“Ghosts”

Chris Adamek


- 2 3 9 8 -

STAR TREK

The Final Frontier
__________STARRING__________

Captain Alan Christopher

Lieutenant Bator

Lieutenant Neelar Drayge 

Commander Matthew Harrison

Doctor Sarah Hartman
Lt. Commander Kendall Johnson

Commander Erin Keller

Lt. Commander Megan Reinbold

Overseer Talyere Rosat

Commander Lucas Tompkins

“Ghosts”

Stardate 75884.3; November 19, 2398

EPISODE

93

EDITED BY • Peter Bossley

WRITTEN BY • Chris Adamek

ADDITIONAL CHARACTERS
Angela Christopher

Jadzia Dax

Elim Garak

Major Giras

General Drenis Koldar

Rachael Meyer

Ogram Nel-sh’rog

Jayla Trinn

Prologue

“So, how was your day today?”

Lazily sprawled out on the sofa, his mind practically dead to the world, it took Alan Christopher a few seconds to realize someone had spoken.  Once the realization struck, it took another few seconds to process the information, and then, no less than five seconds later, Alan reached his conclusion:  “Good.”

Erin Keller stood a few meters away, steaming mug of hot chocolate in hand.  A wry grin lingered on her face as she observed her phlegmatic husband, whom she suspected had not moved much at all during the past few hours.  “You have inspired all of us with your incredible leadership.”  Her grin widened.  “Maybe tomorrow, everyone will want to stay in their quarters and lie on the sofa all day?  I know I will…”

Alan’s arm slid off the side of the couch, his fingers grazing the soft gray carpeting on the floor.  “You know, I’ve just spent the past few weeks scurrying around behind enemy lines, valiantly bringing a peaceful end to our conflict with the Romulans.  In my opinion, that warrants a little downtime.”  He chuckled.  “And for the record, I haven’t been here all day…”

“Oh that’s right… you had to go to the bathroom after lunch!”  Erin sipped at her hot chocolate, and then seated herself upon Alan’s abdomen.  “And I think I heard you brushing your teeth…”

Alan flashed a toothy grin.  “Plaque is the ultimate enemy, dearest Erin.  If war is not waged, my teeth will fall out… and then you’ll have to pre-chew all of my food.”

Erin adamantly shook her head.  “I don’t think so!  I’ll put you on a liquid diet before I chew any of your food.”

“You’re no fun…”

“I know,” said Erin amidst a sheepish shrug.

Though Erin was indeed a delicate flower, her weight was beginning to upset Alan’s stomach.  He gently placed a hand upon her waist and said, “If you must sit, I’ll make room for you…”

Erin’s ethereal brown eyes immediately looked down upon him.  “Are you saying I’m fat?”

Alan hated those questions, because both of the obvious answers were trap doors.  Saying ‘yes’ would only anger Erin… and saying ‘no’ would invite one of her legendary insults.  So he brooded for a moment before finally choosing his fate.  “No…” But he wasn’t about to give Erin the pleasure of insulting him—he would beat her to the punch.  “I’m just too old and feeble to support your weight.”

She giggled and hopped to her feet, sloshing a little hot chocolate on the front of her uniform in the process.  “You’re so silly…”

“Tell me all about it.”  Alan swiftly reoriented himself, and then wrapped his arm around Erin’s shoulders once she sat.  “You slopped,” he said, pointing to the new stain.

She rubbed at it with her thumb, but that only worsened the stain.  “I didn’t like this uniform anyway,” she chirped.

Alan’s witty reply was on the tip of his tongue, but the moment his lips parted to deliver it, the sound of little feet dragging on the carpet diverted his attention.  Within moments, Angela appeared in the living area.  Clutched in her left hand was her favorite doll, Molly; in the right, Pinky, her beloved blanket.  She wandered a bit further into the room before the sad frown on her face became apparent.

“Hey, Angela!” said Erin.  She tried to sound happy, but given the frown, she was defiantly concerned.  “What’s wrong, honey?”

She was dressed in her pajamas, a little pink outfit dotted with bunnies, and as she stood contemplating the question, Angela was the epitome of cuteness.  “I don’t know,” she proclaimed after a moment.

“Are you sad?” asked Alan.  Given the long face, he assumed that was the case—perhaps she missed Kitty?

But the little girl shook her head.  She stared at her parents for a short while longer, and then raced over to them, scrambling up onto the couch and squeezing herself into the little nook between them.  “I don’t feel good,” she said a moment later.

“You don’t?” asked Alan, his voice filled with surprise.  She had seemed fine most of the afternoon.

She nodded, and pointed to the area giving her the most trouble—her stomach.

Having ended her shift not much more than ten minutes ago, Erin was still equipped with her tricorder.  She carefully pulled it from its holster and showed it to Angela.  “Do you know what this is?”

The girl nodded.  “Mr. Tricorder!  Will he make my tummy feel better?”

“We’ll see,” said Erin.  She quickly flipped the tricorder open and pointed it at Angela.  Almost immediately, a wealth of data flitted across the tiny screen—and given the look on Erin’s face, Alan assumed this tummy ache was little more than that.

“Well?” he asked.

Erin smiled, and snapped shut the tricorder.  “Angela,” she said softly, “did you eat a cookie?”

The girl shook her head.  “No.”

“Are you sure?”

Sensing her little white lie had not fooled anyone, Angela paused and reconsidered her earlier sentiment.  “I was getting them for Daddy!” she explained.  “But he was sleeping!”

“So you ate them?” asked Erin.

This time, Angela reluctantly admitted to the crime.  She nodded her head—but her bright blue eyes were welling with tears.

Unable to watch the little girl cry for even a nanosecond, Alan immediately scooped her up.  “It’s okay,” he said, running his fingers through her mess of blonde hair.  “We’ll take you to see Sarah, and she’ll make you all better.”

“I didn’t mean to eat the cookies!” cried Angela, oblivious to her daddy’s words.

Holding Angela close to his chest, Alan again tried to reassure her that everything would be fine.  “Don’t worry about it, honey.  You’re a good girl.”

She sniffled, and nodded her head into Alan’s shoulder.  “I love you, Daddy.”

The words melted Alan’s heart every time he heard them—and this time was no different.  He planted a gentle kiss atop Angela’s head and happily returned the sentiment.  “I love you, too, Angela.”  He was content to hold the little girl for an infinite amount of time—but little more than a minute into infinity, she squirmed her way back onto the sofa.

Erin smiled.  “Why don’t we go see Sarah?”

Angela nodded her agreement, and away they went.

• • •

Rachael Meyer blinked.

She fully expected to see sickbay and Doctor Hartman’s scowling face in her field of vision, but as she began to take in her surroundings, it was immediately obvious to her that she wasn’t even aboard the Starlight.

Rachael was in her bedroom.  It was an opulent, spacious room that smelled of fresh flowers and morning dew.  The huge window on the south wall was decorated with lavish white drapes, and had a picturesque view of the mountains and surrounding valley.  There was a desk in the corner, littered with a few seemingly out-of-place padds.  The north wall was covered in art, most of it abstract, but all of it beautiful.  There were a few dressers and vanity mirrors near the bed… and Jadzia.

Rachael gently kicked aside the silky white covers and sat up in bed, her eyes slowly wandering over to her lover.  “I’ve been having the strangest dreams,” she mused.  The tender vision of little Angela was still fresh in her mind, and a part of her wished it could have continued.

Jadzia took a brush to her long, dark hair.  “The Starlight again?” she skeptically inquired.

Rachael nodded.  She had been having the dreams ever since the discovery of an interdimensional gateway on Tal Qirat a few weeks ago.  But while most everyone, including Jadzia, tended to dismiss them as pleasant dreams, Rachael was inclined to give them a bit more credence.  “I experienced something back on Tal Qirat,” she insisted.  “It was like… I stepped through a doorway to another world.”

“A world dominated by humans?”  Jadzia chuckled at the very notion.  “It’s a nice thought—and we could definitely use some nice thoughts right about now—but don’t you think it’s just a little far-fetched?”

At first, Rachael found the whole idea of the ‘United Federation of Planets’ completely absurd.  But the more time she spent dreaming up this new Alpha Quadrant, the more content she was to believe in it.  Everything just seemed to click.  “If only you could see it…”

“I could use a vacation,” mused Jadzia, gently stroking her hair with the brush.  “Maybe I should cancel our getaway to Risa and book us passage on the next freighter heading to Earth!  I think the Bajorans could probably smuggle us past the Xindi patrols—and once we’re there, the possibilities are endless.  We could visit the African Wastelands… or the American Wastelands… or the Pacific Wastelands—I hear they’re beautiful this time of year…”

A vacation sounded nice—maybe not to Earth—but a vacation was definitely appealing.  Unfortunately, it was completely out of the question.   “Maybe after the war,” said Rachael.

