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PROLOGUE

Rachael Meyer took several hesitant steps into the dark room before her.  Nothing was visible to her except the stars out the plethora of windows along the back wall.  The room was several degrees below standard, the air was stale, and given the haunting echo that followed her every footstep, it was probably empty.

“Computer, lights,” called out Commander Harrison from amidst the darkness.

Within seconds, the quiet whoosh of power feeding the lighting system filled the air, followed promptly by the aforementioned illumination.  When the lights finally reached maximum luminosity, Meyer’s jaw dropped in awe. 

“Are you sure this is the right room?”

Harrison peered down at the padd in his hand.  “Deck four, section thirteen, room twenty-six,” he read out loud.  “This is it.  Why, is something wrong?”

Meyer nodded negatively.  “No,” she said slowly.  “It’s just a bit larger than I had anticipated,” she admitted after a moment.

Harrison shrugged.  “It was the only room we had available that wasn’t down in the bowels of the ship,” he said.  “We can move you there if you’d like.”

Meyer smiled.  “I think this room will be sufficient,” she chirped, taking several steps closer to the window.  The view was magnificent.  As she peered out the large window, she could see several Federation starships congregated with the Starlight, and in the far distance, the faintest hint of the Alteran Expanse.

“It’s a shame your quarters aren’t this big,” Harrison said as he came up alongside Meyer.  “Then again, I suppose you could be like Doctor Hartman and live in your workplace…”

Meyer nodded negatively.  “You forget, I can’t live here.  I’m working with Doctor Hartman in Sick Bay three nights a week,” she explained.  “And besides, I like the quiet, claustrophobic feel of my quarters.”

Harrison shrugged.  “Suit yourself.”  He turned away for the window and headed for the door.  “The industrial replicator in cargo bay one won’t be in use this afternoon.  I’ll have Lucas or Kendall drop by later on to help you get some furniture in here,” he said before quietly slipping out through the doors.

Rachael stared blankly at the doors for several moments before taking another look at the large space now designated the counselor’s office.  It was hard to believe she could do whatever she wanted with the place, but since there was no counselor prior to her arrival, Rachael was more or less given free reign.  

Furthermore, it was a step into the brighter future she and Christopher had spoken of several days earlier.  And she smiled knowing this was only but the beginning.  From here on out, things could only get better.

For the first time in several days, it seemed to Lieutenant Bator that the world was not going to end suddenly in a blaze of fire.  His sensors showed the two Elorg vessels harbored deep in the Alteran Expanse were still adrift, barely operational—they posed no threat.  Additionally, the crew seemed to finally be settling into a new routine following the untimely death of Captain Greene.  

They had chosen Christopher to lead them, and so he was.  Although Starfleet had made it quite clear that he would not be leading for long, this temporary cessation in the chaos among the crew was a nice change of pace.  

Though he had initially been suspicious of their new Captain, Bator quickly found himself growing fond of his command style, his quick wit, and his easy going demeanor.

Additionally, their current assignment, defending the Kilka Sector against an Elorg invasion, did not require much attention at the moment.  Indeed, the calmness was something Bator could grow accustomed to.  

But to his apparent consternation, his period of ease came to an abrupt end.   Sensors just logged a perimeter alert near the Sineron Cluster.  The ensuing series of bleeps prompted not only a break in the silence, but Christopher’s first sign of action in several minutes.

“What is it, Bator?”

The Phobian gazed down at his tactical display.  “Sensors have just detected multiple warp signatures near the Sineron Cluster,” he reported.

“That is well within the grasps of the verteron radiation,” Keller added a moment later. 

Christopher sighed wearily.  “That is the second incursion this week,” he muttered.  “Who is it this time?”

At first, neither Bator nor the computer could recognize the two warp signatures.  One was definitely a large warship, the other vessel was a smaller support ship, but their identities remained concealed.  As Bator stared at the data with growing frustration, the computer finally popped up a proper identification.  “The Breen!” he exclaimed upon seeing it.

Drayge curiously turned away from his station to face Christopher and the others.  “What do the Breen want with the Sineron Cluster?” he inquired.  “Their space is clear on the other side of the Alpha Quadrant.”

Bator gave the question some thought.  But he was unable to reach a concrete answer.  If the Breen were attempting to expand their empire, why not do it closer to Breen territory?  If they were planning an invasion, why send only two ships?    What did they want?

He looked up from his station to see the Captain equally puzzled.  Christopher shrugged in concert with a weary sigh.  “Unknown,” he said after an additional moment of contemplation.  He slowly paced in front of the command chair before announcing, “There’s only one way to find out—Ensign, set a course for the Sineron Cluster, transwarp speed.”

CHAPTER ONE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72052.1: The Starlight is en route to the Sineron Cluster after detecting a series of Breen warp signatures in the vicinity.  Due to Sinereon’s extreme distance from Breen space, and our current relations with the Breen Consortium, we are proceeding with extreme caution.

Kendall Johnson stared innocently out the window at the flowing green streaks that were the signature of transwarp journeys.  The very thought that the Borg may have traveled this very conduit sent chills down his spine, despite Starfleet’s precautions to mask their energy signatures to prevent detection.  

But as the conference began, Johnson quickly turned his thoughts from Borg to Breen.  His eyes quickly darted across the table until they fell upon the delicate brown orbs of Erin Keller.  She smiled momentarily before looking down at the pad before her.

“Last known contact with the Breen was over four years ago, on stardate 68491.2 near the Betreka Nebula,” she said matter-of-factly.  “There was some communication, but nothing of consequence.  Nobody has seen or heard from them since.”

Christopher smiled candidly.  “And now, four years later, they suddenly reappear, of all places, inside Federation space,” he said in one longwinded sigh.  He then cast his curious gaze at the others around the table.  “Why?” he deadpanned as his gaze shifted to Bator.

The Phobian gently pounded a clenched fist on the table.  “Unknown,” he muttered.  “We know very little about the Breen,” he admitted.

“Hell, we don’t even know what’s under those refrigeration suits they wear,” Hartman exclaimed.

“To make matters worse, we don’t know much about the Sineron Cluster, either,” Keller added morbidly.

Her tone was infectious.  Johnson immediately felt a sense of doom rush over him.  Then again, he felt this every time a possible situation arose.  But to his credit, Johnson found this sixth sense for danger was almost never wrong…

“I don’t like it,” said Harrison, echoing Johnson’s own feelings.  “A mysterious enemy on a mysterious world…whatever they’re doing, it can’t be good.”

“That we agree on,” said Christopher.  He slowly slouched down in his chair and gently swiveled back-and-forth.  “Do we know anything about the Sineron Cluster aside from its name?” he inquired a moment later.

That was Kendall’s cue.  He hastily stared down at the data before him.  “It’s a class three binary star system with fourteen planets, two of which, the second and fourth, are class-M.  Starfleet sent out a series of probes in the 2370’s to collect additional data on the vicinity, but were believed destroyed by the Dominion—or the Romulans—in the turbulence shortly thereafter.”

“We were on an expedition to the Sineron Cluster a few weeks ago,” Drayge added.  “Of course, we didn’t quite get there.”

Christopher finally picked up his padd.  He briefly glanced at it before dropping it back on the table.  “Starfleet has given us the go ahead to proceed with this mission,” he said.  “Additionally, they’ve provided us with all the intelligence information they’ve collected on both the Breen and the Sineron Cluster.”  He chuckled briefly as he stared at the padd once more. “You would be surprised at the file’s small size,” he mused.

Doctor Hartman’s unmistakable laugh suddenly protruded the meeting’s morbid overtones.  Johnson pulled his curious gaze away from the contours of Commander Keller to see the Doctor snickering quietly beside him.  “Military intelligence,” she said amidst a muffled chuckle.  “Now there’s an oxymoron if I’ve ever heard one,” she added a moment later.

Though the statement only marginally amused him, Johnson forced himself to bear a humbled grin upon hearing Keller’s laugh join in the chorus.  He gazed up only briefly at the Captain, whose patient smile was teeming with held-back laughter.  Johnson quickly dropped his guise and returned to business as Christopher moved to speak.

