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Prologue

Commander Stephanie Kerrigan was quite concerned.  This in itself was not unusual; she was, after all, the acting chief science officer of the U.S.S. Starlight, and thus a person with very important duties, many of which were undoubtedly concerning.

The reason of her concern was directly related to the reason she was acting chief science officer of the U.S.S. Starlight: the absence of Lieutenant Kendall Johnson.  Even though the two had started out as bitter enemies when he had been assigned as chief science officer instead of her, the two had finally worked out their differences during the Ividian invasion.  Now Kendall was in his quarters and off the active duty roster, and no one, not even Counselor Meyer, would tell her why.

This did have the side effect of giving Stephanie what she had always wanted: command of the science department.  It didn’t feel the way she’d always imagined it would, though.

Stephanie’s ruminations were interrupted by a soft chiming on one of the consoles in the main science lab.  She crossed quickly to the console.  “What is it, Lieutenant?”

Jayla Trinn, normally an engineering officer, had been temporarily assigned during Kendall’s absence as 
Stephanie’s assistant.  “Some sort of sensor ghost in Cluster Kilka-01.”  She checked another readout.  “Not worthy of mention on the Bridge.”

“Computer, display data readout on Cluster Kilka-01,” ordered Stephanie.  Instantly, a report on class-26 comets was replaced by a short dissertation on Cluster Kilka-01.  The two women skimmed it briefly.  Apparently it was a small amount of nebular gases, only five light-hours in diameter.  Most scientists theorized that it was a detached portion of the Alteran Expanse.

 “What’s causing the sensor ghost, specifically?” asked Stephanie.

Jayla shrugged.  “Some gases are moving in irregular patterns.  According to these records, nothing’s ever penetrated Kilka-01 before.”

 “Because they couldn’t, or because they didn’t want to?”  Stephanie moved to another panel.  “I’m going to launch a class five probe.”  Her hand began moving across the console.

 “I’ll join you.”  Jayla quickly made good on her word.

 “Hmm… I wish Kendall was here,” muttered Stephanie.  “He’s spent the past year-and-a-half studying these gases.”

Jayla quirked an eyebrow.  “A year ago, I would have examined my food if I’d heard you say that.”

Stephanie merely shrugged.  “Probe ready for launch.”

The chiming stopped.

“What was that?” demanded Stephanie.  She hastily returned to the sensor panel that had just gone silent.

An ensign was already there and examining the readings.  “The ghost’s disappeared,” he said.

Stephanie pushed him out of her way and ran her own examination.  “Confirmed.  It just blinked out of existence in the middle of Kilka-01.”  She shrugged.  “I’ll note in the daily report and take a look at it later.”

“Should I launch the probe anyway?” asked Jayla, calling across the lab.  “Might turn something up.”

Stephanie nodded.  “Do it.”

Jayla turned back to her console and punched the critical button.  “Probe away.”

Lieutenant Bator skimmed through The Tome of Na’zar.  He had long since exhausted the book’s notes on his people, and all other races that interested him, for that matter.  (Amusingly, humans, who now fancied themselves the most important race that ever traveled the cosmos, had been allocated one sentence in the races of no note section.)

The recent battle at Gildebron III had inspired him to begin a new research project, however.  The Starlight had gained a significant—albeit short-lived—edge during the battle via the installation of an Elorg polaron torpedo launcher.  Unfortunately, the launcher had been damaged beyond repair or research.

The Phobian was currently searching through The Tome in an effort to find schematics or any other information about the launcher.  Such a device would greatly help the Starfleet cause.

He turned his attention to his desktop monitor.  “Computer, display Elorg word for ‘polaron torpedo.’”

The monitor chirped in response and displayed a sequence of characters.  Bator embedded it in his memory, and then turned his attention to the index page beneath him, attempting to find the word.

At one occasion he thought that he had found it, but soon realized it was the Elorg word for “pasta.”

Stephanie perused several reports from the junior science officers, signing off on each one automatically.  Nothing particularly interesting: an analysis of some local comets, the breakdown of the seventh conjugation of the Ka’Tulan language, a commentary on gravimetric shears, and a rehash of an old theory on Berthold radiation.

She wasn’t quite sure why she had wanted command of the science department so much.  It was not particularly interesting when one had no time to do one’s own experiments and could only read of others’.

“Ahem.”  Jayla was standing at the threshold of the small office that had formerly been Kendall’s.

Stephanie looked up from her reports.  “Yes?”

“The class five probe we launched earlier is closing on Kilka-01.”

Stephanie nodded in acknowledgement.  “Just a moment.”  She wrote a note on the Berthold radiation report, telling Ensign Laley that it was only an unoriginal restatement of Doctor Berthold’s original treatise, and had no chance of publication.  She then ordered the computer to transmit it.

Standing up, Stephanie followed Jayla into the main lab.  The experiment tank had been set to holographic mode and was showing a mass of swirling oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, and dilithium hydroxyls: Cluster Kilka-01.

Stephanie studied the image, noting a small silhouette in one corner.  “Computer, magnify Grid R21.”  The image zoomed in but was no more distinct.  “Jayla, move the probe in closer.  Can we get a better scan on that?”

Jayla had already taken up position at the probe control panel.  “Moving in,” she replied.  “I can’t get a better image; there are large amounts of dilithium hydroxyls interfering with our scans in that area.”

For several tense moments the small probe swooped closer, passing through the outer regions of the gas cluster.  Suddenly it exited a large clump of gas, revealing the silhouette for what it truly was: a large manta ray-shaped starship.  Stephanie was the first to recognize it.

“Cardassians.”

Chapter One

Captain Alan Christopher was having a good day—for someone with an unknown and terminal disease, that is.  Despite the fact the entire day had gone well thus far: no major crises, an enjoyable senior staff briefing, a delicious lunch, and a nice interlude with Erin, the fact that he was a dead man lingered in the back of his mind.

“Science lab to Bridge,” announced his comm badge.

So much for profound ruminations, he reflected wryly.  He tapped his badge.  “Christopher here.  Go ahead.”

“Captain!” responded the female voice on the other end in surprise.  “This is Commander Kerrigan.  I suggest you immediately link the viewscreen into the readouts from the class five probe we have in the field.”
Christopher turned to face Lieutenant Marizex, a general-purpose bridge officer (or “pinch hitter,” as Commander Harrison often said) who was currently filling in for Bator.  “Go ahead,” he ordered.

Marizex nodded.  “Linking in.”  He tapped several buttons.  “Coming on screen now.”

The view of the Kilka Sector stars was replaced by an obviously Cardassian starship in a nebula.

“Where is that?” demanded Commander Erin Keller.  “The Alteran Expanse?”

“No,” came the voice of Stephanie.  “Cluster Kilka-01.  It’s a small cloud of nebular gases on the fringe of the sector.”

“You’d better get up here,” ordered Christopher.  “It seems we need you.”  He turned to face Keller.  “Erin, get Bator here as well.”  With that business concluded, he returned his attention to the Cardassian ship on the viewscreen.  “What do our friends, the sensors, have to say about that ship?” he asked.