“Assuming we live that long,” Jadzia mused as she finished brushing her hair.

Supreme Commander Neelar Drayge was sick and tired of the Trill Confederation.  For decades, they dared to defy the supreme authority of the Bolian Dominion, and for decades, the Bolians stood by and did nothing.  Some had said a war against the Trills would be too costly; others argued the resources for such a war were too scarce; still, others argued that a negotiated peace was the only answer.  But all this reasoning resulted in the one thing Drayge hated most: inaction.

While the Trills quietly expanded their little empire, the Bolians did nothing.  While the Trills built up their defenses, the Bolians did nothing.  Nothing!  Drayge shuddered at the very notion of such insolence.  The Trills were a plague to be wiped from the galaxy—and now that Neelar Drayge was in command of the Bolian Dominion, he would not rest until he reached his objective.

And seated upon the upon the opulent command chair in the heart of his illustrious warship, Drayge smiled deviously.  He was confident that he would be resting comfortably in his quarters very shortly.  His warship was just the tip of the iceberg; lingering nearby were thousands of raiders and destroyers, ready to spill onto the hallowed battlefield and unleash the dogs of war…

Chapter One

After a late breakfast in the mess hall, Rachael Meyer wandered over to the command and control complex.  It was one of the many underground facilities on Trill, but this being the Confederation’s primary base of operations, it was naturally the most elaborate.

Command and control was located some forty-seven stories beneath the planet’s surface.  That frequently conjured up thoughts of a dank little room, but the notion was immediately dispelled the moment one set foot into the cavernous facility.  It was circular in shape; a massive viewscreen dominated the forward wall (today it was tracking Bolian fleet movements), and countless supplemental workstations were scattered across the room.  The heart of the facility was the primary command station, a circular platform in the center of the room, filled with the most advanced computer stations Rachael had ever seen—and it was from here the Trill Confederation plotted its every move.

As she made her way to the command station, Rachael stopped every now and then to chat with her comrades.  Most of them were Trills, but there were several Cardassians and Bajorans amongst the ranks—and even a few Talarians, though none of them were presently stationed on the command deck. 

After her social requirements were met, Rachael climbed the short flight of steps spiraled alongside the command station, and nodded her acknowledgement to the Trill presently manning the controls.  “General,” she said, taking her place at his side.  “What is our status?”

Drenis Koldar had been a member of the command staff for as long as Rachael could remember.  He was probably pushing fifty years old; his dark hair had been silvering at the temples for many years, and he frequently complained that he wasn’t as young as he used to be.  He had a strong chin and pronounced nose, and his bright green eyes sparkled like emeralds in the sunlight.  He considered Rachael’s question for only a moment.  “Status quo,” he said.  “We have detected a large fleet of enemy starships near Alpha Centauri, but they have shown no signs of movement.”

The Bolian fleet had been stationed there for the past week.  The might have been studying the ruins of the old human colonies, but somehow, Rachael doubted that.  “How large a of fleet are we talking about?”

Koldar glanced at his sensors.  “At the moment, 2,401 ships—nothing to worry about.”

A fleet that size posed a threat to many of the Trill Confederation’s outlying colonies, but it would never manage to penetrate the defense perimeter in the Draylon Sector.

“If the Supreme Commander wants a fight, he’d better scrape together a few more starships,” mused Jadzia as she ascended the stairs.  “I’d hate for a repeat of the skirmish in the Vega System.”

“Seven hundred thousand Bolians dead,” recalled Koldar, a smile crossing his face.  “Such a tragedy…” He chuckled.   “I was really hoping we’d finally crush a million of the bastards in a single engagement.”

Jadzia smiled.  “Maybe next time.”

Seven hundred thousand… one million… it made no difference to Rachael.  As long as the Bolians were kept at bay, and tranquility reigned supreme within the Confederation, she was happy—and as long as she was happy, Rachael was free to pursue other interests.  “Have our scientists on Tal Qirat reported anything new?”

“About the gateway?” asked Koldar.  “No… why do you ask?”

“I’m just curious…”

“She talks about this United Federation constantly,” Jadzia playfully interjected.  “She’s even started to have dreams about it…”

“Crossing into their domain was a powerful experience,” said Rachael in her own defense.  “Besides, some of them seemed to recognize me…  I think that gives me every right to be curious.”

While Jadzia remained skeptical, Koldar could see the allure.  “I will urge the scientists on Tal Qirat to work faster,” he said, already tapping the order into his workstation.  “I’ll inform you the moment they discover something of interest.”

Rachael smiled.  “That’s all I ask.”

• • •

Work faster…

Jayla Trinn scoffed at the sentiment.  “I’ve been working my ass off ever since I set foot on this barren rock!  That son of a bitch doesn’t pay me enough to work faster…”

“Now, now,” said Garak, placing a stern hand upon Jayla’s shoulder.  “That’s no way to speak about the General…  Yes, I do realize that he is a tyrannical megalomaniac, but that’s hardly a valid reason to insult his mother.  I’m absolutely certain she did her best to raise him…”

The young Trill swiftly cast aside the Cardassian’s scaly hand.  “Save your breath.  I don’t want to hear about it, Garak.”

He smiled thinly.  “Then what do you want, my dear?”

She shrugged.  “A raise?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t count on it,” replied Garak.  “I’ve come to discover that the General is most inflexible when it comes to negotiating one’s salary.  As a matter of fact, if you don’t believe me, I’ve got the scars to prove it.”

Jayla shook her head.  “That’s alright,” she said, obviously not eager to see the Cardassian’s wounds.  “So what do you suggest?  A strike?  A work slowdown, maybe?”

“Actually,” said Garak, raising a dismissive hand to prevent Jayla from making additional comments, “I was going to suggest we work faster…”

“That won’t get us more money!”

Garak smiled deviously.  “On the contrary, my dear, it will get us all the money we could possibly desire.”

Confusion immediately crossed Jayla’s face.  “I don’t get it…”

“Of course not,” said Garak, happily resuming his work at one of the portable workstations in the middle of their cave.  “Do you remember my apprentice, Dukat?”

Jayla shook her head.  She had never before heard of this Dukat person.

“Ahh, and with good reason,” Garak happily continued.  “The General had him executed when he complained about the meager size of his paycheck.  I, on the other hand, kept my mouth shut—and look what it’s brought me…”

Jayla arched a curious brow.  “Garak, you haven’t received a pay raise in years…”

“True,” conceded the Cardassian.  “But the General, in his infinite wisdom, has yet to execute me—and trust me, my dear, no amount of money will comfort you when you’re dead…  Just ask Dukat.”

Jayla smiled, but before she had a chance to respond to her partner’s allegory, the computer before them chirped.  Her eyes flitted downward, and moments later, saw the telltale signs of activity.  “Something is happening…”

“How very astute.”  Garak tapped a few commands into the workstation in a futile effort to garner more data.  The computer only provided him with the faint bleeps of failure.

“What is it?” asked Trinn.

“I’m not certain,” Garak replied, “but it looks like someone is trying to access the gateway.”

“Can you trace it?”

He shook his head.  “I’m afraid can’t do much of anything.  It would seem the perpetrator has blocked my access to the computer.”

Jayla frowned.  Once, long ago, she had been an accomplished computer hacker; she crashed the main computer protecting the Xindi outpost on Andoria… she robbed the Bank of Bolias… she even placed a computer virus aboard the Talarian flagship.  But even though those days were behind her, Jayla still hated being beaten at her own game.  She whipped the tricorder from her pocket and immediately interfaced with Garak’s malfunctioning computer.

The control interface flashed red before a blazing kaleidoscope of colors began to flit across the screen.  Garak carefully removed his hands from the display.  “What are you doing?”

“Uploading a counterinsurgency program,” she replied, her eyes fixed on her tricorder.  “And it’s working wonderfully…”

“Is it?”  Garak’s skepticism was well warranted.  His computer station continued to display nonsense—and now sparks were beginning to shoot from the underside of the console.

Jayla retreated a few steps as smoke began to billow from the console.  “This guy’s a pro,” she mused, still engrossed in her tricorder.

Tendrils of energy slowly began to wrap themselves around the console’s edges, finally prompting Garak to make a full-scale retreat—and not a moment too soon.  Within seconds, the entire workstation was vaporized in a blaze of white light.  The Cardassian expelled a weary sigh.  “Well, I guess that takes care of our hacker…”

Jayla dusted off the front of her tunic.  “At least we got some valuable data… I was able to get a fix on his location at the very last second.”

“This bodes well…”

Jayla glanced back at her tricorder.  “I’m not so sure about that…  He’s located deep inside the Bolian Dominion.”

“We could try to infiltrate his base,” suggested Garak.  “I’ve always wanted to try my hand at covert operations…”

“I thought you wanted to be a gardener?”