“Intelligent or not, they’ve sent us the only data we’ve got on the Breen,” said Christopher.  He lifted the padd and pointed in the crew’s direction.  “I want you all to familiarize yourselves with this data by the time we reach Sineron.”

Slowly, Christopher rose from his seat and took up a stark position behind Commander Harrison.  He hastily surveyed the staff for any questions or additional comments they might have, as was customary, just to ensure they had covered all the bases.

A few stray thoughts crossed Johnson’s mind, but he chose not to voice them, since they were bordering off-topic, and were undoubtedly dry subjects.  Additionally, he couldn’t keep his mind, or eyes away from Keller.

“Dismissed,” Christopher barked a moment later.

Harrison and Christopher both hastily bolted for the bridge, followed closely by Drayge and Bator.  As Kendall rose from the warmth of his chair, Tompkins was immediately at his side.  The chief engineer didn’t say anything, but his quizzical gaze conveyed his thoughts better than any words could.

“I tried to look out the window, but the vertigo made me nauseous,” he explained.

Lucas smiled.  “Well here’s your chance,” he whispered as his gaze deviated from Johnson’s eyes to those of Erin Keller, who now stood only a few feet away.

“Hey, Lucas,” she said warmly.

Tompkins nodded politely before smiled deviously at Johnson before hastily sliding into the turbolift a few meters away.

Johnson stood still for several moments.  Not by choice, but by nerves.  The discursive banter between Doctor Hartman and the others had stopped, and now, Johnson heard nothing but the constant droning of the engines, and the gentle breathing of Erin Keller directly behind him.

“Kendall,” she said softly.

He still couldn’t move.  “Yes?”

“There’s something I wanted to discuss with you.”

Kendall was glad he hadn’t turned around, otherwise, the unmistakable look of surprise on his face would have undoubtedly sparked an even more ‘interesting’ situation.  He pulled in a nervous sigh, made an attempt to mute his fleeting emotions, and turned around to face Erin.

She was standing a lot closer than he had thought.  In fact, she was less than a meter away.  Again, she smiled candidly, and took yet another step toward him.  “I don’t want to discuss it here,” she said, her voice trailing off a little with each word.  “Meet me in the mess hall for lunch,” she decided a moment later.

In an instant, she was gone.

As her pleasant aroma whisked past Kendall’s nostrils, his frozen state suddenly broke.  “By the way, I love you,” he whispered to himself as the doors closed shut.

Rachael Meyer arrived in the cargo bay a few minutes early to get a head start in the dubious task of choosing the proper furniture for her office.  Though had she realized the sheer number of choices available to her, she would have arrived several hours early.

There were literally thousands of different styles available, from plush Betazoid sofas to the Spartan furnishings of Vulcan, Meyer was overwhelmed by the task ahead of her.

She had some idea of what she wanted.  She didn’t want anything too grotesque, such as the many Klingon samples she had viewed, nor did she want it to look out of place onboard a starship.  While that would seem to cut a large chunk out of her choices, it would seem there were still countless races whose furnishings were just muted enough for her tastes…

As expected, the cargo bay doors clanked open a few moments later.  Rachael briefly glanced up from the gentle curves of a Ktarian Sofa to see Kendall Johnson hastily charging through the large doors.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said to her.  “The meeting with the Captain ran a little over.”

Rachael shrugged.  “They usually do,” she said, recalling the countless ‘brief briefings’ Christopher held on board the Dark Star.  They were anything but brief.

As Johnson approached, Rachael turned her attention back to the sofa.  “I don’t think the Ktarians and I agree,” she said before moving on to the next selection.  It was a hideous Cardassian chair, covered in the fur of something called a grevar.  “Nor do the Cardassians,” she said.  “Or the Klingons.  Or the Bolians.   Or the Bajorans.  Or the Miradorn, for that matter.  In fact, it’s going to be a long afternoon.”

“It’s not even noon,” Kendall said quietly.  He slowly pushed Rachael aside and tapped at the controls for a moment, bringing up a collection of furniture called ‘Starfleet Standard.’  “For some reason, it’s near the back of the list.”

Rachael glanced at it, and was initially pleased.  The colors were warm, the contours were sharp, and the overall appearance was neat and clean.  “We could give it a try,” she said after an additional moment of contemplation.

Kendall immediately took the station’s control and activated the industrial replicator nearby.  After inputting his command codes to use the device, he initialized the fabrication subroutines.

“You seem distracted,” Rachael said quietly as the fabrication progressed.

He nodded negatively.  “Not really,” he said to the computer station.

Meyer’s eyes widened as she watched the replicator reabsorb her chair into its matrix and continue processing.  Johnson remained still the entire time.  “Really?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Kendall assured her.

She motioned toward the replicator.  “Then why did you allow the replicator to reabsorb my chair?”

Johnson stopped the process.  “Sorry,” he said a moment later.  “Maybe I am a little distracted…  Commander Keller invited me to lunch.”

“I see,” said Rachael.  “I’d offer you a seat, but it just got vaporized.”

She looked over at Kendall.  He smiled apologetically before striking several keys on the replicator controls in front of him.  The device whined quietly as it powered down, giving Meyer silence, and Johnson’s complete attention.

“There’s nothing to discuss,” he apathetically protested.

Rachael carefully stepped around the replicator control station and met Kendall’s eyes from the other side.  “You’re attracted to Commander Keller,” she said bluntly.

Kendall raised his arms defensively.  “I didn’t say that.”

“Not with words.” 

Kendall gazed at her unenthusiastically.  “Oh?”

Rachael smiled patiently, clearly not fooled by the emotional barriers Kendall was raising.  Because he shut off the replicator, she assumed he wanted to discuss the situation further—the problem was, he wasn’t going to be very cooperative about it.

“You haven’t spoken with too many counselors, have you?” she mused, but pressed on before the Lieutenant could respond.  “You might be able to fool Bator or Harrison, maybe even Keller… but you can’t fool me.  I’m trained to notice these things, and it looks to me like you’ve got a pretty bad case.”

Johnson frowned.  “Of what?” he demanded.

Meyer slowly parted her lips, but a wry grin forced its way to the surface before she could speak.  “Infatuation,” she mused a moment later.

Kendall slowly turned a quiet shade of red and buried his face in the computer console before him.  Meyer kept her distance, and allowed him a few moments to comprehend the inevitable flood of emotions that had just penetrated his defenses.  “Are there any treatments?” he moaned sarcastically.

“Two.”  Rachael grabbed the young Lieutenant by the shoulders and forced him to look up.  “And you’re not going to like either one of them.”

His frown deepened.

“The recommended treatment is simply telling her how you feel,” she explained.  “From what I’ve observed, Erin is a very warm, caring, compassionate person.  She might not reciprocate your feelings, but I’m sure she’ll be deeply flattered, and at the very least, humbled by your actions.”

“What’s the alternative?” Johnson inquired.

Rachael smiled quietly.  “Keep it bottled up inside of you for eternity, forever wondering what could have been.  Oh, the feelings will subside eventually—a few months, a year, maybe more.  But life goes on.”

Kendall looked up and sighed wearily.  “Are you sure there isn’t a third choice?”

Rachael cast him an unsympathetic glare.  “Positive.  Now about my couch…”

Commander Harrison took in a long sigh as he felt the deck plates begin to vibrate beneath his feet.  On the view screen, the pasty streaks of green slowly disintegrated into the familiar void of space, only this time, a large planet with brilliant blue oceans and fertile plains swooped into view alongside the stars.  That planet was Sineron II.  

“Report,” he barked a moment later.

He glanced briefly at Christopher while waiting for Bator’s analysis.  The Captain was still concentrating on the view screen, his eyes locked on the brilliant sphere.

“Two Breen vessels in orbit,” Bator announced.  “A warship and a smaller support vessel of unknown design.”

“Hmm,” Harrison said curiously.  “A science vessel?”

Christopher looked back this time.  “Maybe.”   He took in a deep sigh.  “Maybe not.  Hail them, Mr. Bator.”