Marizex was frantically paging through data on his tactical readout.  “It’s a Keldon-class dreadnought,” he announced.  “No identifying marks, but…this is odd…” His voice wandered off.

“Do speak, Lieutenant,” ordered Commander Matthew Harrison.

“It’s painted gray.”

Christopher eyes went wide in mock shock.  “How horrible.”

Marizex was mortified.  “But…sir…Cardassian military ships are always–”

“–yellow.  Yes, I know.  Hold it for now.  Neelar, set a course for Cluster Kilka-01.  Maximum transwarp.  Engage.”

The Starlight quickly accelerated to .99c and disappeared in a flash of green light as it entered a transwarp conduit.

After receiving the summons from Commander Keller, Bator quickly lay The Tome upon his desk and put on his black-and-gray uniform top.  A few scant moments later he was in the turbolift.

Stephanie Kerrigan was already there.  “Going to the bridge?” she asked.  When Bator nodded, she ordered the lift to continue.

“I don’t suppose you know what’s going on?” he asked.

“Actually, I do,” she replied.  She quickly filled him in on the events leading up to Marizex’s astonishing discovery that the dreadnought was gray.

“Gray?”  Bator’s eyebrows plunged downward in thought.  “But Cardassian ships are yellow…”

“I know.”

Just then, the turbolift doors hissed open to reveal the bridge.  “Ah, Bator, Stephanie,” greeted Christopher.  “Take your posts, and get ready to have some fun.  Bator, have Lieutenant Marizex brief you on the situation.”

Bator gently pushed Marizex out of the way, running a check on the console.  “No need.  I’m already aware of the situation.  I have my ways,” he added cryptically.

Christopher looked puzzled but did not pursue it.

Stephanie, meanwhile, was booting up the science panel.  It had been offline, and its functions had been slaved to Keller’s at operations.

“ETA to Kilka-01?” asked Christopher.

“Twenty-six minutes,” replied Neelar.

Christopher sighed.  It seemed like such a long time.

To Christopher’s great surprise/dismay, the twenty-six minutes went by extremely fast, despite the fact they were insipidly boring.  The most interesting occurrence was when the bridge crew speculated on the reason for the gray paint job.  Christopher’s favorite was Bator’s: perhaps the Cardassians had finally run out of yellow paint after one hundred years of using the same vat.

“On final approach to Cluster Kilka-01,” reported Lieutenant Neelar Drayge.

“Take us to impulse,” ordered Christopher.  The Akira-class starship’s engines roared as it slowed to a relative crawl.  The turbulent gases of Kilka-01 now filled the viewscreen.

“There is no change in the position of the Cardassian ship,” said Stephanie.  “Probe telemetry stable.”

“Take us in.”  Christopher leaned forward, eager to see what wonders – and pitfalls – lay in store within. “Go to red alert.”

Before the computer could comply, Harrison interjected.  “Is that wise, sir?  After all, the Cardassians have not yet made a belligerent move – other than progressing this deep into our territory.  It may send a message we are not eager to present.”

“Excellent work, Number Two.  Bator… yellow alert.”  Yellow lights silently flashed along the trim of the Bridge.  This caused the attitudes of the Bridge crew to subtly shift as they became more battle-attuned.

“Number Two?” asked Harrison.  “If you’re going to actually use Starfleet protocol, do it correctly.”

“I can’t,” replied Christopher.  “Erin is my Number One delicate flower.”

Keller beamed at him.  Bator rolled his eyes and grunted.

“Do you find something funny, Lieutenant?” asked Christopher in mock seriousness.  “Perhaps you’ll find this most funny… Open a channel to the Cardassians as soon as the vagaries of the nebula permit.”

“I don’t,” said Bator, but attempted to open the channel anyway.  “A pocket of dilithium hydroxyls is hampering subspace communications in this region.”

“Then why can we communicate with the probe?” asked Neelar.

“The class five has a heavy-duty datalink designed to avoid such problems,” said Stephanie.

“Why don’t we relay our transmission through the probe?” suggested Neelar.  “The Cardassians are practically right on top of it.”

“Good thinking, Lieutenant.”  Christopher smiled.  “I believe that warrants a gold star.  Implement that, Bator.”

Bator rolled his eyes again but wisely did not comment.  “Clear channel coming in…now.”

Christopher reflexively stood up to address the Cardassians.  Even though it was only a one-way audio transmission, he was still compelled to posses that small-to-nonexistent psychological advantage.  “This is Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight to unidentified Cardassian vessel.  Please identify yourself and state your intentions in Federation space.”  He paused, apparently satisfied that this message would elicit a response from the wayward Cardassians.

It did not.  “There is no response,” reported Bator.

“Hydroxyl interference?” queried Harrison.

“Not with such a powerful transmission,” replied Keller before Bator could answer.  “It should have gotten through.”

“Perhaps they are simply ignoring me,” suggested Christopher, “having been annoyed by the brilliance of my rhetoric.  Resend it.  Maybe a second display will inspire them to contact the wondrous being–”

“Ego alert,” muttered Keller, causing those near her to chuckle.

“Never mind,” interrupted Bator.  “They are responding.”

“On screen.”  Christopher turned to face the viewscreen, his posture straightening.

A Cardassian appeared on the viewscreen.  This Cardassian was not clothed in the ordinary Cardassian military fashion: he wore a gray uniform of thick cloth, not armor, with the symbol of the Cardassian Union on his right breast.  His left sleeve was completely white, his right one black.  “I am Gul-Supervisor Oshere of the C.G.S. Gray.  I was not aware that I was intruding in Federation territory.”

“What do you mean?” demanded Christopher.  “This is quite clearly Federation territory!”

“Is it?” asked Oshere in a tranquil manner.  “I was under the mistaken impression that the Kilka Sector and, in fact, a large portion of the Beta Quadrant, belonged to the Elorg Bloc.”  He smiled in an annoyingly ingratiating manner.  “We shall endeavor to rectify the error.”

“The Elorg?” asked Christopher.  “Is that why you’re here?”

“Perceptive of you, Captain Christopher.  I am opening up a dialogue with the Elorg Bloc on behalf of the Gray Order to discuss a possible alliance between our civilizations.”  He smiled again in that same manner.

Christopher was lost for words – a veritable miracle.  “An…alliance…?”

“Yes, I believe that is the word I used.  Synonyms in Federation Standard include coalition, association, union, and pact if you are unsure of the meaning.”

“Captain!” interrupted Bator.  “We have an Elorg destroyer incoming, weapons hot!”

Christopher’s attention suddenly jerked away from the viewscreen to Bator.  “End transmission!  Red Alert!  All hands to battlestations!”

Chapter Two

The destroyer was not the most ferocious vessel in the Bloc’s arsenal.  It was slightly smaller than the Starlight and considerably smaller than the formidable Elorg warship.

However, the destroyer’s weaponry was almost at the level of the Starlight’s, while its maneuverability was far superior.  Combined with the Gray, it was a destructive combination.

It was a combination Captain Christopher would have preferred to avoid.  Unfortunately, one couldn’t exactly go to warp speeds in a gas cloud.