“Or perhaps a tailor,” Garak thoughtfully added.  “I’m a man with many ambitions…”

Neelar Drayge was misunderstood.  His hatred of the Trill Confederation was indeed a reality; there was nothing he would have liked more than to see the wretched Jadzia Dax lie dead at his feet…  But he only hated the Trills because that hated was forced upon him.  “The Trills need to understand me,” said the Supreme Commander calmly to his friend and compatriot, a man by the name of Sola.  

Sola was not a man of much substance.  In fact, he was invisible.  Most of the bridge crew refuted his very existence, but Neelar knew that Sola was real—and that was all that really mattered.  So what if Sola was a man of silence?  He listened very well.  He helped Neelar sort through his myriad troubles.  And the Trills… they were troublesome.

“They need to understand me, Sola.  They really do.  Perhaps if they understood me, and the order I would bring to them, they would accept the inevitable.  They would accept their fates as doomed servants of the Bolian Dominion!”

Sola said nothing.

“It would not be such a bad life,” countered Neelar.  “I would not treat Trills like lowly humans.  I would treat them with dignity, Sola!  I would allow them food and drink—one day off per week.  I would be a fair and just leader to them…”

Sola said nothing—and Neelar shook his head… That Sola, always trying to make a statement about something!

“You don’t think I would be fair, do you, Sola?  You think I have been blinded by my hatred of them?  …Well, if they weren’t so insolent, I wouldn’t have to hate them, now would I?  But if I am to believe the reports from the front lines, the Trills are insolent because I hate them.  Quite a quandary, is it not, Sola?  I am vexed by it.  Truly vexed…”

And Sola said nothing.

“Perhaps, once they are conquered, I should exterminate a portion of the population.  A few billion, perhaps?  Just to get the hatred out of my system…  Yes, that will have to be the answer—once that phase of my reign has come to pass, then I shall be the noble and just leader that I know I can be.  I will not disappoint the Trills, Sola.”

Sola, that lunatic, said nothing.  He was really starting to get under Neelar’s skin.

“What is that, Sola?  You don’t think a few billion is enough?  Certainly my bloodlust will have been settled by then…”

Sola said nothing.

“But you are right.  The remainder of the population would probably frown upon my actions—but you see, Sola, they don’t understand me.  They need to understand me…  But they don’t.  They do not understand me… What is a leader to do?”

Sola said nothing.

“They’ll never come about, will they, Sola?  You have a very good point.  Despite all of my gentle policies toward them, none of the Trill will come to accept me as their leader.  I am misunderstood—and those Trills, they don’t want to understand me, do they, Sola?”

He said nothing.

“I didn’t think so.”  Neelar sighed wearily, and clasped his hands together.  “We’ll just have to rid the universe of every last one of them.  No Trill shall be left alive!  That’s the only way!  They forced my hand, didn’t they, Sola?  Didn’t they?  Those Trills!!  They are devious!”

Sola said nothing… 

And Neelar smiled faintly.  “If only they understood me…  I am terribly, terribly misunderstood…” He rose from his opulent command chair and turned his blazing blue eyes upon Major Giras.  “Major, how long until the remainder of our fleet reaches Alpha Centauri?”

Giras glanced at his sensors.  “Three days.  They are still amassing the fifth battalion in the Aurillac Sector.”

Neelar had waited most of his brief life to destroy the Trill Confederation.  He could wait another few days.  “Then we shall strike in four…” He returned to his seat and glared sullenly at Sola.  “If only they understood me…”

It hadn’t taken long for the scientists on Tal Qirat to find something of interest.  Rachael was certainly surprised by the quick turnaround; in fact, she hadn’t expected anything for a few more days at the very least.  She supposed that when the cause was just, people were simply inspired to do their best.  But to Rachael’s apparent consternation, her initially low expectations prompted her begin a series of sensor sweeps that could not be interrupted under any circumstances—and she was forced to endure them until their conclusion several hours later.

But now, those several hours had passed, and Rachael was more than ready to turn her attention to Tal Qirat.  Since Jadzia was conducting a battle simulation on the command deck, Rachael retreated to the calm of her bedroom to do the work.  Not only was the atmosphere more relaxing, it just felt so much more conducive to her exertions.

After seating herself behind the desk in the corner of the room, she called upon the computer to contact the base on Tal Qirat.  Within moments, a pleasant-looking young Trill flitted onto the screen.  “It is good to see you, Jayla,” said Rachael a moment later.

The Trill nodded.  “It is,” she confirmed.  “It’s been a long time since our last conversation…  Two or three years at least….”

“At least.”  Not bothering to waste any more time with pleasantries, Rachael cut straight to the chase.  “What did you find?  Your message seemed to indicate it was urgent.”

“We found the culprit behind the gateway’s mysterious behavior,” said Trinn.  “Apparently, a computer hacker within the Bolian Dominion has been accessing the gateway.”

That wasn’t the discovery Rachael had been hoping for, but it was still worthy of her attention.  “Do you know why he was using the gateway?  Was he planning on bringing troops into our dimension?”

Jayla shook her head.  “I don’t know.  And since the only workstation we had interfaced with the gateway was destroyed, we won’t be finding out any time soon.”

“Then I would suggest you install another workstation…”

“It’s not that simple—”

“Then make it simple.”  Rachael wanted answers, and as far as she was concerned, if one console could be installed, another one could be made operational just as easily.  “If you can’t handle the work, I’m sure I can find someone who can…”

The Trill raised a polite, but dismissive hand.  “We were able to track down the location of this hacker’s lair.”

That was a minor consolation.  “Where is he located?” asked Rachael flatly.

Trinn had to glance down upon some unseen computer screen for the answer.  “Some backwater world in the Kilka Sector,” she reported a moment later.  “Ka’Tula Prime…”

And in that instant, Rachael’s body froze.  Ka’Tula Prime sounded very familiar to her, and the more she put her mind to it, the more she knew it had a link to the alternate universe.  “Captain Christopher is a Ka’Tulan!”

“Who?”  Trinn’s face was utterly blank.

Rachael shook her head.  “I’ll explain later… right now, you need to send me every last shred of data you have on these gateways.”

“If you don’t mind my asking… what are you planning?”

Under normal circumstances, Rachael would definitely have minded the invasion of privacy.  But for some unknown reason, she liked Jayla Trinn.  She almost trusted the Trill—and for that reason alone, she divulged her newfound plan.  “I’m going to go to Ka’Tula Prime and have a nice conversation with our hacker friend…”

Chapter Two

“What do you know about the Klingons?”

“The Klingons?”  Jadzia looked up from her plate of steamed azna with a curious look upon her face.  She had undoubtedly been expecting conversation, but definitely not one regarding the Klingons.  “A little… Why?”

Rachael wasn’t yet sure herself.  She knew next to nothing about the species, but she recently overheard two Talarian mercenaries talking about Klingon technology.  At the time, she dismissed the conversation as useless drivel, but in light of recent events, her interest was certainly piqued.  Maybe.  “Just humor me, Jadzia.”

Jadzia glanced at her plate for a scant moment before setting aside her fork.  “Well,” she said, raising a glass of sparkling spring water to her lips, “there isn’t much to tell.”

Picking at her salad, Rachael nodded for her to continue.

Jadzia took a quick sip of her beverage, peered deep into the database within her mind, and slowly began to spout the details Rachael so desired.  “A few hundred years ago, the Klingons were an aggressive warrior race.  According to our archives, they frequently engaged the humans and Romulans in battle—and nearly drove the Gorn to extinction—but after the Xindi attacks, their empire began to fall apart.  Today, they are a passive agrarian race secluded deep inside the Beta Quadrant.”

“Warriors?”  Rachael was certainly surprised.  It was her impression that the Klingons had always been a race of peaceful farmers.  “Times change, I suppose.”

Jadzia nodded her agreement.  “I don’t know anything about that transformation,” she continued, “but the Xindi probably had something to do with it.  They were a considerable force in the region back then.”

Since the Xindi still controlled a large chunk of the Alpha Quadrant, Rachael was far more familiar with them.  And though their empire had diminished since the attacks on Earth, the Xindi were still a force to be reckoned with.  In fact, the insectoid faction destroyed a heavily armed Trill base near the Argolis Cluster little more than a year ago.  If anyone could force the Klingons into submission, it was the Xindi.  But the Xindi were not Rachael’s concern.  “What do you know about Klingon technology?”

The look on Jadzia’s face went blank as she considered the question.  “Why the sudden interest in the Klingons?”

“Just curious.”

“You could always check the archives.”

“I’d rather hear it from you.”  She smiled.

Jadzia returned the favor.  “All right, what do you want to know about?  Warp drives?  Weapons?”

Rachael haplessly twirled her fork amidst the leafy greens on her plate.  “I heard a group of Talarians talking about some sort of… cloaking device?  It was just the other day.”