They waited patiently for several moments for the Breen to respond.  But with each passing second, Harrison’s faith in the Breen answering the hail diminished, until he became certain they wouldn’t respond.  Apparently, Christopher reached that point soon thereafter.  He turned to the aft bridge with a look of morbid discontent.

“No response,” Bator confirmed.

Christopher nodded disappointedly.  “Keep trying.”

“Hold on,” Keller said a moment later.  

Harrison bolted from his chair to see what had transpired.  He took a few steps back in Christopher’s direction before Keller continued.

“I’m reading Breen life signs on the surface.  Five of them.  They’re in an isolated region on one of the northern continents,” she reported.

“Have you any idea what they’re doing down there?” Christopher inquired.

Keller looked up from her console with a bewildered look.  “Standing?” she suggested.

Christopher gave her remark a wry smiled before returning to his seat.  Harrison, unfazed by Keller’s irreverent report, returned to his seat as well.  “It is highly unlikely that the Breen came all this way to stand around,” he said.

Christopher nodded.  “Agreed.  We’ll give them a little while longer to acknowledge our greatness before going down there to… ‘stand’ with them,” he decided.

“As you wish,” said Harrison.  He slowly sat back in his seat and gazed at the two haunting vessels floating over Sineron II.  He had heard of the Breen, of their alliance with the Dominion, of their mysterious technology.  But never had Commander Harrison encountered them—until now…

CHAPTER TWO

As she sat down with her chicken salad at her usual table in the middle of the Mess Hall, Erin Keller couldn’t help but notice her company was non-existent.  It was unusual for Kendall Johnson to be late, but late without calling was completely unheard of.  But it was understandable, given the sudden Breen situation, perhaps he had lost track of the time.

Whatever the case, Erin wasn’t going to loose any sleep over it.  She would wait a few more minutes for him to arrive before contacting him.  In the interim, she did have a tantalizing excuse for a chicken salad sitting before her, and it would make little sense to let such a carefully replicated meal go to waste.

But as she started to bury her thoughts into her plate, a faint shadow loomed overhead, blocking her light.

“Sorry I’m late.”

It was Kendall.  “That’s okay,” Erin said quietly.  “There was no harm done.  You can go get something if you’d like.”

“Nah,” he said as he slid into the seat across from her.  “I’m not hungry.”

Erin stopped her fork mid-way to her mouth.  “It’s the Breen, isn’t it?  They’ve got me on edge, too.  But I still found time to have a decent lunch.”

Kendall nodded bashfully, and unlike previous encounters Erin had had with the young Lieutenant, he avoided her attempts at eye contact.  “I’ve just got other things on my mind,” he said quietly.

She didn’t press the issue.  Instead, she brought the fork to her mouth and ingested the aforementioned bite.  It wasn’t the greatest approximation of a salad she had ever tasted.  But it was far from the worst.  As she swallowed, Erin looked up from her salad and attempted eye contact.  Again, Kendall avoided.  Even so, Erin continued.  “I bet you’re wondering what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“A little,” he lied.

Erin drew herself closer to Kendall.  His pulse was racing, and he had the slightest hint of perspiration on his brow.  “Are you feeling okay?”

“I’ll live,” he groaned.  “So what did you want to discuss?”  This time, he strained to sound livelier.  It was a futile attempt, but one Erin took to heart.

She waited a few moments for Kendall to calm down before slowly parting her lips.  “Neelar’s birthday is coming up,” she whispered.

Seconds later, Kendall was visibly changed.  His pulse stopped throbbing, and he became substantially less panicked.  “I see,” he said quietly.  “What did you have in mind?”

Kendall’s condition definitely concerned Erin, but he said he was fine.  For now, Erin would take his word for that, but if she noticed this strange behavior persisting, she decided it would be in Kendall’s own good interests for her to take action.  And so, she continued as if everything was normal.  “I definitely want to throw him a party,” she whispered.  “But should we surprise him, or no?”

He shrugged.  “I don’t really know Neelar that well,” he admitted.

Erin smiled.  “Which is exactly why you need to be there!” she exclaimed, though still keeping her voice at a quiet level.  “I want you to—”

Kendall’s communicator bleeped.

“Harrison to Johnson.”

He smiled quaintly.  “Yes?”

“Report to transporter room three.  We’re beaming down to the surface.”
“On my way.”  

Erin watched as Kendall touched his comm badge and then slowly rose from the table.  She reluctantly pushed aside her salad and performed a similar maneuver.  “I’d better get to the bridge,” she decided.  “We’ll continue this conversation later.”

As she stood alone with her thoughts in the turbolift, Keller gave serious thought to paying a visit to sick bay.  Surely Doctor Hartman would enjoy the company, and perhaps could put Erin’s mind at ease.  She didn’t like to see people suffer… and it seemed to her that was exactly what Kendall was doing.

But before she could make that decision, the turbolift deposited her on deck one, a few short steps a way from the bridge.  She stepped into the conference lounge and made the short trek to the bridge, emerging directly beside her station.  After relieving the Ensign who had taken her place, Erin gazed over the sensors to see what had happened in her absence.  “The away team is on the surface, sir,” she reported a moment later.

As she looked up from the sensors, Erin caught a glimpse of an evil glare being cast in her direction from Christopher.  

“Don’t call me that,” he moaned softly, dragging out the words in an agonizing whine.

“Sir?”

“That!”  Christopher confirmed, pointing his index finger her direction.  “It makes me feel… old and…”

“Uncomfortable?” finished Keller.

“Exactly.”

“I hear you.”  She smiled.  She couldn’t believe it, but she actually smiled.  Never in her wildest dreams did Erin think she would share such a moment with someone she despised so much.  But there it was, a genuine smile.

“I don’t know how many times I’ve told some of the others, but they don’t seem to listen,” Christopher explained.

“It’s Commander Orshwin’s class at the Academy,” Keller whispered.  “She was a real stickler for protocol.”

Christopher sighed.  “I never did like Orshwin.”

“So, what should I call you?  Ma’am?”

Christopher smiled wryly while giving her a stern glare.  “‘Alan’ is just fine.”

Keller’s smile dissolved.  Even though she wasn’t as fond of protocol as Orshwin, she did have some sense of it, and this was clearly a breech.  “I don’t know about that one.  How about Captain?”

“Whatever makes you happy,” said Christopher.  His light aura rapidly dissolved back down to business with the conclusion of that statement.  “Now, what about the Breen ships?”

Erin followed in suit.  “Unchanged,” she reported.  “They’re still holding position.”

“Those keen Breen,” Christopher mused.  “What are they up to?  Let me know the nanosecond something changes.”

“Aye, …Captain,” Keller said.

Sineron II was nothing like Commander Harrison had imagined.  Upon hearing their beam-down location to be on the northern continent, thoughts of a desolate, frigid glacier crossed his mind.  It would make sense, given the fact that the Breen homeworld was rumored to be a frozen wasteland.

And so, he was mildly surprised when a crisp, cool breeze rushed across the rocky terrain and greeted his skin.  The terrain was more of a tundra than anything else.  A few disconsolate trees dotted the terrain amidst a field of untamed brown and yellow grasses, but for the most part, they walked upon nothing but sheer dirt and rock along the edge of a small ridge.

The sky was filled with melancholy clouds that seemed to meander endlessly through the atmosphere.  The few breaks in the overcast conditions revealed a drab blue firmament hiding behind them.  

“Nice place,” Harrison mused as he started surveying the area with his tricorder.

“I’m not reading anything unusual,” Kendall Johnson reported before Harrison could begin to analyze his own data.  “Whatever the Breen are looking for, its either something beyond the natural resources of the planet, or they’ve already found it.”

Harrison frowned.  The Breen were such a mystery.  And their actions here weren’t doing anything to help clear that perception up.  He took a few paces toward the edge of the ridge and gazed down the slope.

At the very bottom were five Breen, each of them fully dressed in their refrigeration units.  They had set up some sort of device near their position, and were currently collecting samples to feed into it.  But Harrison glanced down at his tricorder, yet another mystery arose.

“They’ve erected some sort of low-level forcefield around their position,” said Bator.  “We can’t penetrate it without getting closer.”

