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Prologue

“Did you have to attack that blacksmith?”  

Though Alan Christopher’s voice was filled with conviction, Lieutenant Bator knew the Captain well enough to spot a joke.  And though Christopher was undoubtedly upset about the aforementioned blacksmith, Bator was reasonably confident it was little more than an exaggerated jest.  Thus, the Phobian shrugged the question aside.  “It was in my way,” he simply replied.

Christopher shook his head to the contrary.  “I think not.  That baby was well off the beaten path!  What the heck were your men doing over there, anyway?”

“Apparently,” Harrison calmly interjected from the comfort of his seat, “they were razing that blacksmith to the ground.”

“While my town was under siege?!”  Christopher threw his arms in the air in an exaggerated fashion.  “I needed those reinforcements!”

“They would not have made any difference,” said Bator.  He tapped a few commands into his workstation to maintain the illusion of work, then added, “Your establishment was already a lost cause…”

Harrison nodded.  “There were at least five squadrons of ogres at the gate,” he stated.  “It is unlikely Bator’s men could have repelled them.”

There were seven squadrons of ogres, actually—and if the reconnaissance reports were to be believed, another seven were on the way.  Bator knew his men were valiant on the battlefield, but they could not perform miracles.  “So instead of condemning my men to a bloody end in a hopeless battle, I delivered a victory of my own.”

“A minor victory,” sighed Christopher.  He wearily slumped down in his command chair and shook his head disapprovingly.  “It won’t take the enemy very long to construct a new blacksmith—and they’ll be back up to full strength in no time.  Our forces, unfortunately, have been obliterated…  We could have eked out some sort of victory had you bothered to come to my rescue, but no…  As the ogres overran our defenses, you two cowards had to go cowering to that little island in the south!”

“We were regrouping,” said Harrison calmly.  “Preparing for a counterstrike…  You must believe me when I say everything is under control.”

“Oh.”  Christopher bit his lip.  “So… this horrid loss was all a part of your incredible plan?”  He tapped a few commands into the computer terminal at his side, calling forth a schematic of the Bridgelands—the location of this alleged slaughter.  “Maybe my vision is going, Matthew…  But I’m just unable to see how this fits into your plan.”

Harrison flashed an enigmatic smile.  He had a vague idea of where their epic holo-novel was going, but truth be told, the exact details were a mystery.  The smile, undoubtedly, was meant to humor the Captain.

Or get him to be quiet.

Either way, it didn’t work.

“You know, the destruction of that blacksmith probably didn’t even hinder the enemy!”  He sighed wearily, and alluded to several nondescript areas of the map in question.  “They’re regrouping even as we speak!”

“No,” said Harrison, his smile widening.  “They are not—we deactivated the program when we left the holodeck.  The enemy is presently in a state of suspended animation…  They are not doing anything.”

There were a few muffled giggles suddenly emanating from the operations console—where Erin Keller stood, valiantly attempting to look busy.  Her attempt failed, of course, and her laughter only grew into something a bit more substantial.  “Alan takes his games very seriously,” she chirped.  “You should see him when he loses in Metrix.”

Christopher’s eyes widened, and he immediately bolted from his chair.  “If you hadn’t resulted to subterfuge,” he said, waving a playful finger at Keller, “I wouldn’t have lost!”

Keller nodded knowingly.  “When I cheat, it’s insidious subterfuge, designed to undermine the greatness of our fearless leader.”  The sarcasm in her voice was evident, but Christopher chose to overlook that small facet for the time being.  “But when Alan cheats?  That, boys, is what you call ‘skill.’  Or so he claims.”

Christopher returned to his seat.  He immediately cleared the Bridgelands from his workstation and brought up a new screen, this one mostly text.  Harrison attempted to see what the Captain was up to, but the moment his eyes crept toward the screen, Christopher turned it away from his prying eyes.

“What are you doing?” asked Harrison a scant moment later.

Christopher shrugged indolently.  “Arranging for a few demotions,” he cryptically replied.

The demotions, however, did not go very far.  Whether or not Christopher intended to authorize them (which Harrison highly doubted), his actions were summarily halted by a series of manic chirps emanating from the tactical station.

Engrossed in the banter, the alert caught Bator off guard.  Though he wasn’t exactly startled, it took him a few seconds to sort through the data flitting across his screen; in an emergency situation, those few seconds might have been fatal—but this didn’t appear to be an emergency, thankfully.  “The USS Potempkin has dropped out of warp nearby; they are on a direct intercept course…”

“That’s Admiral Janeway’s ship…” In that instant, Christopher’s damaged ego exited.  He cleared his workstation and turned his full attention to the Potempkin’s sudden appearance.  “Open a channel.”

Bator complied.

Christopher’s bright turquoise eyes immediately turned to the viewscreen, fully expecting to see the Admiral’s face—but instead, he was greeted with little more than the vast, scintillating starfield.  

The Phobian shook his head.  “No response.”

Christopher furrowed his brow.  “That’s odd.”

“Indeed.”  Harrison nodded his agreement.  “It is not like the Admiral to drop in unannounced… and her silence is even more peculiar.”

“There must be something wrong,” Christopher promptly realized.  The possibilities were endless, but Christopher’s mind was immediately filled with worst-case scenarios: enemy forces had taken the ship; some sort of alien virus killed the crew…  But conversely, it could be something as simple as a malfunctioning communication system.  Either way, caution was required.  “Yellow alert…”

Within moments, the pleasant ‘daylight’ illumination dropped down a few notches, and the yellow lights of caution filled the air.  The tension on the bridge suddenly seemed to thicken, and Christopher knew, more than a few pulses had quickened.  

“Status of the Potempkin?” asked Harrison a moment later.  He seemed oblivious to the situation, but underneath, Christopher knew that Matthew was just as apprehensive as everyone else; he just hid it better.

“They are still on an intercept course,” reported Neelar Drayge after conferring with his console.

“Their shields are down and weapons are offline,” said Bator.  

On the surface, that seemed like good news, but it wasn’t much of an indicator.  If there wasn’t anything wrong, this approach was standard protocol—but if it was a trap, then this ‘good news’ could easily lull one into a false sense of security.  Christopher, however, was not easily swayed.  “Hail them again.”

Bator’s hand immediately moved to comply, but even before he could think about contacting the Potempkin, a pillar of shimmering azure light glittered before the helm.  Instead, he grabbed the phaser from his belt and, in tandem with Commander Keller, approached the figure beaming onto the bridge.

But hostility, it seemed, would not be needed.  Once the transporter beam completed it’s cycle, Admiral Janeway stood before the helm—but given the stern look upon her face, she wasn’t here for a simple social visit.  

“Captain,” she said, the warmth in her voice betraying her stern façade, “sorry to drop in unannounced, but I didn’t want to discuss this over an open channel.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Discuss what?”

Janeway clenched her jaw.  “It would seem we’ve got a little rebellion on our hands.”  She motioned toward the Captain’s ready room.  “I’d be more comfortable giving you the full briefing in private.”

“Of course,” said Christopher, nodding his approval.  He rose from the command chair and led the way into his office, quickly seating himself behind the sleek obsidian desk near the window.

Janeway followed in his steps, and the moment the doors slid shut behind her, she expelled a deep, deep sigh.  “Before I utter a single word about this rebellion, Captain, I would like to stress the… delicacy of the situation.”

“Is this a classified mission?” asked Christopher, prodding the Admiral for any information he could get.

But she shook her head.  “As far as you and I are concerned,” she said, slowly approaching the desk, “this isn’t even a mission…”

“Then what is it?”

Janeway turned grim:  “Hell…”

Chapter One

“Two days ago, there was an uprising at the penal settlement on J’larre,” said Janeway, sipping at her simmering cup of tea.  “Six Starfleet officers were killed in the attack, eleven others wounded; the renegades subsequently hijacked a shuttle, and have been on the run ever since.”

Christopher sipped at his own mug of tea (even though he wasn’t exactly fond of the beverage, Janeway had made the selections at the replicator, and he didn’t feel right turning her down).  He nodded his understanding of the situation, but… didn’t quite see why it was a situation.  “So we have some renegades in a shuttle…”

Janeway shook her head.  “It’s not that simple.”

“I thought not.”  But given the unaccommodating gaze upon Janeway’s face, Christopher was quite certain that he wasn’t about to find out what made the situation so utterly complex.

Janeway took another brief sip of tea, and then set carefully her cup on the tray.  Though there was still more than half a cup left, she was apparently done—which indicated to Christopher the conversation was also nearing its conclusion.

“The renegade shuttle’s last known position was near Tethe-Alla; are you familiar with it?”

“Vaguely.”  To the best of Christopher’s knowledge, Tethe-Alla was a sprawling, dust-filled star system on the Elorg border.  It had a fair amount of planets, but none of them were inhabited.  

“Good.”  Janeway smiled faintly.  “We believe the renegades are hiding somewhere in the dust clouds near Tethe-Alla.  Now, I understand your current assignment is a simple reconnaissance mission?”

“It is,” said Christopher.  By order of Admiral Reddrick, the Starlight was to scout the Elorg Border for signs of any unusual activity.  Thus far, nobody had seen anything out of the ordinary.

“Those orders stand,” Janeway calmly continued.  “But should you come across the renegades in your travels, you are authorized to neutralize the threat by any means necessary.”

“Should I attempt to capture them?”

Janeway shook her head.  “These are dangerous people, Captain… Destroy them.”

Dangerous or not, Christopher was not fond of simply blowing a bunch of people into oblivion.  “What about the Prime Directive?”

“In this instance, it doesn’t apply.”

“Why not?”

Janeway briskly rose from her seat.  “That’s none of your concern, Captain.  You have your orders.”  She turned on her heel and started for the door, but paused after traveling only a few feet.  Slowly she turned around and, looking a bit more informal, said, “Thanks for the tea.”  And on that pleasant note, she was gone.