The destroyer fired, its heavy barrage impacting the Starlight’s shields.  The viewscreen lit up with the bright shield flare, momentarily obscuring Christopher’s view of events.  “Evasive maneuvers,” he ordered.  “Try to put some distance between us and them so their sensors will be obscured.”

Neelar nodded, too busy programming his console to reply vocally.  The Starlight began to move deeper into Kilka-01.

“Return fire!” ordered Christopher.  “Target at your discretion.”

Under Bator’s guidance, phaser beams and quantum torpedoes began emanating from the back of the Akira-class starship, striking the destroyer and the Gray.  Their shields flared up momentarily.

“What’s the shield disruption in this nebula?” asked Harrison.

Stephanie called up the library computer.  “Minimal.  Shields will function at ninety-eight percent efficiency.”

Harrison sighed.  “So much for that idea.”

Bator fired a few more rounds and grunted in exasperation.  “I am unable to target from this distance: sensor disruption is too high.  Very shortly I will lose them altogether.”  He sounded thoroughly disgusted toward the gas cluster.

Keller snapped her fingers as an idea suddenly came to her.  “What if we set the probe to tail the Gray’s movements?” she asked.  “I don’t think they’ve detected it.”

“Do it,” ordered Christopher.  “They could be sneaking up upon us from another direction right now.  Try to get us out of here, Neelar.”

The Starlight suddenly took a narrow plunge downward, barely avoiding a Cardassian spiral-wave disruptor beam.  “Never mind, they are sneaking up on us,” said Christopher.  Neelar sent the ship into a series of rolls that lead it toward the edge of Kilka-01 and away from the Gray.

“The probe has locked onto the Cardassian vessel,” reported Stephanie.  “Establishing constant datalink to tactical console.”

Bator’s console bleeped with its sudden acquisition.  “Opening fire.”

More quantum torpedoes discharged from the rear launchers, striking the Gray and interrupting its pursuit of the Starlight.

“Approaching the edge of Cluster Kilka-01,” Neelar reported.

Ahead of the starship, the gaseous mists were clearing, revealing open space…

…and the Elorg destroyer.

“Full forward firepower!” ordered Harrison, before anyone else had gotten a handle on what was going on.  “Now!”

By reflex, Bator immediately obeyed his superior’s orders, letting loose with everything the Starlight had to offer.  The destroyer’s shields flared up most brightly under the stress, and the ship quickly moved to avoid the shots.

“I’m reading another incoming Cardassian vessel,” reported Keller.  “A Telok-class heavy cruiser.”

“On screen,” ordered Christopher.  A Cardassian vessel emerging from warp space replaced the Elorg destroyer.  “This is not good…”

“The cruiser is charging weapons,” announced Bator.

“Evasive maneuvers!”  Harrison’s response was once again swift and immediate.

“They are firing–” Everyone instinctually braced themselves for a jolt. “–on the Elorg.”  Bator quickly changed the view of the screen once again.  The weapons volley ripped into the shields of the destroyer.  “Their shields are down.”

“Wha–” began Neelar.

“Never mind why,” interrupted Christopher, “fire on that destroyer!”

Bator’s phaser beams lanced out and struck the Elorg vessel, destroying it.  The resulting explosion engulfed the Starlight and the Cardassian vessel, but did not scathe them.

“I’ve identified the Cardassian cruiser,” reported Keller.  “It’s the C.D.S. Ti’shar.”

“The Ti’shar?” echoed Harrison.  “Gul Kadar’s ship?”

“Gul who?” asked Christopher.

“He was the gul we interacted with during the mishap with that organic Dominion dreadnought,” explained Harrison.  “I believe you and Commander Keller were incarcerated by the Velora at the time.”

Christopher nodded.  “Hail them.”

A stony-faced Cardassian appeared on the screen moments later.  Christopher thankfully noted that he was in the traditional Cardassian battle armor.

“I am Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight,” he began.

The Cardassian held up a hand to interrupt.  “I know who you are.  We have no time.  Where is the Gray?”

Stephanie checked her link to the probe.  “Still in Kilka-01,” she reported.  “It will emerge in a minute or so if it continues on its present course.”

The Cardassian nodded.  “We must conceal ourselves in the fringes of the gas cluster and fire upon it as it emerges.”  He appeared completely stoic.  “Do your part, Captain Christopher, and I shall do mine.  Ti’shar out.”

“Do it, Neelar,” ordered Christopher.  He turned to face Harrison.  “Gul Kadar?” he asked.

“The same,” Harrison confirmed.

“What a charming fellow,” commented Christopher sarcastically.

“He is,” conceded Harrison.  “In our previous meeting, it took some time before anything broke through that façade of his.”

“We are in position,” reported Neelar.  “The Gray will emerge from the gas cluster momentarily.”

“Give us a view from the probe,” ordered Christopher, returning his attention to the matter at hand.

The viewscreen flickered again and showed the tail end of the Gray.  The Keldon-class dreadnought was just about to exit the nebula…

“Fire!” ordered Christopher.  Orange beams lanced out and struck the Gray.  Moments later they were joined by yellow ones.  As he watched, the Starlight and Ti’shar revealed themselves.

“The Gray has suffered minor damage,” reported Bator.  “It will not, however, be able to survive a sustained battle with both ourselves and the Ti’shar.”

“They are preparing to jump to transwarp,” added Keller.

Indeed, the ship on screen was angling in another direction, in preparation for the jump.

“Target their warp nacelles and fire!” ordered Christopher.

Just as the Gray began to crackle with the yellow-green energy that signified a transwarp jump, a phaser beam impacted one of the three tiny nacelles on the rear of the starship.  The ship began to spin, but entered the transwarp conduit, its engines screaming.  A moment later the probe followed.  The viewscreen showed the green-and-black interior of the conduit for a moment and then went blank.

“Transmission lost,” reported Stephanie.

“What happened?” demanded Christopher.

“It went into an uncontrolled flight,” replied Neelar.  “There’s no telling where it will end up.  The conduit could proceed on any random vector.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73749.3: In coordination with the Ti’shar we have implemented a standard search pattern for the Gray.  In the meantime, Gul Kadar and one “Supervisor Eleriol” have come aboard to explain the current situation.

The Starlight’s senior staff (minus Kendall and plus Stephanie, of course) had assembled in the conference lounge.  Gul Kadar had joined them at the opposite end of the table, while the enigmatic Eleriol stood to one side.

Eleriol had not spoken a single word since coming aboard.  She had simply stood in one corner, watching everyone.  She was dressed neither battle armor, nor the curious gray uniform of Gul-Supervisor Oshere.  Instead, she wore what passed for civilian clothes amongst the Cardassians.

Christopher spoke first.  “Just what exactly is going on here?” he asked.

Kadar contemplated the question for a moment before responding.  “It is a long story.  Shall I start with the beginning?”

“Try to keep it short.”

“I will endeavor to do so.”  He took in a deep breath and began.  “In the past two decades, the Cardassian Union has lagged behind the other major powers in the size of its military.  No matter what we do, the crippling losses we suffered during the Dominion War continue to hamper us.  Recently, the Detapa Council finally admitted this fact and decided to make more ‘efficient’ use of the ships we already had.

