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PROLOGUE

“The time is zero-six hundred hours.”

As usual, the very first thought to pop into Neelar Drayge’s head was doubt.   There was absolutely no way that it was time to wake up.  The computer must have malfunctioned—the last time he checked, the time was 01:29.

“The time is zero-six hundred hours, and ten seconds.”

Then, as the computer finished its second warning, the reality of the situation struck Drayge, much as it did every morning.  The computer had not malfunctioned, and it was time to move. 

Slowly, Drayge tossed his warm covers aside and stumbled out of bed.  As usual, he spent the next several moments trying to remember what he had been dreaming about before his rude awakening.  Normally, he could catch the trailing end of his thoughts—just enough to get a sense of his dreamland adventures before they forever slipped away into the subconscious.  

But not today.

Today, Drayge found himself distracted by a profusion of whimsical thoughts and a mountain of fatigue.  The bed, while comfortable in the moments before awakening, had not been kind to the Bolian last night.  His mattress had felt like a slab of rock, his pillow not much better.  Hopefully, it was no sign of things to come.

After a brief visit to the sonic shower, Drayge emerged with a marginally improved frame of mind.  He slowly slipped into one of his uniforms and bolted out into the corridor for his usual breakfast with Commander Keller and Lieutenant Bator.

It was still early when Drayge emerged in the mess hall.  Early for the rest of the crew, that is…  To his surprise, Drayge found that neither one of his companions had arrived.  Then again, he was running several minutes behind his usual schedule—perhaps they had proceeded without him.

But it wasn’t even 06:20.  They usually didn’t depart for the morning conference until 06:45, unless it was being held early for some reason.  Which it wasn’t.

But then Drayge suddenly noticed the lack of other senior officers usually present for the morning feast.  Commander Tompkins and Lieutenant Johnson were also noticeably absent from the table they usually shared with Commander Kerrigan.  He knew that Kerrigan and Johnson didn’t get along in the Science Lab, but they still found time to have a decent personal relationship.

Slowly, he approached Kerrigan with hopes that she might have some sort of knowledge about the senior staff’s apparent absence.  “Commander,” he started carefully.

Kerrigan looked up from the report she was studying and stared at the Bolian.  “What is it, Ensign?”

He hesitated for a moment, but finally found the proper words.  “Is it just me, or is the rest of the senior staff… not here?” 

Kerrigan looked around for a moment.  “You’re right, Ensign.  They’re not here.  Good day.”  She dropped the subject and immediately returned to the wonders of her padd.

Bewildered by her reverent answer, Drayge slowly backed away from Kerrigan’s table and slowly headed toward the doors.  On his way, Drayge slowly touched his communicator.  “Computer,” he said once he was in the corridor.  “Locate… Lieutenant Bator.”

“Lieutenant Bator is on deck 1,257,930, section two,” chimed the computer pleasantly.

Drayge frowned.  Fairly certain there were no decks past twenty-one, the Bolian quickly headed for the nearest computer terminal and activated it.  “Computer, run a level five diagnostic on all ship functions,” he ordered, hoping the computer could diagnose a problem of that magnitude with the least sensitive diagnostic.

A moment later, it displayed a report on the screen.  “All ship systems have initiated an auto-destruct sequence; detonation in two minutes.  There will be no further audio warnings.”

The news caught Drayge off guard.  As his heart began to race, he quickly slapped his comm badge.  “Drayge to bridge!”

“Go ahead,” came the voice of Captain Christopher.

“I think there’s something wrong with the computer—first it told me Bator was on a non-existent deck, now it’s telling me the ship has initiated an auto-destruct sequence!”

“Calm down, Ensign,” said Christopher.  “There is a problem.  I don’t want to discuss it over the intercom, so meet me in the conference lounge as soon as possible.  Just make sure you know the square root of 2,209.”

“What?”

“It is absolutely imperative,” Christopher assured him. “If you don’t, it could mean the end of the universe as we know it.  Christopher out.”
Drayge gulped.  Not only did Christopher’s urgent demeanor send him into an even more panicked state, he didn’t have the slightest idea what the square root of 2,209 was.  Even so, Drayge was credited as quite the thinker.  He knew it would come to him if given enough time.

But time was not a commodity he had in abundance, given the rapidly decreasing number on the computer displays throughout the ship.  Unless the ship was malfunctioning, he had less than a minute to reach Christopher in the conference lounge, and so, without further ado, he rushed into the turbolift.  “Deck one!”

The lift seemed sluggish.  In fact, it seemed as if it were moving much slower than usual.  The humbling CHUG between decks came at longer intervals, and the lights lining the walls of the lift were moving at a third of the speed they usually did.  Furthermore, the lights were in a constant state of discord, favoring the ‘off’ position over ‘on.’

But finally, with, by Drayge’s estimate, ten seconds to spare, the lift finally stopped, depositing him into the comforting surroundings of conference lounge on deck one.  Only it wasn’t so comforting.  It was pitch black, and Captain Christopher was nowhere to be seen.

As he stepped into the room, the turbolift doors hastily clasped shut behind Drayge.  He jumped at their sudden action, given their phlegmatic nature moments earlier.

“Four…three…two…one…zero…”

Drayge shut his eyes and prepared for the worst, but to his relief, nothing happened. 

“Quickly, Neelar,” whispered Christopher from the darkness.  “What is the square root of 2,209?  It is imperative!”

The Bolian gulped.  Having been so caught up in the ship’s pending doom and the other events, the solution to Christopher’s inquiry remained a mystery to him.  “Fifty-six!” he blurted out.

Suddenly, he felt a pair of hands grab his shoulders.  Another pair grabbed him at the waist.  They hastily steered him toward the center of the dark room and forced him down into of the nearby chairs.

“What’s going on?” he demanded.

There was no response, but Drayge knew he was not alone.  He could hear several beings breathing nearby.  By the windows, he could make out the faintest outlines of humanoid bodies.  In his mind, he could see an entire cadre of Elorg or Jem’Hadar ready to strike.

Suddenly, the lights flickered to maximum luminosity.  Drayge moved to shield his eyes from the sudden change in light, but he was immediately distracted by something else.

“Surprise!” Led by Commander Keller, the entire senior staff burst out into laughter and smiles. 

Sitting before the startled Bolian on the table’s surface was a large chocolate cake shaped like a transwarp coil.  Drayge smiled, and let out a very long sigh of relief.

“Happy Birthday, Neelar,” said Keller.  “Did you miss me at breakfast?”

“I was…suspicious.”

Keller grinned deviously as she slid into the chair beside him.  “I had Kendall do a little reprogramming to the ship’s systems.  I’ve always wanted quarters on deck 42,000.”

“So,” said Christopher, taking the remaining seat beside Drayge.  “How old are you, Ensign?”

He gulped.  “When I woke up this morning, I was twenty-four.  After this, probably closer thirty!”  he said defiantly.

“Very funny,” Christopher quipped. Slowly, he reached for the knife nearby and brought it toward the cake.  “If you don’t mind foregoing the usual ritual, Neelar, I didn’t exactly get to eat this morning…”

The ritual Christopher spoke of was the insipid song that usually accompanied such an event.  And Drayge wouldn’t miss it one bit.  “By all means,” he beckoned, now realizing his own hunger. 

