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Prologue

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 75254.3:  After spending two weeks berthed at Earth Station McKinley, the Starlight is en route to a diplomatic summit on Komali IV.  Though the Federation has been aware of the Komali for quite some time, contact with them has been infrequent due to their close proximity to Tholian space.  However, the recent abandonment of a Tholian outpost in the region has paved the way for stronger diplomatic ties.

Thoughts of sleep were usually the last thing to cloud Matthew Harrison’s mind in the morning.  But as he finished his log entry, Harrison couldn’t help but notice that his thoughts continuously wandered back to the warmth of his bed—and unless he did something to rectify the situation, he suspected his body would soon follow.  And so, a trip to the mess hall was certainly in order.  Certainly this sleepiness was nothing that a cup of hot tea couldn’t cure.

After a pleasantly uneventful ride in the turbolift, Harrison walked only a short distance to the Starlight’s mess hall.  Much as he had anticipated, the room was bristling with the usual morning activity, but with the Captain and Commander Keller still vacationing on Earth, the noise level was noticeably lower.

Pleased that his rare appearance in the mess hall would be a quiet, peaceful one, Harrison slowly meandered to the replicator with a smile upon his face—but the smile abruptly dissolved at the sight of Lucas Tompkins.  The chief engineer seemed to come out of nowhere, and also appeared to be headed directly for the replicator.  Not wanting to be dragged into some sort of inane conversation about Lieutenant Namali’s aesthetic qualities, Harrison made haste to reach the replicator first.  “Green tea,” he said, practically shouting at the computer. “Hot!”

The computer promptly acknowledged the order, and within seconds, a steaming cup of tea swirled into existence amidst a glimmer of azure light.  Unfortunately for Harrison, the few seconds it took him to retrieve the tea from the replicator basin were his undoing, and Lucas Tompkins swaggered over, gleefully smiling.

“Rumor has it that you’ve been promoted,” said the engineer, his voice loud enough for the people on the far side of the mess hall to hear without much of a problem.  “I just wanted to be the first person to congratulate you.”

“It is merely a rumor,” Harrison quickly retorted.  Aside from Captain Christopher, he had yet to divulge the news of his promotion to anyone aboard the Starlight.  Thus, if anyone had been made aware of the promotion, it was little than a rumor—and he intended to keep it that way for as long as possible.

But Tompkins shook his head as he turned to the replicator.  “It’s no rumor,” he slyly replied.  “Bacon and eggs—sunny-side-up…  and a glass of OJ.”

With the engineer intently watching the creation of his breakfast, Harrison decided it was an ample opportunity for him to get away from the conversation.  He provided Tompkins with a curt nod and then headed for a secluded table in the corner of the mess hall.  But the moment he sat down with his tea, Lucas Tompkins appeared at the opposite side of the table, breakfast in hand.

“So, heard anything about the new first officer?” he asked as he sat.  “If not, I’ve got some suggestions that you could relay to the Captain.”

“No.”  Since only a few weeks had passed since his promotion, Harrison knew very little of his replacement—but one thing was certain:  “Nevertheless, I am confident that it shall not be you.  Perhaps Commander Reinbold… She’s a capable officer.”

“Heh…” Tompkins nearly dropped his fork at hearing the sentiment.  Definitely not what he was expecting.  “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

Harrison nodded politely as he sipped his still simmering tea.  “You are welcome.”

Though the tactical station was somewhat removed from the rest of the bridge, it wasn’t so far away that Lieutenant Bator could go unnoticed.  And in this instance, the Phobian found that to be a rather striking problem, for he was certain his growling stomach could be heard all the way down in main engineering.

With Lieutenant Maryniak allegedly feeling ill, Bator took it upon himself to start his shift a little early.  He had done so many times in the past without incident, but today was different—and now the entire bridge crew likely knew about it.  There were several occasions when he considered heading down to the mess hall to grab a quick bite to eat, but for one reason or another, Bator always chose to stay on the bridge.  This time, the long list of events scheduled to take place on Komali IV kept him in place—and it was almost interesting.

With the Komali making the vast majority of the security arrangements, Bator had no direct role in the mission.  In fact, aside from Commander Harrison and a few other dignitaries tagging along, nobody aboard the Starlight would have anything to do.  The summit was essentially going to be one long, boring congregation of the Alpha Quadrant’s superpowers.

Consequently, Bator only browsed through the extensive itinerary, glad that he would not have to endure the multitude of gatherings designed to bring the Komali into the interstellar neighborhood.  But just before his growling stomach demand he set the list aside, the very last item managed to catch the Phobian’s attention.  It looked like some sort of piloting seminar—and though he was no pilot, Bator knew that Neelar Drayge just might find such a thing interesting.

He briefly read through the description, and once satisfied that it was something more than a class teaching basic shuttle maneuvers, Bator transferred the data to the Bolian’s station.  “Neelar,” he said, “take a look at this.”

“What is it?”

Bator smirked.  “Well… you could look at it and find out…”

Drayge turned back to Bator with a sardonic look upon his face.  He sighed, shaking his head, and then turned back to the helm.  “A piloting seminar,” he gleaned from the data.  “Sounds interesting.”

Bator readily agreed as he continued reading the information for himself.  “The Komali have been working in collusion with the Federation to build a replacement for the Peregrine-class tactical fighter,” he said, almost getting excited about the seminar himself.  “If you’re lucky, you just might be able to give it a test flight.”

“And I can bring you along for the ride, right?” asked Drayge with a chuckle.

Surprised that the excitement had managed to seep into his voice, Bator had no choice but to agree with the Bolian.  “I suppose,” he admitted.

“Well,” said Drayge evenly, “I believe I could use a good adventure right about now…”

Chapter One

Komali IV was a world of towers.  On the outskirts of the Capital City, the structures were, for the most part, unremarkable; many of them were old and decrepit, probably the result of countless Tholian attacks.  The few structures that remained were simple domed buildings that couldn’t have been more than a few stories high.  People still lived in and around the buildings, as was evidenced by the activity bustling in the narrow streets.

However, the further one traveled into the sprawling city, the more impressive the architecture.  The slender crystalline towers were newer, taller, and spiraled majestically into the purple skies, casting long shadows on the smaller domed buildings below.  But even these ethereal structures paled in comparison to the Violet Citadel—the massive tower at the heart of the Capital City.

Shimmering in the pale sunlight, the Violet Citadel dwarfed everything around it, towering so high into the sky that its peak was obscured by wisps of ashen clouds.  The work required to build and maintain such a structure was mind-boggling.  Neelar Drayge was tempted to inquire about the creation of the impressive structure, but suspected the explanation would be a lengthy one.  For now, was content to believe the Komali were simply good engineers, and leave it at that.  Besides, he had other things on his mind, like finding out about that piloting seminar…

“We are going in circles,” Neelar duly noted as they turned onto a narrow tree-lined street for what seemed like the tenth time.

Bator simply shrugged.  “You are the pilot,” he insisted.  “Navigate.”

If only it were that simple.  “Navigating a starship through the void of space is one thing,” Neelar explained as they strolled down the street.  The trees were tall, and littered with dozens of beautiful white blossoms—they almost reminded him of cherry blossoms from Earth.  “Navigating through a big city like this one… is another thing completely.”

Bator snorted.  “Then we should have beamed down closer to our destination,” he grumbled.  “Should I call the Starlight for transport?”

“And miss out on all of this?” Neelar asked, gesturing grandly toward the tall spiraled toward surrounding them.  “You don’t see elaborate architecture like this every day.  It’s almost comparable to the ancient Chodak ruins on Alinor.”

Bator raised a curious brow.  “I had no idea you had such an interest in architecture.”

Neelar smiled deviously as they treaded the bricked pathway.  “There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” he mused as they reached an intersection in the pathway.  But instead of turning left, as they had apparently done on their ten previous visits, Neelar decided to turn right.

The new pathway was similar to the old one—lined with a colorful assortment of native flora and fauna.  But there were also a few Komali wandering this particular boulevard.  And instead of wandering the streets of the Capital City for the rest of the day, Neelar quickly decided that one of them might be able to help.  He very quickly approached the lavender-skinned man sitting on a stone bench in the shade of a tall willow.  