“I’m vaguely familiar with the technology,” said Jadzia.  “It allows you to completely hide a ship from sensors—but unless they’re cloaking produce, I doubt the Klingons have that kind of technology…  Unless, of course, it’s some sort of sacred broccoli.”

Rachael didn’t care if they were cloaking broccoli or bombs.  She just wanted to get her hands on one of those devices.  “The Talarians mentioned the Archanis System.  I did some checking, and in addition to farming colonies, one of the few remaining Klingon military installations is located on Archanis IV.”

“What do you need with a cloaking device?”  Jadzia picked through the remains of her lunch, but it had grown cold over the course of the conversation, and was hardly palatable.

Rachael drew herself closer to the table.  “I want to infiltrate Bolian space,” she whispered.  “Our scientists on Tal Qirat indicated—” 

“Tal Qirat?” Jadzia frowned a bit.  “This doesn’t have anything to do with that alternate universe, does it?”

Sensing this was going to be an uphill battle, Rachael set aside her fork and prepared for the long siege ahead.  “Someone on Ka’Tula Prime has been accessing the gateway on Tal Qirat,” Rachael explained.  “I don’t know if this has anything to do with the other world, but… I do want to talk with this person.”

“And how many people live on Ka’Tula Prime?”

That was a good point—definitely not something Rachael had considered.  While narrowing their search to Ka’Tula Prime definitely simplified things, there was probably more than one person living on the planet.  Without something more concrete to go on, Rachael could find herself beaming randomly into houses in search of her hacker—and that was definitely a bad idea.  “I’ll speak with our scientists… see if they can’t narrow things a little further.”

Still, Jadzia did not look convinced—but she knew Rachael well enough to realize this was not something that could be easily dismissed.  “I’ll have your shuttle ready for departure in an hour.”

An hour later, Rachael sat beside Jayla Trinn in the cockpit of her personal shuttlecraft.  The journey to Archanis wasn’t likely to be a lengthy one, and Rachael probably could have managed the voyage by herself—it was just the second leg of the journey that had her concerned.  She was no computer expert, and since they were headed for Ka’Tula Prime in search of a hacker, Rachael thought it best to bring one along.

“So you were the one that disabled the Talarian flagship,” mused Rachael as she input a minor course correction into the computer (there was an ion storm up ahead, and she wanted to avoid it).  “I could have had you executed for that, you know.”

Jayla easily shrugged off the sentiment.  “There was no harm done—and I’ve never known you to sentence anyone to death…”

The Confederation lost a minor skirmish with the Bolians because the Talarians were out of commission, and several sensitive computer files aboard the flagship were lost during the fiasco—but there was no harm done.  Really.  “The Volante System wasn’t very important to us, anyway,” mused Rachael, her voice hinting at sarcasm—sarcasm that very quickly vanished.  “And if you ever pull a stunt like that again, I’ll be certain to change my lenient policies.”  

Trinn pragmatically tapped at her console.  “Duly noted.”

The Trill seemed to shrug off the threat as if it had been an idle warning.  It wasn’t of course; if Jayla Trinn so much as blinked at a computer in the wrong fashion, Rachael would come down hard.  But given Jayla’s recent service record, Rachael was confident she had nothing to worry about.  So she breathed a sigh of relief; she could sentence someone to death, but she would rather not.

Jayla, however, was already moving the conversation into new territories.  “So you stepped through the gateway on Tal Qirat?”

“Only for a moment,” Rachael wistfully replied.  She very badly wanted to go back, but somehow she knew such an action would be frowned upon by… just about everyone.  “It was another universe completely…”

Jayla nodded agreeably.  “I read through your preliminary reports,” she said.  “But I can’t imagine the humans as leaders of an interstellar alliance.”

It was certainly an intriguing notion, if not entirely believable.  Still, there were some indications of this human alliance’s foundations visible in the distant past.  “One of the old explorer ships… the Enterprise, I think… it traveled across the quadrant for years, making contact with all sorts of aliens.  They had an alliance with the Vulcans, a fragile agreement with the Andorians… If the Xindi hadn’t attacked, they might have been able to establish some sort of Federation.  You never know what might have been…”

Like Jadzia, Jayla remained skeptical of Rachael’s stories.  “If you were only over on their side for a couple of minutes, how do you know so much about them?”

“Visions,” she wistfully replied.  “I see them in my sleep.  I hear them in my dreams.  I feel them in my soul.”

Jayla arched a curious brow.  “Really?”

Rachael nodded.  “Just last night, I dreamt of you—you’re an engineer aboard one of their starships, the Starlight.”

The curious skepticism in the Trill’s face suddenly seemed to mellow, and a truer form of curiosity fell upon her face.  “An engineer, eh?  What’s she like?”

“Similar to you,” said Rachael softly.  “Perhaps not quite as brazen… And she doesn’t have a Cardassian lover.”

“Neither do I!”

Now it was Rachael’s turn for skepticism.  “Sure,” she said.  “Though we’ve only met on a few occasions, I’ve seen how you react to your Cardassian friend…”

Jayla wasn’t going to hear any of it.  “Enough about me,” she insisted.  “What about you?  What is your counterpart like?  I’ll bet she doesn’t go around threatening to execute loyal subjects over mishaps as minor as that Talarian flagship thing…”

Rachael shrugged.  “As far as I can tell, I don’t have a counterpart—but if there is a mirror image of myself over there, I am reasonably certain she would frown upon your actions…”

Jayla smiled.  “Well, if she does exist, and we somehow find ourselves in that other universe one day… we’ll have to ask her…”

• • •

Jadzia had been hoping to enjoy a quiet evening in her chambers, curled up in bed with a good book and a glass of fine wine.  When last she checked in with command and control, all signs were pointing to that blissfully quiet evening.  So after a long, sensuous bubble bath, Jadzia wrapped herself in a velvety white robe, pulled a book from the shelf, and started to settle in—when the computer suddenly summoned her.

“Chancellor.”  General Koldar’s voice was filled with concern, an event that spoke volumes to Jadzia.  Koldar was not one to panic easily.  “Sorry to disturb you at this late hour, but we have news from the Bolian front.”

Jadzia sighed.  Holding her robe shut with one hand, she wandered over to her desk to hold a more personable conversation with Koldar.  “Have they launched an attack on Alpha Centauri?”

“No,” said Koldar.  “Not yet.”

“Then what is it?”

“A secondary wave of enemy ships is approaching Alpha Centauri.  Their fleet is now in excess of five thousand ships.  If the Supreme Commander chooses to strike now, he stands a much better chance of sustaining a victory.”

“Are our forces ready for deployment?”

“They are.”

“Then prepare for a Bolian attack.  When Drayge makes his move, I want to be ready for him.”  Those were the last words Jadzia had wanted to utter on this quiet eve, but… war was sometimes a necessary evil.  The Trills couldn’t afford to lose a single system, a single planet, or a single blade of grass to the Bolians.

• • •

The days ticked away, hour after hour, and the end of the Trill Confederation drew nearer.  At first, when his fleet was smaller, there was a hint of doubt lodged somewhere deep within Neelar Drayge’s being.  But now that he had more than five thousand vessels waiting for his command, the Supreme Commander had to admit, things were looking up.

“The remainder of the fifth battalion has just left our shipyards in the Aurillac Sector,” Giras happily reported from his workstation.  “That’s another thousand ships.”

The news initially pleased Neelar.  After all, the more ships, the better…  But before his celebration could get too far, Sola seemed to have an odd air about him—something was definitely wrong.  Neelar paused, and reconsidered the situation.  “They are just now leaving?”

Giras nodded.

Sola had been right.  Neelar clenched his fists and turned an icy glare upon Giras.  “I thought the entirety of the fifth battalion would be here to engage the enemy?”

“We have more than enough ships, Master…”

If only Sola was a man of more action; perhaps then things would get done around here in a more timely fashion.  Sola, as usual, had nothing to say about this little incident, but Neelar was confident he had everything under control.  “Have you looked at the Trill defense perimeter recently, Giras?”

“I have.”

Neelar shook his head.  “Obviously you haven’t…  If you had… those ships would be here by now!  There are hundreds of thousands of defense platforms guarding the border—and after our defeat in the Vega System, we simply cannot afford for ignore them!  We need those ships!”

Sola was definitely inclined to agree, but before he could affirm his stance, Giras displayed a map of the border on the main viewscreen.  Highlighted in green was a small star in the center of the map—the Itamish System.  “Itamish III is home to a small Talarian research base,” said Giras.  “It is poorly defended—an easy target.”

Neelar afforded the viewscreen another few moments of his attention before concluding Itamish III was indeed an easy—and logical—target.  Not even Sola objected.  “How many orbital defense platforms are guarding the system?”

“Seven thousand,” gleaned Giras from his console.  “And less than 800 starships—the Trills can very easily get reinforcements to the system, but not before it falls to Bolian forces.”