And Christopher was left with quite a quandary.  Shady orders, secret missions, utter disregard for the Prime Directive…  The entire situation reeked of subterfuge.  Christopher suspected that, when all was said and done, the Starlight’s magical mole would work its wonders, just like it had at Forcena and Beremar:  the entire mission would be erased from the computer, replaced with a completely plausible, but otherwise fictitious voyage into the unknown.

But this time, there would be a twist. This time the mole wasn’t going to complete his mission.  Those highly classified records would remain, and Starfleet’s treachery would at long last be exposed to the galaxy.  This time, Christopher was going to win…

“Admiral Janeway didn’t say very much,” Christopher said to the senior staff a few minutes later in the conference lounge.  “However, she did drop a few hints; it might not be much to go on, but it’s a definite starting point.”

Nobody said a thing.  In fact, it was one of the few times Christopher could recall his words being greeted by utter silence (though in the past, the vast majority of those silences followed one of his brilliant, yet underappreciated jokes).  There was little doubt that everyone present trusted Christopher; after four years together, that wasn’t even an issue.  It was the treachery that had undoubtedly inspired this silence.

“Should we even be talking about this?” asked Neelar a moment later.  He was hesitant to speak, but knew that someone had to break the ice.

Christopher immediately dispelled the Bolian’s concerns.  “You heard the Admiral—this isn’t to be considered a mission… and since it’s not a mission, it’s obviously not classified.  Which means we are certainly free to discuss it amongst ourselves.”

“That is one hell of a technicality, Alan.”  Sarah Hartman rarely appeared at staff meetings, but since she had been so deeply involved in the plot on Forcena, this particular meeting was of extreme interest.

Christopher shrugged at the Doctor’s concerns.  “The good Admiral probably expected me to tell you something.  After all, shooting down one of our own starships is asking quite a lot.”

“But an order is an order,” Hartman quickly countered.  “You don’t have to understand it—you just have to comply.”

“Right you are, Sarah.”  But Christopher wasn’t exactly concerned about the ramifications of his actions—not when it came to exposing the Federation’s darker side.  Besides, he had been in worse situations, and always seemed to emerge unscathed.  This time would be no different.   “So… what do we know about these renegades?  Janeway indicated they came from a penitentiary on J’larre…”

Erin Keller immediately withdrew a padd from her pocket and slid it across the sleek obsidian tabletop.  Christopher easily stopped it with his hand, and quickly glanced at the first few lines of text… Which also happened to be the last few lines of text:  “J’larre is an M-class world in the Alrakis Sector, inhabited by more than three billion sentient life forms.”

“The J’larrans acquired warp technology about six years ago,” Keller continued.  “They have trade agreements with the Ferengi, the Grintaka, and the Tzenkethi, as well as a non-aggression pact with the Elorg.”

“They aren’t keeping the most pleasant company,” mused Harrison.  “Have they had any contact with the Federation?”

Keller shook her head.  “Not officially.  The Endeavor encountered a J’larran transport ship on stardate 74348.2; they exchanged pleasantries, but that was about it.”

Something didn’t feel right about any of this.  “If the Federation has a penal settlement on J’larre, obviously they’ve exchanged more than a few pleasant ‘hellos.’”

“It could be on an isolated continent,” suggested Bator.  “Or perhaps underground.  J’larran civilization is not highly advanced; it is unlikely they have established a planetary sensor network.  The Federation could send cloaked ships to the planet all the time, and the J’larrans would never know.”

“But there are thousands of planets out there,” reminded Christopher.  “Why establish a clandestine penal settlement on an inhabited world?”

Harrison thoughtfully cocked his head.  “You know what they say: ‘The best place to hide something is in plain sight.’  Most people would probably not look for such a clandestine establishment on a planet like J’larre.”

“Okay,” said Christopher, willing to accept Harrison’s hypothesis.  “But if this is a simple penal settlement, as Janeway would have us believe, who the heck are we keeping in there?  Any common crook can spend some quality time in New Zealand.  Or the Andrean Glades on Bolarus…  Or any one of the other fine penal colonies scattered throughout the Federation.”

“This could be a maximum security joint,” suggested Lucas Tompkins.  “You know, the worst of the worst get shipped off the J’larre?”

“We could go undercover,” said Hartman flatly.  “Have Lucas kill a few thousand innocent civilians on some backwater world, and see where the Federation ultimately places him.”

“Heh…” Tompkins scoffed at the sentiment. “Aren’t you a doctor?  Shouldn’t you be devoted to saving lives, and stuff?”

Hartman shook her head.  “Only on Thursdays.”

“Ahh.”

A devious smile crept across the Doctor’s face.  “By the way, you a physical this afternoon.  Don’t be late…”

The engineer grinned faintly—today, after all, was Tuesday.  “You couldn’t handle me.”

Hartman chuckled, a tart reply on the tip of her tongue—but before she had a chance to utter her brilliant affront, Harrison resumed the meeting.

“If the Federation does have a base on J’larre, it is obviously well hidden.  We will most likely be unable to locate it without assistance,” said Harrison.

“And our best chance of getting that assistance is by intercepting that rogue shuttle,” Christopher continued.  “Those renegades have all the answers we want.”

“Aren’t we supposed to kill them on sight?” asked Neelar.  “The are supposed to be extremely dangerous, after all.”

Christopher chuckled.  “There are ten of them, at the very most—all crammed into a little shuttle…  I think we can handle them, Neelar.  We’ve got them outnumbered fifty-to-one.”

After considering the facts, Neelar was forced to concur:  “I guess you’re right.”

“I usually am,” mused Christopher.  And on that note, it was back to business.  “The renegade ship was last seen near Tethe-Alla.  I want to conveniently make our routine reconnaissance mission pass through that sector… just to check things out.”

“We are already headed in that general direction,” said Drayge evenly.  “We could very easily approach Tethe-Alla without raising any eyebrows or red flags back at Starfleet Command.”

Christopher nodded his approval.  “Do it.”

With Tethe-Alla a good three hours away, Matthew Harrison decided to make the best of the down time.  Since it was unlikely their reconnaissance mission would turn out anything of interest (aside from these alleged renegades), he considered returning to the holodeck—but after the unfortunate incident with the enemy blacksmith, Harrison didn’t dare return to the battlefield without the Captain there to see events unfold for himself.

With the holodeck out of the question, Harrison thought he might return home and curl up on the sofa with a good book—but the hunger pangs in his stomach very quickly quelled that idea.  It was time for lunch.

The mess hall wasn’t exactly busy, but there were still a fair amount of people wandering about, enjoying decent meal and a pleasant conversation.  For his part, Harrison was content to simply enjoy his meal—a nice helping of sushi; conversation was irrelevant.  But the moment he seated himself in a secluded corner of the establishment, Harrison could feel a presence looking over his shoulder.

“I must admit,” said Talyere a moment later, “I have not delved very deep into the Japanese section of your culinary database.”

Harrison flashed the Overseer a faint smile.  Though he would have preferred to eat in solitude, ushering Talyere away would have been impolite, so he responded with the most neutral phrase he could muster:  “They are a fine people, with a unique culture.  In addition to the sushi, I also recommend perusing their vast library of anime.”

But instead of scurrying off to investigate, Talyere seemed to hang on Harrison’s every last word.  “Anime?” he repeated skeptically.

Harrison nodded as he bit one of his little sushi rolls in half.  “It may seem childish on the surface, but a great many of the tales are highly complex.  It is certain you would enjoy some of the more engaging installments.”

Talyere was not convinced.  “Why indulge myself with anime, when I can watch a far more engaging plot unfold here, aboard the Starlight…”

Shaking his head, Harrison calmly said, “I know not what you speak of.”

Unfortunately, Talyere didn’t believe the sentiment for a second.  Instead, he pulled up the seat adjacent to Harrison and drew himself only inches from the Commander’s face.  “I know of our rendezvous with Admiral Janeway…”

Harrison furrowed his brow.  “How?”

He shrugged.  “I could see the Potempkin from my quarters,” he simply stated.

And while that might have been true, Harrison knew that the Admiral’s meeting wasn’t broadcast to the entire ship.  Talyere was either making an educated guess, or the Captain had already told him of the treachery… or he knew because he himself was the mole…?  That was nonsense, of course, but then again, these were nonsensical times.  “What do you know?”

“Very little,” admitted Talyere.  “In fact, I am only familiar with the myriad rumors that have been floating around the mess hall.”

“Rumors are not much to go on,” said Harrison.

The Elorg nodded.  “I know.  And I assume the Borg have not annihilated Andor?”

That was one rumor that Harrison could very easily dispel—though he was amazed that such an incredible tale could be weaved in such a short period of time.  “There hasn’t been any Borg activity in Federation space for many years; at last report, Andor was still in one piece…”

Talyere nodded knowingly.  “I assumed as much.”  He glanced at the sushi on Harrison’s platter for a moment—he seemed truly fascinated by it—but his attention remained focused on the conversation.  “I also assume the rumors of treachery and subterfuge are a bit more substantial?”

Talyere was not in Starfleet.  And though he was deeply affected by the Federation’s massacre in the Beremar System, this situation had nothing to do with him.  Even so, Harrison felt compelled to bring the Overseer into the loop; after all, he was likely to find out about the situation sooner or later.  Harrison would rather he hear it from someone on the senior staff—not an ensign on deck twenty.  “At this point, we have very little to go on—but there is allegedly a renegade starship in the vicinity.  We are to destroy it on sight…”

Talyere nodded accordingly, as if he had seen the story coming from light years away.  “With such a delicate situation on hand, you would think Starfleet would dispatch someone from its intelligence wing to take care of this situation…”

“Starfleet works in mysterious ways,” mused Harrison, plucking another little sushi roll from the platter.

Talyere drew himself nearer to Harrison—so close, in fact, his lips were a mere centimeter from the Commander’s face.  “What if I told you that Starfleet has an agent aboard this ship?”

