lash brought Meridina almost to her knees, and she was now screaming at every occasion the whip made contact with her now-battered body.  Lash sixteen brought another scream, and Dale could see that her back was now almost entirely covered by burn marks and welts caused by the energy whip.  The next lash caused another scream, and then the eighteenth lash was met by silence, as the pain was too great for her to utter a sound.  Lash nineteen quieted her even farther.....


     Lash twenty brought a total stoppage in her strength.  She fell limp against the chains, they being her only support.  Dale approached her motionless body, anger beginning to build.  If she's dead...........


     His hand reached her neck.....


     His fingers went toward her artery.....


     A weak pulse, barely detectable, answered him.....


     As he moved to unshackle her ankles, Ledosh and Meloa unshackled her wrists.  She fell into Dale's waiting arms, and he held her close to him.  "Meridina, it's over.....  Meridina....."


     "Robert........"  Her eyes fluttered open.  Weakly, she put her right arm around his neck, and tried to hold herself up.  She was too weak, and Dale had to do most of the work.  "I... I was..... I was......"


     "It's all over, Meridina....."  He had his arms around her, and lifted her even closer.  "I love you...."


     "I... I love you..... too....."  He kissed her, and she made a weak attempt to return it.


     Meloa held her wrist for a moment, and smiled at Dale, with more than a hint of sorrow and remorse in his expression.  "She will survive."


     "Thank you, Kastrash."  Dale stood up, still holding Meridina' weak body in his arms, and walked toward Ledosh, who placed her robe over her.  "I will be taking her to the Roddenberry for medical attention.  Now....."


     "I demand she be given ten more lashes!!!!!"


     Karesl's shout filled the Council dome.  It was followed by gasps from the attendees.  "Maklir, this is ridiculous!  She survived the twenty lashes, as dictated by the Old Laws!"  Ledosh was obviously mortified by Karesl's demand.


     "What is your reasoning, Karesl?  She did survive; it is obvious that our ancestors support her."


     "You will inflict the lashes, now!!!"


     "Karesl, you overstep your bound......"


     In one lightning move, Karesl drew his swevyra'lakesh, and drove the blade into Maklir's heart.  The elderly man fell, dead, and two nearby Councilmembers drew their weapons, and approached Karesl....


     Just to be thrown back by blue energy bolts eminating from Karesl's fingers.


     Meridina, despite her weakness, gazed at Karesl in terror, and Ledosh shouted, "He is an eliv'swevyrase!!!!!!  An eliv'swevyrase!!!!!!!"


     Dale handed Meridina's limp body to Meloa, and drew his lakesh.  "Karesl!!!!!  This is between you and me!!!"


     "If you wish, human!!!"  Karesl dropped to the hall floor, energy crackling from his eyes.  "You were foolish not to turn to the side of darkness!!!  The power you would have held......"


     "Is nothing compared to what I can accomplish without such power.  Power corrupts, Karesl, and you have been corrupted."  Dale noticed his comment made some damage.


     "I deserve this power!!  I have fought long and hard for my people, and what was my reward?!  To be made into a lackey for the weak, pitiful fools in power!  I deserve to rule my people, and usher them into a Golden Age!!!!!"


     Dale realized that Karesl was not just powerful, he was mad with power, and his hunt for more.  "Look at you, Karesl!  You're not helping your people by doing this!  End this madness!  Now is......"


     "Be quiet!!!!"  


     Karesl lunged at Dale, and Dale sidestepped it.  They both spun around, and their blades met.  Dale drew back his blade as Karesl parried, and deflected a blow to his left lung about three centimeters from his chest.  He forcefully swept the blade away from his skin, and caught Karesl's next attack in stride.  The two continued to clash, their blades moving in twin blurs.  Karesl nicked Dale's left arm, and Dale returned the favor by leaving a long gash along Karesl's chest.  A small bit of blood flowed for a few moments, but Karesl ignored the minor wound, and continued fighting, attempting to wear down his opponent.