As Christopher sliced the first piece of cake, the warm, sensual aroma of chocolate filled the air.  Even that delicate whisper made Drayge’s mouth water…

“That is the best smelling transwarp coil I’ve ever seen,” mused Tompkins.

Keller looked up at the chief engineer.  “You want one?  I’ve got three more in my quarters… There’s only one small detail.”

“And what is that?”

“They probably taste very similar to a transwarp coil,” Keller quipped as Christopher set a slice of the cake down before her.

“This one doesn’t taste much better,” Drayge said sarcastically as he took the first sumptuous bite from is own slice.  

Keller carefully hit him with a padd.  “Watch it, or I’ll keep your gift for myself,” she said.

Drayge’s eyes suddenly widened.  “Gift?”

Keller brought the aforementioned padd to a halt a few inches from Drayge’s face.  From that distance, the text was nothing but a blur.  As he pushed it away to a readable distance, the Bolian instantly recognized it as something he had been dreaming about for quite some time now.  “Are you kidding?”

“No,” said Christopher.  “Those are the actual command codes to the Dark Star.  It won’t auto-destruct, or anything.”

“Better yet,” said Keller quietly, “it’s yours for the day…”

Suddenly, a flood of ideas surged into Drayge’s head.  With these command codes, the possibilities were endless.  He could venture into the unknown, chart nebulae or observe space-faring life forms up close and personal…  Now all he had to do was decide what to do first…

ONE

Drayge hesitated for only a moment outside the shuttlebay.  He had been expecting the padd to explode, the doors to malfunction, or something equally exciting to throw yet another curve into this day.  But to his relief, the padd remained in tact, and the doors slid open without incident, revealing the sleek and luxurious USS Dark Star parked several meters ahead of him.

The ship was beyond description.  Larger than any of the other shuttles, sleeker than the most advanced fighter, the Dark Star served as the paradigm of these short-range vessels.  And now, it was his for an entire day…

Drayge let out a long, excited sigh as he approached the vessel, only growing in anticipation with each foreword step.  “Wow,” he whispered once he was close enough to touch it.

“Wow indeed,” chirped Commander Keller from the doors nearby.

Drayge frowned.  “I didn’t quite see the fine print.  Are you coming?”

“Do you want me to?”  Keller inquired playfully.

He considered it for a moment before reaching a decision.  “Not in particular.”

Keller smiled.  “You just don’t want me around to see you park this thing in orbit of Risa.  I see how it is,” she quipped.

“No, that’s not it,” Drayge protested.  “It’s just that I have a tradition that I observe each and every year on my birthday: Solitude.”

Keller hopped down onto the deck beside Drayge.  “Very well, then.  Who am I to interrupt your magnanimous little tradition?”

Drayge smiled.  “You’re Erin Keller,” he told her.

“That I am.”  She patted the Bolian on the back a few times before slowly beginning to move off.  “Have fun.  And don’t overdo the jamaharon.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem,” said Drayge as he climbed into the shuttle.

“Well, if that’s the case, I’ve loaded some exciting activities into the Dark Star’s database for you.  Enjoy.”

“I’m sure I will,” said Drayge seconds before the doors slid shut behind him.   Now finally alone, Drayge took in a deep breath of the Dark Star’s air and filtered it through his system.

For some reason, Drayge found the air always seemed better when he was by himself.  And now, he would have an entire day by himself…  But unlike Keller had alluded to, Drayge knew he would be nowhere near Risa.  In fact, he was fairly certain jamaharon would be near the bottom of his to-do list.

Hastily, he settled into the cockpit and activated the ship’s systems.  They hastily came to life in a fury of whirrs and beeps before the familiar drone of the warp core filled the air. 

“You’re cleared for departure,” came Commander Harrison’s voice over the intercom.

“Thank you, Commander.”

“Have fun,” Christopher added a moment later.  “And have her back by midnight, Ensign.”

Drayge allowed for a brief smile as he input the flight parameters.  “I’ll do my best,” he said before closing the comm channel.

Moments later, the Dark Star raised a couple of centimeters from the deck as the shuttle bay doors glided apart.  Drayge carefully punched a few keys to send the vessel crawling foreword before feeling confident enough to go ahead at full speed.  Once he was comfortable, the Bolian input his departing maneuvers and exited the shuttlebay in a fury of excitement.

Following Drayge’s departure, Christopher quietly slipped into his ready room and sat down behind his desk to catch up on the current tactical situation.  As had been the case in the weeks before, very little had changed.  The Elorg vessels sitting in the Alteran Expanse were still sitting there, only now they were nearing a state of functionality.  Soon they might even be able to strike.  But Christopher doubted they would make such a move, given the tactical advantage they have by staying inside the nebula, where Starfleet can’t reach them.

Suddenly, the door chimed.  Christopher quickly looked up from his computer at the door.  “Yes?”

He was expecting to see Commander Harrison enter and demand to be updated of the current situation; Or Commander Keller with a bold new plan to solve the current situation.  But to Christopher’s surprise, it was neither Harrison nor Keller.  Instead, the stark, noble figure of Talyere Rosat loomed in the entryway.

“Am I interfering with your affairs?” he inquired carefully before stepping any further into the room.

Christopher smiled.  “No, not at all.  Sit down.”

He waited patiently for Talyere to comply.  At first, the Overseer seemed hesitant, but after a few additional moments, he seated himself in one of the chairs across from Christopher. 

“Well,” Christopher started, “it’s been a few days since our paths have crossed.”

The Elorg concurred.  “It has.  I have been attempting to fabricate the treatise on my government, as specified by Admiral T’Lari,” he bemoaned.

Given Talyere’s somber tone, Christopher’s grin slowly faded away.  “And?” he urged.

“And,” Talyere continued, “it does not go well.  Despite Admiral T’Lari’s explicit instructions to include anything of relevance in the report, I must admit, there is an inordinate amount of data that pertains to my people, and I fear I am not selecting the proper content for what the Admiral had in mind.”

Christopher sighed.  “I see your problem.  Did you bring it with you?”

Talyere slowly pulled a padd from his belt and set it neatly before the Captain.  “That is it.”

Christopher grabbed it and skimmed over the first few paragraphs.  For the most part, they seemed to be adequate, but as the report progressed, Christopher was eventually able to confirm Talyere’s concerns about his report.  “It’s an adequate start,” he said, “especially the beginning, but you seem to go astray toward the end.”

Talyere nodded.  “Much as I had feared.  I wish to rectify that error.  How might I go about doing that?”

Christopher expelled a long sigh.  “Starfleet—humans in particular, are a very curious race.  You see, any ‘good’ report would include not only tactical analyses and statistics, but also information on culture and traditions.  Beyond that, it might include a recipe for local cuisine or a review of their clothing—things that might seem irrelevant to you and me, could be gold mines back at Command.”

“But why?”

“If the need becomes necessary to go undercover in their space, or negotiate a peace or trade agreement, such trivial things could mean the difference between peace and war,” Christopher explained.  “You see, Starfleet isn’t just about exploring space and interstellar dust, it’s about exploring new facets of civilization—good and evil—for the betterment of humanity.”