Suddenly, one of the Breen looked up the side of the ridge.  Quickly, Harrison ducked down beside Bator and Kendall, with hopes that the Breen’s vision was poor.  To his relief, nothing happened.

And then he glanced up at the sky.  The clouds had suddenly acquired an ominous turquoise hue that was rapidly growing stronger.  It wasn’t until the first blast hit the ground did Harrison realize what was happening—the Breen ships had opened fire.

As the bombardment continued, Harrison peered over the edge to see the Breen’s target.  There was none.  The great bolts of turquoise energy dissolved before reaching the surface, having little effect other than a unique light show.

But the Breen scientists quickly started making light show of their own.  As he peered back down at them, Harrison noticed they had dropped their scientific equipment in favor of large compressional phasers.  Without a moment’s hesitation, each of the Breen opened fire at the ridge where Harrison was situated.

Harrison quickly dropped to the cold, dirty ground for protection and reached for his own phaser.  Johnson and Bator performed similar maneuvers, but they were still outnumbered.  Slowly, Harrison crept to the edge, took aim upon one of the Breen, and fired.

The blast of fiery orange energy sailed toward the Breen’s position, but to Harrison’s dismay, the target stepped aside before being hit.  Once the blast was totally absorbed into the ground, the target returned the favor, blasting off a small chunk of the ridge beneath them.

“Breen ships coming about,” Drayge reported from the helm.  “Bearing one-one-eight, mark seven.”

“Red alert,” Christopher snapped.  He turned to Keller as the red alert klaxon began to sound.  “What about the away team?”

She hastily accessed sensors.  “The Breen were firing interfereametric pulses at the surface,” she said.  “We won’t be beam them up until the residual energy signatures clear up.”

Christopher frowned and turned his attention back to the view screen.  Both Breen ships were rapidly approaching, looking like a duo straight from hell.  It was a sight that sent chills down Christopher’s spine.  

“They’re locking weapons,” Keller said.

“Evasive maneuvers, Ensign.”

The Bolian hastily complied, and the Starlight swerved out of the way just as the Breen’s energy weapon hurtled at the ship.  They experienced only a minor rumbling as the pulse skimmed their shields, but neither vessel was deterred.  The smaller of the two hastily stormed past the Starlight while the larger warship came to a dramatic halt directly in front of them.

“They’re hailing us,” Keller reported.

“Better late than never,” Christopher muttered.  He quickly inspected his uniform for any aberrations before bringing himself to his feet.  “On screen.”

Moments later, the mysterious image of a Breen Thot appeared on the view screen.  Unable to see beneath the refrigeration unit, Christopher had no idea what the Breen was about to say or do, and so, he simply placed a diplomatic smile upon his face.

“This is Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight.  You have infringed on Federation space, stranded three of my officers, and threatened my ship.  Why?”

The Breen seemed to stare back at him for several moments, as if the questions were so stupid they did not require an answer.  But finally, the Thot barked out a series of cryptic, nearly incomprehensible bleeps that were the Breen language.

Christopher sighed.  “Thot Mar,” he said patiently.  “We’re not leaving without our people.”

The Breen provided yet another series of remarks, this time they were louder, and sounded more clipped.

“Your actions warrant a war with the Federation.  Is that what you want?”

The Breen chirped out one simple blurb.

“I didn’t think so.  Perhaps if you return our crewmen and tell me what it is you’re looking for, we can reach a peaceful end to this situation,” Christopher proposed.

Mar’s eyepiece fluttered with green light. He emitted a series of stern, strident bleeps before slamming his fist on the console before him—effective ending the communication.

Christopher sighed.  “‘Guests of the Breen Consortium,’” he mocked quietly.  “How magnanimous of them.”

CHAPTER THREE

The situation was grim, to say the least.

Following their confrontation with Thot Mar, Christopher made haste to conjure what was left of the senior staff in the conference lounge to review their options.  But as he watched his subordinates file in and take their seats, Christopher knew their options were already few and far between.

“Even with tactical support from the Dark Star, there is still no way we can take out both Breen ships,” Christopher said bluntly.  It wasn’t his favorite way to start off a meeting, but given the situation, it was the best he could do.

“What about our reinforcements from the Kilka Sector?” Drayge inquired a moment later.

He was so green and filled with good thoughts.  Christopher deeply admired that quality in the Bolian, and solemnly wondered what happened to that quality in himself. “None of the other ships in the Kilka Sector have transwarp drives,” he explained.  “They’re still two days away at high warp.”

Drayge nodded his understanding.  As he watched the Bolian, he saw a very small piece of that youthful optimism die.  Now, Christopher knew where his own optimism had gone—and how.  Slowly, Christopher cast his eyes upon an equally pessimistic person as her lips started to part.

“So we’re doomed to hell,” Hartman called out.  “Lovely.  You know, if I were in command, we wouldn’t have this many problems.”

“That’s right.  We’d already be dead,” Christopher quipped to Hartman’s dismay.  She was one of the few people Christopher had been associated with prior to his arrival on the Starlight.  In fact, they spent much of their childhood together on Ka’Tula Prime.  As a result, he gave the Doctor a wide latitude when it came to her sarcastic comments, even when they seemed to have little relevance to the situation at hand.

Erin Keller, on the other hand was a totally different story.  As Christopher understood it, she was a very kind, generous and intelligent person.  Of those three qualities, the only one Keller had bothered to share with Christopher was her intelligence.  He didn’t exactly understand her continued hostility, but as long as she performed her duties, he wouldn’t complain.

And if Christopher had learned anything about Keller, it was that she didn’t stop until the job was done—and done right.  In that spirit, Keller carefully placed a padd before her.  “I’ve been thinking about a rescue operation,” she said carefully.

“Transporters are definitely out of the question,” Tompkins said before she could utter another word.  “The Breen’s scattering field will deflect the transporter beam no matter what.”

Keller cast a patient glare in his direction.  “My plans did not include the transporter,” she said flatly.  “I was thinking, instead of using the Dark Star for tactical support, we could use it to go to the surface and retrieve them.

“If we use the nearby moon to obscure it’s energy signatures, the Breen won’t even know what’s going on until it’s to late.”

Christopher slowly nodded negatively.  “And once they do, they’ll destroy it,” he determined.  “It’s too dangerous without reinforcements.”

Keller frowned.  “Then what do you suggest?”

“Wait for the reinforcements to arrive,” said Christopher.  “It’s only two days.”

“In two days, they could all be dead,” Keller protested.  “With all due respect, we have to act now!”

She illustrated her point well, and after a few moments of additional consideration, Christopher had to agree with her—partially.  “We’ll wait as long as we can,” he said.  “But if you see anything unusual on sensors, we’ll do what needs to be done.”

“Thank you, Captain,” said Keller.  “I’m glad someone around here listens to me.”

Christopher smiled.  “No problem, Commander.  It’s the least I can do…”

After exchanging phaser fire with the Breen for several more minutes, Harrison, Bator and Kendall were eventually overrun by the Breen forces.  Following their surrender, the Breen simply brought the trio down to their work area, erected the forcefield around them, and continued their work as if nothing had happened.

“I wonder what they want with us?” Harrison whispered to the others as he watched the Breen peck away at the controls on their mini-computer.  Slowly, his locked eyes with both Bator and Johnson.

While the Phobian seemed as baffled as Harrison, the wide eyes of Kendall Johnson sparked more than a little concern.  “I’m not sure,” he whispered, “but the Breen might be attempting to fabricate some Ketracel White.”

Harrison suddenly knew why Johnson’s eyes were so wide.  Ketracel White was most often associated with one of the most lethal killing forces ever encountered by the Federation: the Jem’Hadar.  “Are you certain?”

“Before the Breen…‘borrowed’ my tricorder, I detected trace amounts of yridium bicantizine in the soil, as well as several other compounds necessary to create White,” he explained quietly.  “My best guess is that’s what the Breen have been hiding.”

“Why would the Breen want Ketracel White?” Bator inquired, perhaps louder than Harrison would have preferred given the circumstances.

Harrison watched as the words he most feared rolled off from Johnson’s tongue, “Jem’Hadar.”