Harrison swallowed his food, and then sighed.  Wearily.  “I would not be surprised.”

Talyere nodded, and taking note of the attention the conversation was starting to draw, he plucked one of the few remaining sushi rolls from Harrison’s plate.  He hesitantly nibbled the edge of the roll, sampling it upon his palate.  “Vile,” he said as he swallowed.

Harrison smiled faintly.  “It is an acquired taste, I suppose.”

Talyere nodded, and taking another bite of the vile sushi, continued his tale.  “Several months ago, when Lieutenant Bator and I were visiting Kalidar… we had a very interesting conversation.”

“About?”

“Treachery.”

“And?”

Talyere’s concerned gaze turned back to Harrison.  “I would keep an eye on the Lieutenant if I were you…”

Chapter Two

“Bator?”  The surprise in Captain Christopher’s voice was evident even to himself.  Which meant that it must have been blindingly obvious to Matthew Harrison, who stood calmly beside Christopher in the turbolift headed for the bridge.

“Talyere did not have much in the way of evidence,” continued Harrison softly, “but he did bring up several valid points.  Why did Starfleet assign him to visit Kalidar?  It is my understanding that the vast majority of the security considerations at Zalsar’s inauguration were made by the Elorg…  And any Starfleet security needs could have very easily been coordinated by Captain Landsberg’s crew.”

 Finding himself increasingly frustrated by the situation, Christopher folded his arms upon his chest and sighed.  He liked Bator—in fact, he considered the Phobian a friend, so this less-than-friendly accusation was most certainly cause for concern—especially since Bator had all the makings of an intelligence agent.  He had skill, knowledge, opportunity…  “Let’s heed Talyere’s advice,” said Christopher softly as the turbolift screeched to a halt.  “Keep an eye on Bator.”

The doors slid apart, and Christopher promptly stepped onto the bridge, immediately flashing Erin Keller a pleasant smile.  She happily returned the gesture, and promptly returned to her work.  On the opposite side of the bridge, Lieutenant Bator stood vigilant watch over the sensors…  Christopher nodded his acknowledgement, but in light of his conversation in the turbolift, proceeded to the command chair without uttering a single word to the Phobian.

“Lieutenant Drayge,” called Harrison a scant moment later.  “What is our status?”

The Bolian glanced at the helm.  “We are approaching Tethe-Alla,” he reported.  “So far, sensors aren’t showing anything unusual.”

“Keep looking,” said Christopher.  “The entire star system is inundated with dust and debris.  Those sneaky little renegades could very easily be hiding amongst all of that garbage.”

Drayge nodded his acknowledgement.  He tapped a few additional commands into the helm, but those actions trailed off after only a moment.  He paused, and came about to face Christopher.  “Captain,” he said, “we might be able to scan the vicinity a bit easier if we adjust the astrometric sensors to filter out the dust and debris…”

Since Drayge was not frequently tinkering with the sensors, Christopher turned immediately to Keller for her analysis.

She ran a few quick simulations on her workstation, and ultimately nodded her agreement.  “It would probably do the trick,” she said.  “But we’d have to make the adjustments from the astrometrics lab.”

“Do it,” said Christopher almost immediately.  “The sooner we track these renegades down, the better…”

* * *

“Sexual side affects?”  Lucas Tompkins cringed as he perused the extensive list of side affects associated with axanine.  Normally, he would have just laughed at the list and moved on with his life, but with Doctor Hartman standing by to inject him with a good dose of the stuff, Tompkins immediately found this was no laughing matter.  “Heh… Look, I can handle dry mouth and constipation, Doctor, but there’s no way in hell I’m going to have you inject me with anything promising unspecified sexual side affects!”

Hartman immediately set aside her hypospray and grabbed the padd from Tompkins’ hand.  “They’re not unspecified,” she sighed, pointing to a small cluster of paragraphs a bit further into the treatise.  “Next time try reading the whole thing.”

Tompkins only glanced at the paragraphs in question.  He didn’t really want to read the whole treatise—it was boring as hell, and now that it was introducing these seeds of bedroom doubt, it was borderline horrific.  “We’re almost into the twenty-fifth century,” he said after seeing the word ‘dysfunction’ a few times in the midst of those paragraphs.  “Why the hell do drugs still have side affects?”

Seeing that Tompkins was obviously not going to inspect the rest of the document, Hartman pulled the padd from his hand and set it beside the biobed.  “It’s still an experimental drug.”  She inserted a vile of axanine into the bottom of the hypospray.  “The kinks are still being worked out.”

“So I’m a guinea pig?”

“More or less.”  She peered into his eyes.  “You’re just a lot uglier.”

“Thanks.”  Tompkins expelled a heavy sigh and watched as Hartman adjusted the dosage.  She didn’t seem overly concerned about the said side affects; in fact, she had allegedly injected herself with a stiff dose of axanine not too long ago.  But then again, Hartman would have infected herself with the Molgreean death plague to advance the science of medicine.  Tompkins, however, wasn’t that adventurous, and as the Doctor prepared to inject him with the axanine, he began to have second thoughts.

And third.

And fourth.

He shook his head.  “I don’t think this is a good idea,” he said, already formulating some sort of excuse to avert the axanine.

But much to the engineer’s surprise, Hartman immediately withdrew the hypospray.  “Suit yourself,” she said with a shrug.

He paused, and cast a curious gaze upon the doctor.  She didn’t usually give up so easily; maybe she was in a worse mood than usual, and didn’t care to argue?  It was possible, though Tompkins doubted it.  He tentatively began to slide off the biobed.  “Heh… I’ll see you tomorrow morning, then?”

“Sure thing,” said Hartman with a nod.  She still made no effort to impede Tompkins’ exit.

Tompkins readily decided the Doctor must have been bluffing all along; this ‘necessary injection’ had been little more than an excuse to try out this axanine stuff on a living subject.  It was completely immoral and in direct violation of the Hippocratic oath… which also meant the theory was probably dead wrong—but Tompkins didn’t exactly care at the moment.  As he strode toward the doors, he was content to know that his performance in the bedroom would go unhindered.

“Oh, just one last thing, Commander.”  Hartman’s voice rang across the sickbay just moments before Tompkins reached the doors.

He paused, turned on his heel and asked, “What?”

“When your synapses start to fuse the next time we encounter a class-nine nebula, don’t come running to me.  I’ll probably be busy studying its composition, and I won’t need you disturbing me with your foaming mouth and borderline insanity.  If you’re lucky, Doctor Welles might give you a sedative…”  There was a faint grin on Hartman’s face, but her words were spoken with such conviction that Tompkins wasn’t eager to find out if she was joking.

“Heh…” He bristled nervously at the doorway.  “You can’t give me something else, can you?  There’s gotta be something else, right?”

Hartman immediately shook her head.  “Trust me,” she said, beckoning him back to the biobed, “you don’t have anything to worry about—I doubt you’re going to be getting laid anytime soon.”

Tompkins chuckled faintly as he seated himself back upon the biobed.  “Thanks for the vote of confidence…”

The doctor nodded, and then swiftly injected the hypospray into Tompkins’ neck.  “You’re welcome.”

Eager to bring about an end to his physical, Tompkins slid off the biobed and darted for the doors, this time not bothering to listen for any of Hartman’s “cheery” comments to entice him back inside.  He had had enough of sickbay for one day…

Quickly, Tompkins stormed into the corridor and headed for the turbolift.  The doors slid apart with a pleasant hiss, and Tompkins plowed ahead at full speed—practically toppling Neelar Drayge in the process.  With a few quick maneuvers, Tompkins was able to get out of the Bolian’s way and settle into the turbolift without looking too stupid.  “Sorry,” he said a moment later.  “Didn’t see you there, Neelar.”

The Bolian briefly turned around.  “It’s okay…”

But given the trickle of blue blood running down the Bolian’s chin, it immediately became obvious to Tompkins that everything was not okay.  “You sure about that?”

Neelar quickly brushed the blood from his chin, but another little pool very quickly replaced it.  “I was trying to upgrade the sensors,” he said quietly.  “Unsuccessfully, I might add.”

Having spent the better part of the past hour being poked and prodded by Sarah Hartman, Lucas needed to reassert himself—and poking and prodding at the computer was easily the best way to do so.  “I’ll take a look at it if you want.  Where were you working?”

“The astrometrics lab.”  Neelar dabbed at his wound, and then politely excused himself, leaving Lucas to his newfound task…

Though he had seen many strange interstellar formations over the years, the majestic cloak of dust that surrounded the Tethe-Alla System was one of the more exotic entities witnessed by Matthew Harrison.  The veil of glittering silver dust wasn’t exactly a rarity in the galaxy—countless formative star systems were enveloped similar cloaks—but the fact that Tethe-Alla had six massive planets in addition to the dust ring was certainly noteworthy.  “It would make for an interesting study,” said Harrison, “were we not hunting for our adversary in there.”

Captain Christopher nodded agreeably, but his eyes did not once waver from the silvery swirls on the viewscreen.  “How are the sensors looking, Erin?”

Her deft fingers quickly danced over the control interface, but given the computer’s less than enthusiastic response, Harrison was not expecting much from Keller’s report.  She peered at the data for a long moment, as if willing something of importance to the screen, before forcing a faint smile to her face.  “Neelar’s tinkering didn’t do very much, I’m afraid.  We can scan the dust just fine, but… if there is a ship hiding in there, we’re not going to find it from here.”

Harrison shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  While the dust ring was not technically a nebula, it was certainly the next best thing.  “If we penetrate the ring, our shield strength will be compromised considerably.  However, the Starlight has substantially more firepower than a mere shuttle.  It might be worth the risk…”

“I was thinking the same thing,” said Christopher thoughtfully.  “But if our situations were reversed, and we were sitting in that dust waiting for an attack… I would spend every second making preparations—I mean, they have to know we’re coming…  It only makes sense.”

“We might have the superior firepower,” Harrison continued, “but chances are good the enemy will be able to strike first.”