“Excuse me,” Neelar politely said as he approached.

The man promptly snapped away from his distant thoughts, and turned his attention to the Bolian.  “Yes?”

Neelar hesitated for only a moment before gathering the courage to continue.  Speaking with strangers was certainly not his forte.  “My friend and I are visiting from the Federation…”

The Komali man glanced at the Starfleet uniforms.  “Obviously,” he said lightly.  “Is there something I can help you with?”

Neelar nodded.  “We were hoping to go to a seminar on the new tactical fighters being developed here,” he explained.  “They are used by the Federation to conduct short range—”

The man raised a dismissive hand.  “I know what they are,” he said with a smile.  “My name is Gaias.  I’m a lieutenant in the Elite Komali Guard.”

And now that he placed Gaias’ clothing under a bit more scrutiny, Neelar realized that the man was indeed wearing military garb—a simple gray jumpsuit with a pale green line across the shoulders.  He had a few decorations above his left breast, but with his limited knowledge of the Komali, they meant very little to Neelar.  “So… I guess you’re probably aware of the seminar, then?”

Gaias nodded agreeably.  “I’m a pilot,” he proudly responded.  “I’ve been doing cargo runs throughout this sector for two years.  It’s practically second nature to me now.”

Neelar knew the feeling.  “I’ve piloted the Starlight for almost four years,” he said.  And it was hard to believe that nearly four years had elapsed since young Ensign Drayge took the helm for the first time.  “I think I’m almost to the point where I can pilot the ship in my sleep.”

“I know the feeling,” said Gaias happily.  He rose from his stone bench and ushered Bator and Neelar down the street, closer to the heart of the massive city.  “At first, the Tholians gave me a considerable amount of trouble; I probably lost half of my cargo to the Tholians the first few months I was in service.  But now, I can run circles around them.”  He smiled at the memory.  “A part of me is almost going to miss them…”

“The Tholians are a formidable opponent,” Bator chimed in.  “The Starlight has not yet had to face them in battle.  However, if and when the day comes, I’m certain that we’ll crush them to a pulp.”

“Quite an imagination you have there, Bator,” Neelar quipped.  To the best of his knowledge, the Federation’s relationship with the Tholians had improved considerably in recent decades.  The chance of a confrontation was nominal, in his opinion.

The trio slowly walked toward an elaborate stone overpass that connected two of the city’s majestic spires.  As they passed beneath the bridge, they came upon a courtyard filled with trees and flowers.  A large brick pathway curved around the perimeter, interrupted at intervals by five smaller paths intersected that it like spokes on a wheel.  These myriad spokes all led to the large domed building at the center of the courtyard: the Komali Tactical Research and Development Lab.

There was little wonder why Gaias smiled at the sight.  “You’ll find the interior to be equally as impressive,” he mused as they followed one of the spokes toward the entrance.

“I don’t doubt it,” Neelar replied, his voice filled with awe.  “This is truly an impressive facility.  In fact, the whole city is impressive!  I could easily lose myself here.”

“You already have,” Bator wryly reminded.

The large circular doors on the front of the building promptly irised apart as the trio approached, revealing an incredibly massive corridor—at least four stories high.  It led straight back to the assembly hall, where a dozen or so Komali stood congregated at a computer terminal. The hall itself was, for the most part, empty, but Neelar suspected that would change soon enough, when the seminar commenced.

“Major Krimen,” called Gaias, his voice echoing wildly throughout the expansive chamber.

Neelar and Bator followed Gaias through a shaft of golden sunlight as they approached the Komali officer standing at the head of the computer terminal.  He was a tall man, with broad shoulders, thinning gray hair and a pair of sapphire blue eyes that seemed to twinkle in the sunlight.  His pale lavender skin was mottled in places, but for the most part, he appeared fit.  “Lieutenant,” he sternly greeted.  “Is there something I can do for you?”

“There is.”  Gaias motioned back to Neelar and Bator.  “Two of our Federation guests are interested in attending the seminar on the new tactical fighter.”

Krimen sighed, and promptly sized up the new arrivals with a mindful eye.  The Major’s face remained utterly neutral during the process, but something in the back of Neelar’s mind didn’t like what he saw.  He suspected that, beneath Krimen’s kind exterior was a hardened, by-the-book military officer.

“What is your name?” Krimen suddenly asked, his bright blue eyes fixed upon Neelar.

And it took Neelar a moment to find an answer.  Despite the simple question, the force behind it had caught Bolian off guard.  “Lieutenant Neelar Drayge,” he said as he collected his thoughts.  “I’m the helmsman aboard the Starlight.”

Krimen promptly tapped the information into his computer terminal before his eyes fell upon Bator.  “And you?”

“Lieutenant Bator.”  There was no hesitation in his voice—in fact, it was almost on par with Krimen’s rather stern tone.

The Major nodded as he added Bator’s data to the computer.  “That will be all,” he said simply.  “Dismissed.”

Rumors had a tendency to spread—and as Matthew Harrison strolled through the Starlight’s corridors, he quickly realized that one rumor in particular was spreading like wildfire.  But much to his chagrin, it was the “rumor” of his pending promotion that was spreading… which, in truth, was no rumor at all.  

It seemed that everyone on the Starlight knew of the promotion, despite Harrison’s attempts to keep it clandestine.  Of course, Commander Tompkins’ rather boisterous tone this morning did little to help the situation, but even before then, people clearly suspected something was amiss.  And now that those suspicions were somehow confirmed, every last person on the ship had made it a point to congratulate Harrison on sight…

By Harrison’s estimate, a no less than ten people would congratulate him as he strolled through the myriad corridors of deck seven.  And while he appreciated the kind gestures, they were the reason he wanted to keep the promotion clandestine in the first place.  Despite the kindred feelings behind the congratulatory offerings, after the fiftieth iteration, it began to grow tiresome…

Thus, Harrison took some very decisive evasive action when he saw a small group of officers emerging from the turbolift at the end of the corridor.  Without so much as a moment’s thought, he turned on his heel and retraced his steps to the narrow corridor he had passed moments ago—only to stumble over Talyere Rosat.

The Elorg sat quietly on the floor in the middle of the empty corridor, his eyes shut, his palms open.  Obviously, he was mediating, but for the life of him, Harrison could not figure out why.  “Traditionally, one meditates in his quarters.”

“And I usually do,” said Talyere without flinching.  “However, on my way to the bridge, a few intriguing thoughts crossed my mind.  I thought I would take a moment to explore them…”

“In the middle of the corridor?”

“Those fleeting thoughts were fragile,” Talyere insisted.  “It would have been most unfortunate if I were to lose them in the turbolift.”

Harrison nodded.  “Of course,” he said, as if Talyere’s explanation made perfect sense.

But Talyere was apparently satisfied with his explanation, and gave no further thought to the subject.  “I understand you are to be promoted.”

“Yes,” Harrison wearily grumbled, now regretting his decision to let the subject change.   “And please, there is no need to congratulate me.  I believe I have heard enough of those for one day…”

Talyere finally broke his meditative pose, and turned his vivid orange eyes upon Harrison.  “You do not appear overly ecstatic about your new assignment,” he candidly observed.

“That is odd, is it not?”  Harrison carefully propped himself up against the wall across from Talyere, and slowly slid down to the floor.  “For my entire life, I have aspired to become a starship captain—it was my childhood dream.  And now, the Columbia is mine to command, and I find myself having second thoughts about… everything.  I don’t know if I’m ready…”

Talyere frowned.  “You have commanded the Starlight on numerous occasions,” he said.  “And unless I’m mistaken, you are in command right now…”

“True,” Harrison conceded.  “But my tenure in the Starlight’s command chair has always been brief—and relatively uneventful.  This diplomatic mission to Komali IV is hardly going to prepare me for my own command.”

“That is what you think,” Talyere interjected,  “but there are trials and tribulations behind every unopened door.  Thus, every mission is a learning experience, no matter how inconsequential.”