“But the Dominion cloning facilities were all destroyed after the war,” Bator countered.

“Did you personally oversee the destruction of every facity?  Who knows how many secret installations were left in tact,” Johnson whispered.  “Besides, what’s stopping the Breen from creating new facilities?  They had access to all of the Dominion’s computer databases for several months.  I’m sure there’s a recipe for Jem’Hadar leftover somewhere.”

“Given the extremely minimal data we have on the Breen, I’d say that there’s a fair chance of that,” Harrison concurred.

Suddenly, one of the Breen turned his attention away from his work and consulted rather loudly with his companions.  With his, and the other’s comm badges in the clutches of the Breen, Harrison had no idea what the Breens’ strident conversing meant.  In this case, actions speak louder than words.

And the Breen certainly started to take action.  Several moments later, two Breen marched over to the forcefield and lowered it.  Harrison watched quietly as the Breen slowly protruded into their makeshift cell and reached for Kendall Johnson.

Quickly, Harrison lashed out against the offending Breen in an attempt to prevent Johnson’s abduction, but he quickly found himself on the ground, and Johnson being dragged away.  Before he could get up, the remaining Breen pointed his weapon at Bator and, without hesitation, fired.

Seeing that resistance was hopeless, Harrison closed his eyes and waited for the inevitable.  A few moments later, it came…

Johnson wasn’t sure if their refrigeration units were responsible or not, but the Breen were most definitely a lot stronger than they appeared.  In fact, the grip the Breen had around his chest was so tight, that Johnson found it difficult to breathe.  

“What do you want?” he rasped, despite the pain.

The Breen violently dropped Johnson down in the lone chair beside the computer and screeched a few short, clipped tones.  But before he could even get into a marginally comfortable position, another Breen had already started to probe Johnson with some sort of medical device.  He poked and prodded for several minutes before finally burrowing the device deep in Kendall’s spine.

Johnson felt it penetrate several vertebrae before he stopped feeling anything at all.  He willed himself to move, but nothing happened.  He couldn’t even move his neck.  As his panicked state grew, Johnson watched in horror as the Breen began probing him again.

It was much shorter in duration this time, and not painful, presumably because of the probe imbedded into Johnson’s spine.  Nevertheless, it was thoroughly unpleasant.

As the Breen ‘medic’ finished, he slowly brought his head down to Johnson’s and stared at him for several moments.  Unable to look away, Johnson simply stared back at the green lights scrolling across the Breen’s helmet where the eyes should be.  For a brief moment, he thought he could see something beyond the green lights… an eye, maybe two…or three, for that matter.  

But an instant later, the Breen looked away.  He tapped a button on his uniform, and moments later, both he and Johnson beamed away.

With their team leader finally gone, Gril was finally able to handle the prisoners in any manor he chose.  It was a simple decision, really.  This senseless incarceration would soon be over.  Quickly, Gril grabbed his weapon from the ground and motioned for his companion, Bor, to do likewise.  

Once he saw Bor’s readiness, Gril slowly approached the remaining prisoners.  “A human,” he chirped to Bor.

“What is that thing?” Bor inquired of the human’s companion.

Gril shrugged.  “Who knows.  Kill it first.”

And without further discussion, both Breen opened fire.

As Kendall opened his eyes, he realized that he had not been beamed back to the Starlight.  In fact, it was far worse.  He was now on the Breen ship.

It was a dark, ominous interior, accented by a mysterious green aura that seemed to emanate from the walls.  The transporter chamber they were in was extremely small, consisting of nothing but the transporter pad and the control station, only a few meters apart. 

And as his Breen companion shoved him toward the doors, Johnson noticed a few other things, the restoration of his motor functions, among other things.  But the most intriguing bit was the fact that the Breen ship was not the frigid icebox one would expect of the Breen.  In fact, it was rather comfortable—yet the Breen still wore refrigeration suits.  For a moment, Kendall considered the notion that it was to accommodate Johnson, but then he quickly realized the Breen weren’t that nice.  There was another reason…

Rather violently, the Breen shoved Johnson into the tight, dark corridor and steered him through several maze-like corridors adjoining the transporter room.  After what seemed like hours of navigation, they finally arrived in a rather large, open chamber with several coffin-like alcoves adorning all three walls.  The Breen steered Johnson toward the small group of Breen standing near one of the corner-alcoves.

The Breen conversed amongst themselves for several minutes.  Still without his communicator, Kendall understood none of their strident babble, but from the tone of their annoying voices, they weren’t talking about the weather.

As the conversation came to a head, all of the Breen suddenly stopped chattering and turned their helmeted heads in Kendall’s general direction.  Johnson’s heart stopped as it jumped into his throat.  His breath stopped.  His eyes seemed to be closing in on him… 

And before he knew it, the Breen had shoved him into one of the empty alcoves and closed him behind a forcefield of some sort.  The Breen did nothing but watch from outside the alcove as Johnson felt a bright light beating down upon him, and a faint tingling sensation throughout his body.

Just when he expected some sort of crude medical instrument to start slicing through his body, it ended.  All of it.  The light turned off, the forcefield lowered, and the Breen dragged Johnson out of the alcove and shoved him aside.

Curiously, the Breen were also deactivating the neighboring alcove.  Thought the Breen were standing in his way, Johnson was able to make out the distinct outline of something behind the forcefield in the alcove.  As the energy barrier flicked out of existence, Johnson watched in horror as the Breen extended their gloved hands to the emerging figure from the alcove.  

And what Kendall Johnson saw almost literally scared him to death…

A scaly hand.  A reptilian face.  A bony crest.   A swath of haphazard black hair.  A malevolent smile.  A Jem’Hadar.

CHAPTER FOUR

Kendall watched quietly from the shadows as the Breen swarmed around their new creation.  They ran a plethora of medical scans on the Jem’Hadar before inserting a small container of Ketracel White into the soldier’s uniform.

The Jem’Hadar smiled malevolently as the substance started feeding into his body.  “Victory is life,” he grunted.

The very sound of sound of his voice sent chills down Johnson’s spine.  The last time he had even heard anything substantial about the Jem’Hadar, he was only a child on Earth in the throes of the Dominion war.  He had never seen the face of the enemy up close and personal, but now, several key elements of what had once been the Dominion were standing before him.

The Breen chattered a series of disgruntled blips and bleeps at the Jem’Hadar after a few supplemental moments of revelry. 

The Jem’Hadar suddenly cast his eerie glare in Kendall’s direction.  “The human?” he sneered.

The Breen continued their dialogue with the Jem’Hadar, this time a more prolonged conversation.  Their creation said little during the entire exchange, little more than a few grunts or acknowledgments.  But Johnson understood none of it, as the Breen had yet to reissue him his communicator, or a Universal Translator.  Until they did, he would be completely apart from any Breen conversations.

Again, their chattering stopped, and the Jem’Hadar took several steps toward Kendall.  The Breen slowly stepped aside, giving him a clear path to Johnson.  As the Jem’Hadar approached, Kendall took a few hesitant steps back.  He knew he had little chance of avoiding the evil incarnate, but still, he tried to avoid conflict.  Until he felt himself back into a wall.  Upon seeing this, the Jem’Hadar smiled, and clenched his fists…

Only marginally satisfied by Christopher’s candid dismissal of her rescue operation, Erin Keller decided it would be in everyone’s best interest of she continued in her endeavor to save their fellow crewmates.  But her progress was hindered on several fronts.

One, she had come to rely upon the console of Kendall Johnson in her investigations.  Since he wasn’t present, that led to her second problem, interrupting the stoic routine in the science lab.  While they might have some of the brightest minds in the Federation, these scientists were so heavily entrenched in routine that an unscheduled visit to waste extraction could mean chaos.  Even so, Keller intruded upon their precious routine, while attempting to make as little interruption as possible.

Once done there, Keller found her third problem, the continued presence of the Breen particle field, the only constant nuisance in her entire plan.  And so, her quest for a resolution brought her to the enviable Lucas Tompkins down in main engineering.

“Hey, Lucas,” she said upon spotting the chief engineer working quietly at one of the auxiliary stations in the back of engineering.