“So simple, yet so complex,” Talyere whispered.  “According to the Tome of Na’zar, one should always consider an alien race inferior.  Additionally, if an alien species could not live peacefully inside our borders and under our rule, they wouldn’t live at all.  The tradition continued through the ages, and was still practiced at the time of my departure… So you can understand why I write this report with a rather flamboyant trepidation.”

Christopher nodded.  Not only did he understand where Talyere was coming from, but he also believed he could help alter his perceptions to get into the proper frame of mind.  “Meet me in holodeck one at 1300 hours.  I’ve got a little something I think will help.”

Talyere’s vibrant orange eyes suddenly went aglow with curiosity.  He nodded to affirm the appointment before hastily rising from his seat.  “I will meet you there.”

If there was one thing Neelar Drayge hated about interstellar travel, it was the ‘interstellar’ part.  The very term, ‘interstellar’ indicated a vast, boring distance, and so whenever Drayge embarked upon and interstellar voyage, he made sure to bring some reading material.

And despite transwarp speeds, the trip from the Kilka Sector to almost other destination of relevance would take several hours at the least—albeit several hours, or even days less than at warp speeds, but still, alone in a small craft, those several hours seemed like years.

Drayge had finished his book, Origins of Massive Compact Halo Objects, several hours ago, and after several hours of sheer boredom, had finally resorted to the fine array of entertainment provided by Commander Keller.

“Romulan and Juliet,” he mused upon seeing the first title on the list.  It went on to include such ‘classics’ as The Very Hungry Cardassian and The Merchant of Venus.  Drayge immediately closed the new additions to the database in favor of sheer boredom. 

But to his relief, the wait was a very brief one.  Not even a minute after closing Keller’s files did the computer display a sensor alert.  Drayge excitedly glanced down to confirm his suspicions.

“Entering Bolian Sector,” chirped the computer moments later.

It was true.  Drayge smiled and brought the ship out of transwarp and into simple warp speeds.  He took in a long, satisfied sigh as the transwarp conduit hastily expelled him into normal space.  The ship had performed above and beyond his expectations—something few ships have the ability to do.

“Entering Bolian System,” chimed the computer moments later.

“Good,” replied Drayge.  “Drop to impulse once we’re in range and set course for Bolarus IX.”

“Acknowledged.”

As Drayge slowly brought his eyes away from the cacophony of consoles and computer bleeps, he immediately saw something he hadn’t seen in quite some time: home.  The majestic blue ball known as Bolarus IX now hung majestically before him, calling his name.  The lure was a powerful one, and Drayge immediately complied, piloting the craft down into the atmosphere.

The smooth ride was commendable given the turbulence one normally experiences on the way down through any planet’s atmosphere.  Drayge was almost disappointed when the tiny blips that had been people and houses had finally become recognizable in their true forms.  

Carefully, he fired the maneuvering thrusters and set down next to a large Bolian equivalent of a weeping willow tree in the middle of a vast, rolling hill beside the Drayge Estate. After lowering the hatch, Drayge hopped out of the Dark Star and onto the terra firma.

And then he smiled.  The warm sun placidly beat down on his skin as the delicate scent of Bolian orchids danced to his nostrils upon a gentle breeze.  The wet ground beneath his feet mushed ever so slightly as he took a few careful steps into the terrain.

A few meters away stood two fellow Bolians Drayge had known quite well in his time spent here.  His smile deepened as they approached, for it had been far too long since Neelar had seen his family.

His mother, Enna, and his brother, Taylus, both greeted Neelar with warm smiles and wide eyes.  “Welcome home,” bid Enna kindly as she basked in the greatness of such a wonderful day.

TWO

Talyere stood quietly outside the doors of holodeck one.  He was early.  It was his tradition, one of the few he could maintain here in the new Beta Quadrant social infrastructure.  Gone were the days of paying tribute to fanatical leaders and covert missions of espionage.  Not that he really minded.  But if there was one thing he did mind, it was tardiness.  

The chronometer beside the holodeck controls now read 1301.  Christopher should have been there by now.  It was most inconsiderate of the Captain to pique his curiosities like this, and then fail to arrive in a timely manor.  And so, Talyere decided to experiment with this primitive holodeck technology for himself.

“Computer, open holodeck doors.”

“There is no program currently selected.  Do you wish to continue?”

“Yes,” Talyere muttered.  If there was one thing he hated more than annoying holograms, it was annoying computers.

Moments later, the doors clanked apart to reveal the honeycombed-shaped walls making up the hologrid.  It was a rather insignificant site compared to the advanced particle synthesis methods used by the Elorg, but it would suffice.

And as he entered, Talyere was surprised to find Captain Christopher quietly working at one of the access terminals on the holodeck wall.  The Captain briefly looked up from his work and smiled.  “Look who’s finally here,” he mused.

Talyere did not laugh.  “I thought we were to meet outside the holodeck,” he admitted.  “In my short stay on board this vessel, I have noted that humans are rather lax when it comes to prompt arrivals.”

Christopher readily agreed.  “Lucky for you, I’m not human.”

“It would seem so.”

Christopher closed the access terminal and turned his full attention to Talyere.  “Shall we begin?”

“By all means.”

Christopher took several steps foreword as he called out, “Computer, run program Christopher-Alpha-Zeta-One.” 

Seconds later, a vast, twinkling starscape suddenly appeared around them.  It was a strange feeling, being completely surrounded by the void of space without suffocating due to the lack of oxygen—or freezing due to the extreme temperatures.

“If you’ll recall earlier, I spoke of an ideal report including all that is good and all that is evil, for the betterment of humanity…”

“I recall those events, yes.”

“This,” said Christopher, turning to the empty starfield, “is how one report changed the course of human events…”

Moments later, two small Daedalus-class were fabricated on the hologrid alongside two Klingon D7 Cruisers.  Both ships looked terribly primitive in comparison to the newer starships. Considering how times had changed since those ships roamed the stars—they were primitive.

“The year was 2218,” Christopher started.  “And the Federation was about to face its first crisis.”

“…Repeat, this is Captain Zachary Hood of the USS Galaxy to unidentified vessel.  We come in peace from the United Federation of Planets.  We come in peace! Please respond.”

“jagh jonla,’” cried one of the Klingons.

“buy’ngop!  maSopnIS.  jaghpu’tIHIv!” called out another, sounding terribly devious. “bah!”

Suddenly, the two Klingon vessels came about, and without warning, opened fire on the Federation starships, their red beams of death slicing directly through the hull of the port starship in a spray of fiery orange sparks.  Seconds later, the ship burst into flames before erupting into an all out explosion.

The remaining Federation starship opened fire on the Klingons, but the damage was obviously negligible, as neither vessel flinched for even a moment.  Again, the Federation starship fired, this time causing enough damage to one of the Klingon ships to make its crew stop and consider their actions.

They did.

Moments later, the Klingons opened fire.  Realizing they were doomed if they did not escape, the Federation starship slowly came about as a barrage of Klingon torpedoes plowed into its primitive shields.  The Klingons fired again.  And again, but the Federation starship remained in tact long enough for it to jump into warp.