At the very least, Harrison knew his diplomatic skills would get a little sharpening. If that had some sort of cumulative effect, then he would certainly make an excellent diplomat some day.

“If it is any consolation,” Talyere continued, “I believe you are a capable commander.  In your heart, you know this as well.  You’re probably just worried about the new responsibility that comes with your new command.

“On the Starlight, you delegate.  You give orders to your subordinates, reports and suggestions to the Captain—but ultimately, every major decision is Captain Christopher’s to make.  Your suggestions are just that.  But on the Columbia, you will be the one making the decisions.”

“A definite change of pace,” said Harrison agreeably.

“But one you will adapt to,” Talyere replied as he rose to his feet.  “Now, I believe I was headed for the bridge…”

There was a spring of excitement in Neelar Drayge’s step as he entered the Starlight’s shuttle bay.  The seminar was less than sixteen hours away, and Neelar could hardly wait to get back to the surface and see what the Federation and Komali scientists had come up with.  Whatever it was, he was certain it would be a worthy successor to the Peregrine—and with any luck, he would be able to take it for a test drive.

Despite the fact there were countless high-ranking Federation and Komali officials on the surface, Neelar was confident his experience at the Starlight’s helm would give him some sort of preferential status.  And even if he wasn’t able to personally fly the prototype, he knew that he would likely be chosen to man the Aztec in the scheduled combat simulation.  The coming days were bound to yield some excitement, one way or another.  But first, Neelar had to make certain the Aztec was in perfect working order; if he was going to participate in the combat simulation, he wanted to win…

However, as he stepped inside the shuttle bay, Neelar realized that somebody had beaten him to the punch.  The hatch was wide open, and loud noise that almost constituted music blared from within the cockpit.  “Hello?” he called as he approached the Aztec.

No response.

Neelar thought about calling again, but he suspected his words wouldn’t penetrate the wall of noise emanating from the ship.  Thus, he climbed aboard the tiny craft, made his way through the aft sections of the ship, and into the cockpit—where Lucas Tompkins sat pecking away at the helm controls.  “Commander!” 

Nothing.

“Commander!”

There was still no response.  Unwilling to waste his vocal chords shouting at the engineer, Neelar simply approached the nearest workstation and turned the music off.  And that managed to get Tompkins’ attention.

“Neelar!” he exclaimed, swiftly coming swiveling around in his chair.  “I didn’t even hear you come in!”

The Bolian rolled his eyes.  “Your… ‘music’ was a little loud.  If you can call that music.”

“Heh…” Tompkins grinned, and slowly turned back to his work.  “Heavy metal—some Klingon group Justin Reinbold recommended.  The qul mI’wI, I guess. I’ll loan it to you if you’d like.  It starts to grow on you after the third or fourth listen…”

“I’ll pass,” said Neelar without hesitation.  Though his knowledge of Klingon language was limited, as far as he knew qul mI’wI roughly translated to “Fire Dancers.”  And he had long ago (well, five seconds ago, anyway) made it a point in life to avoid anything bearing the name Fire Dancers.  “Give me a simple Bolian Nocturne any day.”

Tompkins chuckled.  “Suit yourself,” he said lightly as he tapped at the helm controls.  “I hope you don’t mind, but I’m giving this baby a little tune up.”

“No, not at all,” Neelar replied.  “In fact, that’s why I was coming down here.  I wanted the ship to be in perfect working order for the combat simulation.”

“And it will be,” Tompkins readily assured him.  “You’re going to kick some serious ass.”

“Good,” said Neelar agreeably.  “Make sure you pay special attention to the maneuvering thrusters.  They seemed a little sluggish the last time I was at the controls.”

Tompkins glanced down at his workstation.  “They seem to be working fine,” he gleaned from the readout.  “But I’ll see what I can do.”

Neelar flashed a faint smile.  “Thanks.”

Chapter Two

After a three-hour meeting in the Violet Citadel, Matthew Harrison was ready for a break.  The Komali, though excellent hosts, were very poor speakers.  While the content of their myriad speeches was certainly interesting, the manner in which they tended to deliver their speeches was so very monotonous that it nearly rendered Harrison unconscious—and since he was already tired, that was the last thing he needed.

Thankfully, after an even longer, more monotonous speech from the Cardassian delegate, one Gul Takar, even the Komali were ready for a break.  A recess was subsequently called, and Harrison made haste to vacate the citadel, hoping the fresh air would do him some good.  But much to his chagrin, the moment he set foot in the courtyard surrounding the citadel, the Komali Prime Minister Hayak appeared at his side.

“Those Cardassians are windbags,” Hayak quipped as she came up alongside Harrison.

“They are,” Harrison readily affirmed.  “There are few species who can match their proclivity for public speaking—or speaking in general, for that matter.”

“I’ve noticed.”  Hayak slowly led Harrison off the bricked walkway, and onto a small dirt path that meandered through the myriad gardens around the citadel.  “Still, I’m confident that we can establish a dialogue with them.  We may not become the best of friends, but at the very least, I’m hoping that we can form some sort of trading alliance…”

“Well,” said Harrison, “you may find the Federation is interesting in something more than a mere trading alliance.”  They walked a bit deeper into the gardens.  “We are rather impressed with everything you have accomplished here.  Your petition to enter the Federation is under serious consideration.”

Hayak’s silvery eyes suddenly widened.  “That was fast,” she noted.

“It will certainly make the Bajorans jealous,” Harrison mused.  After all, it took more than seven years for them to gain entry into the Federation.

“I’ve never met a Bajoran,” mused Hayak as they strolled beneath a large flowering tree.  “Though they seem kind enough.”

“They are,” confirmed Harrison with a nod.  “The Federation is a very inviting place.  And if you are admitted, I suspect you would get along famously with many of our members.  Your world has much to offer.”

“Have you tried any of our cuisine?” asked Hayak.

“Not yet,” Harrison replied.  There had been quite a bit available inside the Violet Citadel, but none of it looked very appetizing.  In fact, it looked more like the local fauna than actual food.  But… he would nevertheless endeavor to eat some later on.

“Well, the Efrosian ambassador was not impressed,” she continued.  “Hopefully the Federation Council doesn’t take our menu into account…”

“They do not,” Harrison assured her—and he himself felt somewhat reassured by the Efrosian’s alleged analysis of the food.  “Thankfully, you have plenty of other good qualities.  Certainly those overshadow any minor flaws, such as the local cuisine.”

The sentiment brought a smile to Hayak’s face.  “That’s good to know,” she said evenly.

For the first time in ages, Neelar Drayge was confident the Aztec was in perfect working order.  Commander Tompkins was incredibly thorough in his repairs to the craft, and as far as Neelar was concerned, it was probably in better shape than it was when it left the shipyard a few years ago.  If and when the Aztec entered the simulated battlefield, Neelar was confident it would run circles around its newer sibling.

But while the Aztec could be ready to go at a moment’s notice, Neelar could not.  He needed his rest—and though it was still relatively early, Neelar wanted to make absolutely certain that his physical condition was comparable to the Aztec’s.  After all, a perfectly functional vessel was worthless without an equally functional pilot.  And so, Neelar thought it best to turn in a little early.

He swiftly vacated the shuttle bay and negotiated the Starlight’s corridors until coming upon the turbolift.  The doors parted with a hiss, and Neelar stepped inside, taking his place beside a curiously contented Bator.  “Deck four,” he ordered—and then waited for the Phobian to speak.

“I just received a transmission from the surface,” said Bator as the lift set into its rhythmic chug.

A pang of excitement pounded in Neelar’s heart.  “Really?” he asked.

Bator nodded.  “Indeed.  It would seem I have been officially invited to attend the unveiling of the Raptor-class tactical fighter tomorrow morning.”

“Raptor-class,” Neelar repeated with awe.  Having spent a fair amount of time with Kendall Johnson, Neelar absorbed enough information about dinosaurs to know that raptors were witty, stealthy hunters.  “I like it.”

“As do I,” said Bator.  “So… have you received your official invitation?”

Neelar shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “I’ve been working on the Aztec with Commander Tompkins all afternoon.  I haven’t had a chance to check my messages—but as far as I know, nothing has come my way.”