Not only was Itamish III poorly defended, Neelar soon realized that it was also reasonably close to the Trill homeworld.  Instead of fighting through countless fleets of Trill warships, there was a small chance that Neelar’s forces could make a strike on Trill very early in the campaign.  Such a bold thrust into enemy territory would probably be deflected, but the audacity of the maneuver would undoubtedly strike fear into every last member of the Confederation.  “We will strike,” said Neelar softly.

A smile crept across Giras’ face.  “If we leave right now, we can reach Itamish III by tomorrow morning.  The entire system could be ours by tomorrow night…”

The victory was so very close that Neelar could practically taste it…  But now was not the time for haste, nor was it the time for even a minor miscalculation.  “We have to be patient,” insisted the Supreme Commander.  “We have come too far, and worked too hard to make a mistake…  We will wait for the fifth battalion.”

While many on the command deck seemed to fall into agreement with Neelar, Giras remained the odd man out.  “Patience has many virtues, Master, but sometimes we must take the initiative… Sometimes we must do the unexpected…  Sometimes we must strike before all the pieces fall into place…”

“Move without the fifth battalion?”  Had it been the seventh or the tenth battalion lagging behind, Neelar might have been inclined to leave without them… but the fifth battalion was an elite unite—the best of the best.  “What do you think, Sola?”

The wraith said nothing.  

“It is okay if you don’t agree with me, Sola… I won’t have you killed.  Everyone is allowed to have an opinion—especially you.”

But Sola remained silent.

Neelar chuckled.  “You do agree with Giras, then…  Here I thought we had been on the same wavelength, you and I, but obviously, I was mistaken.  Sola, you are indeed a man of many surprises…”

A lesser man would have allowed the praise to go straight to his head, but Sola was not concerned with ego and vanity.  He held his silent ground.  He said nothing.

“Then it is decided,” said Neelar, happily clasping his hands together.  “Send word to the fleet, Giras—we attack now!”

Chapter Three

Though it was allegedly a considerable military complex, the base on Archanis was little more than a moderately fortified farm.  There was a rusty chain-link fence around the perimeter of the facility, and a run-down (and clearly abandoned) guard tower near the gates.  Rachael took note of a few decrepit sheds on the other side of the fence, but the most part, the land was dotted with crops and farm animals.

“These people were once fierce warriors?” asked Jayla as they approached the gate.

Jadzia had been quite clear about that particular facet of Klingon society, but if that had truly the case, it was no longer in evidence.  “I guess the Xindi really did a number on them…”

Jayla shrugged.  “I don’t know about you, but if I had been a warrior, I wouldn’t have given up so easily.”

“Maybe they didn’t,” suggested Rachael.  She didn’t know enough about Klingon history to make a more educated guess—in fact, few people did know the truth about the empire’s decline.  And Rachael, for her part, didn’t really care.  She just wanted her cloaking device.

The gates were hardly an impediment.  If she truly wanted to gain entry to the base, Rachael could have crawled through one of the many holes in the fence—or if she were really desperate, she probably could have slinked underneath.  But since she wanted to make a good first impression, she simply tapped the archaic computer terminal mounted near the latch.

Within moments, a slight little Klingon emerged from one of the sheds.  He glanced at his visitors for a scant moment before ambling over to the gate.  “Can I help you?”

Rachael flashed the Klingon a smile.  “My name is Rachael Meyer.  This is Jayla Trinn.”  She motioned back to her companion.  “We are from the Trill Confederation… we’re here to speak with a representative of the Klingon Empire…”

“Then you have come a long way for nothing,” mused the Klingon.  “The Empire collapsed hundreds of years ago.  All that remains are a few farming colonies.  It is a simple life, but… fulfilling.”

Rachael smiled thinly.  She didn’t really have the time or the patience to negotiate her way to the cloaking device.  It was best to be blunt.  “We are going to infiltrate Bolian space.  To do that we’re going to need one of your fabled cloaking devices…”

“What makes you think we have cloaking devices?  As I said, we Klingons are simple farmers…”

Jayla suddenly reached through one of the holes in the decrepit fence and wrapped her hand around the Klingon’s throat.  “Listen, we didn’t come all this way to play some little game.  Do you have a cloaking device or not?”

The Klingon’s eyes were wide with terror as Jayla’s fingers closed in around his windpipe.  He squeaked a few inaudible words, and then motioned with a panicked hand for the Trill to loosen her grip.  Jayla reluctantly withdrew her hand and the Klingon immediately took a few steps back.  “I meant no disrespect, Mistress.  I despise games as much as you do…”

Rachael nodded evenly.  “Then answer the question.”

Rubbing at his throat, the Klingon flashed a toothy grin.  “I have a cloaking device…”

Now they were getting somewhere.  Rachael took a small step closer to the fence—and the Klingon took an equally small step away from the fence.  “What will it take to persuade you to… part with your cloak?”

The Klingon seemed to consider the question for a long moment.  He was apparently torn by the decision… though Rachael didn’t even want to think about what the Klingon might have cloaked.  His favorite tomato?  “I have already been approached by another faction interested in the cloaking device,” said the Klingon thoughtfully.  “I was offered a considerable sum of money…”

“How much?”

“Enough to purchase my own farming equipment,” he happily replied.  Apparently it was quite expensive to rent the equipment needed to keep the crops in order—which likely explained the utter disarray of this particular Klingon’s crops.

Thankfully, Rachael was not limited by any sort of financial burdens.  “As an influential member of the Trill Confederation, I am authorized to negotiate…”

The Klingon shook his head.  “I don’t think so.”

“I will triple whatever this other faction offered you,” said Rachael.  

Again, the Klingon shook his head.  “I’m not interested in money.”

“Then what are you interested in?” asked Rachael.

The Klingon grinned…

“Well,” said Jayla matter-of-factly, “we got the cloaking device.”  And much to the Klingon’s credit, the device worked perfectly.  An hour after leaving Archanis, Rachael and Jayla were cloaked an en route to Bolian space.  It was perhaps the most peaceful, serene exchange of technology Jayla had ever witnessed.  “And the best part is, it didn’t even put a dent in the Confederation’s pocketbook.”

Those incredible facts were hardly consolation for Rachael Meyer.  In fact, she would have much rather paid the man some inordinate amount of money; certainly Jadzia would have understood the expense—if not for this mission, then in future missions.  But no, not a single cent was transferred to the Klingon farm on Archanis—but even so, the cost was quite steep.  “I need to take a sonic shower,” Rachael grumbled.

Jayla arched a curious eyebrow.  “You just took three in the last hour.”

“I need another one.”

“It couldn’t have been that bad…”

Rachael shook her head.  “Well, then next time, you can copulate with the mangy Klingon.”

Jayla shrugged.  “He was sort of good looking.  For a Klingon… I think I could handle it.”

“What about your Cardassian friend?”

“What about him?”  Jayla smiled.  “Is he going to be there, too?”

Rachael shook her head.  “Wouldn’t you feel bad about… betraying him?”

“No.  Not if it’s for the greater good.”  Jayla tapped a few commands into her workstation; they were approaching the border, and she was making absolutely certain they were hidden from Bolian sensors.  “And as I said earlier, Garak is not my friend.  He’s my associate—nothing more.”

“Well,” said Rachael quietly, “Jadzia is something more to me…  And I feel terrible about this.  If she were to find out I was… with a Klingon, she would be sorely disappointed!”

Jayla shrugged.  “Get over it, already.”

Rachael considered the Trill’s words for a long moment.  In her heart, she knew she would recover from the incident sooner or later, but…  “Maybe after I shower.”  She started to rise, but before she had a chance to make her retreat, Jayla grabbed her wrist.  “What is it?”

The Trill motioned toward her console.  “I’ve been going over the data from Tal Qirat—you know, the data I collected during the hacker attack…”

“And?”

“And,” said Jayla glancing back at her workstation, “I’ve managed to pinpoint our hacker’s exact location on Ka’Tula Prime.  It’s some sort of mountainous facility on the main continent.  We won’t have any problems getting to it.”

That was certainly good news, but right about now, Rachael was concerned with one thing—the sonic shower.  She nodded her thanks to Jayla, removed the Trill’s hand from her wrist, and swiftly retreated to the aft section of the shuttle.

The conquest of the dreaded Trill Confederation was at hand…

Streaking from the pale blue threshold of a quantum slipstream, thousands of Bolian warships descended upon the helpless Confederation starbase in orbit of Itamish III.  Streaks of azure light soared through the void of space, crashing through the Confederation defense perimeter in a sea of flames.

Unwilling to accept fate, the smaller fleet of eight hundred Trill destroyers scrambled to repel the attack.  Dozens of their impressive starships fell into formation near the smoldering starbase, valiantly charging into the Bolian lines, weapons ablaze in violet light…  Explosions rippled across flickering shield grids, ships exploded left and right—it was a titanic clash that would be remembered by the ages as the dawn of the Bolian Dominion’s golden era…

And a demonic smile crossed Neelar Drayge’s face.  “Perhaps now the Trills can begin to understand me?”