“And depending on what they hit in that opening volley, the tables can turn really quick,” concluded Christopher.  “So we need some options…”

“Obviously,” Bator interjected, “we need to eliminate their tactical advantage.”

In Harrison’s opinion, that would mean separating the renegades from the dust ring—a daunting task, to say the least.  “What effect would a torpedo have on the dust?”

The Phobian ran a few quick simulations on his console.  “An explosion would disrupt the ring,” he determined, “but the effect would last only a few hours.  We would run out of torpedoes before the renegades run out of hiding spaces.”

And since that was not a viable option, Harrison sunk down in his seat and simply stared into the viewscreen, hoping inspiration might strike.  It didn’t of course, but the star system’s innate beauty served as minor consolation… The ashen dust glittered in the pale sunlight as the planets—little more than specks—waded around the sun, leaving in their wake a hazy trail of nothing.

And suddenly, something clicked in Harrison’s mind.  “If the planets and asteroids leave a wake in the field,” he said, slowly rising from his chair, “so, too, would a starship…”

It did not take long for Commander Keller to catch on.  “According to the Admiral, the renegades had their little uprising two days ago; in a shuttle, a trip from J’larre to Tethe-Alla would take a good thirty-six hours…”

“But a shuttle is really small compared to a planet,” said Christopher.  “Would they really leave a detectable wake?”

Keller almost immediately affirmed the sentiment with an enthusiastic nod.  “It doesn’t matter what kind of ship you take across the sea—it’s going to leave a wake.  And this great big sea of dust is no different…” She tapped a few commands into her console, and within moments, three of the smaller asteroids on the viewscreen were highlighted green.  “All three of these guys are about the size of a shuttle; assuming the shuttle is moving at a similar speed, it should have a similar wake—but since the shuttle wasn’t orbiting the star when it entered the system, it will have an anomalous trajectory.”

Harrison was not fond of all these calculations—and he knew the Captain was even more confused by them.  So he cut right through the science and back to common sense.  “What if the shuttle crept into the vicinity to avoid leaving a wake?”

Keller shook her head as she input the necessary calculations into the computer.  “They didn’t.  It would take them years to get inside on thrusters alone—and our sensors can penetrate the ring’s outer edges… the shuttle isn’t there.”

“So they must be inside,” Christopher surmised.

“And I would guess they are hiding right about…” Keller watched as a thick red line darted across the viewscreen—and straight into orbit of the fifth planet.  “There.”

“A class-T ultra-giant,” gleaned Bator from sensors.

And rightfully so—as Harrison glanced over the data for himself, he quickly noted the gaseous world was the seventh largest in the Alpha Quadrant.  “A perfect hiding place,” he mused.

Christopher shook his head.  “Not anymore.”  His eyes darted to Neelar Drayge’s replacement at the helm, a capable young man by the name of Simon Hataru.  “Lieutenant,” called the Captain, “set a course for the fifth planet…”

“Aye, Captain.”  And though his actions lacked the elegance of Lieutenant Drayge’s maneuverings, Hataru nonetheless performed his duties well.  “Course set.”

A determined glint in his eye, Christopher sat straight in the command chair and uttered the order that would be the beginning of the renegades’ end: “Engage!”

Chapter Three

The Starlight hung motionless in orbit of the fifth planet, an unimaginably massive sphere shrouded almost entirely in ashen clouds.  A thin ring of rocks and ice circled the planet, practically a mirror image of the star system the immense world called home.  In the distance, tiny shards of dust and ice twinkled into the interstellar horizon.  On the surface, everything was calm, but churning deep inside the giant planet’s atmosphere, was a magnificent storm.

“I still don’t see it,” said Christopher, shaking his head as he peered into the planet’s hazy atmosphere.  “Are you absolutely certain this is the right spot?”

Erin Keller immediately frowned.  “Alan,” she said disapprovingly.

The Captain stood, and turned an apologetic gaze toward his wife.  “Sorry.”  He took a few random steps, but ultimately wound up going nowhere.  “I’m just a little on edge…”

Not the type to lounge around on the job, Matthew Harrison quickly assumed his place at Christopher’s side.  “Might it be possible to enhance the image?”

Keller shrugged.  “I’ve already enhanced it five times,” she said.  “Maybe Alan should get those ‘superior’ eyes of his checked…” She giggled.  “It only takes a few minutes…  I’ll bet Sarah can do it right on the bridge if you really want her to!”

Christopher shook his head.  “My vision is fine,” he affirmed.  “But my patience are definitely running thin.  If that is our renegade ship—” he motioned toward the viewscreen “—then they are awfully deep inside the atmosphere.  Wouldn’t the pressure crush them?”

“It is possible the enemy has made some modifications to the vessel’s structural integrity field,” said Bator.  “If we made similar adjustments, it would be possible for the Starlight to follow them inside.”

Though it was capable of atmospheric operations, the Starlight didn’t exactly excel under those circumstances.  Christopher was content to keep this battle in the void of space.  Besides, he didn’t want to let Bator of out sight just yet.  “We’ll hold position for the time being.”

Just then, the doors slid apart, admitting both Megan Reinbold and Neelar Drayge onto the bridge.  While Megan very quickly wandered over to give Erin a hand at ops, Neelar relieved Simon Hataru from his helm duties.  Christopher gave the Bolian a chance to get situated, and then approached the helm.  “What happened to the sensors, Neelar?”

He froze, and nervously glanced up toward Christopher.  “Well… I got started on them… but then I hit my chin on one of the ODN relays—so I had to go to sickbay…  Commander Tompkins said that he would complete the modifications to the sensors.  I don’t believe it should take much longer.”

Christopher wasn’t upset.  Accidents happen every now and then—and since they had allegedly found the renegade shuttle, the sensors were no longer a very high priority.  “Well, in the future, just make sure you keep me informed.”

Drayge nodded.  “Yes, Captain.”

“Alan,” called Keller a scant moment later.  “I think we’ve got a better fix on the renegades’ position.”

Standing beside Keller, Megan Reinbold nodded her agreement.  “Some of Lieutenant Drayge’s modifications are coming online—it looks like the shuttle is hiding inside a thick layer of hydrogen gas.”

Christopher immediately took his seat.  “Shields up,” he called.  “Red alert!”

The alert klaxon sounded immediately.  Gone were the yellow alert lights, and within moments, the entire bridge was bathed in crimson light. 

“Mister Bator,” said Christopher sternly, “arm phasers and transphasic torpedoes…  Neelar, attack pattern delta.”

“Target locked,” said the Phobian a scant second after his orders were issued.

Though Admiral Janeway had insisted the shuttle be completely obliterated on sight, Christopher wasn’t so eager to comply.  Sure, the shuttle would meet its fiery demise at some point in the near future—but not just yet.  “Fire a few warning shots into the planet’s atmosphere,” he said.  “That might lure them out.”

“Or drive them deeper inside,” said Harrison.

“Then we have to make sure that their only option is to make a grandiose departure,” said Christopher.  He turned to the operations console.  “Ladies?”

“There is a large pocket of sarium dichromate deep inside the planet’s atmosphere,” said Keller, as if alluding to some sort of plan.

But if she was, it was lost upon Christopher.  “That’s not a naturally occurring component of any planet that I know of.”

“Sarium dichromate very rare,” said Keller.  “It’s found on only a few planets in this region of space.  I guess it’s possible an asteroid containing the stuff passed through the Tethe-Alla System at some point in the distant past.  I’m detecting trace amounts of it in both the fifth and sixth planets…”

“If we were to fire a torpedo into that pocket?” 

Keller’s eyes lit up.  “Bad vision or not, that’s one explosion you’re bound to see!”

“It wouldn’t do any permanent damage,” Reinbold quickly added.  “But it would be enough to get the renegades out of the planet’s atmosphere.”

“Sounds good to me,” Christopher replied.  “Do it!”

Seconds later, a blur of golden light streaked across the viewscreen and into the planet’s atmosphere, plowing through the countless layers of wispy ashen clouds.  Before long, the torpedo vanished into the haze, and for a moment, Christopher thought this plan might have failed…  Perhaps the torpedo missed?

But then a blazing burst of yellow light illuminated the murky deck of clouds.  It roiled ominously beneath the surface for a long moment before giant masses of fiery energy began shooting into space like fireworks…

Dozens of the blazing fireballs slammed into the Starlight’s shields, rattling the ship and unsettling an already tense crew—but if there was one ray of hope within the storm, it was the tiny Federation shuttlecraft that quietly darted from the atmosphere alongside a trio of massive fireballs…

“They’re on the move,” Drayge announced.  “Bearing 330-mark-15.”

Another massive fireball smashed into the Starlight’s shields, the amber flames exploding on the flickering shield grid with incredible force.  Christopher quickly locked onto the command chair with a powerful death grip, and while that was enough to keep him in one spot, everything around him continued to shake.

The deck plates rumbled, the bulkheads rattled, and just as the lights flickered away, something clipped Christopher’s left shoulder.  It looked like a piece of conduit, but in the poor lighting, he couldn’t be sure—not that it really mattered; the damage was negligible, and besides, there were other (more important) things on his mind.  “Pursuit course!”

Neelar Drayge frantically tapped the order into the helm, but about halfway into the procedure, he paused.  “I lost them!”

“What?” cried Harrison, still being tossed around in his seat.

The Bolian shook his head.  “They’re not on sensors anymore!”

“They did not go to warp,” Bator shouted over the bombardment.  “There is neither a warp signature nor a considerable wake in the dust ring!”

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “Then they have to be around here somewhere!”

“Hold on a second,” said Keller as she poured over her sensor data.  “I’m picking up a faint energy signature bearing… 004-mark-77!”

“That’s almost directly overhead!” Harrison commented—but his words were barely audible over the planet’s continued assault.