The Klingon vessels still loomed above Christopher and Talyere, but they were no longer moving.  Slowly, Christopher approached one of their ships and tapped upon its warp nacelle.  “Klingons,” he grimaced before turning to Talyere’s confused face.

“I do not understand,” he admitted moments later.

Christopher nodded to affirm the statement.  “That would be because I’m not done,” he said. 

Talyere nodded.  “Of course.  Please continue.”

“Captain Hood’s initial report indicated a savage, enigmatic race bent on destroying the universe.  For all it was worth, it would seem that the Klingons and Federation were doomed to go to war.  And they almost did.  Hostilities continued for the better part of a century.  But curiosity sparked the Federation to continue contacting the Klingons.  In each additional encounter with the Klingons, we gained a better understanding about them, and the reports grew more detailed.  Soon, the Klingons were more than the savages at the edge of known space—they were honorable warriors hungry for bloodshed.”

“But you are not currently at war with these Klingons,” Talyere suggested hesitantly.

“No,” Christopher confirmed.  “They are our allies.  We fight side-by-side instead of fighting each other—all because of the detailed reports we received on their culture.  But had Captain Hood’s initial report indicated something less awe-inspiring, we might not be standing here today.

“To me, Talyere, your people are just as awe-inspiring as the Klingons were one hundred years ago.  But we don’t have to wait decades to accumulate information on them.  We have all that information now—in you.

“I see,” said Talyere slowly, as the embers of thought began burning in his mind.  “Then I shall endeavor to capture that lightning in a bottle,” he said.  “I’ll have my report to you before long.”

Christopher smiled at his mission accomplished.  “I look foreword to reading it.”

After his warm reception in the field outside Drayge Estate, Drayge traveled with his family to the aforementioned abode.  It was a fairly large establishment that incorporated a large part of the great outdoors, keeping the soothing, placid theme of the field.

Now, they sat in an open portico overlooking the field.  In the distance, the Dark Star was quietly situated in the shadows of the nearby willow.

“It is a lovely afternoon,” said Enna quietly as the gentle breeze strolled through the sitting area.  

“It is,” agreed Neelar.  “I never realized how much I missed it until now,” he added a moment later.

“Then perhaps you should stay awhile,” suggested Taylus in a less than blunt manor.

Neelar considered the proposition for only a moment before reaching the inevitably easy conclusion.  “I wish I could,” he said slowly.  “But I’ve got duties on board the Starlight.”

“I see,” Taylus muttered.  “The all important duties.  Quite frankly, Neelar, I don’t see why you insist upon traveling the stars.  You should be at home with the rest of us helping contribute to Bolian society.”

“I am contributing, Taylus.  It’s just my mind is a bit more open than yours.”

Taylus grinned.  “If it opens too much more, the breeze will flow right through!”

“That’s enough,” Enna snapped before their bickering could progress much further.  “You two act as if you were children.”

“Sorry, mother.  Neelar has a tendency to crawl beneath my skin as if he were a Corvalan dust mite.”

Neelar forced a smile in the face of Taylus as Enna huffed her feelings aside.  “That is quite a vessel you arrived with, Neelar,” said Enna placidly.  “Dark Star class?”

His smile slowly faded from fake to a genuine one.  “The original,” he said proudly.

“The original?” Taylus retorted.  “Impossible.  The original Dark Star was lost several years ago.”

Neelar smiled inwardly at his brother’s foolishness.  “When was the last time you actually read the reports provided by the Federation News Service?”

“This morning, of course,” Taylus said proudly.

“And what color was the text?”

Taylus stopped for a moment to think.  “White,” he said seconds later, sounding rather sure of himself.

“Orange,” corrected Neelar.

“A minor detail.  Who pays attention to the text color in the first place?”

Neelar frowned.  “I’m sure someone does.”

Before the seemingly discursive conversation could progress any further, Enna made haste to intervene.  “So, Neelar, how long do you intend to stay with us?”

“Unfortunately, I have been allotted only a minimal leave of absence.  I will be leaving tomorrow morning,” said Neelar.

Enna nodded disapprovingly.  “Tomorrow morning… I suppose that will have to suffice.”

Neelar looked up curiously at his mother.  “Why?”

She smiled enigmatically.  “You’ll see.  We have arranged for a small congregation at the Century Hall tonight.  I think you’ll enjoy your surprise.”

Neelar smiled hesitantly.  After the series of surprises he had already endured today, he wasn’t sure if he could sustain another.  Still, his curiosity would ensure he showed…

Erin Keller stood quietly at adjunct thirty-one beta chatting with an Ensign from astrometrics.  While the conversation was relatively stimulating, it was not the reason Keller was standing there.  In fact, she suspected the true reason of her continued presence would pass by adjunct thirty-one beta any moment now.

“…and the interstellar dust cloud in sector 953 is undergoing a particle inversion,” the Ensign continued, despite Keller’s growing disinterest.

“Really?” she said, just to humor him, though her attention was focused elsewhere.

Suddenly, before the Ensign could resume his banter, Kendall Johnson stormed past the junction in a fury of haste.  Erin quickly excused herself from the conversation and moved up alongside Johnson.  “Hey, Kendall,” she said as she approached.

He slowed down and turned around to greet her.  “Hi,” he said.  “What are you doing down here?”

“Looking for you, actually,” Keller admitted.

He looked surprised.  “Really?  How’d you know I’d pass by here?  It’s one of the least traveled corridors on the ship.”

Keller shot him a candid smile.  “I had the ‘pleasure’ of working with your staff while you were off partying with the Breen a few weeks ago.  Suffice it to say, you guys have a routine more set than the waste extraction cycle.”

“And?”

“And, I just happened to notice each and every one of them passed through this corridor on their way back from lunch,” Keller said proudly.

Johnson smiled sheepishly.  “So we like a little consistency.  I’ll try to promote a little more spontaneity for the future.”

Erin smiled.  “Good.”

Finally, they came to a stop outside the science lab.  “So what did you want?” Johnson inquired.

“I just wanted to tell you your ideas for Neelar’s party were brilliant.  I couldn’t have done a better job myself,” Keller praised, which in turn elicited a faint blush on Johnson’s face. 

“Thanks,” he said quietly.  He turned and faced the door.  “Well, routine awaits.”

Erin stepped foreword and opened the doors for him.  “Bye,” she said before walking away, leaving Kendall alone to his thoughts.  

He stood there for several moments, staring at his routine at work inside the science lab.  “Bye,” he whispered before stepping inside.

As Commander Harrison entered the bridge from his late-afternoon lunch, he immediately saw Captain Christopher seated in the center of the bridge.  Eager to hear the results of the Captain’s conversation with Talyere, Harrison rushed to his seat beside the Captain.  

“Well, how did you fare in the holodeck?”

Christopher turned to him with a straight face.  At first, it concerned Harrison, but after a moment of doubt, Christopher broke into a smile.  “Quite well,” admitted the Captain.  “I was a bit worried in the beginning.  He was pointed in the right direction, but wasn’t exactly staying on the path, if you know what I mean…”

Harrison nodded.  “I see.”