Sola said nothing…

News of the attack on the Itamish System was certainly unsettling.  Garak had known for many days that a Bolian invasion was imminent, but somehow, he always suspected that it would happen tomorrow—much like he suspected he would finally look into his new career as a gardener first thing tomorrow morning…  It wishful thinking, but it never happened.

That attack, unfortunately, was quite real, and while he could delay many things, Garak could not delay his feelings.  Itamish III was hardly an important world—in fact, Garak was quite certain it’s strategic value was limited… but the fact that the Bolians attacked was reason enough for concern.  What if they attacked Tal Qirat?  Or Cardassia, for that matter?

He shook his head.  “Now is not a good time to flex that overactive imagination, Elim…” And so, Garak decided to focus his attention on something else.  Anything else.  

Unfortunately, stuck in a cave on Tal Qirat meant there were very few diversions.  The Trills and Bajorans—they were wonderful peoples—but they were sorely lacking when it came to recreation.  As such, Garak was left with one simple option: work.

After about an hour, he had already set up a new workstation—replacing the one that had met its unfortunate demise during the hacker incident.  With the assistance of his fellow scientists, Garak slowly reconstructed an interface with the gateway, and a good five hours later, the facility was good as new—save the scorch marks on the cavern floor.

“Well, I suppose we should give it a try,” said the Cardassian, happily running his fingers across the brand new control interface.  With a few gentle touches, the computer interfaced with the gateway and information from the other side slowly began to creep across the screen.

At first, it was little more than basic astrometric data.  The computer was simply performing a basic scan of the room directly on the other side of the gateway.  When they first discovered the gateway, the exit had always been in a state of flux, but since then, a distant world more than a thousand light years away had become the permanent outlet.  Why they had suddenly reached this parity, Garak knew not, but…  it was certainly odd.

“…and then she vanished…”

“Who vanished?” asked Garak.  He turned on his heel to see who had spoken, but he very quickly realized he was alone.

“Did you attempt to reestablish the connection?”

“Yeah, but by that time, the system had shut down.”

There were definitely voices…  coming from somewhere, but as he glanced around the room, Garak could not determine where exactly they were coming from.  It was a male and a female speaking; their voices sounded a bit dejected, and seemed to echo in Garak’s mind for an inordinate amount of time.  

“We waited for another occurrence, but nothing ever happened.  So we packed our bags…”
Garak frowned.  “Who’s there?”

“So, I understand Commander Tompkins is attempting to create some new field rations?”
“Yeah—and they don’t taste like cardboard!”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah… they taste like shit!”
The gateway was acting up; that was the only thing Garak could think of—but when he turned around to deactivate his computer terminal it was gone.  Instead, he found himself standing at the foot of a sleek obsidian table in what appeared to be a conference facility aboard a starship…  Standing at the opposite end of the table were two people—a man and a woman, presumably the same pair whose words were filling Garak’s mind.

“Matthew,” said the female, tugging at the male’s uniform.

He glanced up from the glittering starfield and peered across the room, his eyes immediately falling upon the Cardassian intruder.  “Who are you?”

Garak remained silent.  He didn’t know what was going on, but he suspected he had somehow slipped into the other world—but considering this room looked nothing like the one on the sensor scans, Garak wasn’t entirely certain how that might have happened.  

The female suddenly drew a weapon, but the male, Matthew, gently grabbed the woman’s wrist before she could take any actions Garak might come to regret—and hoping to delay any hostile action, the Cardassian produced a candid smile for his mysterious hosts.  “Don’t mind me,” he mused.  “I’m just passing through.”

He blinked, and an instant later, Garak found himself back upon the terra firma of Tal Qirat.  Disorienting as the entire experience was, Garak had to admit, it was also thoroughly intriguing—and in dire need of additional study.  “Perhaps I’ll look into that covert operations career-path after all…” 

The news was not good, and the longer Jadzia Dax stared at it, the worse it seemed to get.  Initial casualty reports put the death toll at about 11,000.  It was a staggering number to be sure, but the very next moment Jadzia’s eyes happened upon the list, it had been revised upward yet again…  She clenched an angry jaw and turned her icy glare to General Koldar.  “Drenis,” she angrily hissed, “I thought I told you to prepare for a Bolian attack!”

“And you did,” said the General calmly—though his tone did little to soothe Jadzia.

Her eyes narrowed to angry slits.  “Then maybe we should discuss the meaning of the word ‘prepare.’  The last time I checked, that entailed a buildup of ships along the border… a solid defense perimeter—”

“With all due respect,” said Koldar evenly, “all of our intelligence reports indicated the Bolians would launch a full scale invasion of the Gatlik System.  We had no reason to divert additional troops to the outpost on Itamish III!”

That was a thin excuse, but Jadzia was tired of excuses.  It was time to move on.  “The Itamish System is a lost cause,” she said.  “Pull whatever ships we have left there, and divert them to the Draylon System…”

Koldar shook his head.  “Bolian scout ships have already been testing the defense perimeter in the Draylon System,” he said.  “So far, all their attacks have been repelled, but in the event of another massive engagement, none of our reinforcements can get there in time to save it…”

Jadzia could feel her blood beginning to boil.  “Why not?”

“The Gatlik System,” said Koldar.  “The bulk of our forces are devoted to its defense…”

The Gatlik System was too far away from the new front lines to come to the defense of Draylon or Trill in a timely fashion.  If the Bolians struck today, the Confederation would undoubtedly suffer a terrible defeat—but there were more than enough ships in the Gatlik System to bring some serious chaos to the Bolian campaign.  “Send a message to our forces in the Gatlik System; tell them to go on the offensive—launch a full scale assault on Bolarus…”

Koldar started to tap the message into his workstation, but the moment the words registered in his mind, he made an abrupt stop.  “With all due respect, Chancellor, we are under siege.  We should defend ourselves!”

She shook her head.  “The Bolians have committed the vast majority of their forces to the invasion of Trill.  With their empire emptied, we now have enough ships in the Gatlik System to reach Bolarus—and score ourselves a major victory!”

Koldar remained skeptical.  As a battle-hardened general, this was hardly an acceptable strategy.

But Jadzia wasn’t about to back down.  “Look,” she said, “if we can’t defend ourselves, we’d might as well be on the offensive.  Besides, this little foray into enemy space might be enough to halt the invasion…” She smiled darkly.  “And think about it… you’ll finally have a chance to get a million Bolians in one shot.”

To that Koldar smiled.  “I’ll send the message immediately…”

Chapter Four

Ka’Tula Prime was a warm, tropical world filled with sunny beaches, lush jungles, and ancient cities that were literally oozing with culture and history.  For a scant moment, Rachael Meyer was actually looking forward to her visit, but the moment Jayla brought the shuttle near the hacker’s mountainside abode, those sundry feelings immediately evaporated.

The intensely rugged terrain was mottled with so many pits and valleys that landing the shuttle would be next to impossible.  There was a small landing pad etched into the stone, but it was more than a kilometer from the hacker’s residence.  Rachael suspected there was some sort of underground tunnel linking the two, but she highly doubted they would be granted access…  Which meant they had no choice but to return the ship to orbit and beam down.

Five minutes later, the two women stood before the massive entrance.  The arched doorway was at least three meters high, and guarded on both sides by lavishly sculpted gargoyles… they appeared to be dragons of some sort, but Rachael could not be certain—nor did she have a chance to speculate.  Even before she could think about knocking, the massive doors creaked open an inch; a sliver of bright light spilled into the night, and Rachael instinctively took a step back.

Something on the other side of the doors peered through the little crack, and once the onlooker was satisfied the guests posed no major threat, the doors parted the rest of the way.  Rachael immediately flinched at the entity standing before them.

The alien’s large, ominous eye seemed to peer into Rachael’s mind for the longest moment; she could practically feel it sifting through her memories—but whatever this alien found, it took no offense.  Instead, it craned its long, slimy neck back inside, and then lumbered away on four stout legs.  It gave no instructions, but since the doors remained open, Rachael took this as her cue to go inside.

“Are you sure we should be doing this?” asked Jayla as she crept into the small, dark foyer just inside the residence.

A few candles flickered along the glittering obsidian walls, but Rachael noted that most of the illumination came from the small strip of lights near the floor.  It was a very ominous setup—one that prompted her to give Jayla’s concerns consideration—but ultimately, she knew what she had to do.  “We need to get to the bottom of this situation,” she said.  “In we go.”

They negotiated a few claustrophobically narrow corridors—there was no sign of their alien greeter, but curiously enough, nowhere else for him to go—before the hallway widened into an expansive dining room.