“They designed a new arm of the government.  This organization would combine the talents of the Militia and the Obsidian Order by staffing ships with the best military minds and most cunning operatives.  The strengths of these two organizations combined would counteract the weaknesses of their ships.

“I and many others–” He nodded toward Eleriol. “–considered it a foolish idea.  However, a few saw ways for themselves to gain power and applied for transfers.  Just a few months ago the flagship of this new organization – the Gray Order – went into operation: the C.G.S. Gray your ship just encountered.”

“Why the Gray Order?” asked Doctor Sarah Hartman.  “Does that term have any special meaning?”

Eleriol spoke up for the first time.  “Historically, in older, planet-bound incarnations of the Cardassian Union, the Militia was always represented by white and the Obsidian Order by black.  The Gray Order is thus a perfect mixing of the two.”

Kadar nodded.  “She is correct.  The Gray Order began forging massive power for itself.  Already, it possesses the ears of over half the Council.  And an overly large sense of its self-importance.

“The Gray Order knew what the Detapa Council did: we were behind the other major powers.  But they presumed to know a course of action: an alliance with the Elorg.”

“What?” exclaimed Overseer Talyere Rosat.  “An alliance with my people is suicide.  They will gradually seize control of your planet so slowly that you do not realize it is being done.  The entire procedure is laid out in The Tome of Na’zar.”

“Didn’t your people learn anything during the Dominion War?” added Commander Lucas Tompkins.

Eleriol sighed.  “We did.  There is a common proverb that was coined during the Reconstruction: ‘Better to die than live on life support.’  They didn’t.  The Gray Order believes it can use Elorg force to seize control of the Union.  They will then proceed to assist the Elorg in waging war against the Federation.”

“Exactly what Gul Skrain Dukat did twenty years ago,” sighed Christopher.  “‘Those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it.’”

“Our sentiments exactly,” said Kadar.  “Most of the councilors controlled by the Gray Order quickly turned against them.  The Ti’shar was dispatched to stop the Gray along with her Obsidian Order team as a supplement.”  He jerked his head toward Eleriol.

“The gul is mistaken,” said Eleriol, moving from her steady position toward the table.  “My team was assigned to stop the Gray.  He is merely along to provide transportation.”

“Wait one moment, Supervisor!” exclaimed Kadar.  “My orders from Central Command clearly indicate that…”

“And my orders from the Directorate specify that–”

“Enough.”  The steady voice of Captain Christopher cut across the room, silencing the two arguers.  “I have a question: only one ship?”

Eleriol began to protest the ship was only along for transportation, but was cut off by Kadar.  “The plot was discovered only a few days ahead of time.  The Ti’shar was the only ship close enough to get here at conventional warp speeds – only the Gray Order has transwarp.”

Christopher nodded.  “What was the Gray doing in Kilka-01?”

“As far as our agents can tell, waiting to rendezvous with the Elorg,” answered Eleriol.  “That destroyer you destroyed probably would have escorted them to another location.”

“Makes sense,” input Stephanie.  “If we hadn’t’ve launched that class five probe, we would have never detected them with all the dilithium hydroxyls in there.”

A comm chime interrupted the discussion.  “Captain, this is the Bridge,” began Marizex.

“Yes, Lieutenant?” asked Christopher.

“We’re receiving a signal from probe again.  It’s located the Gray.”

“Where is it?” queried Harrison.

“In the Alteran Expanse with the Elorg City Ship.”

Chapter Three

Captain Christopher flew onto the Bridge, closely tailed by Commander Harrison, Gul Kadar, Supervisor Eleriol, and the rest of the senior staff.  Hartman, Tompkins, Talyere, and Meyer, as well as the two Cardassians, stayed on the Bridge to observe what was going on.

“Put the Gray on screen,” Christopher ordered only moments after crossing the threshold.  The senior Bridge officers quickly took their spots.

The viewscreen flickered once again.  They could see the Gray floating near the massive Elorg City Ship, the Jevian.

“It’s too late,” stated Kadar in what was almost a moaning tone.  “The negotiations have already begun.”

“If we could destroy the Gray,” began Eleriol, “that would buy the Detapa Council enough time to restrain the Gray Order back home.”

Kadar turned to face Christopher.  “I don’t suppose any other Federation vessels are close enough?”

Christopher shook his head.  “None.  We sent out a signal when we first sighted the Gray via our probe, but…” He let the sentence hang.

“We need to separate the Gray from the Jevian,” mused Harrison.  “We could take her out then.”

“It,” said Kadar.  When Harrison gave him a confused look he explained, “Not she.  We Cardassians do not assign gender to vessels.”

“Dilithium hydroxyls.”  Everybody turned to stare at Stephanie, who had just spoken.  “The dilithium hydroxyls we’ve been having so much trouble scanning through,” she continued.  “If we could collect them and deploy them as we attacked, the Jevian wouldn’t be able to see the Gray.”

“Or us,” Keller added excitedly.

“Could we do that?” Christopher asked Lucas.

Lucas assumed a contemplative pose.  “I believe so,” he replied after a few moments.  “The Bussard collectors would only have to be slightly altered.  We could store the hydroxyls in the secondary deuterium tank and launch them via particle beam from the navigational deflector.”

“Could you do that as well?” asked Christopher, speaking to Kadar.

“Maybe… What is a Bussard collector?”

“It collects–” began Lucas.

Eleriol cut him off.  “A space matter-acquisition sink.”

“Ah.  Yes, I believe so.”  Kadar’s mouth widened into a smile, which looked out of place on his face.  “I’ll have to return to the Ti’shar and discuss it with my chief engineer.”

“Do it,” said Christopher.  “Lieutenant Marizex, escort our guests back to the transporter room.”

“Wait!” interrupted Harrison.  “How will we keep track of the Gray within the cloud of hydroxyls?”  Before anyone could answer, he realized it himself.  “Of course.  The Class five probe.”

“Handy device, isn’t it?” quipped Christopher.  “‘The Little Probe That Could.’”

Kadar cleared his throat to catch Christopher’s attention once more and the saluted him in the Cardassian fashion: clenched fist over heart.  “Thank you for your assistance, Captain Christopher.  You will be remembered by the Union.”

Christopher returned it with the Starfleet salute.  “Thank you, Gul Kadar.  You will be remembered by the Federation.”

Once the two Cardassians and Marizex had left, Christopher addressed his crew.  “Lucas, Stephanie, get to work.  I want the rest of you to take a few hours off until we’re ready to attack.”

Once Bator had showered and gotten a quick bite from his personal replicator, he returned to The Tome of Na’zar.  Having given up utilizing the index to find “polaron torpedo,” he was now simply paging through one of the few sections on weapons in general to find anything of interest.

In the middle of the sprawling scroll of Na’zar, something strange caught his eye.  It was a solid segment of what he recognized as Elorg computer code.  He quickly typed the heading into his console’s translation program.  It displayed the Standard version: “Weapon Amplification Program for Upgrading Starships Seized by the Elorg Bloc.”

This could be useful, thought Bator.  He quickly left his quarters to see Talyere.