“Well… I’m certain you will hear something soon,” Bator replied as the turbolift came to a halt.

“Me too.”  The doors slid apart, revealing the sprawling confines of deck four.  Eager to read his invitation, Neelar was swift to vacate the turbolift and head home—but even as he approached his quarters, some sixth sense told him that, even if he did have new messages, none of them were from the Komali…

Sarah Hartman needed a pet project.  It had been far too long since she had done something for herself—in fact, she couldn’t even remember the last time she tried taking some sort of project under her wing, which meant the time had definitely come.

Sickbay had been quiet for the past several days.  Apparently the Starlight managed to venture all the way to Komali IV without making another enemy for the Federation to contend with.  This respite from chaos consequently yielded very few injuries, and unless things went extraordinarily poor at the diplomatic summit, Hartman expected the trend to continue.  There was no better time to peruse the database for her project.

But as luck would have it, the moment she sat down at her desk, the sickbay doors slid apart, and Megan Reinbold strolled inside.  She looked neither injured nor panicked, so Hartman assumed there was no medical emergency, but since Reinbold lingered patiently at the threshold, the Doctor assumed that something was wrong.  With a long sigh, she deactivated her computer and vacated her office.

“Is there something I can do for you, Commander?” Hartman inquired as she entered the sickbay.

“There is,” said Reinbold with a nod.  She promptly pulled a small container from her belt and handed it to the Doctor.

Hartman stared at the sleek obsidian container for a long moment before curiosity demanded she pluck it from Reinbold’s hand.  “What is it?” she asked before opening it.

“A leaf,” Reinbold replied.

“A leaf?” Hartman skeptically repeated.  She couldn’t help but wonder why this would be of any interest to her, but for the sake of civility, she decided to humor Reinbold.

Hartman carefully opened the container and peered inside.  And sure enough, one small, jagged leaf rested quietly in the bottom of the container, partially covered in some sort of clear slime.  “What the hell is this?”

“So… there I was on the surface of Komali IV.”  A sheepish grin fell across Reinbold’s face as she recounted the tale.  “Kendall and I were walking through the Capital City, when one of the Komali suddenly spit on the sidewalk—so I grabbed the first thing I could find and collected the DNA sample so—”

“You brought me a gob of spit?” Hartman tersely interjected.  The crusty little leaf was bad enough by itself, but laden with saliva, Hartman didn’t want to be anywhere near the damn thing.  “Why?  I mean, did you have nothing better to do down there than watch the locals expectorate on the sidewalk?”

Reinbold immediately expelled an exasperated sigh.  She was obviously frustrated with Hartman’s lack of cooperation, but as far as the Doctor was concerned, a leaf with spit on it was hardly worthy of her attention.  “I thought you might compare the Komali DNA to my own,” said Reinbold evenly.

“Why?” asked Hartman—but on second thought, she was able to answer her own question.  “This doesn’t have anything to do with that cloning stuff, does it?”

“It does,” Reinbold confirmed.  “It’s not that I don’t enjoy being Megan Reinbold… but it would be nice to know who I really am.”

It was perfectly understandable.  Hartman suspected it was very disconcerting to know that, at some point in time, you existed as a completely different entity.  And if she were ever in Megan Reinbold’s position, she would do everything in her power to find out who she really was—but even so, she would draw the line somewhere… and that line was probably somewhere around scraping spit off the ground.

Reinbold hesitated for a moment as she peeked at the saturated leaf in the container.  “Though I’ll admit, there was probably a better way to collect the DNA sample.”

“Definitely,” said Hartman, nodding her head.  “Like the computer database.  We already have Komali DNA on file.  In fact, we’ve had it for years.”

And on that note, Hartman retreated to the corner workstation and tapped a few commands into the interface.  Within moments, the twisted helix of Komali DNA rotated about the computer screen alongside a seemingly similar strand of Megan Reinbold’s DNA.  Of course, Hartman knew that while they looked the same, the two strands were anything but.  “For your information, there aren’t any common genetic markers here,” she explained.  “You never have been, nor will you ever be, a Komali.”

“Damn.”  Reinbold gently pounded her fists together as she reviewed the data.

The disappointment in Reinbold’s voice almost surprised the Doctor.  “Were you expecting some sort of fantastic results?”

Reinbold solemnly shook her head.  “I guess not,” she admitted.  “I was being optimistic, I suppose.”

Optimism was severely overrated, especially at times like this.  But out of respect for Reinbold’s situation, Hartman succeeded in suppressing her laughter.  “You need to keep your expectations a hell of a lot lower,” she bluntly explained.  “There are thousands of alien species in this galaxy alone and in all reality, the likelihood that you will stumble upon the magic DNA is so incredibly low, that you’d might as well give up the search.  Hell, for all we know, the Yelss might have genetically bred these clones from a template only they possess…”

“Then I guess I should ask them,” Reinbold stated, unmoved by Hartman’s dose of realism.

“Yeah,” said Hartman agreeably—equally unmoved by Reinbold’s optimism.  “You could just call them up on subspace!  Order a pizza and have them over for dinner!  I’m sure they’d just get a kick out of that…”

Reinbold huffed at the overly sarcastic sentiment.  “We’re bound to encounter the Yelss again at some point in the future,” she reminded.  “When the time comes, I’ll ask them!”

Hartman smiled thinly.  “That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day!” she retorted.  “So, unless there’s a medical emergency… I have work to do.”

“Of course,” said Reinbold cordially as she crept toward the doors.  “Thanks… for nothing, I guess.”

Glad to see Reinbold could take a hint, the smile on Hartman’s face grew slightly.  “You’re welcome.”

Chapter Three

As his deep blue eyes opened to the dawn of a new day, Neelar Drayge felt completely relaxed.  The night had been a restful one, and as a result, he was ready to take on whatever challenges the day had to offer—and he suspected there would be challenges.  But before he could rise to the occasion, Neelar knew he first needed to get out of bed.

His daily ritual began with a sonic shower.  Once that was out of the way, Neelar hopped into his uniform and headed to the mess hall for breakfast—but the moment he stepped into the corridor, Neelar knew he had forgotten something, and it took only a nanosecond for him to realize what it was.  He swiftly stepped back inside his quarters and headed for the computer terminal sitting on the desk in the far corner of his room.

Eager to see his new messages, Neelar tapped the sleek black button at the base of the terminal and watched intently as the LCARS display flitted onto the screen.  And much as he suspected, one new message sat waiting for his eyes only.

Neelar quickly brought the unread message to the screen—and subsequently found himself extremely disappointed.  On any other day, Neelar would have been pleased to see a message from his brother, Taylus.  But on this day, the only thing he wanted to read was a message from the Komali, welcoming him to the seminar on the new Raptor…

Crestfallen, Neelar couldn’t even bring himself to read Taylus’ message.  It probably wasn’t anything exciting; Taylus tended to keep his messages both brief and filled with uninteresting tidbits of information regarding everything from the weather on Bolarus IX to… the weather on Bolarus I.  And it was almost always sunny.

But since the sun was not shining in Neelar’s world today, he didn’t particularly care to hear about the pleasant rays gracing Bolarus IX.  He swiftly deactivated the computer terminal and headed for the mess hall.

And few minutes later, Neelar seated himself between Bator and Megan Reinbold at their customary table in the center of the room.  They exchanged pleasant greetings and proceeded to chat discursively for a while before the growing angst in the back of Neelar’s mind demanded he change the subject.

“Bator,” he said, interrupting the Phobian’s discourse on the functionality of the Komali government, “is the communication system working properly?”

A quizzical look immediately befell Bator’s face.  “Yes,” he affirmed.  “At last check, it was working perfectly.  Lieutenant Maryniak reported no anomalous readings last night.”

“Hmpf…”  Neelar wearily folded his arms upon his chest and expelled a weary sigh.

“Is something wrong?” Megan inquired a moment later.

“I still haven’t received a message from the Komali,” he explained.  He could feel a knot forming in the pit of his nervous stomach.  “I just thought I would have received one by now…”

And to Neelar’s relief, his concern was quick to spread.  “The seminar starts in a few hours,” he stated.  “You should have heard something by now.”