The deck suddenly jolted and Christopher, his attention focused on the renegades, was practically ejected from his seat.  He skittered across the deck for a few seconds before rolling into the back of Neelar’s chair—now he didn’t quite care what those stupid renegades were planning, he just wanted them stopped.  “Bator,” he shouted, hastily scrambling back to his feet, “fire phasers!”

“Aye, Captain!”

Lurking just behind Drayge, Christopher watched as the pre-fire chambers flooded with the energy that would bring the renegades to their knees.  And he watched.

And waited.

And waited.

And waited…

And turned his curious gaze back to Bator.  “Lieutenant?”

The Phobian’s hands were flying over the tactical console, and there was a befuddled look upon his face.  “There is some sort of malfunction in the pre-fire chamber!  The phaser banks are overloading!”

The deck rumbled beneath Christopher’s feet constantly now, growing more intense with each moment that passed.  His eyes could barely focus on the constantly moving helm, and even when he could read the data, standing in one place to do so became increasingly difficult.  Still, he knew exactly what was going on:  “Sabotage!”

Shocking as it was, nobody bothered to ponder the ramifications of Christopher’s realization.  Instead, they held onto their consoles for dear life.  Christopher quickly retreated to his command chair to do the same.

“All hands,” called a frantic Matthew Harrison, “brace for impact!”

Smoldering embers of golden light arced over the Starlight as it drifted aimlessly toward the gaseous giant below.  Meanwhile, the ship’s hull began to fracture along the phaser banks, slowly at first, but gradually expanding until the fissure was too large for forcefields to contain—and in that instant, hell was unleashed.

A wall of massive flames burst through the Starlight’s pristine silver hull, spewing shrapnel and debris into the void of space.  The devastation exploded upon the Starlight with a raging fury, rampaging around the ship’s decrepit phaser banks in a ring of fire…

Drawing nearer the planet with each moment that passed, the Starlight stood at the brink of its demise—but that was not enough to deter the renegades.  Maneuvering around the planet’s myriad eruptions, the renegade shuttle fell upon the Starlight’s hull like a hawk attacking a much larger prey.  It quickly sunk its grappling beams into the dome atop the saucer—the bridge—and drove an umbilical cord into the hull.

An explosion ripped through the viewscreen, followed a scant second later by a ceaseless barrage of seemingly phaser fire.

Not eager to get clipped by one of the stray beams, Neelar Drayge pulled the phaser from his belt and ducked away from the helm.  With the Captain and Commander Harrison laying down plenty of cover fire from behind the mission operations console, Neelar was able to scurry to the relative safety of the engineering station—where he promptly set his phaser to heavy stun and joined in the firefight.

“Bator,” shouted Harrison, his voice ragged from all the yelling, “call for reinforcements!”

Another phaser beam streaked across the bridge, striking the Phobian square in the chest.  He managed to key one last command into his console before pain welled in his eyes; he gasped for air and collapsed to the deck.

Knowing he might be the last chance for salvation, Neelar quickly accessed the engineering station and sifted through the myriad controls until he came upon communications.  He quickly tapped a distress signal into the system and sent it to the lower decks—the computer quickly transmitted the message, but since the damage to the ship was probably severe, Neelar didn’t know how far that message would go—nor would he have a chance to find out.

The moment he came about to return to the battle, the Bolian found himself face-to-chest with a very large Romulan.  His left eye was missing, and bright green blood trickled down the side of his face like a waterfall—but if he was in pain, the Romulan showed no sign of it. Without any hesitation, he drove his fist into Neelar’s face, grabbed the Bolian’s tunic, and threw him into the engineering station like a rag doll.

Everything went dark.

“There are nine of them,” Keller frantically whispered, kneeling next to Christopher and Harrison behind the mission operations console.  “The turbolifts are down, the comm system is offline, and…” She ducked at the sound of phaser fire, but once she saw it streak toward the aggressors, Keller knew either Reinbold or Hataru had fired the shot.  She tried to resume her damage report, but the battle had scattered her thoughts.  She sighed, shook her head, and succinctly concluded with:  “Hell… It’s bad!”

Christopher nodded politely.  “Why can’t you be that succinct more often?”

Keller fired her phaser at what appeared to be an Elorg officer near the helm.  The shot missed, and the Elorg fired back, his phaser blast striking the metallic rail before Keller.  “I don’t frequently deliver status reports with phaser beams sailing over my head!” Keller mused before taking another shot at the Elorg.

Direct hit.  The bloodied Elorg immediately collapsed, dead before he hit the floor.

Feeling lucky, Keller turned her attention to the other eight targets wandering about the bridge—but while her eyes were wandering in one direction, a surge of vivid orange light came in from the other, burrowing a considerable hole into Keller’s right bicep.  She heard herself cry out in pain, but as the darkness crept into her vision, she knew her part in the battle was at its end…

The enemy was ruthless, and with three casualties, Matthew Harrison suddenly realized that retreat was a viable option.  He carefully leaned toward Christopher during a lull in the action.  “Captain,” he loudly whispered,  “we need to evacuate the bridge, and fall back to deck two!”

Christopher paused to consider their options.  For a moment, Harrison feared the Captain would disregard his advice—after the unfortunate incident with the blacksmith, it was quite obvious that Christopher did not take well to defeat.  But thankfully, his wits were still about him; he provided a laconic nod, crouched down behind the mission ops console, and started providing as much cover fire as he could manage.  “Grab Erin,” he said, “and get the heck out of here!  I’ll meet you in main engineering.”

Harrison nodded.  He placed his phaser back in its holster, ducked behind the Captain and scooped Commander Keller from the floor.  Once Keller was situated in his arms, Harrison made a slow, but steady retreat, collecting Reinbold and Hataru along the way.

He had hoped to reach the others, but it was too late—tactical had been invaded by a pair of Romulans, and Drayge was slumped over the engineering station on the other side of the bridge; unless the Captain could perform some sort of miracle, those two would become prisoners…

His heart pounding furiously in his chest, Alan Christopher strode into main engineering no less than five minutes later.  Oblivious to the onslaught of status reports thrust upon him, Christopher headed straight for the delicate flower propped up against the base of the engine room’s master control station.  Matthew was still at Erin’s side, quietly helping Doctor Hartman tend to her wounds.  

“How is she?” asked Christopher, gracefully kneeling down beside his beloved.

Though he expected a response from Hartman, the Doctor seemed far too engrossed in her administrations to provide one.  Not wanting to disturb the doctor, he turned to Harrison for an analysis. 

“Erin sustained a level-five phaser burn on her arm,” said Harrison calmly.  “Doctor Hartman has repaired most of the damage… and expects a full recovery.”

In that very instant, Christopher expelled the giant sigh of relief; he was reasonably certain that was the first breath he had taken since he saw Erin take her tumble—but as much as he wanted to celebrate, Christopher knew that they were still in a heap of trouble.  “What is the ship’s status?”

Harrison shook his head.  “I am certain security forces have been dispatched, but… I have not yet left Erin’s side.  The complete details are still a mystery to me—however, Commanders Tompkins and Reinbold have been fully briefed.”

Christopher nodded his approval, and though his brain had given the order to seek out Tompkins and Reinbold, he remained planted at Erin’s side.  His heart, apparently, wasn’t willing to let go so easily—but unfortunately, Christopher knew he had to go.  He smiled faintly, planted a gentle kiss upon Erin’s cheek, and finally took a few steps back…

…Just in time to see Erin’s ethereal brown eyes open for the first time.  She flashed Alan a weak, but tender smile—and then playfully ushered him away.  “Hey, do some work, would you?”

He grinned.  “Yes ma’am.”

And on that note, Alan departed; Sarah excused herself a moment later, leaving Erin and Matthew alone at the foot of the master control station—and though her head was pounding, her arm still throbbed, and every muscle in her body seemed to ache, Erin was utterly content.  Years ago, the very thought of Matthew Harrison made her cringe with disgust—but not anymore.  In fact, she welcomed his presence at her side.  Gently, she wrapped her arm around his body and rested her weary head upon his shoulder.

Matthew immediately tensed.  Women did not frequently embrace him as such—and married women were usually out of the question…  He started to separate himself from Keller’s grasp, but despite her injury, Erin held him firmly in place.

“Hey, I’m not putting the moves on you, little buddy,” she said with a gentle smile.

That was a minor consolation, but Matthew nevertheless allowed himself to relax.

“I just wanted to thank my hero.”

He arched a curious brow.  “For what?”

Erin lifted her head, and peered deep into Matthew’s eyes.  “For saving me,” she said plainly.

“It was nothing,” Matthew quickly replied.  “I was simply doing my duty as a Starfleet officer…” That was certainly the truth, but given the tender moment, Matthew quickly decided that those were not the words Erin had been hoping to hear.  And so, mustering his warmth, he added, “And as a friend…”

But by that time, Erin had already drifted back to sleep.  Matthew smiled, gently released himself from her grasp, and left her to her sweet dreams…

“They are contained,” said Reinbold, alluding to the schematic of the Starlight on the master display in the heart of main engineering.  “Security teams have been dispatched to every access hatch on deck two, primary computer functions have been transferred to main engineering, and we’ve used a shuttle to remove their craft from the hull.  If these guys wanted to take control of the ship… they have failed miserably.”

Christopher nodded his approval of the situation.  Not only was he feeling better about Erin’s condition, his reservations about the takeover were also on the wane.  “Can we beam our people off the bridge?”

Much to Christopher’s Reinbold shook her head.  “Transporters are down.  Lucas says it’ll take a good two hours to repair them—not that they would do us any good; our renegades brought some sort of transport inhibiter with them.  We couldn’t get a lock even if we tried beaming them out with a shuttle.”

Those renegades were smart.  Too smart, in fact, to be simple prisoners.  In order to escape from a Federation penal settlement and capture a Federation starship, they would have to be elite prisoners…  and that they were.  “We’re not dealing with simple-minded thugs,” said Christopher as his mind started to churn out a theory.  “These guys are prisoners of war.”