“Interesting,” observed Talyere, a few minutes later.  “I did not recall this program.  It has been many years since I read this section of The Tome – I have always found it most boring.  Not Na’zar’s best work.”

“Is it safe?” asked Bator.

“I would presume so,” said Talyere.  “I have no doubt that it is intended to be safe if it is for Elorg use.”  He shrugged.  “It may be incompatible with your computer systems, however.  Test it in an isolated holodeck program first.”

Bator closed The Tome with a loud thump.  “Thank you, my friend.”

“I am glad to assist,” said Talyere with a lingering smile.

“EVA!?”

“I believe that is what I said,” replied Lucas, irritably.

“But it makes me queasy!” protested Jayla.

“It makes everybody in the damn ’Fleet queasy,” muttered Lucas before ordering her, “Suit up.”

Jayla’s protest died on her lips in response to the direct order.

A few minutes later, the pair materialized in X/E suits on the top of the port nacelle.  The infinite vastness of space hung off the ship in every direction.

“I’m going to be sick,” moaned Jayla.

Lucas snorted and handed her a small device.  “Here.  Get to work.”  He pointed to a similar device embedded in the nacelle at their feet.  “You replace this one and I’ll get the other two.”

Leaving her to deal with her own problems, Lucas walked along the nacelle until he was hanging at a 120-degree angle from the “level” of the ship.  “This looks odd,” he muttered, glancing downward at the Starlight, which was now beneath him.  From this angle it looked as one traditionally imagined a derelict.

He bent down to the ground to remove the small intake manifold sensor – the three such sensors on each nacelle had to be replaced with heavy-duty models that could withstand the interference from the dilithium hydroxyls.

It was a simple task and he finished his two very quickly.  A brisk pace brought him back to where he had left Jayla.

Jayla still hadn’t removed the first sensor.  Sweat was dripping down her face, and her hands were shaking violently.  “Beam back,” he told her.  “I didn’t know it was this bad.  Send someone else.”

Jayla shook her head and continued to try to remove the manifold sensor.  Lucas noticed that her skin was pale, making her spots stand out on her face.  He bent down to assist her.

Deftly, he removed the sensor from its slot and was beginning to move the heavy-duty module into place when he heard a retching sound over the comm.  He slowly looked up to see the interior of Jayla Trinn’s space helmet, and subsequently cringed.

“Lovely.  Just lovely.”

“Lieutenant!” called out a voice.  “Neelar!”

Neelar Drayge turned around to see Captain Christopher emerging from the mess hall behind him.  “Yes, sir?”

“Call me Alan,” he reminded.  “I wanted to speak with you during dinner, but you left before I could.  Gul Kadar contacted me earlier and expressed concern about the upcoming battle.”

Neelar frowned.  “In what way?”

“He’s never fought Elorg before other than our short skirmish out Cluster Kilka-01.  He needs somebody that knows the way Elorg think in case we get into battle with them.  We’re trying to avoid it, but it may happen all the same.”

“Me, sir?” squeaked Neelar.

“Who better than one who has flown against them?” asked Christopher rhetorically.  “Lieutenant Marizex is perfectly capable of taking over for you.”

Neelar sighed, resigned to his fate.  “I’ll beam over shortly.  I don’t need to pack anything, do I?”

“That’s the spirit!” exclaimed Christopher, slapping Neelar on the back.  He began to return to the mess hall doors, but stopped to add, “No, you won’t be needing to pack…unless you think you’ll be staying a while?”  His eyes twinkled.  “I hear that kanar is almost palatable after a few weeks.”

Neelar made a hasty exit.

Stephanie Kerrigan carefully jumped from the catwalk over the secondary deuterium tank, onto the massive tank, causing the voluminous container to reverberate loudly.

“Drop me a toolbox!” she called up to one of the junior engineers, whose name she had forgotten only a scant few moments after learning it.  Something boring like Nerbweep.

The toolbox was obligingly lowered a few moments later on a length of conducting cable.  She grabbed a microlathe and a heliospanner and began attacking one of the self-sealing stem bolts on the tank with it.

“Hah!” she exclaimed several minutes later.  The modifications would allow the bolt’s forcefield structure to withstand the pressures of the dilithium hydroxyls.  She quickly moved on to the next bolt.  Within fifteen minutes she had conquered the entire tank.

Ready to leave, she glanced up.  The unnamed ensign had disappeared – along with his cable.  Going back up to the catwalk was no option, then.  She looked down.  For the first time she realized how high the deuterium tank was – three decks above the first level of engineering.  It appeared going down was not an option, either.

“Help?”

Bator stepped onto the holodeck, where he had set up a simulation of the Starlight’s Bridge.  It was completely identical, except for its lack of personnel, in every way to the real bridge.  It even showed the same viewscreen image: the interior of Cluster Kilka-01, where the Starlight and the Ti’shar were currently collecting the dilithium hydroxyls.

He lay The Tome of Na’zar face down on the tactical console, opened to the page with the computer code.  He ordered the computer to scan it in.  The console blinked out for a moment before reappearing with an image of the page.  He quickly removed The Tome and cropped the image down to the code he needed.

“Computer, translate code into AlphaBASIC and download.  Do not execute.”

“Confirmed,” bleeped the computer happily.  Bator watched as code appeared on screen.  It was a lot longer in AlphaBASIC.

“Implement,” he ordered.

Immediately the computer screen dissolved into static.  Emitting a series of beeps that sounded disturbingly like an Elorg computer, it soon reactivated with an Elorg tactical console.  Bator activated the translation program and the Elorg writing was replaced by something a bit more understandable.

He decided to give it a try and fired phasers.

The beams the simulated viewscreen displayed were blood red, not orange – and had one-point-three times the destructive power.  The quantum torpedoes looked the same, but were three times as effective against shielded objects.  The Starlight’s own shields had gone up a level of 109% and were slightly metaphasic.

“Astounding,” murmured Bator.  He would have to take it to Captain Christopher immediately.

Chapter Four

Alan Christopher awoke from his light sleep to the sound of his comm badge beeping.  “Kerrigan to Christopher.  Kerrigan to Christopher.”

He sat up, rubbing his head, and slapped the badge where it lay on the bedside table.  “Christopher here.”

“Our secondary deuterium tank is filled with dilithium hydroxyls.  So is the Ti’shar’s.”

“Is it enough?” asked Christopher.

Kerrigan chuckled.  “Captain, the amount of hydroxyls in each ship alone would be enough to separate the Gray.”

“Thank you, Commander.  Call the senior staff back to duty.  Christopher out.”

He sprung from bed and pinned on his comm badge – he had been dozing in his uniform.  Consequently, it was now all wrinkled, but he didn’t exactly have the time to change.  His immaculate public image would just have to suffer.

Going down the corridor to the turbolift, he ran into Bator.  “Captain!” exclaimed Bator, handing him a PADD.  “I had been hoping to run into you.”

Christopher gave the PADD a cursory glance as he summoned the turbolift using his command override.  “What is it?”

“An Elorg program I found in The Tome of Na’zar.  The Elorg used it to upgrade the weapons of captured ships.”  He reached over and hit a button, calling up the reports of the new weapons abilities.