Megan flashed an emphatic smile.  “The Komali probably just made some sort of clerical error,” she offered.

Bator nodded agreeably.  “If Erin were here, I am certain she would tell you that ‘shit happens.’  It is probably nothing to worry about.”

Somehow those sentiments put Neelar at ease.  He knew he was an exceptional pilot—far more skilled than Bator—so it was only natural to think that the Komali simply made a small error.  “We should go down to the surface and sort this out,” he suggested.

Though he very enjoyed wandering aimlessly through the Capital City during his previous visit, Neelar Drayge had no intention of repeating the experience this time.  With the seminar set to begin in less than a few hours, time was not something he could afford to waste.  Thus, with Bator at his side, Neelar materialized directly at the front gates of the expansive Komali Tactical Research and Development Lab.

“Good morning!”  The familiar voice rang throughout the flowery courtyard.  “Here for the seminar?”

Neelar smiled faintly as Gaias approached from one of the spokes in the ringed walkway.  “Hopefully,” he admitted.  “For some reason, I haven’t even been invited yet…  We just came down here to sort everything out.”

“Well,” said Gaias evenly, “it’s probably nothing to get worked up about.  We’ve recently implemented a few new computer systems around here… you know, run-of-the-mill upgrades and such.  There are bound to be a few glitches here and there—and this is probably one of them.  I’ll bet you get into that seminar with no problems once you’ve explained everything to Major Krimen.”

That was definitely not something Neelar was looking forward to.  Krimen didn’t appear to be the most hospitable man in the universe.  But Neelar knew that if he wanted to see the Raptor, a conversation with Krimen was inevitable—and as luck would have it, the Major took just that moment to appear at the threshold of the courtyard.

“What luck,” commented Bator.

Gaias chuckled.  “The Major walks to work every day.  He likes to keep in shape—and the journey here is enough to keep anyone in good health.”

During his stroll through the city yesterday, Neelar had seen many housing establishments very nearby.  But those appeared to be rather simple abodes; Major Krimen probably lived in a more upscale community closer to the Violet Citadel.  “We should probably catch him before he gets wrapped up in his work,” Neelar suggested after a moment.  “Once he gets to work on the seminar, I doubt we’ll be able to speak with him.”

“Agreed,” said Bator.

“Then I’ll see you at the seminar,” Gaias stated.  He happily turned on his heel and headed for the lab’s entrance.

And as Gaias left, Neelar turned his attention to Major Krimen.  For an older man, he managed to amble along at a fairly decent clip—but Neelar easily matched his pace, and intercepted him before he could reach the lab’s elegantly arched doorways.  “Major,” he called.

Krimen immediately stopped dead in his tracks and drilled a steely gaze into the Bolian’s skull.  “Yes?” he tersely demanded.

Neelar ignored the Major’s uninviting tone, and instead focused upon the matters at hand.  “My name is Neelar Drayge,” he said evenly.  “We spoke yesterday about the seminar you’re holding today.”

Krimen nodded agreeably.  “Yes, I remember,” he simply stated, and then made a move for the doors.

Unwilling to let him escape that easily, Neelar made haste to block his path.  Krimen halted only centimeters from the Bolian’s face, and his sapphire eyes now seemed to bore deep into Neelar’s soul.  “I realize this is probably just a clerical problem… but I never received my invitation to come to the seminar.”

The look upon Krimen’s face was hardly reassuring.  “Then it would seem that you are not invited,” he replied.

“Why?”  Neelar could barely contain the shock in his voice, for he couldn’t even begin to fathom the reasons behind the Komali’s decision.

“You were rejected so that one of our Komali officers could gain valuable experience behind the helm,” Krimen calmly stated, as if his words explained everything.

But they didn’t.  That was a paper-thin excuse as far as Neelar was concerned.  “Might I ask why Bator—who isn’t even a pilot—was invited to attend?”

Krimen briefly glanced back at the Phobian.  “There are very few Phobian pilots,” he explained.  “The Komali simply want all species to be equally represented at this seminar.”

Bator scoffed at the sentiment.  “Neelar Drayge is the only Bolian to request an invitation to the seminar,” he said.  “I don’t see how excluding him from the event—”

Krimen abruptly raised a dismissive hand.  “But there are plenty of experienced Bolian pilots in Starfleet,” he interjected.  “Unfortunately, very few Komali are able to make it into the elite piloting programs at Starfleet Academy.”

“This is not Starfleet Academy,” Bator retorted.

“No,” said Krimen.  “But hopefully, this will allow our Komali pilots to excel when they get there.”

Neelar’s eyes widened as his mind tried to absorb Major Krimen’s words.  “So you’re saying that I wasn’t invited to the seminar… because I’m a Bolian?”

“That is exactly what I’m saying.”  Krimen smiled faintly and then carefully sidestepped the Bolian and then climbed the short flight of stairs leading to the entrance.  “I look forward to seeing you at the seminar, Mr. Bator.”

Bator snorted as Krimen went inside.  “Don’t count on it.”

Matthew Harrison took great pride in his temper—or lack thereof.  On any given day, it would require Herculean efforts to rattle his cage.  In fact, prior to today, he could barely recall the last time he was truly outraged.  But as he sat in the Starlight’s conference lounge hearing Lieutenant Drayge recount his experience with the Komali, Matthew Harrison was more than outraged.  He was absolutely furious.

“I will tell you right now, Lieutenant, the Komali have made a considerable error in their judgment.”  So furious was Harrison that he could barely remain seated.  “I will definitely have a chat with Prime Minister Hayak the next time I visit the surface.”

“Do you think that will do anything to help?” asked Drayge.  He was obviously upset by the incident—and understandably so.

Unfortunately, Harrison did not have an answer to the young Bolian’s question.  “I have spoken with the Prime Minister privately on a few occasions.  She is a reasonable person, and I am certain she will hear me out, however, I cannot say for certain if she will take any action.”

“Why not?” asked Bator.

In an effort to calm his raging nerves, Harrison pulled in a lungful of cool air.  “Simply put, the Prime Minister believes in the Komali,” he explained, his voice approaching a far more acceptable tenor.

Drayge shook his head in disbelief.  “How can you believe in something that is so… wrong?”

“It is not our place to judge,” said Harrison evenly.

“But the Komali can judge us?” retorted Drayge angrily.  He slammed his fist on the table for added emphasis.  “That… Major Krimen basically dismissed the entire Bolian race down there!”

In his heart, Harrison knew what the Komali did was wrong.  Lieutenant Drayge had as much a right to attend the seminar as any Komali.  But in his mind, Harrison knew that he had to maintain a neutral position.  It was his job—and it had suddenly become that much more complicated.  “I am confident that we will be able to reach some sort of compromise,” he said.  “As I said, Prime Minister Hayak is a reasonable person.”

Both Bator and Drayge clearly doubted the sentiment; skepticism was etched into their stoic faces.  Indeed, Harrison himself suddenly had his doubts about the entire situation.  But before he had a chance to dwell upon his uncertain feelings, his communicator chirped.

“Reinbold to Harrison!”

He tapped his comm badge.  “Harrison here.”

“Commander,” said Reinbold, “Captain Christopher is on subspace.  He wants to… ‘chat pleasantly for no more than 8.2 minutes.’”

That was certainly the Captain: odd to no end.  But oddness aside, Harrison was glad he called.  “Patch him through to the conference lounge,” he said.  “I have nearly concluded my meeting.”

“Will do.  Reinbold out.”

Seconds later, Captain Christopher’s smiling face appeared on the monitor at the far end of the table.  Harrison briefly acknowledged the Captain before turning his attention back to Bator and Drayge.  “I shall endeavor keep you apprised of the situation,” he said softly.  “Dismissed.”

The two of them promptly vacated the conference lounge, leaving Harrison alone to confer with Captain Christopher.  And hopefully, somewhere within those 8.2 minutes of pleasant chatting, they would have a chance to discuss the current situation.

“So… do you miss me yet?” asked Christopher.