Tompkins briefly glanced up from his work to see who was calling.  Upon seeing Erin, he smiled and hastily headed to her position.  “What can I do for you, Commander?”

Erin placed a gentle hand upon his shoulder and steered him back toward his station.  “Made any progress on the dampening field?”

Tompkins sighed.  “No,” he admitted.  “We’re too far away to make any difference in its intensity.  But, given that extreme intensity, I don’t think it would make any difference even if we were right on top of it.”

Keller gently pounded her fist on the computer’s LCARS interface.  “Damn it, Lucas, I know my plan has a good chance of working,” she muttered.  “But our ‘beloved’ Captain just won’t give it a chance.”

“As I recall, he said he’d use it as a last resort,” Tompkins reminded her.

Erin didn’t like being contradicted.  She cast an icy glare in his direction, though backed by a placid smile.  “I might recollect something along those lines,” she admitted after a moment.  “But it feels inappropriate to be sitting here doing nothing!” 

“I know the feeling,” agreed Lucas.  “But what can we do?”

“I could think of a few things…”

Tompkins shot her an evil eye of his own.  “Just don’t go doing anything stupid,” he warned.

Erin smiled.  “Me?  Never.”  She carefully shoved Lucas aside and started looking over the sensor readings for herself.  The field looked impenetrable, much as Lucas had said.  Upon seeing that, she reevaluated her plan.  It could still work.  

But then, Lucas pointed out something on the screen.  A tiny blip that had just surfaced.  “It’s near the last known position of the Breen,” he noted.

Keller took a closer look.  “It appears to be a cessation in their field,” she said, not bothering to hide the suspicion in her voice.  It seemed just a little bit too convenient.

“The technology the Breen brought to the surface may have something to do with it,” postulated Tompkins.

Erin was inclined to agree.  Unless it was a sensor glitch, she had no other explanation for this sudden stroke of good fortune.

“…and this breech in the Breen’s interference network suddenly appeared,” Tompkins explained slowly.

Christopher nodded his understanding to nudge the chief engineer into a more hasty direction, one that would preferably lead to a point to this conversation.  He and Commander Keller had arrived several minutes ago claiming to have important news about the Breen situation on Sineron.  As of yet, all he was getting was a lecture on the properties of Breen technology.

Given the look on Keller’s face, she too was growing tired of the chief engineer’s rambling.  And so, as Lucas finished his conjectures and postulations as to the origins of the breech, Erin quickly cut in.  “Look, Captain, we can use this to our advantage.  We can go in there now and beam them out.”

Christopher wasn’t so sure.  “The risks are still to great.  The Dark Star would still be in grave danger of a Breen attack…”

Keller nodded negatively.  “Forget the Dark Star.  The Starlight is equipped for entry into a planet’s atmosphere.  I say we do it, beam them out, and create a transwarp conduit the second we emerge back into space.  We’ll be gone before the Breen even know what’s happening.”

Christopher took in a deep breath.  He had no reason to distrust Keller’s plan, but it seemed a bit radical.  Then again, the clock was ticking.  The Breen could kill their hostages at any moment.  Slowly, Christopher looked up at Tompkins.  

The chief engineer returned Christopher’s gaze in quiet agreement with Keller’s plan.  Keller’s own gaze was far more coercive.  She was confident her plan would work, no matter what.

Seeing that most of the crew would agree with these two highly respected officers, Christopher reached his decision.  “Do it.”

Ensign Drayge sat quietly at the helm pretending to look engrossed in sensor readings.  He wasn’t.  In fact, given the lack of new data, he had very little to do—except ponder what was going on in the Captain’s ready room.  

Keller and Tompkins had been in there for several minutes now.  He suspected they were attempting to convince the Captain to go ahead with the rescue mission Keller had devised.  But he wouldn’t be sure until they emerged—which they did only moments later.

Keller looked extremely pleased with herself as she led Tompkins and the Captain onto the bridge.  Drayge suddenly felt his own mood change.  Without any other confirmation, he knew—this was it.

“Set course for Sineron II, maximum impulse,” Christopher ordered as he sat down in the command chair.

Victory is life.  

The thought surged through Toran’igar’s mind over and over.  He lived to serve the Founders.  But the Founders were gone.  The Jem’Hadar paused for a moment to consider the thought.  

If the Founders are gone, whom do I serve?
The target flinched.  It tried to escape.  That was not acceptable.  Defeat is not an option.  Quickly, Toran’igar stopped the fleeing target by placing a firm hand upon the target’s shoulder.  It stopped dead in its tracks and turned around to finally look death in the eye.

“What do you want?”  

The Breen leader intervened and released Toran’igar’s grip on the target.  He showed the target a Federation communication device before closing it in his gloved hand.  “Isn’t it obvious?” the Breen sneered through the voice being simulated by the translator in the communicator.  “We want you.”

“Me?” the target exclaimed.  “Why?”

“The Breen have acquired the ability to clone new Jem’Hadar.  But we require them to be efficient in defeating human targets.  You are human.  Using the cloning facilities, and your DNA sequences, we have extrapolated a Jem’Hadar which can summarily destroy any human target with maximum efficiency.”

“But you also need Ketracel White,” said the target.  “That’s why you’ve invaded Sineron.”

“It is.  Soon, the Breen will have enough White to command legions of Jem’Hadar soldiers.  What the Dominion started, the Breen shall finish.  And we will start with you.”  Thot Mar gazed at his creation.  “Toran’igar—destroy him.”

Moments later, Mar dropped the communicator on the floor and crushed it with the heel of his boot.  As the delicate device shattered, Toran’igar grinned.  He turned to the target and resumed his attack.  It would not be long now…

As the Starfleet officer burst down into the bowels of the ship, Thot Mar grinned mercilessly.  Humans were weak and foolish, and they deserved every bit of agony inflicted upon them by the Jem’Hadar.  Once this human was disposed of, the other two hostages should make for an equally interesting time.  

Suddenly, one of Mar’s subordinates approached him.  “Yes?” he inquired, turning his attention away from the hunt.

“Thot Mar,” said the officer quietly, as if to keep from drawing attention to himself.  “The Federation starship is moving.  Heading zero-nine-eight mark one.”

The coordinates did not surprise Mar.  “The planet,” he bemoaned.  “I had hoped to take the ship with its crew in tact for additional combat training for the Jem’Hadar.  We will have to select a different target for that purpose.”

“Then what are your orders?”

“Set an intercept course—destroy them.”

CHAPTER FIVE

“The Breen are coming about,” reported Ensign Drayge from the helm.

“They’re locking weapons,” Keller added a moment later.

Christopher nodded.  He had been anticipating such a maneuver.  They wouldn’t just let them waltz down to the planet’s surface and reclaim Harrison and Bator without a fight.  But little did the Breen know what tricks were still up Christopher’s sleeve.

The Starlight might take a minor beating, but given the crew’s confidence about this plan, Christopher was certain they would succeed in at the very least, keeping the Breen on their toes.  “Evasive maneuvers, Ensign,” he ordered before rising to his feet.  “How far are we from the atmosphere?”

“About 400,000 kilometers,” said Drayge.

Christopher slowly approached the Bolian from behind.  “Have you ever flown anything larger than a shuttle into a planet’s atmosphere?”

Drayge smiled.  “Not exactly,” he admitted.  “But, I am fully versed in the procedure.”

“Being versed and being adept are two different things, Ensign,” Christopher reminded him.  “Good luck.”

Drayge returned his attention to the controls.  “Thank you, si—Captain,” he mused.

Christopher hastily returned to his command chair.  “Erin, Condition Blue, Mr. Drayge, steady as she goes!”

Kendall raced through the haphazard corridors of the Breen ship.  Some lurched, twisted and turned, while others seemed to go on a straight path forever.  But they were all drenched with an eerie green hue, and none of them provided ample cover from the rampaging Jem’Hadar several meters behind him.

Kendall would duck into a corridor, Toran’igar was right behind him.  He would try to double-back and loose the Jem’Hadar, but somehow, the vile hunter always ended up in front of him.  