It made perfect sense.  All of the renegades appeared to be either Elorg or Romulan—and as luck would have it, the Federation was recently at war with both respective empires.  Unfortunately, the theory could not withstand much scrutiny.

“If they were prisoners of war,” said Harrison as he approached, “then they would no longer be incarcerated.  Both the Romulan and Elorg wars have concluded…  According to the Federation Charter, all prisoners of war must be freed upon the end of hostilities.”

“Maybe that’s why the Federation was keeping them on J’larre?” suggested Reinbold.

“I don’t think so.”  Christopher shook his head.  “I know for a fact that thousands of Elorg prisoners returned to Breen space last year aboard the Jevian.  Captain Landsberg even mentioned it in one of his log entries.”

“So… perhaps the prisoners on J’larre are considered a risk to Federation security?  For our safety, the Federation is holding them indefinitely?”  Harrison wearily folded his arms upon his chest; not even he liked that theory.

But it had merit.  “You might be on to something, Matthew.”  Christopher closed his eyes for a moment to recall the exact details of the confrontation on the bridge; most everything was a blur, but if one thing stuck out in his mind, it was the renegades’ physical condition.  “Those guys looked horrible.  Missing limbs.  Missing eyes.  Bloody.  Battered.  I’m sure they picked up some of those injuries during their escape, but a lot of those wounds looked old…”

Finally, the pieces were starting to fall into place—and Christopher did not like the image forming in his mind.  “No wonder Starfleet doesn’t want this to get out…”

“Federation law states torture is not a viable means of extracting information from a prisoner,” Harrison grimly continued. 

“But the J’larrans aren’t restricted by Federation law,” said Christopher.  “That’s why the Federation has never officially approached them—and meanwhile, the J’larrans are free to do whatever they please, because the Federation is going to look the other way.”

Reinbold sighed.  “That’s a tidy arrangement.”

Christopher shook his head.  “Not anymore.”

Chapter Four

For a fleeting moment, Neelar Drayge thought himself dead.  Everything around him seemed to be little more than a hazy blur of surreal light and shadow; sounds seemed muffled and distorted, and his body was so very limp it felt like he was floating.  But as close to death as he felt, somewhere in the back of his chaotic mind, Neelar knew he was still somewhat alive—after all, if he were dead, it is certain he would have already embarked upon the tagana-rem, the spiritual quest into his past… but as far as he could tell, he hadn’t moved from the engineering station.

His muscles seemed to ache.  Now that he was starting to get his mind operating, Neelar could feel the myriad injuries sustained when his adversary, a ghastly Romulan, if memory served, threw him into his current resting spot.  That was certainly an indication that he was still alive—but the biggest clue was the sudden return of the one-eyed Romulan.

“Get up!” he shouted, abruptly shoving a phaser into Neelar’s chest.

The Bolian glanced down at the weapon.  The Romulan certainly meant business; the phaser was set to level twelve… Neelar hesitated for a moment, unsure if he should move or not—but apparently he hesitated for a moment too long.

The Romulan jabbed the phaser again.  “Now!” he tersely barked.

Neelar gulped, and a nervous pit started to churn in his already queasy stomach.  Apparently the battle had ended in defeat, and there was little doubt in the Bolian’s mind that he was now a hostage.  As quickly as his weary body would allow, Neelar scrambled from the engineering workstation and hopped onto the deck.

An instant later, the Romulan planted his hand on Neelar’s back and shoved him toward the tactical station.  The Bolian stumbled forward a few steps before tripping over his own two feet.  He crashed to the floor—palms of his hands breaking the fall—and skittered painfully across the deck, stopping a meter shy of the tactical station.

Rattled by the fall, Neelar slowly crawled onto his knees; his bloody hands stung with the fury of a thousand bee stings, and his left wrist didn’t seem like it was aligned quite properly.  Struggling to wiggle his fingers, Neelar knew instantly that he had fractured something…

The Romulan’s booted foot quickly helped Neelar along, forcefully shoving him to the base of the tactical station, where—much to the Bolian’s surprise—Lieutenant Bator sat, nursing a ghastly wound on the front of his bloodied uniform.

The Phobian nodded his acknowledgement, but didn’t dare utter a single word.  Apparently the Romulan didn’t approve of conversation—and just to convey that very point, the fiend gave Neelar another swift kick to the abdomen.

He was briefly stunned by the impact, but as the hoards of acrid vomit scaled his burning esophagus, Neelar quickly snapped back into reality—just in time to spew on his lap.  Clumps of chunky pink vomit surged from his mouth, collecting on his pants and gracelessly seeping onto the deck.

The Romulan laughed.  “I was under the impression that Bolians had strong stomachs…  I guess I was mistaken.”

Neelar heaved again, but this time, nothing happened.  Somewhat relieved, he wiped the bitter spittle from his lips and expelled a long, weary sigh…  No, he wasn’t dead.  To the contrary, he was quite alive.  For now.

Another figure slowly emerged from the shadowy periphery—an Elorg.  Oblivious to the vomit’s horrid stench, he came to a stop at the prisoners’ feet and simply stared at their beaten bodies.  “Look closely into my eyes,” said the Elorg, his blazing orange eyes glittering ominously in the gloom.  “For they shall be the last thing you will see before I remove your wretched souls from this universe…”

Angered by the very notion of another sabotage, Lucas Tompkins stormed into main engineering with the culprit in hand.  He hastily strode over to the master control station, and slammed the scorched remains of a nadion emitter onto the table.  It skittered aimlessly across the controls, coming to a stop inches from the edge.

Intrigued by the blackened and charred piece of metal, Captain Christopher curiously plucked it from the table.  “I’m guessing this is no ordinary piece of debris?”

“It’s a class-four nadion emitter,” said Tompkins, taking great efforts to calm himself.  “Normally, these things are used to increase the output of our phasers—but some genius installed one inside the pre-fire chamber.  The extra nadions caused a cascade failure, which ultimately resulted in an overload.”

Christopher glanced down at the emitter with a newfound respect.  “Why didn’t we detect this thing earlier?”

“It wasn’t there until a few hours ago,” Tompkins grimly replied.  “And someone reprogrammed the sensors to mask the emitter’s energy signature.”

In that instant, Christopher clenched his jaw.  “Neelar was reprogramming the sensors not too long ago—and if memory serves, he didn’t get too far.”

Tompkins shook his head.  “After my physical, I ran into him in the turbolift.  He said he injured himself in the astrometrics lab—which is true.  I found a little Bolian blood on one of the ODN relays.”  With a bit more discretion, Tompkins moved closer to Christopher and whispered, “Between you and me, Neelar didn’t do too much to those sensors.  I had to do most of the work myself.”

Christopher’s shoulders sank, and his normally vibrant complexion turned pale as a ghost.  “Neelar was gone for more than an hour,” he muttered softly.

Tompkins bit his lip.  Though they weren’t best of friend, he certainly liked Neelar—and the thought of him being a spy of some sort was absolutely unfathomable.  “Maybe he’s just slow with computers?”

It was a thin excuse, and much to Tompkins chagrin, a very short-lived one.  Not more than ten seconds after uttering the sentiment in Neelar’s defense, Erin Keller rose from her slumber at the opposite end of the workstation—and given the concerned glint in her eyes, she had heard every word of the conversation.

“Four years ago, shortly after Alan and Rachael came aboard the ship, I had Neelar help me sort through the shit-load of classified baggage that came with our renegade duo…” Keller frowned a bit at the memory.  It was obvious she wasn’t proud of her little inquisition, but it seemed like the right thing to do at the time.  “I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but… Neelar was able to hack into a whole bunch of heavily classified files.  And he did it with ease…”

Not liking this turn of events, Christopher expelled a dark, weary sigh.  “What do we know about Neelar?”

“He’s kind of quiet.”  That was Tompkins’ gut impression of the Bolian, but as he considered the question a bit further, he made a few thoughtful additions:  “He’s always polite.  In a good mood… you know, he seems like a decent guy.”

Christopher nodded his agreement.  “That’s the thing.  We’ve known him for four years, and the most we can say is that he seems like a decent guy…”

“A decent guy with connections,” Tompkins quickly interjected.  “His brother is an Ambassador on the Federation Council…”

Keller shook her head.  “That doesn’t make him a spy!”

Tompkins wasn’t so sure.  “I don’t know… I think it’s more than a little convenient that both of our prime suspects—Neelar and Bator—got taken prisoner during the attack.  Raises a few eyebrows, doesn’t it?”

“And now that I think about it,” Christopher grimly continued, “both of them came aboard the ship around the same time—just before the Elorg crisis.  Just before I made my illustrious entrance.  Starfleet could have known about the Elorg rift…”

And though all of this treacherous theorizing was interesting, Erin Keller didn’t want to hear a word of it.  “None of this is anything more than rumor and speculation.  There isn’t a shred of solid evidence against either one of them…” Her lips parted to continue her spiel, but her words were cut off by the terse words of a Romulan.

“Captain Christopher,” said the Romulan, a large one-eyed fellow whose sneering face prominently filled many of the engine room’s myriad workstations.  “My associates and I are presently holding two of your crewmen hostage on the bridge.  If you want to see either one of them alive and well in the future, I strongly suggest you release the lockout on the primary computer controls…”

Christopher tensed.  All the treacherous thoughts running through his mined evaporated, and all that remained was the concern for his crew.  Spies or not, they were still a part of the Starlight’s family, and Christopher would do everything in his power to save them.  “How do I know they’re still alive right now?”

The Romulan tapped a few brief commands into his console, and a moment later, the bruised and battered prisoners flitted on screen.  They looked like hell, but both were clearly alive.  “Satisfied?”

“No.”  Christopher shook his head.  “They’re injured.”

“They might have accidentally encountered my boot on occasion,” sneered the Romulan.  “But those scrapes are minor in comparison to the pain they will both experience if you do not comply with my order.”  He paused for a thoughtful moment.  “You have two standard minutes to reach a decision.”