The turbolift doors opened and the two stepped in.

“Bridge,” ordered Christopher.  He then proceeded to read the chart.  “Astounding,” he commented.  “Is it safe?”

“Talyere said it was, but I checked it in holodeck simulations to be sure.  Everything was fine.”

Christopher returned the PADD.  “Program it in once we’re on the Bridge and activate it when I give the order.  This should surprise the Gray a bit.”

The turbolift doors hissed open and the two took their positions.  Over the next ninety seconds the rest of the Bridge crew emerged from the lift and prepared their consoles.

Once the entire crew was present, Christopher ordered Bator to hail the Ti’shar.  “Gul Kadar,” greeted Christopher once the stoic Cardassian appeared on screen.  “Supervisor Eleriol,” he added, noticing the Obsidian Order agent at his side.

“Captain Christopher,” chorused Kadar and Eleriol – by accident.  The two glared at each other.

“We are ready to proceed.  You?”

“The same,” replied Kadar.  “I suggest a speed of warp 9.99.”

“I agree.”  Christopher turned his attention to the helm.  “Lieutenant Marizex, set in a course for the location of the Gray and the Jevian, warp 9.99.  Engage.”  He heard over the commlink as Kadar echoed the sentiments to his own helmsman.

“How’s Lieutenant Drayge?” asked Christopher, out of curiosity, as well as concern for the Bolian’s well being.

“Fine.”  Kadar tapped his panel, causing the camera to pan to the right.  There stood Neelar, looking somewhat uneasy – though not as uneasy as Christopher would have expected.  Something had happened on the test flight of the Aztec that Christopher still had not deciphered as of yet.  It had made the young helmsman a bit more stoic and withdrawn.

“How is it, Lieutenant?”

“Fine.  A bit warmer than I’m used to, but…” He shrugged and smiled.

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73753.2: We are now only minutes away from the Alteran Expanse.  Fortunately, the Cardassian warp core is apparently impervious to the verteron radiation that renders the nebula unapproachable by most ships.  This is a development the Corps of Engineers will have to investigate.

Neither the Gray nor the Jevian seems to have detected us as of yet.  This is undoubtedly due to medium-level amount of dilithium hydroxyls already present in the Alteran Expanse.

“Approaching boundary of the Expanse,” reported Marizex.  “The Ti’shar is dropping out of warp.”

“Do the same,” ordered Christopher.

The stars sliding past the Akira-class starship slowed to a stop.  The huge nebula loomed before them.

“Ready particle stream,” ordered Christopher.  “Take us into the Expanse on a steady course for the two ships.”

The Starlight slipped through the outer reaches of the nebula with ease.  Around them, ignited plasma streamers discharged in lightning form from excited gravitational eddies, but none of them hit the two starships.

Out of the depths loomed a huge shape: the City Ship.  Christopher could barely make out the small shape of the Gray against its hull.  “Signal the Ti’shar,” he ordered.  When Bator nodded, he spoke.  “Are you ready, Gul?”

“Affirmative, Captain,” came the voice of Kadar.  “Firing particle stream in six… five… four… three… two… one…”
Christopher thought that starting from six was rather unusual, until he recalled that Cardassian thought patterns were centered on the number three and its multiples.  He couldn’t go around ascribing human – or Ka’Tulan – attributes to them.

“Zero.”

Keller hit a button and streams of silver shot forth from the deflector dishes of both ships.  “Particle beam steady,” she announced.

The further the beams went on, the more spread out they became.  They completely engulfed the Jevian – not to mention the considerably smaller Gray.

“Begin attack,” commanded Christopher.  “Remember to try to force the Gray to stay within the cloud.”  Both Marizex and Bator nodded; they had not needed the reminder, but Christopher had wanted to verbally reinforce the battle tactic they had developed en route.

The screen was consumed by static almost immediately upon entering the gleaming silver cloud; the problem of the dilithium hydroxyls was compounded by the fact that the Starlight was still firing them.

“How much did you guys pack in there?” asked Harrison in amazement.

Stephanie raised an eyebrow.  “Oh, about enough to hide a medium-sized planet,” she replied while keeping a careful eye on the deflector readouts.

“Switch to tactical display,” ordered Christopher, irked by the static-filled viewscreen.  A sensor readout from the probe appeared, displaying the area.  A silver shaded area showed the gas cloud.  Within the cloud were two blue dots – the Starlight and the Ti’shar – and two yellow dots – the Gray and the Jevian.  The blue dots were closing on the yellow dot that represented the Gray.

“Within weapons range,” proclaimed Bator.

“Fire at will,” ordered Christopher.  Though he could not see it, he listened to the whines of the phaser beams and the bursts of the quantum torpedoes.  On the tactical display the Ti’shar moved in on the Gray from the other side to cut it off.

“Minor damage to its shields,” reported Bator.  “It is unable to locate us.”

A small cheer went up from the unoccupied Bridge crewmembers.

“Hold your donkeys, people,” admonished Christopher.  “It’s not over yet.”

“Horses,” said Harrison.

“What?” asked Christopher, a might bewildered by his XO’s mentions of beasts of burden.

“Horses, not donkeys.  Wrong animal.”

Christopher shrugged.  “Terran expressions are my forte; but that doesn’t mean I know all of them.  Even I make mistakes – very rarely, though.”

Harrison replied with an undignified snort.

“Lieutenant Bator,” said Christopher, endeavoring to escape the situation by changing the subject, “how about testing out your weapons program?”

Bator smiled.  “My pleasure, sir.  Computer, implement program Bator-Na’zar-One.”

Immediately, the consoles were consumed by static – all of them.  And nothing else happened.

“I’ve lost all control!” exclaimed Marizex, hammering on his helm console.

“Lieutenant, did this happen on the holodeck?” demanded Christopher, coming out of his seat to stand beside Bator at the tactical console.

The Phobian shook his head.  “Only to the tactical console, and it reactivated with an Elorg design moments later.”

“What happened?” demanded Harrison.

Bator and Christopher gave a quick rundown on what Bator had discovered in The Tome of Na’zar.

Harrison nodded.  “Maybe it’s a failsafe, for in case the program was activated by non-Elorg.”

“But why did it work on the holodeck?” asked Bator.

Christopher agreed.  “I sense something more insidious occurring here.  In all likelihood, it is a failsafe, but of a different sort – one designed to keep The Tome of Na’zar from falling into the wrong hands.”

Harrison caught on.  “It must have been designed to work in simulation to keep any users from discovering the trap until it was too late…

“Like it is now.”

“Sir!” called out the gri at sensors.  “The Starlight has ceased to function.”

“What?” asked Gul Kadar and Lieutenant Drayge simultaneously.  Both crossed the Bridge of the Ti’shar to join the young Cardassian.

The gri pointed at his readouts.  “Everything suddenly deactivated.”

“Hail them,” Kadar ordered his operations officer.

The operations officer – an even younger gorr – shook his head.  “It is no use, sir.  All their systems are offline.”

“Continue firing,” ordered Kadar.  He turned to face Eleriol, where she still stood by his command chair.  “What do you make of this, Supervisor?”