     As the two continued to fight in a battle of wills, the Council looked on.  Karesl was one of the strongest of them, and his turn to the powers of darkness had made him even more powerful, but Dale was holding his own, and that stunned them.  When Dale deflected a bolt of energy from Karesl with his lakesh, they were astonished at the power he displayed.  Dale followed it up by striking at Karesl's right hand, and nearly cut off a few of his fingers, the only thing saving Karesl's sword hand being his leap out of harm's way at the last possible moment.  He stopped for a moment, as did Dale, and grinned slightly.  "Impressive, human.  You fight well.  Now, we will end this!"  He lunged at Dale again, and Dale turned away, pivoting on his left foot to avoid the blow, and strike back on his own.  His blade came down, and was deflected by Karesl's left hand, which was now bleeding from the gash the sword left.  Karesl howled with rage, and launched a furious attack, striking with all of his strength, and succeeding in pushing Dale up against the wall.  His lakesh neared Dale's throat, as he went for the killing blow, but Dale succeeded in pushing him away, and getting enough room to maneuver.  Their weapons clashed again, and again.....


     The battle was an intricate ballet, the two combatants swirling around each other in a contest of will, of stamina, and of power.  Their weapons were glittering in the golden light that entered the domed hall, which was the perfect arena for the battle between the two, one representing the side of Light, the other the side of Darkness.  The onlookers watching in abated breath at the immense battle before them.  It was the type of battle that legends were born from.


     Meridina was still very weak, but she was able to lift her head to observe the man she loved fighting for his life against a force that terrified her to the core of her being.  Robert!!!!  This is your chance to prove yourself!!!!  Defeat the evil, and you shall never worry of falling in it's trap again!  Her thoughts, while too weak to reach Dale, (that being a positive mark), reached Ledosh, who turned to her, and nodded.  "He will not fail.  This is his destiny...."


     For several minutes, the two men, one old but powerful, the other combining youth, power, and quickness to lethal perfection, traded blows.  Karesl seemed to be holding the advantage by forcing Dale on the defensive for most of the fight, but Dale was now beginning to gain confidence, as he deflected Karesl's determined thrusts and attacks with increasing ease.  As such, Dale was starting his own limited offensive, making several feints toward Karesl, trying to force him into the defensive.  Although he was still making tactical decisions, Dale physically noticed the lack of control he had over his body, as his instincts began running the show, and doing so admirably.  Dale began to gain the upper hand.


     Realizing that Dale was starting to overpower him, Karesl launched into a flurry of parries and thrusts, trying to wear Dale down for the big kill.  "You will never defeat me.  The spirit of Palpatinos will help me win the power I deserve!  I will......."


     Karesl made a fatal mistake.


     Dale, noticing the opportunity in Karesl's ranting, suddenly vaulted upward, in a neat, tight spiral.  Upon returning to terra firma, Dale whirled around, and ran his swevyra'lakesh into Karesl's torso, cutting into his stomach, and the edge of his heart.  After Dale removed his blade from Karesl's body, the Gersallian turned, an expression of pure shock on his face.  "This........ this cannot be.......  The great Palpatinos would never........"


     Before he could say another word, Dale thrust his lakesh into Karesl's heart, killing him.  Karesl's body fell to the ground.  Dale reached to take his weapon......


     Suddenly, the body of the fallen Gersallian became illuminated in blue light.  Dale fell backwards as a tremendous blast of energy slammed into Karesl's body, destroying it.  "What was that?"


     "That was the true spirit of Karesl," Ledosh explained.  "This confirms my suspicions."


     "What suspicions?"


     "I had long believed that the spirit of an eliv'swevyrase had entered one of our councilmembers.  From his actions and fighting style, it appears to have been the spirit of Malakari, Palpatinos' second-in-command.  He was defeated by Mensl fourteen hundred years ago.  Obviously, he had entered Karesl's body at a time when his strength was weak, and taken him over in a somewhat symbionic relationship.  Malakari's spirit suppressed all that was good in Karesl, and allowed the dark side of his swevyra to take over."


     Dale retraced his lakesh's blade, and placed it in his holster on his waist sash.  His once elegant brown robes were now tattered by the battle.  "Then, what happened to Karesl?"