And he blinked away.

“We can’t unlock that computer,” said Christopher the moment the Romulan was gone.  “If those thugs gain access, they could incapacitate us with anesthazine gas in under a minute.  The Starlight would be theirs to do with as they pleased.”

“We could flood the bridge with gas,” suggested Tompkins—but he quickly shot down his own idea.  “But they easily could kill the hostages before succumbing to the effects.”

“Well, since unlocking the computer is out of the question,” said Harrison as he wandered into the conversation from the aft section of engineering, “we must find something else—we must make some sort of concession.”

“Give in?” asked Christopher, skeptical.

Harrison shook his head.  “Not entirely.  But we must do something, otherwise…”

Thirty seconds had passed, and Atris stood impatiently beside the tactical station, just waiting for Captain Christopher’s response.  He sighed.  “What is taking so long?” he demanded, slamming his fist into the console.  “The decision is not that hard to make… surrender the computer, or the hostages die!”

From across the bridge, Tiias shook his head.  “We won’t kill them just yet, Atris.  After all, once these two are dead, we have no additional room to negotiate.  We should terminate them only as a last resort.”

Pulling in a lungful of the acrid air, Atris struggled to calm himself.  Though Romulans were often quite aggressive, they weren’t renowned terrorists.  As such, the stress of the situation was starting to sink in.  “You will have to forgive me, Tiias,” he said through clenched teeth.  “Logic has eluded me yet again.”

The Elorg nodded indolently, and then resumed his watch over the bridge.  He never ate.  He never rested.  He only observed this constant vigil over his prisoners, for reasons that remained unknown to Atris.  

In fact, the only reason Atris agreed to assist Tiias was because the Elorg had offered freedom from the J’larrans—and at the time, that had been reason enough to go.  But now, Atris found himself wondering what was really going on.

He shrugged off the curious suspicion, and turned back to his inert console.  “They have seventy seconds to respond.”

Slowly, Tiias knelt down beside the prisoners.  “You had better hope Captain Christopher makes good use of that time,” he ominously whispered.

“He will,” said Lieutenant Bator, his stern voice filled with confidence.

Tiias’ clenched fist immediately struck the Phobian in the jaw, connecting with a painfully loud CRACK.  “I did not give you permission to speak, Phobian.”

Virtually unfazed by the assault, Bator simply rubbed his jaw for a moment—and then spit into the Elorg’s angry face.  Along with the gob of bloody saliva, a large tooth sailed into Tiias’ face; it stuck on his cheek for a moment before dropping to the deck.

Tiias smiled thinly.  “You will come to regret that.”

The Phobian met his captor’s gaze.  “So will you.”

But before the confrontation had a chance to deteriorate any further, the tactical station bleeped.  Atris immediately took note of the incoming transmission, and made haste to transfer it to his workstation.  “Captain Christopher,” he said, trying to sound pleasant.  “I assume you have reached your decision?”

“I have,” said Christopher evenly.  “I’ve decided that I don’t trust you.”

And as far as Atris knew, trust was not required for this transaction.  Only compliance.  “When will we have control of the main computer?”

The Captain shook his head.  “You won’t,” he said.  “At least not until I have some assurances…”

“The terms are not up for negotiation,” Atris replied.

“They’d better be…” Christopher’s eyes narrowed a bit, making his gaze a bit more sinister-looking.  “If I give you the computer control you’re asking for, I’ll have given you every bit of bargaining power I’ve got.  You could very easily change the command codes and cut life support to the entire ship—and you’ll still have both hostages…  I don’t know about you, but I think that’s a pretty bad bargain.”

“That was the deal I was instructed to deliver,” said Atris.  In his mind, he knew it wasn’t the best possible course of action, but he was not running things—however in the name of cooperation, he was at least willing to consider the possibility of a compromise.  “What if I freed one of the hostages in exchange for computer access?  Would that be acceptable?”

Christopher conferred briefly with someone out of visual range.  The volume was muted, but given the Captain’s facial expressions, he did not like the advice he was receiving—a sentiment that was echoed when the volume returned a scant moment later.  “We will grant you… some computer access in exchange for a hostage of your choice—however, at the first sign of subterfuge, the deal is off.  If the hostage is injured or killed during the exchange, the deal is off.  If you so much as look at me in an unacceptable manner, the deal is off.  Am I clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Good.”

“In five minutes, we will deliver the prisoner to one of the guards on deck two.”  Atris paused for a thoughtful moment.  “If we do not have some computer access by the time the exchange is complete, the remaining prisoner dies.”

Christopher nodded his agreement.  “Understood.”  And he blinked away.

Almost immediately, Atris looked up to Tiias for approval.  The Elorg had been paying close attention to every word uttered during the conversation—and though it was obvious he was not entirely pleased with everything, he was satisfied enough to nod his approval.

The moment his plan was in action, Atris knew which prisoner he wanted to rid himself of—the Bolian.  Not only was he pathetically weak, his acrid, vomit-covered uniform was polluting the entire bridge with its stench.  “Valom,” he called, flagging down one of his fellow renegades from across the bridge.  “Escort this wretch to deck two.”

It was a shame to see Valom—once a loyal and respected Senator from the Glintara Sector—forced into servitude.  He should have been enjoying the fruits of his splendid career… but instead, he slowly trudged across the bridge escort the Bolian away—but he only ventured a few meters before Tiias indicated he should stop.

“Atris,” called the Elorg quietly, “I want you to personally deliver the Bolian to the Federation forces.  This is a delicate exchange, and though I trust Valom, I would rather see you complete the mission in his stead.”

“Valom is quite capable,” Atris protested.

But Tiias would hear none of it.  “I was not asking you to do this as a favor, Atris.  I was telling you to take the Bolian.”  His eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared a bit—he clearly meant business  “And you will comply.”

Not inclined to argue with the Elorg, Atris knelt down beside the wretched Bolian, dragged him to his feet, and retreated into the turbolift…

And the instant the turbolift doors hissed shut behind Atris and Drayge, Lieutenant Bator rose to his feet.  The action immediately prompted Valom and several of the other guards to take action, but for his part, Tiias did nothing to stop the Phobian’s approach.

In fact, he welcomed it.

The odd behavior stopped Valom dead in his tracks.  “Shall I kill him?”

Tiias indolently shook his head.  “No.”

Valom’s curious brow arched high atop his forehead.  “Injure him?”

“No.”  And without another word, Tiias shot Valom in the chest.  The remaining guards, utterly surprised by the turn of events, fell just as quickly as Valom, and within moments, only Tiias and Bator remained standing.  “Come,” he said, already strolling toward the Captain’s ready room.  “We have much to discuss…”

Chapter Five

Despite the fact it was directly adjacent to the bridge, the Captain’s ready room was not a place often frequented by Lieutenant Bator.  In fact, in his four years aboard the Starlight, he could recall setting foot inside the room on less than a dozen occasions—and of those few visits, Bator guessed that more than half of them were incredibly brief, lasting just long enough to deliver a status report (or something similar).

But this time was different.

As the doors slid shut behind him, Bator could practically feel the weight of the universe upon his shoulders.  It wasn’t the most comforting feeling, but he knew it was a necessary evil.  The safety of the entire Federation was not something one should take lightly.

For his part, Tiias strode into the ready room like he owned the place.  He swiftly made himself comfortable in the chair behind the Captain’s desk, and once he was happily situated, indicated for Bator to do the same.

Bator’s respect for Captain Christopher’s private domain didn’t quite allow him the liberties that Tiias had granted himself—but since Bator knew not how long this meeting would last, he tentatively seated himself across from his Elorg informant.

The two sat in silence for a moment.  Tiias seemed content to simply enjoy the comforts of the Captain’s chair, which would have been fine under different circumstances—but since their time was limited, Bator waited only a moment longer before breaking the ice.  “Your plan was an elaborate one,” he commented, rubbing his aching jaw.

The Elorg shrugged indolently.  “It worked, did it not?”

“It did,” conceded Bator.  “But it was dangerous.  The Starlight could have been destroyed.”

Tiias chuckled.  “Your confidence is quite lacking Bator.  I assure you, we accounted for every possibility.  Had things turned badly, we would have been able to deal with it.”

Despite the assurances, Bator was not so certain.  There were so many variables—so many things that might go wrong—it was nearly impossible to account for all of them.  Given the complexity of this particular operation, it would have taken but one small anomaly to derail everything.  Thankfully, everything fell into place exactly as Tiias had imagined—and they could proceed as planned.  Unfortunately, Bator had no idea what that plan was.  “I assume you have an important task for me?  Otherwise you would not have gone through so much trouble to reach me…”

Tiias smiled faintly.  “You are perceptive, if not confident,” he mused, mainly to himself.  “Fair enough.”

His suspicions confirmed, Bator’s pulse suddenly quickened.  It had been a long while since his he was required to do anything of substance.  “What are my orders?” he anxiously inquired.

“Your current mission has ended,” said Tiias evenly.  “Captain Christopher has proven his worth to the Federation; we no longer need you to watch his every move.”

Bator has been assigned to the Starlight nearly four years ago.  The official orders from Starfleet indicated he would serve as the ship’s chief of security and tactical officer, but certain agencies deep within the Federation knew of the Elorg Rift’s pending birth—and they suspected such an event would draw a disloyal Alan Christopher into the open.  And from that moment forward, Bator made himself Christopher’s unsuspecting shadow…  He was relieved that time had come to pass, but Bator could only wonder what was next.  “What do you need me to do?”

Tiias tapped a button on his belt.  An instant later, his Elorg façade fizzled away, promptly replaced by his true form—that of a Bolian.  He happily plucked the device from his belt and held it out for Bator to inspect.  “Our operative in the Cortisan Enclave managed to acquire a particle synthesizer,” he said simply.  “Wonderful piece of technology, wouldn’t you agree?”