“But I think he’s going to do all right.  I’m hoping this little demonstration was just the icing on the cake.”  Christopher turned to him and drew his face near to Harrison’s.  “You made the right choice a few weeks ago, allowing him to stay on board,” he whispered.

Harrison smiled.  “My only official action as commanding officer of this ship,” he mused.  “Not bad for a trial run…”

Christopher flinched.  “‘Trial run?’”

Harrison grinned before turning his full attention to the view screen.  He felt there was a good chance that he would command the Starlight some day.  It may not be any time soon, but he knew the universe might be crazy enough to let it happen…

The Century Hall was one of the greatest structures on the Bolian Homeworld.  Located in the heart of the Gerushia Province, it served as an eloquent meeting place for one and all.  And it had literally been years since Neelar Drayge had the opportunity to bask in its stunning glory.

The floor was a brilliant white marble that shimmered under the gentle light twinkling down from the evening sky.  Several strong, stone pillars, similar to a Corinthian design, were affixed to the massive walls, which were all holding up the massive glass dome that served as the ceiling.  Meanwhile, a quaint waterfall trickled down some of the walls into a plethora of bushy green plants decorated the otherwise naked walls.

Adorning the remainder of the Hall were a large group of Bolians.  Neelar didn’t know very many of them personally, but he knew each and every one of them by name.  The group assembled here was not of any ordinary nature—they served at the Federation Embassy, a heralded position among Bolians.

Being in the presence of such a large conglomeration of important figures was a bit intimidating for Neelar, but he didn’t dare let that show, especially in front of Taylus or his mother.

Slowly, he meandered through the crowd of people, relatively unnoticed, until he approached Enna’s position.  She smiled at him and beckoned him to join her.  Seeing he had nothing better to do, Neelar waltzed over to join her group, consisting of herself, Taylus, and a few others whom he did not recognize.

But apparently, he should have.

“You remember her don’t you?” Enna inquired, motioning toward the petite young Bolian female standing beside Taylus.

“I have a faint recollection,” Neelar lied, swearing inwardly that he had never seen her before in his life.

She smiled sheepishly before stepping closer to Taylus.  “Only a faint recollection?” Taylus inquired.

Neelar nodded slightly, sure, now more than ever, that his Bolian was an absolute mystery to him. 

Enna drew Taylus away from the girl and motioned her closer to Neelar.  “Now, it’s been several years since you last spoke,” said Enna enigmatically.  “But I’m sure you remember Zayra.”

Suddenly, it clicked.  Zayra Tahnarr!  She was the daughter of Staraya Tahnarr, leader of the Tamigdor Province.  “Now I remember,” said Neelar.  “It has been a very long time since we last spoke.”

Zayra smiled.  “Well we have a lot of catching up to do.”

“Ah,” Neelar said, “I’ve got only a short time before I must return to the Starlight.”

Zayra slowly snuggled up beside Neelar.  “No, we’ve got forever,” she corrected.

Neelar frowned, and immediately looked to his mother for an explanation.  Enna smiled.  “Staraya has arranged for you and Taylus to become co-husbands to Zayra,” she explained.  “You’re getting married!”

THREE

Neelar suddenly felt as if a brick had hit him.  “You’re kidding, right?” he asked hesitantly.

To his apparent consternation, neither Enna, nor Taylus would confirm his suspicion.  They simply stood there with a smug look of excitement on their faces, as if it were something that happened every day.

It wasn’t.

Neelar suddenly felt a knot growing in his stomach as Zayra tightened her squeeze on him.  Hastily, Neelar pushed her aside and took several steps closer to his mother and brother.  “This isn’t exactly what I had in mind for my Birthday,” he whispered.

Enna looked around Neelar to Zayra.  “Would you excuse us for a moment?”

“Sure,” Zayra chirped before wandering off toward a crowd of diplomats nearby.

Once Zayra was well out of range, Enna grasped Neelar’s shirt and tugged him closer.  “We aren’t kidding,” she whispered loudly.  “In fact, we need this union more than you could possibly imagine.”

Neelar stepped away and folded his arms.  “Humor me.”

Enna expelled a longwinded sigh.  “Neelar, you spend far too much time in space, and not nearly enough at home,” she said in a tiresome voice.  “I have been Ambassador to the Federation for sixteen years.  To be blunt, the position is growing tiresome.”

“In order for Mother to advance her position, she needs additional political support,” Taylus added.  “Our support in the Tamigdar Province has been dwindling in the past several years.  This union would revitalize our support in that region, and give Mother the support needed to be appointed to the Federation Council.”

Neelar clenched his fists and carefully pounded them upon one another.  Her cause was valid, and in some ways, the method of achieving the goal was a valid one.  It was true that support would grow, and the possibility of Enna gaining a position on the Council would grow as well.  

Despite the plan’s apparent sensibility, Neelar didn’t like it one bit.  “I won’t marry Zayra just to advance your political career, Mother.  You’ll have to find someone else to co-husband with Taylus.”

Enna cast an icy glare in Neelar’s direction.  “After all I’ve done for you?  Without me, you wouldn’t even have a position on the Starlight.  I suggest you reconsider you decision.”

Neelar gulped, knowing he was on the verge of caving in to his mother’s nefarious demands.  But in the back of his mind, a very small voice convinced him otherwise.  “No,” said Neelar defiantly.  “I won’t do it.”

Enna’s eyes bulged, clearly surprised by her son’s defiance.  Hastily, she turned her back and started marching toward the exit.  “Come, Taylus,” she called.  “It’s time we reevaluated our strategies.”

As the two marched away, Neelar felt a small sense of victory.  He had never stood up to his family like that before, and as a result, he was treated in such a manor that reflected his nature.  But in light of this victory, Neelar knew it was only an invitation to yet another situation…

As he turned around to exit, Neelar stopped and took one last look at the Century Hall.  The crowd was beginning to thin, but was still fair in size.  Along the back wall, he briefly caught the eye of Zayra, who appeared to be carefully observing him from the distance.  Neelar passed it off as his imagination, and stormed out of the hall.

Not long after his departure, the arms of darkness embraced the once verdant plain, leaving Neelar to be guided by nothing but faint starlight.  He could see the faintest outline of the Dark Star in the distance, but something was telling him it was not yet time to go…

Instead, Neelar slowly headed back toward the Drayge Estate.  Given their frame of mind, Neelar doubted his mother or brother had returned here, but there was one member of his family who would undoubtedly still be present…

Osuran Drayge was, like Neelar, not overly taken with politics and government.  Instead, he chose to spend his hours in the planet’s numerous marine biology labs, unlocking the mysteries of the deep.  While he was rarely in the Drayge Estate, Osuran was always there on important days, no matter what.

And as Neelar entered the Estate, the first thing he saw was Osuran, huddled quietly in front of a computer terminal reviewing the latest data on the status of the oceanfront.  Upon hearing Neelar’s entrance, Osuran looked up from his computer and smiled. 

“Neelar,” he said warmly.  “It is good to see you.”

“Likewise, Father,” said Neelar.  “I take it Mother and Taylus have yet to return?”