     "His spirit is free to join our ancestors.  I thank you.  If you had not defeated him, he would have surely destroyed the Council."


     "I did what I have to."


     One of the Councilmembers walked up to them, and bowed.  "Mastrash Ledosh, the Council wishes that you take the place of Lastrash."  In the hall, the Council stood to give their support.


     "I will take this position, but I do not deserve.  The one who deserves it is not available for the post, I am afraid," Ledosh stated, smiling at Dale.


     "Then, we accept you as our leader, Lastrash Ledosh."


     Ledosh stepped up to the leader's tier, where Maklir has formerly been placed, and looked down at his deceased friend, whose body was now being carried away by Councilmembers nearby.  "I am honored to be given this position.  In my first act, I call upon the Council to recognize that Meridina, and the human named Robert Dale, have every right to love each other, and be joined.  Secondly, I ask that Robert Dale be counted as a fellow of our order, and the hero who saved us all from destruction."


     The Council gave their overwhelming approval, by once again standing, and Dale took Meridina from the arms of Meloa.  "Let's go back to the ship, Meridina."


     "Yes......"  Meridina, still weak, was able to put her arms around Dale's neck.  They kissed gently, as they always did in moments of pure love.


     As they did so, the Council suddenly began applauding.  The thunderous roar of their clapping did not even register to Dale and Meridina, as they continued to kiss.  Finally, Dale carried her out of the dome, the applause still reaching their ears.








     Dale stood by Meridina's bed as Bashir finished giving her some medication.  "It will take some time, but she will definately recover.  But I recommend that she stay here for observation for the next week, just to be sure.  Now, what did you say happened?"


     "It was an accident with an electric animal in one of the lakes," Dale lied.


     Bashir understood.  "I don't believe you, but since you don't wish to say what really happened, I'll leave it at that."  This prompted a glance of surprise from Dale.


     The door whooshed open, and Andreys entered.  "The delegates have agreed to your request for a four day delay on the start of the conference.  Our new offensives on our front and the Bajoran front has drawn considerable interest."


     "That's good to hear."  Dale noticed Andreys and Bashir were smiling about something.  "Okay, what's going on?"


     "Well, Julia, you want to tell him?"


     "Are you sure?"


     "He's your friend."


     "Okay."  Andreys smiled, and hugged Dale.  "I'm pregnant."


     Dale leaned backward, and started chuckling.  "Very funny, Julie.  Now...."


     Bashir handed Dale a padd with a picture of the baby on the screen, and Dale stared at it wide-eyed.  "I don't believe this......."








Epilogue








     One week later, Dale returned from the last meeting of the conference, and brought Meridina to his quarters.  There, with her home planet spinning below, they made love in the soft golden sunlight from the Gersallian star.  Afterwards, Dale asked, "Meridina, what worried you the most?  Before you were lashed?"


     Meridina turned toward him.  "I was worried that you would never forgive yourself if I died, and that your anger, and hatred, would destroy you."


     Dale held her hand.  "I love you too much, Meridina.  You are probably right about what would have happened had you died.  After they finished, and before I got to you, I felt so angry.  I knew, I just knew, that if you were dead, I would have probably gone crazy with grief and rage right there."


     In the windows, Gersal disappeared, and soon, was replaced by the streaking stars of warp travel, as the Roddenberry went to warp speed.  "When will you want to return home, Meridina?"


     "For the last eight days, I have considered the matter.  And I know now that Gersal is not my home any longer.  My home is with you.  It is on this ship.  This ship, your crew; they have made me feel as if I were a part of them, even though I am an outsider."


     "We have that way with people."


     They laughed.  After they stopped, Dale put his hand on her cheek, and passionately kissed her.


     They made love again....








     In a different universe, situated in a far away galaxy, a lone figure watched.  "Yes, he will do nicely.  Once he is turned to the Dark Side.....  You have done well, Darth Marda."


     A cloaked persona by him nodded in agreement.  "He is strong of will, as my previous master has discovered.  It will not be easy.  But I shall gladly lay down my life to make his journey to the Dark Side complete....."