“Terribly,” Harrison replied.  And it was practically the truth.  “So how is your holiday?”

The Captain smiled at the very mention of his leave.  “I can’t really complain,” he happily admitted.  “It sure beats the heck out of a boring old diplomatic summit on… Komali III, is it?”

“Four,” Harrison promptly corrected.

Christopher shrugged.  “Three… four… what’s the difference?”

“About three astronomical units and two thousand degrees,” Harrison explained.  “Had we inadvertently beamed down to Komali III, we would have perished.”

“But you’d get a really great tan,” Christopher mused.  “Anyway, I just thought I’d check in and see how things are going—make sure you didn’t blow up the ship or anything.”

A faint smile crossed Harrison’s face.  “Not yet,” he quipped.  

“Good,” said Christopher.  “I mean, we just got the ship repaired.  The last thing we need is to go out and trash again.”

And that was certainly the last thing on Harrison’s mind.  “I assure you, the ship will be intact upon your return.”

Christopher smiled.  “Good,” he said before shifting gears—and taking the conversation in the exact direction Harrison had hoped.  “So… anything exciting happen?”

“Unfortunately,” said Harrison.  “Lieutenant Drayge had an… incident with the Komali this morning.”

“Neelar?”  The Captain’s curiosity was instantly piqued.  “What could he have possibly done?”

Harrison struggled for a long moment to put the incident into delicate terms—but there was no easy way to describe the situation with elegance.  “Lieutenant Drayge was turned away from a piloting seminar because of his race.”

Any glimmers of pleasantry immediately left Christopher’s face.  “Are you serious?”

“Yes,” Harrison confirmed.  “They instead chose a less-qualified Komali pilot to take his place… Have you any advice?”

Christopher shook his head in disbelief.  “Well, I’m glad I’m on vacation,” he mused, “because I’d hate to be in your shoes right about now.  This is a very delicate situation.”

“It is,” said Harrison.

The Captain pondered the situation for a long moment.  There were undoubtedly dozens of ideas pouring through his mind—but the one that fell from his lips was the one Harrison least wanted to hear:  “My only advice to you is this: do what you think is right.”

Harrison tried not to act too disappointed, but apparently his emotions betrayed him, because the Captain was quick to make an addendum.

“You are in command, Matthew.  …And one day in the very near future, all of the big decisions are going to be yours to make…  Some of them will be difficult; others will be simple beyond belief.  This is your golden opportunity to see if you can make those decisions—and in light of that, the very best thing I can offer you is luck…”

Chapter Four

Luck was not something Matthew Harrison was hoping to build his career around.  In fact, he had made every effort to build his career around solid decisions—but of course, in the long run, none of those decisions had been overly important.  Such decisions were almost always left to Captain Christopher, an arrangement that Harrison had subconsciously been quite comfortable with.  But now was the time to prove not only to himself, but to everyone in Starfleet, that he was capable of anything.

And with this newfound determination in mind, Matthew Harrison strode onto the bridge, ready to do whatever was necessary.

“Commander,” said Lieutenant Bator a scant moment later.  “Long range sensors have detected ten Tholian Interceptors.  They are approaching the Komali System at warp 9.5.”

Neelar Drayge tapped a few commands into the helm.  “At their current speed, they’ll reach Komali IV in seventeen hours.”

Bator grunted softly at the news.  “It would seem the Tholians are having second thoughts about their withdrawal,” he mused.

“Are you confident we can cream ten Tholian vessels to a pulp?” Drayge prompted a moment later.

“We have more torpedo tubes than they have vessels,” the Phobian proudly replied.  “They don’t stand a chance.”

But before the battle lines could be drawn any further, Harrison was quick to point out one small detail:  “We don’t even know their intentions.  It could be a standard border patrol for all we know…”

“At warp 9.5?” Megan Reinbold skeptically inquired.

“They are not responding to hails,” Bator subsequently added.  “If you ask me, this is an overtly aggressive action.  I suggest we go to yellow alert.”

“Agreed,” said Harrison.  Until the Tholians’ intents were made clear, it was best to err on the side of caution.  “We have seventeen hours to prepare.  If the Tholians have not explained themselves within fifteen hours, we shall assume their intents are hostile and prepare ourselves accordingly.”

“What should we do in the meantime?” asked Reinbold, her fingers already hovering over the controls to implement any new orders.

“In the meantime,” Harrison continued, “it is business as usual.”

Had she known diplomatic summits would ultimately prove so dreadfully boring, Prime Minister Hayak might have reconsidered hosting such a large one.  Indeed, ties with numerous alien races throughout the quadrant had been strengthened considerably over the past few days, but at what cost?  Her sanity hardly seemed worth the effort—but in the long run, her sanity was probably a small price to pay for a prosperous Komali IV.

“Prime Minister,” came the voice of an insignificant attendant near the gates of the Violet Citadel.  “Prime Minister!  One of the delegates wishes to see you!”

Hayak wearily closed her eyes as another shred of sanity slipped away.  She had temporarily vacated the citadel for the sole purpose of avoiding certain delegates—such as the Cardassians—but chaos seemed intent on following.  And it would have to follow, because Hayak didn’t plan on going back inside until her break was over with.  “Send the delegate outside,” she instructed.

The attendant nodded agreeably, and quickly ducked back into the Violet Citadel to retrieve the delegate in question.  Hayak waited patiently in the gardens for the attendant to return, but when he failed to do so, she assumed the delegate changed his mind, and thusly continued her stroll through the lush courtyard.

It was a perfect evening.  The sun was low in the violet-stained sky, casting long shadows across the flowery terrace.  The gentle breeze carried the sweet sent of nectar through the crisp evening air as a flock of songbirds gracefully fluttered toward the measureless valleys beyond the spiraled tower.

But four terse words quickly shattered the night’s calm mood: “We need to talk…”

Hayak quickly came about to see Commander Harrison.  The concerned look upon his face was the antidote to this perfect eve.  “About what?” she inquired.

Harrison took a few steps closer to the precipice that led to the valleys below.  “The piloting summit,” he said.

Hayak couldn’t help but chuckle.  “I’m afraid I’m no pilot,” she mused.  “But I am nonetheless pleased with the work our scientists have been able to accomplish with the Federation’s help.  The Raptor is truly an extraordinary piece of equipment.”

“I am glad you think that,” said Harrison evenly.

It was probably an understatement.  If the Tholians ever tried to launch some sort of attack on Komali IV, they would find the Raptor to be a formidable adversary.  “We are already enjoying the fruits of this alliance,” Hayak happily stated.  “I hope our relationship with the Federation is a long and prosperous one.”

“As do I,” said Harrison.  “But my helmsman might be inclined to disagree.”

“And why is that?” asked Hayak.  She didn’t particularly care to hear of the tale, but out of respect for Commander Harrison, she relented.

Harrison expelled a long, weary sigh.  “Your people denied him access to the Raptor seminar because he is a Bolian,” he said softly.  “Do you know anything of this?”

And suddenly, the plight of this one small helmsman became so much more.  “Yes,” said Hayak agreeably.  “I’m well aware of the situation.  In fact, I was the one who suggested Lieutenant Drayge be excluded from the seminar.”

Much to Hayak’s surprise, the look upon Commander Harrison’s face was not a comforting one.  In fact, he seemed thoroughly perplexed by the entire situation.  “Why?” he demanded.

“You see, Commander, the Komali are pilots.  For centuries, we have piloted our small starships across this sector, trading with the various species willing to break the Tholian blockade. And every year, dozens of young Komali pilots are accepted into Starfleet Academy.  We are, of course, honored to have them amongst the ranks of one of the finest organizations in the quadrant.  And the Komali excel in almost every area at Starfleet Academy, including piloting—but they very rarely make it into the upper echelons… into organizations like the Red Squad.

“You see, while the Komali are indeed excellent pilots, our fleet is much smaller than say… the Bolian fleet.  As such, the Bolians are able to provide their young with an extensive array of piloting experiences before they reach Starfleet Academy, while the Komali just don’t have the resources to do the same.  Our young are entering the Academy at a considerable disadvantage.”