“What I make of this is that my transportation is woefully inadequate,” she replied haughtily.  “If only the Obsidian Order was permitted to maintain vessels.”

“You know what happened last time it did,” shot back Kadar.  “I think they call it the Omarion Nebula Massacre.”

“Enough!” exploded Neelar.  “You two are professionals; act like it!”

Kadar sniffed proudly.  “I know the Militia is run by professionals; I have my doubts about the Obsidian Order, though.”  He returned to his command chair, pointedly ignoring Eleriol as he passed her.

Neelar sighed.  His attempt at diffusing the argument had only given the two another point to bicker over.

Further exacerbation of the situation was prevented by an announcement of the gorr at operations.  “I am receiving an incoming hail from a Federation vessel,” he said, confused.  “The U.S.S. Aztec, NX-88592.”

“I thought all Federation vessels were too distant to get here in time,” Kadar said to Neelar.

“It’s the Starlight’s primary support craft,” said Eleriol.  “You could actually bother to read the intelligence reports I deign to give you.”

“On screen,” commanded Kadar, ignoring the Supervisor once more.

Harrison and Keller appeared.  Behind them Neelar could see the interior of the Aztec.  “What happened?” he asked before anyone could say anything.

“An Elorg program from The Tome of Na’zar has shut down the ship,” replied Keller.  “Talyere thinks he can fix it… with the computational resources of a starbase.”

“Are we supposed to continue fighting alone, then?” demanded Kadar.

Harrison said, “We have no other choice if you want to stop the Elorg from allying with the Gray Order.”

“What about using the Aztec?” asked Neelar.

Keller shook her head.  “No power for the bay doors.”

“We don’t have the power to defeat the Gray alone!” protested Kadar, his stoicism disturbed once again.

“I’m sorry,” replied Harrison, cutting the link.

“Plot an escape course,” ordered Kadar.  “Prepare to get us out here.”

“What are you doing?” exclaimed Eleriol.  “We must destroy the Gray!”

Kadar shook his head.  “We will lose, even with our current advantage.  We are no good to the Union dead.”

“I order you to continue fighting,” said Eleriol.

“This is not your mission,” replied Kadar, turning his back on her.  “It is mine.”

“It is mine.”

“Stop it!” shouted Neelar, surprising even himself at his vehemence.  “You are acting like children.”

“Militiamen have the minds of children,” muttered Eleriol.

“Look here,” said Neelar, ignoring her comment, “What is the strength of the Gray Order?”

Neither one answered

“It’s ability to combine the Obsidian Order’s cunning with the Militia’s might,” said Neelar in exasperation.  “You have to fight plasma with plasma.”

“Er?”  Kadar was confused by the Bolian saying.

“Lightning with lightning,” clarified Eleriol.

“Sorry.”  Neelar blushed a darker shade of blue.  “Gul Kadar, could you hammer down the Gray’s shields in one area enough to transmit a transporter beam through?”

“Yes,” replied Kadar, not sure where it was leading.  “But to what end?”

“And could you, Supervisor Eleriol, beam over with your team and sabotage the vessel?” finished Neelar.

“Yes!” replied Eleriol.  “What a devious suggestion.”

“I agree,” said Kadar.  “Worthy of a Cardassian.”  He spoke a few private words to the gri at tactical, telling him to carry out the attack plan.

The Ti’shar began its attack against the Keldon dreadnought again in earnest, consistently hammering at the shield section behind the three warp nacelles.  The Gray returned fire with its formidable arsenal, and a few shots actually struck home, damaging the Telok destroyer.

“Target shields at twelve percent,” reported the operations officer.

“I will join my team in the transporter room,” offered Eleriol, stepping into the turbolift at the back of the Bridge.

“More firepower!” demanded Kadar.

“We don’t have any,” protested the tactical officer.

Suddenly the deck rocked, sending Cardassians and Bolian flying.  Consoles sparked; the helmsman was thrown to the floor with severe head wounds and burns.

“I’ll take the helm,” offered Neelar.  He plopped down in the seat and attempted to decode the unfamiliar controls.  “Hmmmm…activate translation matrix?”

“Select target language,” replied the computer in a grating Cardassian voice.

“Federation Standard.”  The panel display rippled and the Cardassian script was replaced by its Federation equivalent.  It was still in a Cardassian configuration, but he could cope.

A quick examination of the console yielded him a piece of useful information: the Ti’shar was on the verge of colliding with the Jevian.  The Elorg City Ship could not see them, but its large size made it easy for Neelar to find even in the thick of the dilithium hydroxyls cloud.

Neelar quickly threw the Ti’shar into a hard spin, narrowly avoiding the Jevian, and propelled it back toward the Gray.

Having saved everybody, he glanced around the Bridge.  Gul Kadar was the only man still on his feet; the rest of the Bridge crew had been knocked cold.  “I’ll take weapons,” Kadar offered weakly.  “We can still fight.”

Neelar watched on his sensor board as they neared the Gray.  The dreadnought was attempting to escape the influence of the hydroxyls.  Before it could get anywhere, Kadar fired a sustained burst of the spiral-wave disruptor and a volley of quantum torpedoes.  “Target shield grid collapsed,” he reported with a grin.  “Notifying transporter room to energize.”  He tapped several buttons on his console.  “Now move us to a safe distance, Lieutenant Drayge.  We’ll play it safe until the Supervisor signals for beam-up.”

Supervisor Eleriol and the eight others in her team materialized in a darkened corridor aboard the Gray Order flagship.  Yellow emergency lights flashed, giving them a sporadic view.

Eleriol’s secondary, a man named Remeev, removed a small device from his utility belt.  He placed it on a darkened wall panel and the panel suddenly lit up.  He tapped in a series of commands, ordering it to display schematics.  A few moments of study gave him his answer.  “We are two decks above main engineering.”

Eleriol nodded in acknowledgment.  “Come along.  Draw your weapons.  I will take the lead.”

Each of the agents drew a small pocket disruptor about three inches long, except for Remeev, who drew a large disruptor rifle.  He activated its parvalight attachment, brightening the corridor.

Eleriol quickly jogged down the hallway, the seven others tailing behind her.  Each agent wore dark black combat fatigues with an Obsidian Order symbol on the cuff of both sleeves.  She soon arrived at a turbolift door.  It did not open automatically.

One of the agents placed a small forcefield generator between the door panels.  The forcefield expanded, pushing the doors apart.  Below they saw a deep shaft; above was the turbocar, wedged between the two decks.

Eleriol leapt across the shaft, grabbing the ladder.  The clank echoed down into the bowels of the ship.  She began climbing down, and the others similarly leapt across the shaft and followed her down.

Two decks down brought her where she wanted to be – the doors to main engineering.  She called up the shaft for the forcefield generator.  It was dropped down to her.  She attempted to place it on the small ledge across from her, but the Gray chose that moment to be hit by weapons fire and the generator fell down the shaft, clunking as it hit the bottom.

Eleriol sighed and took her pocket disruptor from where she had tucked it into her waistband and fired it at the door.  It exploded in a cascade of sparks, and she leapt across the shaft instantly.