Bator glanced at the device, but did not devote much of his attention to its wonders.  “I am already familiar with it,” he said simply.  That was the truth to a certain extent, but Bator was far more concerned about his new orders.

And Tiias seemed to sense that.  He promptly withdrew the device and snapped it back upon his belt.  “The Elorg are currently preparing to launch a massive new offensive,” he said, his voice devoid of any charm or pleasantry.  “In a few weeks, millions of Federation citizens will either be dead or injured, and for the first time in more than two decades, the sounds of war will thunder across Earth’s blue skies…”

In an instant, those prophetic words became seared into Bator’s mind—and in that same instant, every last drop of clarity vanished from his mind.  It was as if a bomb had gone off, clearing the landscape of everything but flame and shadow.  “How… how did the Elorg acquire the means for such an attack?” stammered Bator after a long moment.  “I thought they had been disarmed.”

“They were,” Tiias confirmed.  “But while the President kept our attention on the Romulans, the Elorg were quietly allowed to reconstruct their fleet.  Soon, they will attack.”

The Federation’s dilithium supplies were dwindling.  Had the President not ordered the invasion of the Romulan Empire, starship production would have ceased indefinitely, until a new energy source could be found.  Bator had known that all along, despite the President’s numerous statements to the contrary.  But in light of this new information, the campaign against the Romulans seemed even more curious.  “Ghodan Makar knew about the Elorg all along, didn’t he?”

“He did,” Tiias confirmed.  “And he was always willing to look the other way.  He allowed the Elorg to provoke and attack the Cardassians… He did next to nothing when the Elorg expelled every last Federation diplomat from their borders…”

Bator cringed; he definitely didn’t like where this conversation was headed.  “Makar is not stupid; he had to have known something was going on inside Elorg space.”

“I’m quite certain Makar knows everything.”  Tiias voice was a mere whisper now, and rightfully so.  These were some of the Federation’s darkest secrets—and any one of them had the power to bring the mighty organization to its knees.  “Ghodan Makar is a collaborator; he has covered his tracks well… in fact, there are few within the Elorg Bloc who know of his affiliation—one, perhaps two members of the Cortisan Enclave.”

Bator’s beating heart thundered ominously in his racing mind.  This couldn’t be true.  None of this was actually happening… It was a dream, perhaps?

“We have considered presenting our case to the Federation Council,” Tiias continued.  “But that would require exposing numerous contacts—and with war on the horizon, we cannot afford to alienate our allies within the Bloc.”

It was no dream, Bator soon realized.  It was a nightmare—and he was wide-awake.  “What must I do?”

Tiias pulled in a deep lungful of air.  “Ghodan Makar must be eliminated,” he said, his voice barely a whisper.  “After you convince me to surrender myself to your Captain, the Starlight will return to Earth for repairs.  Once I am “debriefed” by Starfleet Intelligence, I will contact you, in Bolian form, of course, to continue to this discussion.  Understood?”

Bator nodded.

“Good.”  And with the tap of a button, Tiias assumed his Elorg façade.  All traces of his former self were erased, and he was once more little more than an arrogant Elorg Overseer who was captured by the Federation.

Bator stood, wrapped his fingers around the Elorg’s wrist and smiled thinly.  “You will never get away with this devious plan, Tiias.”

“Oh.  Damn.  You’re right.”  He rose to his feet and stepped away from the chair.  “I surrender.”

But before they vacated the ready room, there was still one question lingering in the back of Bator’s mind.  “This operation exposed the Federation’s involvement with the J’larrans,” he said.  “Should I… remove the incident from the computer logs?”

Tiias shook his head.  “No.  There was recently a military coup on J’larre.  The new government does not approve of our presence on the planet, and the operation there will be exposed within weeks.”

Bator shook his head in disbelief; while he had known some sort of intelligence operation was underway, he had always assumed it was some sort of cover-up.  “From the outset, we were under the impression this was an attempt to hide the base,” Bator replied.  “Admiral Janeway insisted we destroy your shuttle on sight.”

“And as far as Janeway was concerned, that was the mission.  There are few within the Federation who have all the pieces to the puzzle…” Tiias smiled thinly.  “Now, we must hurry, before Atris does something he’ll regret…”

* * *

Neelar Drayge felt terrible.  Despite Doctor Hartman’s numerous administrations, he had been kicked and thrown around so many times that only time would be able to fully heal his numerous injuries.  Thankfully, after his unfortunate ordeal with the renegades, Captain Christopher had granted Neelar a few days off—which he was certainly going to make the most of.

Recently, some strange anomalies had been popping up all over the quadrant—in fact, a Cardassian by the name of Garak briefly appeared in the conference room not too long ago.  But for some reason, all of the incidents came to a screeching halt around stardate 75884—and though he highly doubted he would find many answers, so intriguing were these anomalies, that mere speculation would satisfy the Bolian.

Perhaps later, when he was feeling a bit stronger, he would head over to the holodeck for some velocity.  Erin frequently challenged Neelar to a match, but he had always declined, stating one lame excuse or another.  But with his mini-vacation at hand, there was no better time to take Erin up on her offer.

But much to Neelar’s chagrin, the door chimed even before he could think about settling down with his great galactic mystery.  In fact, the door chimed even before he bothered to get out of bed…  He smiled at his rare case of sloth, turned aside the covers, and rose to his feet.  “Enter.”

Across the room, the doors parted with a hiss.  And Erin, of all people, stood at the threshold.  She flashed Neelar a quaint smile, and then stepped inside.  “I missed you this morning,” she chirped.  “Running those astrometric scans is just no fun without you there to keep me company!”

Neelar grinned.  Once a week, he and Erin would hunker down in the astrometrics lab and sort through the wealth of new data they acquired over the last seven days.  Sure, the computer could have easily done the job, but… it was tradition.  Besides, Neelar enjoyed his time spent with Erin.  “I missed you, too,” he admitted.  “Did I miss out on anything interesting?”

She shook her head.  “Not really.  The Tethe-Alla System was already well-documented, and most of the other data I had to sort through was… well, boring, I guess.”  She giggled at the sentiment, but her smile quickly turned tender.  “So… how are you feeling today?  Better?”

“Much, thank you.”  Neelar wandered over to the replicator.  “Would you like something to drink?  Hot chocolate, perhaps?”

“That would be fine, thank you!”

Neelar promptly ordered Erin’s hot chocolate, and a small glass of Bolian tonic water for himself.  Once they materialized in the base of his replicator, he grabbed the two beverages and set them on the small, round table nearby.  “Please,” he said, “sit down!”

Erin smiled warmly, and seated herself across from Neelar.  “Thank you,” she said, plucking her steaming mug from the table.  She immediately sampled the beverage—and seemed to approve. “It’s quite good. “

“I’m glad,” said Neelar.  But then again, it was rather difficult to mess up a pre-programmed menu item.  “So, to what do I owe this pleasure?”

Erin shrugged as she sipped at her mug.  “I just wanted to see you… and…” She hesitated for a moment.

Neelar furrowed his brow.  “What is it?”

“Something’s been bothering me.”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah…  It’s about those sensors.  What happened?  You were gone for so long, and when the phasers overloaded… Well, it got me thinking some pretty wild thoughts.  So I guess… I just need you to reassure me.”

Neelar was about to take a sip of water, but these sudden accusations certainly caught him off guard.  “You think I had something to do with that sabotage!?”

“Well…”  She shrugged sheepishly.  “I didn’t really want to think that, but…”

Neelar wanted to say that he was lost in thought, or something profound, but the fact of the matter was quite simple.  “Once I got down to the astrometrics lab, I didn’t know exactly how I wanted to proceed.  I spent a few minutes considering my plan of action—but then Lieutenant Bator called… he made a few suggestions—I gave them a try, and…”

Erin raised a dismissive hand.  “Okay,” she said calmly.  “I believe you!  Forget that I even brought it up, okay?”

Neelar nodded his approval.  “That is fine by me.”

And the conversation continued from there.

“Finally,” said Alan Christopher, peering at the data flitting across the workstation in his ready room.  “We’ve got ourselves a victory.”

Before him was all the data they had collected on J’larre, hours after the incident at Tethe-Alla reached its conclusion.  He knew not how long the information would remain in the computer, but it mattered not.  Christopher had made backups on padds; he committed every word of the data to memory; he even thought about scanning images of the padds with the data into a holo-imager… but that, he decided, was probably going a little too far.  Besides, they still had the prisoners—and there was no way they could be erased without drawing serious attention.

But while Christopher was still basking in the glory of victory, Matthew Harrison, seated on the other side of the desk, had long ago moved on.  “We have evidence of a secret alliance with the J’larrans,” he stated.  “The evidence needed to prove Starfleet’s continued treachery.  The question is remains: what will we do with it?”

Christopher shook his head.  Honestly, he didn’t know.  From the outset, he had been fairly confident his scheming would fail—as a result, he hadn’t planned too far ahead.  “I guess we’ll have to take the evidence to someone we can trust.  Unfortunately, I don’t know who that might be.  So… I guess we’ll just have to sit tight for now.”

Harrison arched a curious eyebrow.  “And enjoy our victory?”

“Sure,” said Christopher, smiling.  “I mean, I’d might as well celebrate now, because the next time we go into the holodeck, there won’t be much to celebrate there…  Unless there’s another blacksmith to destroy.”  And suddenly, the map of Bridgelands flitted onto his computer screen.  “I’ve been going over this, and I think I found the error in your plans.  You see, my town was under siege from the south, east, and north—I’d say by a total of nine squadrons…  Had your forces tried to reach me via the western front, we could have salvaged some sort of victory…”

Harrison wearily leaned back in his seat, glad they had managed to score at least one victory today.  He didn’t know if he could stand the Captain’s incessant ranting about two defeats.

Of course, little did they know, their sole victory was a hollow one at that, little more than a small fragment of a much larger whole—and that much larger whole would soon bring defeat to all of them…
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