He nodded, affirming Drayge’s suspicions.  “I’ve not seen them in a few days.  My work in the Andrean Ocean has kept me rather busy.  Fascinating place, really.”

From what Neelar knew of it, the Andrean was a place of wonders.  The deepest ocean in the entire Bolian System, it had yet to be traversed to its greatest depths.  But that wasn’t all.  “The Andrean is near the Tamigdar Province, isn’t it?”

“It is,” said Osuran.  “I’ve been working closely with Staraya Tahnarr on the project.  Delightful lady.  A bit of a windbag, but what can one expect from a politician?”

Neelar frowned.  “I had no idea Tahnarr had a vested interest in the Andrean Ocean,” he mused.

Osuran nodded accordingly.  “Neither did I.  She only approached me a few weeks ago with a proposition to expand my work in the region.  Like anyone in their right mind, I accepted.”

“Staraya seems to be quite a cosmopolitan woman,” Neelar brooded.  “Politics and marine biology…”

“Indeed,” agreed Osuran.  “As a matter fact, I’m meeting with her tomorrow morning to discuss our continued ventures in the Andrean.”

“Well,” Neelar huffed, a bit exhausted, “I’m going back to the Dark Star if you need me.  It has been a terribly long day.”

“Very well,” said Osuran.  “By-the-way… Happy Birthday.”

Neelar stopped before departing.  “Thanks.”

Enna sat quietly beside Taylus in a dark conference room in the back of the Federation Embassy.  It was a place she often visited when the stresses of her job started to gnaw away at her.  A place she seemed to be frequenting a lot as of late.  

But now, instead of a place of relieving stress, Enna knew she was more than likely conjuring more stress by inviting Taylus to join her in plotting her ascent to power.  

“Staraya’s proposal was a noble one,” Enna admitted.  “It shows those of the Tamigdar Province are ready to move beyond traditional rule.  But I don’t think it’s going to work unless we can find you a co-husband.”

Taylus shrugged.  “It is unfortunate that the majority of my acquaintances are already wed.  I can think of no one who can replace Neelar’s position in the union.”

Enna nodded sullenly.  “Nor I,” she admitted.

Taylus slowly looked up.  “We could attempt a more unconventional union,” he suggested.  “Without a co-husband…”

“It would never work,” snapped Enna.  “Even if it did, our citizens would never approve of such blasphemy, especially in a political situation.  We may have to seek out new allies in Parliament if we cannot secure the Tamigdar Province.”

“But new political allies are scares,” Taylus reminded.  “And none of the potential regions are as densely populated as Tamidgar.  We would need to garner at least three of them, perhaps four before enough votes are accumulated to get appointed to the Federation Council.”

Enna immediately saw that course of action would be futile.  “The election is in three weeks.  There is not enough time to secure that many provinces.”

“Well, Staraya was the one to initiate this proposed political alliance,” Taylus recalled.  “Perhaps we could fabricate some sort of counter-proposal to secure their loyalty.”

Enna smiled.  Finally, they were making some headway.  “That is the best idea I have heard all night,” she admitted.  “So… what did you have in mind?”

Staraya Tahnarr was perched on the edge of her chair in front of a computer display when Zayra burst into the room.  Her daughter’s flamboyant motions instantly drew Staraya from her studies of the Andrean Ocean.  “What have you discovered?” Staraya demanded.

Zayra smiled.  “Unrest,” she said bluntly.  “Neelar will not marry me.”

Staraya frowned.  She had suspected something along those lines would occur, but she had definitely hoped otherwise.  It would only complicate things.  “I presume the Drayge’s are still open to negotiations?”

Zayra shrugged innocently.  “I was dismissed from their presence before that part of the conversation was reached,” she admitted.  “But from what I gathered in the distance, there is a distinct possibility they would be open to additional inquiries.  The seat on the Federation Council is extremely important to them.  Should I devise a counter-proposal?”

“No,” whispered Staraya.  “I believe I’ve already devised a flawless plan to assure our ascent to power, Zayra.”

Zayra’s eyes widened.  “Oh?”

Staraya deactivated her computer terminal, giving her complete attention to Zayra.  “I’ve been in contact with a Yridian trader, Nalouk Chak.  For a price, he is willing to provide us with a device that will solve all of our problems…”

FOUR

Captain Christopher had been marginally worried when the Dark Star was not present in the shuttlebay at 12:01 last night.  In fact, he found himself unable to get a good night’s rest with the knowledge that Ensign Drayge was out there, all alone in the night.  

But it took little effort on the part of the computer to project the course of Drayge’s transwarp conduit.  And so, after many hours of unrest, Christopher put his mind at ease when the Dark Star’s trail led straight to Bolarus IX.  Home.  

His fears were lessened even more upon receiving a message from Drayge on his desk the following morning, in which Drayge attempted to explain the nature of his tardiness.  Unfortunately, his enigmatic choice of words only piqued Christopher’s curiosity—but from the gist of it, there was some sort of political turmoil on Bolarus IX.

With that concluded, Christopher rose from his desk and strode onto the quiet bridge, instantly catching Commander Harrison’s curious eye.  “He’s not lost in space, nor has he permanently borrowed the ship,” Christopher said before Harrison could utter a single word.  “But something’s going on there…”

Harrison raised a brow.  “Of what nature?”

“Political,” said Christopher.  “And given the sound of it, we’re not talking friendly debate.  Perhaps something more along the lines of political subterfuge.”

“Well,” said Harrison, “that’s not something you’d normally expect from the Bolians…”

Christopher frowned.  “It was a very brief, very faint message, Matthew.  I don’t want anyone jumping to any conclusions until we’ve got something more concrete.  Understood?”

“As you wish.”

“Now,” said Christopher, gently tugging at his uniform, “I believe Talyere wanted to see me…”

Talyere stood quietly at his window, contemplating the fate of the universe when the door chimed.  He remained motionless for several moments, wrapping up his plethora of thoughts before turning to the door.  “Enter,” he beckoned.

Seconds later, the doors parted, revealing Captain Christopher.  Talyere smiled at the Captain’s prompt response to his request, and graciously beckoned the Captain to come in. 

Christopher accepted, and slowly stepped into Talyere’s abode.  “Thank you,” he said, taking a few additional steps into the room.  “So you wanted to see me?”

“I did.”  Talyere reached for the padd on the nearby table and handed it to the Captain.  “I have completed the analysis of my people,” he said as Christopher took the padd.  “You should it to be an adequate overview, covering all aspects of Elorg Civilization—right down to the recipe for ha’ilari biscuits.”

Talyere watched a grin form upon Christopher’s face as he looked over the data compiled on the padd.  “I am glad to see you took my words to heart,” said the Captain.  “You’ve done an excellent job.”

Suddenly, Talyere felt himself grow warm and fuzzy on the inside, something he hadn’t felt in a long while.  It felt good.  “Thank you,” he said simply.

Christopher tapped the padd on the palm of his hand.  “I’ll transmit it to Starfleet as soon as I get a chance,” he said.  “I’ll bet they can’t wait to get their hands on it.”

 “Actually, I was a bit reluctant to finish it,” Talyere admitted after a brief moment of silence. 