“That is unfortunate,” said Harrison.  “But it is no reason to exclude Bolians from your seminars.”

Growing frustrated with Commander Harrison’s continued negativity, Hayak wearily pinched the bridge of her nose.  “Our only desire is to ensure the Komali have the same opportunities as everyone else,” she explained.  “By excluding Lieutenant Drayge from the seminar, a Komali student will have the opportunity to gain much needed experience that he would otherwise be unable to acquire.”

“And it is also discrimination,” said Harrison flatly.  “Lieutenant Drayge is easily one of the most experienced pilots in this sector.  He had every right to be a part of the Raptor seminar—and he earned that right after many long years of training.”

Hayak shook her head with disgust.  “So you believe our Komali pilots have no right attend the seminar, simply because we, as a people, have been unable to properly train them?”

“No,” said Harrison emphatically.  “I believe they should attend Starfleet Academy and receive the same training Lieutenant Drayge received.  They shouldn’t receive preferential treatment simply because they are Komali!”

“And what about the Red Squad?” Hayak demanded.  “Without this extra training now, all Komali pilots are at a severe disadvantage when they enter the Academy!”

Harrison shook his head.  “If your people are truly as skilled as you claim, then their qualifications shall speak for themselves!”

Hayak scoffed at Harrison’s words.  “Then why are so few Komali admitted into the Red Squad?”

“Perhaps,” said Harrison softly, “Bolians are simply better pilots?”

Hayak could feel her blood beginning to boil with anger.  “Of course they’re better pilots!” she seethed.  “They have better training!  That is why we need to ensure the Komali get better training at home!”

Moving with incredibly sloth, Harrison closed the distance between himself and Hayak.  “So I assume you will not reconsider your decision regarding Lieutenant Drayge?”

“Of course not!” Hayak replied.  It would be an affront to her beliefs.  “The decision stands.”

The anger in Harrison’s face suddenly changed.  It looked far more pained than it had just moments ago, and that immediately concerned Hayak.  Thus, she listened to everything Harrison had to say, knowing that she probably wasn’t going to like it.

And she didn’t.

He placed a firm hand upon her shoulder.  “Then I regret to inform you that this may… adversely affect your bid to join the Federation.”

Hayak’s heart skipped a beat.  “What?” she asked, her voice filled with disbelief.

“The Federation cannot condone your policies,” Harrison explained.  “If you wish to join us, then you must rescind them.  You see, everyone is equal in the Federation… It does not matter what kind of background a person comes from.  Everyone, no matter the species, has the same opportunities to excel.

“Instruction at the Academy starts at a very basic level.  By the time students are eligible for Red Squad, their—”

Hayak had heard enough.  “With all due respect, Commander, you and I are at opposite ends of the spectrum—and while you have made some valid points… a little spiel about the great Federation isn’t going to change my mind.”

But instead of challenging Hayak, Harrison suddenly took a very different approach.  “Then why not simply hold the seminar in a larger building?  With room to accommodate everyone who wishes to attend?”

“There are tens of thousands of Komali pilots,” said Hayak.  “We have no buildings large enough to accommodate them.”

“Then hold multiple seminars…”

“We plan on it.  But I’m afraid there is still no room for your helmsman in our schedule, Commander.  I want the very best for my people… and I feel that this is an effective way to achieve that goal.”

Harrison somberly shook his head.  “And I am sorry you feel that way,” he said sympathetically.

On that note, Harrison slowly turned on his heel and headed back toward the front of the Violet Citadel, leaving Hayak alone to her thoughts—and the sunset.

The last rays of golden sunshine slowly peeked over the distant horizon as the great sphere of light sunk into the night.  On most occasions, Hayak relished the majestic sunset, but on this night, she couldn’t help but wonder if the darkness would recede when the morning came…

Chapter Five

 The moment he set foot into the conference lounge, Neelar Drayge knew Commander Harrison’s meeting with the Komali Prime Minister had not gone well.  In fact, if Neelar had to guess, he would have said the meeting went rather poorly—and even that might have been an understatement.  Thus, Neelar approached the Commander knowing he might not be in the best of moods.

“How badly did things go down there?” he cautiously asked as he seated himself beside Harrison.

The Commander expelled a weary sigh as he contemplated his response.  “I do believe it went about as badly as possible,” he admitted.  “I said one thing… Prime Minister Hayak said the exact opposite.  Suffice it to say, you have not been invited to the seminar…”

Somehow, after hearing the stern conviction in Major Krimen’s voice, Neelar knew he wouldn’t be going.  But at least Commander Harrison tried.  “I’m sure I’ll have another opportunity to see the Raptor in action,” he said.  “Maybe the next time we visit Earth…”

“Which could be a long time,” Harrison candidly replied.  “I am truly sorry, Lieutenant.”

Neelar shook his head.  As far as he was concerned, Harrison had nothing to be sorry about.  “You did everything within your power to change the Prime Minister’s mind.  And for that, I am thankful.  Believe me, Commander, I’ll have plenty of opportunities to see the Raptor.”

While the words seemed to put Harrison at ease, it was only for a moment.  “I simply wish I could have done more,” he grimaced.  

“Maybe you can,” Neelar cautiously replied.  Since command was hardly his forte, Neelar was often hesitant to make a suggestion… but in this rare instance, the situation affected him so deeply that he couldn’t help but make his voice heard.  “This diplomatic summit is a fairly important one, isn’t it?”

Commander Harrison nodded his confirmation.  “The Komali have managed to assemble the vast majority of the quadrant’s major powers,” he said.  “In essence, the entire quadrant is watching.”

And that was exactly what Neelar was hoping to hear…

Only three days of dreadful boredom remained, and Prime Minister Hayak couldn’t have been more pleased.  Over the past few days, she had been witness to some of the most excruciatingly painful conferences in Komali history—most of them involving the extremely verbose Cardassians.  But these high-level talks were necessary to hammer-out a place for the Komali in the galactic neighborhood, and Hayak continuously had to remind herself that, in the long run, they would prosper because of it.

However, seated with the delegates in the Great Hall at the heart of the Violet Citadel, Hayak was having trouble seeing things in the long run.  In fact, she was fairly certain she would fall unconscious if she had to listen to the Ferengi delegate blather on for much longer.

“…and not only will the Ferengi be able to provide you with the much needed resources your war-torn planet needs to recover from decades of Tholian oppression, we will be able to offer them to you at a considerable discount—with two percent of all profits being donated to the Komali War Orphans Fund.

“And of course, to show our appreciation for your business, the Ferengi will generously provide the Komali with three thousand vats of very rare tulaberry wine, also at an extremely substantial discount!”

The Ferengi’s mouth opened to continue his spiel, but Hayak had heard more than enough.  She diplomatically raised a hand to silence the little Ferengi, and rose from her seat to thank him.  “Your assistance is most appreciated,” she graciously told him.  “I am certain the Komali and the Ferengi will have a long, prosperous relationship in the years to come.”

The Ferengi flashed a toothy grin.  “Prime Minister, I am suddenly reminded of the fifty-seventh Rule of Acquisition: Good customers are as rare as latinum.  Treasure them.”

Hayak provided the Ferengi with a diplomatic smile.  “Sage advice,” she replied, grandiosely turning her attention to the rest of the delegates seated in the cavernous room.  “Now, allow me to take a moment to thank all of you for attending this summit.  It is a rare occasion… for so many different alien cultures to come together in the name of peace, and I am proud that the Komali have been able to accomplish this feat.  I believe it demonstrates that we are serious about establishing peaceful, diplomatic ties with each and every one of your species, and—”

“Excuse me.”

Hayak’s voice died in her throat as Matthew Harrison’s voice rang throughout the Great Hall.  She immediately came about to see the Commander standing almost directly behind her—and unlike the rest of the delegates, he was far from impressed by her speech.  “Is there something I can help you with, Commander?”

Harrison nodded agreeably, but instead of addressing Hayak, he turned his attention to the rest of the delegates.  “While the Komali desire for is certainly commendable, in recent days, they have also demonstrated some troubling behaviors that are simply unacceptable to the Federation.  Yesterday, while attempting to attend a piloting seminar at the Komali Tactical Research and Development Lab, my helmsman was turned away because of his race.