The pale moonlight shined through the immense skylight above, gently illuminating the elegant tapestries adorning the myriad walls.  Many of them depicted great battles with dragons and other mythical beasts; others were little more than intricate geometric designs, but all of them were elegant beyond words.  In the center of the room was a very long table.  There were clusters of happily flickering candles spaced at apparently random intervals, but the myriad chairs (perhaps a dozen on each side) were evenly spaced—and there, seated at the head of the table, was undoubtedly the man who owned the house.

“I am call Alan Christopher,” said the man, his quiet voice echoing throughout the chamber.  “I hath expecting you…”

Rachael stepped closer to the table, each footfall eliciting a thousand echoes.  “Have you?”

He nodded.  “Mine associates warned me of your presence long before you set out upon your journey through the stars.”

Rachael assumed these associates were the aliens that greeted her and Jayla at the door, but she didn’t bother to inquire any further.  Not only was Alan Christopher the man she had come to see… he was also the man of her dreams.  Literally.  “Fate has brought us together,” she said.

“And fate shall tear us apart,” Christopher ominously continued.  “A great spectacle has befallen our quaint universe, Rachael Meyer…  You can feel it in your soul, can you not?”

She nodded.  Without so much as a word of explanation, she knew exactly what wonders Christopher spoke of.  “But something is wrong…”

“Perceptive, you are, Rachael Meyer.”  Christopher briskly grabbed the bottle of bright orange liquid from the tabletop, and poured himself a small glass of the stuff.  He downed it in one gulp, and then rose to his feet.  “The barrier between our worlds is collapsing…  What once was two, soon, shall be one.”

Jayla quietly came to Rachael’s side.  “What is he talking about?” she whispered.

Christopher suddenly glanced up from his empty glass.  “Jayla Trinn,” he called.  “I enjoyed our competition earlier—you were a worthy adversary.  And thou art a fine scientist.  Certainly this wonder of the ages has not gone unnoticed by your deft mind?”

She shrugged.  “I’m not one for riddles.”

“Then allow me to dispense with this agreeable pretext,” said Christopher.  He motioned for his guests to sit.  The complied, and he continued.  “A great pestilence has sent our universe into disarray.”

“What kind of pestilence?” asked Jayla.

The Ka’Tulan dismissed the notion with a flick of the wrist.  “It is of no consequence,” he said.  “The battle has been waged; the war has been lost.  Our universe has reached its twilight hours.”

Jayla’s jaw dropped in disbelief.  “What?  You are crazy, man!” 

“The walls have already begun to crumble.  The great divide grows thin…  Soon, our universe will begin the merger.”

“…With the other world?” suggested Rachael.

“Indeed,” said Christopher, nodding his agreement.  “I have been attempting to seek aide from the other side.  I was briefly in contact with one Megan Reinbold, but alas, mine efforts were interrupted.”

“By me,” said Rachael.  “I crossed through the gateway on Tal Qirat and threw your entire plan into chaos.”

“Indeed,” said Christopher.  He poured himself another glass of the velvety orange beverage.

“You could have told us what was going on,” said Jayla.

Christopher raised the glass to his lips, but did not imbibe so much as a drop of his drink.  Instead, he chuckled.  “I am Ka’Tulan—a member of the much maligned Bolian Dominion; it is unlikely I would have been granted access to your government to speak of this wonder, let alone the facilities on Tal Qirat.”  Now he sipped his drink.  “Besides… I suspect my solution to this quagmire is an unpopular one.”

“Oh really?” asked Rachael.  All of her ideas about this other world were also unpopular, so it couldn’t hurt to inquire…

“This merger between our two galaxies,” said Christopher, “will be akin to fire and ice.  Signs and portents of the great darkness to come have already begun to manifest themselves on the other side.  Starships disappear without warning… The occasional star will implode.  But unfortunately, those hapless denizens on the other side… they have no idea what fate has in store for them.”

“Well, it is a galaxy dominated by humans,” said Jayla Trinn.  “What do you expect—”

Christopher shook his head.  “They have the technology to detect the merger,” he interjected.  “But for reasons unbeknownst to the likes of me, only our side of the mirror can see death coming…”

A sinking feeling slowly began to manifest itself within Rachael’s heart.  “What can we do to stop this from happening?”

Christopher sipped his drink, and then quickly poured himself another.  He was clearly troubled by this plan—either that, or he was simply a drunk.  But Rachael preferred the former explanation to the latter.  “After they attacked Earth, the Xindi established an advanced research facility on the southernmost continent.  To this day, they have worked to develop a quantum dispersion field generator.  In theory, such a device could deconstruct an entire planet…”

“For a people fond of blowing up entire planets, I can see the allure,” mused Jayla.  “But what good will that do us?”

Christopher nervously cleared his throat.  “I want to deploy the weapon on a much larger scale,” he said quietly.  “Using the gateways on Tal Qirat and other worlds… we should be able to eliminate almost all of our universe—and without a universe, the merger cannot occur.”

“And we’ll all be dead!”  Garak’s angered voice echoed ominous throughout the dining chamber.  The Cardassian took a few steps closer to the gathered trio, and said, “I’m afraid I can’t allow that.”

“Oh, how magnanimous of you!” said Christopher boisterously.  “You won’t allow!”

“How did he get here?” asked Rachael softly.  She turned to Jayla for an explanation, but the look on the Trill’s face was equally surprised.

Garak flashed a charming smile. “I can be quite resourceful when I need to be,” he said.  “Oh, I had to call in a few favors here and there, but tracking the two of you down to this backward little planet was a fairly simple task.”

Rachael carefully pushed herself away from the table and approached the haughty Cardassian.  “Well, in case you didn’t realize, we’re dead no matter what…”

Garak shook his head, refuting the sentiment.  “This union of galaxies sounds like a bunch of lies to me… a Bolian ploy to ruin the Confederation!  After all, that is exactly what I would do were I in Mister Christopher’s position.”

Despite her myriad concerns about this mission, the possibility that it might be an elaborate Bolian ploy never crossed Rachael’s mind.  She had been so enamored with her visions of the other world that she had simply forgotten about such dark possibilities.  But now that the seed was planted in her mind, it started to grow.  Her gaze immediately shifted back to Christopher.

“I speak the truth, good Lady,” he said softly.  “Besides… have you seen the latest reports from the front lines?”

Rachael very rarely paid any attention to the tactical analyses that reached the command center—and in her haste to reach Ka’Tula Prime, Rachael spent even less time than usual reviewing them.  “My attention has been focused elsewhere,” she said to Christopher.

“The Bolians have attacked,” said Christopher evenly.  “Itamish III was destroyed… the Draylon System is under siege, and Bolian scouts are encroaching upon Trill itself.  Supreme Commander Drayge has ordered the execution of the entire population…  Meanwhile, the Trills have attacked Bolarus… hundreds of thousands have perished thus far, and the attack has only just begun.  Our galaxy has descended into chaos—and no matter where you look, something else is amiss.  I’ve recently read reports of a Borg attack on Romulus… and there’s even rumor of some sort of great darkness building in the Gamma Quadrant.

“By my estimate, more than seven billion people will perish in our galaxy today—and admittedly, that estimate that may be an optimistic one.  Actual death tolls could be much higher…”

Garak chuckled.  “So your solution is to have us all killed?  My, that is a brilliant idea!”  He wandered about the room for a few moments, casually observing the myriad tapestries on the wall before turning to face his audience.  “I have a better idea…  Why don’t we use this quantum dispersion field generator to obliterate that other universe?  That way we can preserve ourselves…”

“That other universe is a much better place than this hellhole,” said Rachael tersely.  “I’m certain they have their fair share of problems, but entire populations aren’t being extinguished on a regular basis!  In fact, Trills and Bolians live together peacefully.”

“Oh yes, I’ve heard,” said Garak.  “In the illustrious Federation…”

Utterly oblivious to Garak’s mindless platitudes, Christopher set aside his glass and approached his guests.  “I have a contact on Earth,” he whispered.  “He is a Xindi sloth by the name of Ogram Nel-sh’rog.  He can help us.  All we have to do is get your vessel across the Xindi border.”

Garak suddenly placed a stern hand upon Rachael’s shoulder.  “Don’t listen to him… he’s lying to you.”

Rachael had no reason to trust Alan Christopher; after all, he was a cohort of the Bolian Dominion, and though he seemed very passionate about this cause, Rachael didn’t know enough about it to condemn an entire universe to death.  “I’d like to see some additional information…”

Christopher sighed.  “Time is of the essence, good Lady.  We must proceed to Earth with due haste!”  He paused for a thoughtful moment, and then added, “But I will allow you to peruse my research on the way there.”

Fair enough.  Rachael knew the voyage to Earth would take the better part of a day; if she didn’t like what she saw in Christopher’s data, she could always change her mind.  “I accept your offer,” she said after a moment.

Christopher’s lips curved upward.  “A wise decision.”  He turned his bright teal eyes to Garak.  “What shall we do with him?”