But this wouldn’t continue for much longer, and Kendall knew it.  He was worn and tired.  His feet ached, his back felt broken, and his heart felt as if it was about to leap out of his chest.  Furthermore, he had that annoying dry feeling in his mouth.  Unfortunately, rest was not currently an option being presented by the Jem’Hadar.

It was do or die.  

As he trotted through the corridors, Kendall could hear Toran’igar drawing closer.  He looked for a way out, or anything that could give him the advantage, if only for a moment.  All he needed was a minor diversion.  But nothing showed itself…

As a pale blue aura filled the bridge, Christopher could feel the exosphere beginning to buffet the Starlight’s shields.  The viewscreen portrayed that feeling in an even more dramatic measure, since little more than a few stars could be seen amidst the glowing oranges and yellows of the descending starship. 

But so far, Drayge seemed to be performing his duties more than adequately, as their ride had been a more-or-less smooth one.  Marred by only one or two instances of turbulence, the Bolian’s piloting skills seemed to be in perfect condition.

When suddenly, the ship was rocked by a massive explosion on its shields.  The lights flickered momentarily, and Christopher swerved about haphazardly before everything calmed down.  “Report?” he demanded.

“It’s the Breen,” Keller said.  “They’ve opened fire.”

“Divert all auxiliary power to dorsal shielding,” said Christopher.  “We don’t have time to go and play with the Breen.”

They fired again.  This time, their burst of teal energy sailed past the Starlight and plowed straight into the surface.  The resulting explosion was hardly visible from this height, but given the fact that it was visible at all, indicated to Christopher that the Breen weren’t throwing sticks. “Can you get a lock on them yet?” he demanded.

“Nope,” said Keller.  “But I’ve got sensor readings…” Her voice trailed off upon seeing the readings.

“What?”

“I’m only reading two comm signals,” she bemoaned.  “The third one is either totally occluded, or totally gone…”

Christopher rubbed his face. “Let’s hope it’s totally occluded,” he whispered. “Can you get a lock on them?”

“I’m trying,” said Keller amidst a cacophony of error messages.  “But we’re still too far away.  The Breen’s dampening field is still too strong.  We have to get closer.”

“Boost the annular confinement beam,” Christopher suggested.

“No effect,” Keller shot back.  “We’re going to have to descend even further!”

“Do it,” commanded Christopher upon realizing they were in too deep now to turn back.  They had nothing to lose—except Commander Harrison and Lieutenant Bator.  And so, he sighed, and watched the Starlight’s descent into the dead-looking tundra of Sineron II.

Kendall Johnson knew it would be too much longer before Toran’igar would catch up with him.  In fact, he believed the Jem’Hadar was attempting to lull him into a false sense of security by leaving him alive for this long.  Kendall knew he would try something along those lines—and so, why wouldn’t Toran’igar?

Panting furiously for breath, Kendall could feel the skin of evil bearing down upon him like a great, ominous force.  Along with that sense of impending doom was a heightened sense of awareness.  The adrenaline flowing throughout his body was giving way to the primal senses that drove every human being in a dire situation such as this.  It was no longer Kendall in control—it was instinct.

And instinct, in its infinite wisdom, whispered Kendall into a dark corridor nearby.  It was a dead end.  

For a moment, Kendall’s better judgment took over, wondering why he had just doomed himself.  But in that brief moment of clarity, he spotted a loose computer panel on the wall.  If this ship were like any other, there would be a large dose of voltage behind that panel.

Quickly, Kendall scurried over to the loose panel and pried it from the wall.  Behind it were a cacophony of conduits and similarly organic counterparts used to accommodate the organic parts of the ship.  But he had no idea what conduit to pick. 

The flashing blue one looked tempting, but so did the shimmering red one running perpendicular to it.  Ultimately, he chose the conduit most reminiscent of the rest of the ship, the murky green one running adventitiously through the middle.

As Johnson ripped the conduit from the wall, Toran’igar’s shadowy figure appeared at the end of the corridor.  The Jem’Hadar stood in silence for several moments before taking a few steps into the darkened passageway.

Kendall’s grip on the conduit only tightened.  It seemed like it would be a worthy implement of war, given the voracious stream of intense energy flowing out of the torn conduit’s end.  

Finally, Toran’igar sprung into action.  He stormed down the corridor at top speed.  Kendall could feel the deck plates vibrating as the Jem’Hadar approached.  But he failed to properly calculate Toran’igar’s speed, and before Kendall was ready to react, the Jem’Hadar violently pounced onto its target.

Kendall squirmed rampantly as Toran’igar began to pound him with his fists.  But is efforts were futile.  The first blow was a direct hit to his abdominal region.  The next impacted his jaw, and the next, his chest. 

Then, things began to go dark.  As the pain mounted, Kendall wasn’t even sure where he was being hit.  He gave resistance one last try before reaching the decision that the battle was lost.  

Until his hand stumbled upon the warm tube he instantly recognized as the conduit.  At first, his hand refused to wrap around the conduit.  It seemed to have shut down with the rest of his body, but upon a second attempt, Kendall was able to will it to function.  His hand clutched the conduit and slowly started raising it upward.

Toran’igar, still engrossed in beating Kendall, didn’t even seem to flinch—that was until the green energies of conduit surged into the side of his chest.  The Jem’Hadar’s attack stopped abruptly.  

Toran’igar skittered to the floor with a series of involuntary jerks before crashing into the wall.  Upon seeing that, Kendall dropped the conduit and just stared upward.

The Jem’Hadar needed a bit of tweaking, he decided after a moment.  Surely there was a more efficient way of destroying humanity than this…

“Kill me,” moaned Toran’igar.  “I have failed.”  His arm was extended, pointing toward the now extinguished conduit.  Apparently, he believed that there was still some energy left in it to kill him with.  He was mistaken.

Not that Kendall was intent on killing the Jem’Hadar in the first place.  No, as he lay assessing his own damage, Kendall was suddenly struck with an idea better than Toran’igar’s demise…

“I’m not going to kill you,” he informed the Jem’Hadar.

“…But victory is life,” protested Toran’igar.

“Not anymore,” Kendall said defiantly.  Not feeling too terribly damaged, he slowly brought himself to his feet and lurched over the Jem’Hadar.  “For centuries, the Jem’Hadar have been menial servants for the Founders, the Vorta, the Cardassians… the Breen.  You haven’t accomplished anything in that time except establish a dependency on your so-called ‘Gods.’”

“The Founders are Gods!” Toran’igar insisted.

“The Founders aren’t here,” Kendall retorted.  “And they won’t be visiting any time soon.  You should seize this opportunity to establish yourselves before the Breen reprogram you into worshipping them.”

Toran’igar stopped to consider the situation for a moment.  “But I am the only Jem’Hadar—it is likely this installation will be terminated in favor of newer, even more adaptable Jem’Hadar once I am through with you.”

“Then we’ll have to see that there are no more Jem’Hadar once you’re through with me,” Kendall said quietly…

The bridge was slowly starting to accumulate a fog of smoke as the Breen’s repeated attacks began to take their toll.  While the atmosphere prevented the Starlight from returning fire, it also deflected most of the Breen’s payload—it was that small amount that was not deflected that was wreaking havoc.

“Status?” Christopher demanded.  The ground loomed now closer than ever.  They had to be in range.

“We’re in range,” Keller confirmed.  “But I’m having trouble locking onto their individual patterns.  There’s just too much interference from the Breen’s fire.”

Christopher sighed.  They hadn’t come all this way just to be stopped by a little excess energy.  He touched his comm badge.  “Christopher to Hartman, get to transporter room three right away—we’re beaming back some guests.  You’d better have a security team with you.”

“On my way,” Hartman chirped over the intercom.

“Security?” Erin repeated.

“Yeah,” Christopher confirmed.  “I want you to beam up the Breen, too.”

“Very well, then,” said Keller.  

Sarah Hartman had been anticipating a trip to the transporter room sometime soon.  What she hadn’t expected was a chance to study the Breen up close and personal—an opportunity any Federation xenobiologist would jump at, given the limited data they had on Breen physiology.  