“Despite the Komali’s noble desire for peace throughout the quadrant, they still cling to seemingly archaic, discriminating practices in hopes of achieving equality.  While the Federation certainly sympathizes the Komali’s desire for equality, it simply cannot condone the method in which they strive to achieve it.

“I have already spoken with Prime Minister Hayak regarding the situation, and despite my attempts to compromise, she has refused to reverse the Komali’s decision regarding my helmsman.  Consequently, the Federation is officially withdrawing from this summit…”

As the crowd gasped in shock, Prime Minister Hayak gasped in disgust.  “Commander Harrison,” she hissed, “this is preposterous!  You simply cannot withdraw from the summit!”

He shook his head to the contrary.  “Watch me,” he said defiantly as he approached the exit.  But instead of leaving, he seemed to linger at the threshold for a long moment before slowly turning back to Hayak.  “By the way,” he said evenly, “there are ten heavily armed Tholian Interceptors approaching the Komali System at high warp.  I suggest you prepare to defend yourselves…”

Hayak’s eyes suddenly widened.  “What?”

“It would seem the Tholians have changed their minds about the withdrawal from this sector,” Harrison candidly explained.  “But because this is an ongoing, internal dispute between your two species, the Prime Directive prohibits the Federation from getting involved.  Had we been able to forge some sort of alliance, I am certain the Federation would have come to your aid…”

“That is a thin excuse, Commander,” Hayak tersely replied.

Harrison nodded sympathetically.  “It would seem those have become quite common in recent days,” he said… And then he left, leaving the fate of the Komali hanging in the balance.

When he returned to the Starlight’s bridge, Harrison felt as if a giant weight had been lifted from his shoulders.  Though he wasn’t entirely happy with all of the decisions he had to make, at the very least, he now knew that he could make them.  But as a series of shrill sensor alerts filled the bridge, he knew that he wasn’t done making those decisions just yet.

“Ten Tholian Interceptors have just dropped out of warp,” reported Megan Reinbold from the operations console.  “Their weapons are armed.”

“Komali forces are responding to the threat,” Bator subsequently added.

Harrison calmly seated himself in the command chair and watched as a fleet of Tholian vessels streaked across the viewscreen in search of Komali IV.  Had the conversation with Prime Minister Hayak taken a different route, Harrison knew the Starlight would be actively hunting down the Tholian vessels… but now he had little choice but to sit and watch.  “Monitor the Tholian activity,” he ordered.  “If it appears they are going to cause great harm to the Komali, then we shall intervene.”

“One of the Tholian vessels has already been disabled,” said Reinbold.

“It would seem the Komali are putting the Raptor to good use,” noted Bator, just as another Tholian vessel stormed across the viewscreen.  Three smaller Komali patrol ships followed in hot pursuit, their weapons ablaze with purple light.  

And Harrison smiled as the Tholian vessel burst into a sea of flames.  Despite his disagreement with Prime Minister Hayak, he still found himself somewhat fond of the Komali on the whole.  And by conveniently forgetting to retrieve the Raptor from the Tactical Research and Development Lab, Harrison was letting Hayak know that the Federation hadn’t abandoned her completely.  “They are a decent people,” he mused.  “Perhaps one day we shall see eye-to-eye…”

* * *

A few days ago, Neelar Drayge set out to have an adventure.  Little did he know that adventure would lead to the destruction of the Federation’s fledgling alliance with the Komali.  “From now on, maybe I should just avoid adventures altogether,” he mused from his usual seat in the mess hall.

Bator smiled at the sentiment.  “That would make things easier, wouldn’t it?”

And Neelar had to admit, it would make things much easier.  Never again would he destroy a fragile alliance.  Never again would he find himself cast aside because of his race.  He could just sit back and relax at the Starlight’s helm, knowing that he wasn’t doing anything destructive—or constructive.  “Maybe my life is just too easy to begin with,” he mused.  “Think about it, in four years, how many adventures have I gone on?”

Bator took a sip of his beverage—a thick red concoction that looked utterly unappetizing.  “Two?” he guessed. 

And actually, that sounded about right.  “I haven’t actually kept count,” admitted the Bolian, “but if I were to go through my personal logs, I could probably count the actual number on one hand…”

“So you’re not the adventurous type,” said Bator lightly.  “There isn’t anything wrong with that.  When I served on the Alexander, there was a Lieutenant down in stellar cartography who only left the ship three times in six years.  He was still a pleasant fellow.”

But that was not how Neelar wanted people to remember him in thirty years.  “When I joined Starfleet, I wanted to make a name for myself.”

“And you have,” insisted Bator.  “You are an excellent pilot!”

“But I want to do more,” Neelar exclaimed.  “I’ve just grown complacent over the past few years.”

The thick red goop in Bator’s mug suddenly bubbled up.  It fizzled for a long moment before turning a few hues darker.  The Phobian smiled at the sight, and then took a big chug of the beverage.  “You want an adventure?” he asked.  He grinned, and then pointed to his mug.  “It’s called grulog.  A Pakled drink.  Very nutritious.”

Instinct immediately told Neelar that grulog was not something he was going to like drinking, despite its alleged nutritional content.  He promptly shook his head to refuse Bator’s offer—but the Phobian refused to yield.

“You wanted adventure,” he insisted.  “Sometimes that just means trying something new.”

But Neelar was still hesitant.  The grulog was now turning a shade of puke green.  How the beverage managed so many changes was unbeknownst to him… but Bator was right: it would be an adventure of not-quite-epic proportions.  “What the heck,” Neelar finally replied.  “What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Grulog is not for everyone,” said Bator evenly.  “You’ll probably vomit in a few hours.  But you won’t know until you try!”

Despite Bator’s ringing optimism, Neelar was hardly excited about this bold new adventure.  In fact, his enthusiasm pretty much evaporated at the mention of vomit.  But the fear of growing complacent kept Neelar from recanting his offer to try the drink.  Very slowly, he grabbed the huge mug from Bator’s hand. And the adventure began…

* * *

“So, any word on the Starlight’s new first officer?”

Matthew Harrison had to admit, Lucas Tompkins was persistent, if not thoroughly annoying.  But instead of avoiding the engineer and denying the promotion, Harrison finally decided he was ready to come to terms with his new job—because he was finally confident that he could do it.  “I have heard nothing from Starfleet Command,” said Harrison as he approached the mess hall.  “However, I am confident that you are still not in the running for the position.”

“Damn!”  But Tompkins nevertheless smiled at the news.  “Oh well.  I don’t really want the job, anyway.”

And that was news to Harrison.  “You certainly had me fooled,” he admitted.

Tompkins paused a scant meter from the mess hall, and turned a devious glare upon Harrison.  “Heh… Well, actually, I wasn’t even sure you were getting promoted,” he admitted.  “I had my suspicions, of course… so I just started the rumor to see how you’d react—and sure enough, you got the promotion, just like I thought!”

Harrison’s face suddenly drained of humor.  “It was you?” he scoffed.  “I should have known!”

A devious grin spread across Tompkins’ face.  Despite Harrison’s displeasure, he was obviously pleased with his actions.  “So what ship are you off to?  I hear they’re about to commission a chemical waste barge next month…  That bad boy is definitely going to need a Captain.”

Harrison shook his head at the jab.  A part of him would almost miss this discourse, despite the rather crude nature.  “I will make certain to suggest you for the position,” he mused.

“And if you do that,” said Tompkins, “you just might find a few problems with the replicator in your quarters… and the sonic shower… and the environmental controls…”

Harrison smiled.  “And you just might find yourself an Ensign,” he warned as the mess hall doors slid apart.  “Now are you going to join me for breakfast or not?”

Tompkins arched a curious brow.  “Me?” he asked.  “I always thought you hated me…”

“I do,” Harrison candidly admitted.  “But, you have made an effort—albeit a very annoying one—to be my friend over the past few years.  I suppose it is time I returned to favor…”

Tompkins smiled, and gestured for Harrison to step inside the mess hall.  “Then by all means, Captain.”
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