Christopher’s eyes slowly grew wide.  “Are you having second thoughts about coming here?”

Talyere was quick to defend against that statement, “No, not at all!”  He strode back to the window and stared at the nearby Federation starships.  “It’s just I find I will have little to keep myself occupied now that the analysis is complete.”

Christopher joined Talyere at the window.  “I’m sure we can find something for you to do.”  He grinned.  “How about realigning the waste extraction systems? That would keep you busy!”

“While I’m sure that task would keep me thoroughly occupied, I believe my talents would be put to better use in a different position,” Talyere said slowly.

“Agreed,” said Christopher readily.  “I’ll see what I can do… in the mean time, I’ve heard you express an interest in the Federation on a few occasions.  Maybe you’d like to study our database?”

“I would very much like that,” said Talyere.

Christopher turned around.  “Computer, grant full computer access to Talyere Rosat, authorization Christopher-kappa-2-5-7.”

“Acknowledged,” chirped the computer moments later.  “Full computer access has been granted to Talyere Rosat.”

Talyere grinned.  Suddenly, countless new doors could be opened.  He could explore the past and stab at the future.  But perhaps most importantly, his curiosity would finally be quenched.

As Osuran Drayge approached the sandy, white beach along the shores of the Andrean Ocean, he couldn’t help but be excited as to the possibilities that were about to be opened up.  This meeting with Staraya Tahnarr was an historic event in the history of their respective provinces. 

 Never before had they collaborated in such a manor—but they never had such a good reason.  The preservation of the delicate ecosystem, and continued exploration of the Andrean Ocean was the perfect pretense for further collaboration between them.  And Osuran was glad to be a part of it all.

Staraya Tahnarr had already arrived, and was sitting candidly at the sleek black table located on the edge of a small, rocky precipice near the beach.  “Osuran!” she called out upon seeing him.  “It’s about time.  I was beginning to wonder if you would show!”

Osuran took his seat.  “Madam Tahnarr, I—”

She hastily interrupted him. “Please, call me Staraya.  If we’re to continue, I don’t wish to be hindered by formalities.”

“Very well then, Staraya.  Given my affinity for this ocean and the life forms in it, I would not miss this meeting for the world!  Today is a day Bolian children will speak of for years to come.”  

“It is,” Staraya concurred in a mysteriously devious voice.  Osuran wasn’t sure why she chose to use such an inappropriate tone in the meeting, but she quickly rectified the error.  “Over a thousand kilometers of our southern and eastern coasts fall on the Andrean Ocean.  It is in our best interests to see that it remains in good shape.”

Things were progressing better than he had anticipated.  Staraya was incredibly open minded, and obviously conscious about the necessity of preserving the oceanfront.  “One key issue I’d like to discuss is the reclamation of certain land areas lost during the earthquake of 2298.”

“Go on.”

“As you know, when the earthquake struck, it sunk several square kilometers of land, and killed countless citizens.  Your population has never recovered.”

“That is true, yes.”

Osuran handed her a padd.  “This is one of many disturbing proposals I’ve read proposing you reclaim the lost land.  Not only would this pollute the surrounding areas, it would destroy the largest coral reef on the planet.  That can’t happen.”

Staraya nodded sympathetically.  “I see your point.  I’ve observed first-hand several of the aquatic species indigenous to the reef.  Many of them are more beautiful than life itself, and if they’re gone, there is a good chance we’ll never see them again” she said reminiscently.  “We can’t afford to loose it.”

Osuran’s jaw dropped. “So the reclamation projects…”

“Are canceled.”  She smiled politely before adding,   “Indefinitely.” 

“You know, if we continue moving at this rate, we’ll finish before lunch,” said Osuran energetically.  “We should have done this a long time ago!”

“Indeed,” said Staraya.  Again, her mysteriously devious voice surfaced, thought she attempted to hide it, Osuran couldn’t help but notice it in the back of her throat.  “Perhaps we could grab something to eat upon the conclusion.  I know a wonderful Bajoran Restaurant in Turdano City.”

“I haven’t eaten Bajoran in ages,” exclaimed Osuran.  “It’s a date!”

Deep in the murky cellar of Tahnarr Estate, Zayra stood at the controls of a transporter station.  Watching the sensors like a hawk, she waited for the energy signatures of a Yridian ship to appear on sensors.  

To her dismay, Nalouk Chak was already late, and with each passing minute, grew later.  “Yridians,” she muttered under her breath, now wondering why her mother couldn’t deal with a race that didn’t elicit so much angst among the government.  Even the Ferengi were held in higher esteem by the Federation.

But finally, the sensors bleeped, and one small Yridian transport ship suddenly appeared in orbit of Bolarus IX.  That simple fact alone would draw a lot of attention—Nalouk Chak’s ship would probably be siezed, and impounded, which could only mean one thing: Chak was being generously compensated for his troubles.

After transmitting a brief text message, Chak indicated he required transport to the surface immediately.  Sure enough, there were two Federation starships closing on his position.  Zayra locked onto the Yridian and beamed him down.

As a whole, Yridians were not the most slightly aliens in the galaxy. Nalouk Chak was no exception.  His beady eyes sunk into his wrinkly face, and his large ears were comparable to those of a Ferengi, only his putrid stench was much worse.  Clutched in his sweaty, dirt-covered hands was a small device that looked similar to a hypospray.  

“Are you Tahnarr?” Chak rasped.

“Yes,” said Zayra.  “Do you have it?” she inquired, though not fully knowing what it was he was supposed to have.

The Yridian motioned with his eyes toward the hypo-like device.  “It is here.  What shall I do with it?”

“Leave it,” said Zayra.  “We will compensate you for your trouble shortly.”

Chak hesitated as he placed the device on the transporter controls.  “I will wait here,” he said.  “And I expect to be compensated in full.  It is not often we deal with such things—or in such places.”

Zayra shrugged.  “Very well.  But it won’t be long before Starfleet impounds your ship.”

“After this, I won’t need a ship,” Chak moaned.  “That is, I won’t need a ship if your payment is half as much as you boasted.”  He chuckled quietly to himself, undoubtedly planning some sort of early retirement to Risa or something equally pleasant…  “Tell me something,” Chak continued, “What exactly prompted you to seek out this item?  It is illegal in the Federation, you know…”

“Politics,” said Zayra bluntly.  She stared down at the device, still wondering what it was.  Some sort of weapon, she guessed, but to her, it still looked like a modified hypospray. 

Suddenly, the cellar doors opened.  Staraya shrieked deviously as she strolled into the dark, murky realm, only to be even more pleased upon setting her eyes on Nalouk Chak.  “You’re here.  Excellent.  I take it you arrived without incident?”

“I did,” said Chak.  “Do you have my payment?”

Staraya stopped in front of the Yridian.  “Do you have my merchandise?” she inquired.

“Yes,” rasped Chak, motioning toward the device on the transporter panel.

Staraya hastily grabbed the device and carefully inspected its every last detail, right down to the alien writing on the handle, which was now visible to Zayra as well.  It was nothing she could recognize…

“It would seem, then, that I have your payment,” Staraya said upon concluding her inspection.