And so, with a security team right behind her, Hartman and her aides marched into the transporter room and took up defensible positions—just in case the Breen turned out to be less than pleased with their new situation.

Once she and her aides were in position, Hartman gave notice to the transporter operator, who in turn informed the bridge.  Moments later, four pillars of light shimmered into existence on the transporter padd—two Breen, two Starfleet officers.

As the Breen grew closer to materialization, Hartman watched as the security guards pointed their phasers in the Breen’s direction.  They didn’t want to take any chances in case the safety protocols failed.

Finally, the transport cycle was complete.  While Harrison and Bator both fell to the floor with a quiet thud, the Breen instantly reached for their weapons, took aim upon security, and pulled their triggers.

Nothing happened.  The transporter had successfully disabled their weapons during transport.  Now defenseless, the Breen turned to one another and simply stared.  They emitted a short series of bleeps that the Universal Translator could not decipher, and then, both Breen fell to the floor.

Hartman rushed up onto the platform and scanned first Harrison and Bator with her tricorder.  They were unconscious, but in fairly good shape.  The Breen, on the other hand, were a bit worse off.  “They’re dead,” Hartman said after scanning them.

So much for xenobiological research.  Hartman slowly rose to her feet and turned to her aides.  “Get those two to sick bay,” she said, pointing at Harrison and Bator.  

“We’ve got Harrison, Bator and two dead Breen,” Keller reported as the data was fed to her terminal from the transporter room.  

Kendall was still missing.  Her heart fluttered for a moment as she visualized the worst—his molecules scattered across the vast tundra of Sineron II, never to be whole again.  But there was an equal possibility that he was simply aboard one of the Breen ships—though sensor reading from the Breen vessels were not to reliable.

Immediately, Erin started running a plethora of ideas through her mind.  Some way to save Kendall from the Breen… that was, assuming he was with them.  But nothing came to mind.

Instead, she found herself staring at that damned report… Why couldn’t Harrison be missing?  she thought inwardly.

The ship gently cradled back-and-forth as a streak of blue light soared into the distance on the view screen.  Yet another close call…  “We can’t fire back, or we’ll risk killing Kendall,” Keller muttered.

“And we can’t keep hiding down here,” Christopher added. “They’re bound to hit us eventually.”

 Erin was humbled to see they were thinking on the same wavelength.  But it still didn’t ensure her trust in him—yet. 

“Open a channel,” Christopher decided after a moment of indecision.

“Aye,” said Keller.

They waited in silence for the Breen to respond. It was a thick, deafening silence that could have been cut with a knife, but thankfully, the Breen responded at the height of the uncertainty.

Thot Mar screeched a few strident tones of anger, relaying his feelings about the abduction of his crew members.  

“I’m sorry, Thot Mar,” said Christopher unsympathetically.  “But until you return our crew, and retreat from this sector, we are going to hold your men.”

It was an empty threat, given the fact that Mar’s men were already dead.  But Mar didn’t know that, so Christopher used it to his advantage.

But before the Breen could respond, a phaser blast struck him in the back.  His helmet bobbed momentarily before Keller realized what was happening.  He was being vaporized.  Within seconds, Mar had been reduced from an illustrious Thot to a pile of dust.  

Seconds later, more phaser fire erupted on the view screen.  “It looks like the Breen aren’t too happy with their leadership,” Keller mused as a phaser blast struck the Breen camera, cutting the transmission.

Christopher turned to her.  “I don’t know,” he said slowly.  “If there’s one thing we know about the Breen, it’s that are terribly loyal.  Insurrection is unheard of.”

“Then what is it?”

“Me.”

Keller turned to see Kendall Johnson standing just behind the Mission Ops station.  He looked like hell, but he was alive.  “You?”

But before Johnson could respond, the smaller of the two Breen ships opened fire on its mother ship.  The phaser blasts tore through the shields as if they were non-existent, and moments later, the ship itself was non-existent, caught in a maelstrom of flames, followed in short succession by the smaller ship.

As the flames died down, and the debris from the two Breen ships floated about, Keller’s eyes locked onto Kendall’s in awe.  “I look foreword to reading your report,” she mused.
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Rachael Meyer stared with growing pleasure at her office.  The furniture Kendall had suggested worked out just fine, and with a little help from his science team, Meyer was able to furnish the office without him.  But up until this point, it just didn’t seem to have the feel of familiarity that she had intended it to have—which is exactly why she insisted everyone join her in her newfound office for a minor victory celebration.

Mingling casually throughout the crowds, Meyer slowly made her way to the very window that had initially caught her attention.  Standing before it was Alan Christopher, gazing out at the magnificent view.  “What do you think?” she asked him.

“Nice view,” he said.  “Almost as nice as the one from my quarters.”

She frowned.  “I meant the furnishings.”

He took a brief survey of the room.  “It’s furniture,” he mused.

“That’s not an answer,” Rachael protested.

“What did you expect?  He’s a man,” Hartman said as she came up alongside the two of them.  

Meyer rubbed her eyes.  “Tell me about it…”

Hartman slowly pushed Meyer aside.  “If you excuse us for a moment, Lieutenant, I need to submit myself to his ‘eternal greatness’ for a moment.  It’s about all I can stomach.”

“Gladly.”

As Rachael walked away, Christopher slowly peeled his eyes away from the starfield and turned his attention to the Doctor.  “I take it you’ve completed your analysis of the Breen corpses.  That was fast.  I didn’t expect to see you for another few weeks…”

Hartman nodded somberly. “Well, I’ll admit, I was a little more than surprised myself.”

“So…what do the Breen look like?”

Hartman shrugged.  “I wish I knew.”

“Why?  Couldn’t you figure out how to open their refrigeration suits?”

“That wasn’t the problem,” said Hartman.  “The problem was that there was nothing inside their refrigeration suits.  Nothing.”

Christopher frowned.  “Nothing?” he repeated.

“You heard me,” said Hartman loudly.  “Not even a stray molecule.”

“That is odd,” concurred Harrison, now fully healed, as he made himself a part of the conversation.  “But nothing about this mission made sense.  I think the Breen were testing us…  they wouldn’t have allowed their only cloning facility to be destroyed so easily.”

Christopher folded his arms.  “Do you think the Breen are closer to that goal of destroying humanity than they let on?”

“It seemed to me that they were only in the initial stages of their plan,” said Harrison.  “Traveling this far just to find a trace amount of yridium bicantizine demonstrates two things: one, they don’t have any other sources of it, and two, they’re willing to do anything to get it.”

Christopher sighed.  “So as long as we protect Sineron, the Breen are going to hard on their luck creating white.  Good.”

Kendall Johnson slowly sat down on the large couch beside Meyer’s chair.  Also having spent a great deal of time with Captain Greene, Johnson also knew a hunch when he saw one.  And for some strange reason, he felt as if he were going to be spending a lot of time on the very couch he was seated upon.

“Comfy?” Meyer inquired.

An ironic question.  “Quite,” he lied.

“Do you want to talk about anything?”

Kendall looked around at the crowd.  “Maybe when it’s a little quieter in here,” he suggested.

Meyer smiled.  “You know where to find me.”

“I do,” he said before she moved off to talk with Lieutenant Bator, leaving Kendall alone to his thoughts for a brief moment.

A very brief moment.  Not even five seconds later, Kendall notice a shadow looming overhead.

“Hey, Kendall.”

It was Erin.  He quickly took in a deep breath and smiled.  “Hi, Erin,” he said.  Or did he?  He wasn’t sure.  The moment replayed in his mind several times over before he was able to move on.  He said it.  

Keller slowly sat down in Rachael’s chair and turned to him.  “Seeing Neelar’s still on duty, I figure now is a good time to conclude our conversation from earlier?”

Kendall took in a deep breath. He slowly gazed over at Lucas, standing with Bator and Meyer near the doors.  The chief engineer provided him with a casual smile and a clandestine thumbs-up before returning to his conversation.  

“Surprise,” he said.  It was an uneasy response, but to his relief, it was indeed, a response, and one Erin liked very much.

“Excellent!  Here’s what I was thinking…”
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