The engineers within – who were all wearing those accursed black-gray-white uniforms – were somewhat surprised by the explosion of their turboshaft door.  Eleriol took advantage of this confusion and quickly shot several of them.  They fell to the deck, dead.

Moments later Remeev joined her, having jumped through the lift doors.  He fired a few rounds as well.  The remaining engineers ducked behind workstations.  Moments later they began shooting back from behind their newfound cover.  As they were unable to see their targets, they missed consistently.

Undisturbed, Eleriol and Remeev waited for the rest of the team to emerge from to shaft.  Once they had, the agents lined up in a row facing the hiding engineers.

“Open fire,” commanded Eleriol.  Immediately each agent turned his disruptor on a different workstation, burning through them in a matter of moments.  The engineers were dead soon thereafter.

“Place explosive charges here…here…and here,” ordered Remeev, surveying the room.  “And there as well,” he added, noticing an additional target.  Several agents made haste to obey; the remaining agents took up sentry positions.

Eleriol supervised – that was, after all, her job title – and watched as the various charges were placed about the room.  This was a competent group, all right, and she had enjoyed serving with them thus far.

Disruptor fire crossed the room, striking three of her agents.  They crumpled instantly.

It was emanating from the turboshaft they had come through.  No one had been monitoring it, as none had expected an attack from that direction.  There were, after all, three other functional turbolifts leading to main engineering.

Which was, of course, why the Gray Order troops had chosen it to attack.  Though Eleriol did not like to admit it, they weren’t stupid.

She returned fire immediately, killing three or four.  Remeev returned fire as well.  The two of them dropped behind the warp core moments later.  There was no way they would be attacked now; a rupture of the warp core would destroy the ship.

Eleriol checked her scanner.  According to it, her entire team was already…dead.  “Can we detonate the charges?” she asked Remeev.

He shook his head.  “They weren’t activated before they attacked.”

She listened as the footsteps of the Gray soldiers grew closer.  “A chain reaction might do it.  Hand me your rifle.”  He did.  She activated the overload function, stifled his protests, and threw it across the room at one of the charges.

It skidded to a stop right in front of it, whining loudly.  The whining grew louder and everyone reflexively covered his or her ears.

Eleriol pulled out her comm-unit.  “Infiltration team to Ti’shar.  Beam us back.”

There was only static in response.

The rifle’s whining reached an extraordinarily high pitch, and it exploded.  The inferno that resulted took out a large portion of main engineering and had the added bonus of detonating a nearby charge.

The second charge’s explosion ripped out a sizably larger chunk of engineering and came perilously close to the warp core.  However, it did not touch the core, but instead left it unharmed.

It did, however, detonate another charge.  This one destroyed the warp core containment field…

…and a short time later, the ship.

Chapter Five

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73759.4: I am pleased to record that, despite complications from The Tome of Na’zar’s false program, the C.G.S. Gray was destroyed, ending negotiations between the Gray Order and the Elorg Bloc.  Special recognition must be given to Lieutenant Neelar Drayge, Gul Kadar, and the crew of the C.D.S. Ti’shar, including Supervisor Eleriol, who was the only member of the Obsidian Order mission to the Gray that survived.

The Ti’shar is currently towing us to Starbase 241, where Overseer Rosat will be working with computer technicians to restore the Starlight’s systems to working order.

The Cardassian transporter room smelled.

It was not a particularly pleasant smell, either, Christopher noted.  Somewhat like burnt rubber mixed with sweat, and it made his stomach turn in the oddest of directions.  Oh, well.  He would be leaving with Neelar soon enough.

He forced his mind to move past the smell and focus upon the matter at hand: bidding farewell to Gul Kadar and Supervisor Eleriol.

“Thank you for your assistance,” Kadar was saying to Neelar.  “We would have failed without you.”

“Yes, thank you,” echoed Eleriol.

Neelar shrugged in a poor attempt at nonchalance.  “It was nothing.”  But he looked pleased nonetheless.

There was a brief lull in the conversation, and Christopher used it to jump in.  “You know,” he remarked to Kadar and Eleriol, “I hear you two worked together pretty well out there.  There may be some merit in the Gray Order idea: Militia and Obsidian Order cooperating and all that.”

“No,” said Eleriol instantly.

“Not at all,” said Kadar a split second later.

Then the two blushed (their faces became slightly black).  Christopher wondered if something was going on that he should know about.

Probably not.

Realizing that conversation had hit yet another lull, Christopher picked it up once more.  “What’s happening back home?”

Kadar looked confused for a moment.  He hadn’t been paying attention; instead he had been gazing into space…oddly enough, in the direction of Eleriol.  “Huh?  Oh.  The Detapa Council issued a restraining edict on the Gray Order.  The Militia has seized their starships, and the Obsidian Order is hunting down the ringleaders of the Elorg alliance plot as we speak.”

“There are to be put on trial,” added Eleriol, “and I suppose you know what that means on Cardassia.”

Christopher did.  To enforce the idea that good always triumphs over evil, criminals were not brought before a court of law until authorities had already determined their guilt.

“Fortunately we got Gul-Supervisor Oshere when we destroyed the Gray,” continued Eleriol.  “He was the most crafty of the Order, even if he wasn’t in charge.  We would have had a hard time of catching him otherwise.”

Christopher nodded.  “Good.  I suppose we’ll be leaving now.”

“Goodbye, Captain Christopher,” said Eleriol.

“May your journey be safe,” added Kadar.

“Goodbye, Gul, Supervisor,” responded Christopher, nodding to each in turn.  He stepped aboard the transporter pad.  “I hope our paths will cross again.”

Neelar said his goodbyes as well and joined Christopher.

“Energize,” ordered Kadar, and the gorr at the transporter activated the beams.  The two Starfleet officers disappeared in columns of yellow light.

Once they had gone, Kadar turned to Eleriol.  “Do you think he was right?  About us making a good combination, I mean.”

Eleriol contemplated the idea for a moment.  “Absolutely not.”

Kadar nodded.  “Good.  I was worried for a moment.”  He paused for a moment, and thought in silence.  “Say, would you like to have dinner tonight?”

Eleriol smiled.  “I’d love to.”

Christopher and Neelar rematerialized in the Starlight’s still-darkened transporter room.  They were there purely for form’s sake; not even Ensign Flora Sanders was present.

“Do you really think we’ll see them again?” asked Neelar.

Christopher shrugged.  “Perhaps.  It is a universe of infinite possibilities.”

“Because I liked Kadar,” continued Neelar.  “He taught me how to make hot fish juice.”

“My only worry is that he and Eleriol will kill each other.”

Neelar laughed.  “Oh, I wouldn’t worry.”

“Why not?” asked Christopher, puzzled.

“I’ve been doing some reading,” he replied.  “Cardassian men and women exhibit blatant irritability toward one another as an overture to romance.”

On board the Elorg City Ship Jevian, a Cardassian stared out the window into the depths of the Alteran Expanse.

He watched the twisted pieces of metal that the Gray had formerly been comprised of drift through the accursed cloud of dilithium hydroxyls.  All of his dreams, vanquished.

But contrary to what they believed, he was not dead.  He would return.

Gul-Supervisor Oshere smiled.

* * *
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