Zayra gulped as she heard those words.  Clearly, Staraya did not have any latinum on her, nor did she have a padd or and IOU.  The only thing she had was the alien device, which was now pointed directly at the Yridian.  

Chak’s beady eyes bulged outward as he realized what Staraya had been planning.  “You can’t do this!” he protested.  “I deplore you!”

“Tough,” grunted Staraya.  Without hesitation, she punched the Yridian.  He stumbled to the floor in a disorderly fashion and simply lay unconscious upon his back.  “Watch,” Staraya whispered as she drew the device near Nalouk Chak’s head.

Zayra took in a deep breath as a faint blue beam sailed from the device’s head, and into the Yridian’s.  Slowly, Chak began to vibrate as the beam penetrated his skull, but after a moment, they had grown into convulsions.  By that point, Staraya could no longer keep the beam focused, and withdrew.

By the time she assumed a position beside Zayra, Nalouk Chak was nothing more than a hazy cloud of gas hanging over the cellar’s floor…

FIVE

After many long hours of deep thought, Enna believed she and Taylus had finally reached a political agreement that would be acceptable to the Tanharr’s, while compromising the Drayge’s political status very little.   But as Enna stared at the padd upon which the deal was scribed, any doubts she had in it faded away.  

According to her projections, Staraya Tahnarr would announce the newfound union within the next hour.  A few hours after that, there would be a celebration in the Century Hall… and a few hours after that—the Tamigdar Province would yield to Drayge’s rule.  It all seemed too perfect to Enna.  But she had accounted for every variable.  Nothing could go wrong.

Sitting with Enna in the observation lounge of Drayge Estate were Taylus and Neelar.  Though he had insisted up leaving, Enna poured on her charm and convinced him to stay, at least until the alliance was announced.

He agreed, begrudgingly, and now sat across the room bearing an unpleasant scowl and folded arms.  “I object to this treachery,” he groaned before the silence could grow too thick.

Enna stared at him passively.  “What treachery?” she asked innocently.

“I’ve read your proposal,” said Neelar. “You intend to take over the Tamigdar Province.”

Enna dismissed the notion with a haphazard wave of her arm.  “Come now, Neelar!  That is preposterous!  We simply wish to have their support in the coming election, nothing more.”

“Without that support, Tupasi Kerch will retain the seat on the Federation Council, you will loose your Ambassador status, and Father could possibly loose his status as head of Parliament!”

Enna nodded.  “We do have a lot at stake,” she admitted, but before she could continue, the image of Staraya Tahnarr popped on the view screen mounted on the back wall.  Enna immediately turned her attention in its direction and waited for the announcement.

“Enna Drayge,” she said flatly.  “We have reviewed your counter-proposal, and deemed it unworthy of our approval.  I regret to inform you, it does not seem our two provinces can establish firm diplomatic relations.”

Enna bolted from her chair.  “Unworthy?!” she bellowed.  “If anyone is unworthy, it is you, of us!  I suggest you reconsider your decision!”

“The decision is final,” said Staraya.  “Good day.”

The transmission ended.

Enna clenched her fists in a fit of rage and expelled several angry sighs.  “My plan was perfect,” she snapped.  “Why didn’t she accept it?”

Enna began pacing furiously back and forth across the room, nodding her head and mumbling some inaudible curses.  After several moments of this behavior, she finally stopped near the back door.  “I… I will be resting outside if you need me,” she said with carefully measured breaths.  “I need some time to clear my mind of this horrendous injustice.”

Once she was gone, Taylus slipped off his seat and stormed over to Neelar’s position.  He grabbed the front of Neelar’s uniform and pulled him to his feet.  “This whole situation could have been avoided if you had agreed to the union in the first place,” he muttered.  “But now, our entire power base is about to go out the window!”

Neelar released Taylus’s grip and backed off.  “Father will still have his position as Head of Parliament and Marine Biology,” he said.

“And what power is in that?” Taylus countered.  “Little to none!”

“I need not remind you that if the Federation finds out about this treachery, there could be severe consequences to our people,” Neelar whispered.  “If that happens, there may not be a seat for us on the Federation Council to fight over.”

Taylus stared at his brother icily.  “They won’t find out, will they?”

Neelar took in a deep, nervous breath.  “As a Starfleet officer, it is my duty to report any breach of protocol I observe.  And I have observed a lot,” he said.  “But I won’t report it—at least not yet.”

Despite the terrible setback that the Drayge Estate had suffered, the day was still a glorious one.  The birds chirped happily, and the breeze was wickedly pleasing.  As Enna stared up at the great blue firmament, she couldn’t help but wonder what the future had in store for the Drayge Estate. 

But she tried to think about other things.  It was too nice a day to have one’s thoughts stuck on something as insidious as political affairs.  And so, Enna closed her eyes and attempted to draw in more pleasant thoughts. When she suddenly heard a faint crackle of leaves in the distance. 

“Hello?” she called out, carefully examining the area for guests.  There were none, and so, she dismissed the noise as a small animal, or at the very least, her imagination.

Until she heard it again, only this time, it was closer.  Much closer.  Enna opened her eyes to see that a shadow had blocked out some of the sunlight being cast over her face.  She peered back to see a hooded figure looming over her…

Slowly, it reached at her with a hypospray-like device, only it was no hypospray.  Enna attempted to scream, but given her petrified state, found herself unable to produce any sound.  That was, until the fuzzy blue beam of energy from the device started drilling into the side of her head…

A strident scream of pain suddenly interrupted Neelar’s heated debate with Taylus.  His heart jumped into his throat as he realized the noise was coming from the back of the house where Enna was supposedly resting peacefully.  He stopped mid-sentence and rushed for the back of the house, Taylus right behind him.

They burst into the backyard, only to see their mother sprawled out on the ground enduring a series of violent convulsions.  

“No!” Taylus shouted, rushing to her side.

For a brief moment, Enna seemed to regain control of herself, extending a weak arm for Taylus to grab.  But before he could grab it, Enna began to phase out of sight, her body rippling away in a gentle breeze.

Neelar was frozen in place, unable to comprehend what had just happened.  Though if he saw things correctly, his mother was dead.  But this could not be correct—it was a nightmare, and he was sleeping.  Neelar blinked, slapped his wrist, and shook his head, all futile attempts to awaken from this newfound nightmare.  

It was true.

By that time, Taylus had collapsed to the ground in a sea of tears, desperately clinging onto the ground where his mother had laid only moments ago.  But she was gone—and not likely to return…

PERSONAL LOG, STARDATE 72117.6: After several days of investigation, Federation Security has ruled my mother’s death murder.  A strange device found beside her was discovered to be an illegal Tarellian weapon smuggled in aboard a Yridian ship.  While I have a good idea who may be behind this, the Federation currently has no suspects.  But now that my mother is gone, there is nothing standing between Staraya Tahnarr and the title Ambassador… 
Neelar sighed wearily as he ended his log.  Outside the Dark Star, was yet another beautiful Bolian day, but for some reason, on this day, the horizon seemed to be a far darker phenomenon than in the past.  Drayge could only hope it was not a precursor of things to come…
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