Garak would undoubtedly stir up some chaos if he were left alone.  He was a very resourceful man, and even locked up inside some chamber in Christopher’s residence, Rachael suspected he might still find a way to ruin their plans.  “The safest thing we can do is bring him with us.  There is a small brig aboard my vessel.  We can keep him in there until the situation has been resolved.”

“As you wish,” said Christopher.

Suddenly, three of Christopher’s eerie henchmen rippled into existence, seemingly from thin air.  They very quickly apprehended and subdued the unaware Cardassian, dropping him onto the floor in a pair of standard Bolian restraints a scant moment later.  The largest of the three aliens pinned some sort of transporter pin to the Cardassian’s tunic, and within moments, he vanished amidst a swirl of peach-colored light.

Christopher nodded his approval.  “The Cardassian has been transferred to your vessel.”

Those aliens were efficient, that much was certain.  Had they been a bit more aesthetically pleasing, Rachael wouldn’t have minding a few more of them around—maybe even on Trill.  “Those are some interesting associates you have there…”

“Ahh,” said Christopher knowingly.  “The Yelss.  They are a unique people—they exist outside of space and time, in a realm that is beyond our ability to comprehend.  In fact, they recently saved the other world from a Drusari invasion.  I only wish I had more time to study their them and their culture…” 

Rachael smiled thinly.  “Maybe in your next life.”

He shook his head.  “You only live once, Rachael Meyer.  When your fragile soul has been erased from this universe, never again shall it return…”  He glanced back at his empty glass one last time, clearly tempted to down another shot—but he ultimately decided against it.  “Come, my friends… we have a universe to save.”

Chapter Five

Trill had once been a serene little world with vast purple oceans and rolling hillsides, elegant cities and those symbiont pools people mentioned so often.  It was considered one of the most beautiful places in the galaxy… but Neelar Drayge found himself fond of its current look—blackened and charred, smoldering at the edges, with nary a building left in sight.  The world was little more than a giant cinder, gracelessly hulking through space.

“They killed six million on Bolarus,” said Drayge softly.  “I think the complete and total eradication of their population is almost compensation enough…”

“There are still sporadic life signs on the surface,” said Giras.  “A secondary bombardment might be necessary…”

“Do it.”  Neelar didn’t want a single dust mite left alive on the planet’s surface.  

Seconds later, a massive surge of blue light streaked across the viewscreen, exploding amidst the remains of the Trill atmosphere.  The twinkling azure cinders danced down to the surface, spreading even more death and destruction across the land.  Never again would Trill be habitable…  Never again would it be anything more than barren rock.

Sola said nothing.

Neelar frowned.  Sola should have been overjoyed by this incredible victory.  “What is it, Sola?”

He said nothing.

“You disapprove of my actions?  I thought we had already discussed this…  We gave the Trills plenty of opportunities to save themselves—but each and every time I extended the hand of peace, those wretched fiends slapped it away.  They invited this fate, Sola.  They did.  They cannot blame me for this!”

Giras’ station bleeped.  “Our weapons are having difficulty eradicating some of the deeper-dwelling residents.  We may need to dispatch an infiltration squad to eradicate them.”

While many of the symbionts lived underground, Neelar had been assured the wretched slugs were destroyed in the initial moments of the attack.  Which left but one possibility:  “The governing council is stationed underground.  And I would like to deal with them personally…”

According to Alan Christopher, Earth was little more than a giant internment facility.  After the first Xindi attack, Earth’s space agency, Starfleet, allegedly sent a ship into the Delphic Expanse to seek out the Xindi—and while they ultimately succeeded, it was the secondary wave of attacks that was the death knell for all of humanity.

“At one time their population was well over six billion,” said Christopher matter-of-factly from the cockpit.  “Today, they number just under a billion.  Assuming the Xindi rule continues, Bolian Intelligence predicts that all of humanity will become extinct within fifty years.”

Earth was a gray world, shrouded in gray clouds, littered with gray internment facilities.  Given the dire exterior, Rachael did not doubt the Bolian assessment—and she suspected that humanity was probably waiting for it to come true.  Death would be their salvation…

Jayla effortlessly guided the shuttle into the atmosphere, and swiftly approached the southern continent of Antarctica.  It was little more than a snowy wasteland, but amidst the incredible drifts of snow, Rachael could see a few domed buildings—gray, of course.  Amidst the snow drifts, a giant platform irised open, revealing a landing platform; Jayla promptly set down, and twenty minutes later, the trio stood beside a tall, lanky Xindi primate.  

“Ogram is waiting for you in Lab 32,” said the Xindi to Christopher.

Christopher nodded politely, and without any preamble lead the way through a series of stark metallic corridors.  Apparently, the Xindi trusted Christopher implicitly, because the primate that had greeted them in the docking bay had promptly turned and walked in the opposite direction.  Rachael didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.

• • •

From the confines of his cramped little cell, Garak knew he had to escape.  He had to stop Rachael and Jayla from succumbing to the madness that was Alan Christopher’s plan.  It seemed a bit egotistical, but he had to save the universe.  And while Garak the Spy knew not how to proceed thankfully, Garak the Scientist had a plan ready to go.

While his cell was more than sufficient to confine the average prisoner, Garak was not the average prisoner.  He carefully ripped the carpeting from the deck to reveal a series of hatches beneath the floor.  Quickly, Garak slid his fingers beneath one of them, and popped it open.  At this point, most people would have been lost, but not Garak.  He helped design this shuttle… and with a few quick maneuvers, he cross-wired the myriad circuits keeping the forcefield erect—and within moments they zapped away… 

Casually, Garak abandoned his cell and headed for the cockpit.

The group walked silently for several minutes, seemingly through the same corridors over and over.  However, Rachael was unconcerned about the repetition until she began to recognize some of the repeated wall markings.  “Are we going in circles?”

Christopher nodded to affirm the sentiment.  “We are.”

“Why?” asked Trinn.

“Do you not know the location of this Lab 32?” asked Rachael.  “I saw a Xindi insectoid walking down one of the adjacent corridors not too long ago.  Perhaps he could be of assistance…”

“That was actually a female,” Christopher corrected.  “And the insectoids are a bit too hostile for my tastes.  That is why we didn’t visit the Xindi base in the Jan’tral Sector.”

“I see…” They reached the end of another nondescript corridor, but without consulting Christopher, Rachael knew they were to turn left.  “So… why are we wandering in circles?”

“Lab 32 is not easy to find,” said Christopher.  “This is one of the Xindi’s most secretive projects.  I only know about it because of my decent working relationship with Ogram Nel-sh’rog.”

Rachael nodded.  “What kind of work have you done for this Ogram person in the past?”

Christopher paused.  “Really, my Lady, must you be so incredulous?”

“Garak brought up many fine points,” she reminded.  “And your data was not overly convincing.  So the barrier between our universes is thinning.  That doesn’t mean they’re about to collide; in fact, if they do, I don’t think that it will happen during our lifetimes…”

“So you still think this is some sort of Bolian ploy?”

“It’s possible.”

“And when was the last time you heard of the Bolians working in collusion with the Xindi?”

“Never…”

Christopher smiled.  “My point exactly.  I may be a part of the Bolian Dominion, Rachael Meyer… but I am a completely autonomous entity.  I do as I please.”

Rachael chuckled at that.  “So the Supreme Commander has given you his authority to destroy the universe?”

“Not exactly.”

They made a right-turn into a new corridor—in fact, Rachael had never before seen this particular pathway.  Perhaps they were not venturing in circles after all…

Christopher glanced at a few of the door markers, but none of them apparently were designated Lab 32.  He walked a bit further and then continued to expound upon his previous train of thought.  “I am such a minor contender within the Dominion, the Supreme Commander probably does not even realize I exist.”

“Certainly a major victory over the Trills and a gift of prisoners would bring you to the Supreme Commander’s attention.”  Rachael was growing more skeptical with each moment that passed.

But Christopher suddenly paused.  He glanced at one of the doors and smiled.  “This is it!” he proclaimed.  “Lab 32.”

The doors slid apart with a hiss, and inside was yet another sterile lab.  There were computer terminals and reaction chambers, a few Xindi, but nothing to really indicate this was the location of some major weapon.  Rachael stepped inside with her companions, and they were promptly greeted by a bulky Xindi sloth with a full beard, small beady eyes, and a warm, toothy grin.

“Alan Christopher,” said the Xindi, warmly embracing the Ka’Tulan.  Rachael assumed this man was Ogram.  “It has been far too long since our last conversation!  I’ve been meaning to swing by your residence before the end, but humanity has kept me quite busy.”  He chuckled.  “Odd that we choose to work in the face of almost certain doom, isn’t it?”

“Most certainly,” said Christopher.  “I myself have kept quite busy with my own work, even though years from now, it will all be destroyed in the merger.”

The Xindi’s smile widened.  “Years from now?  Alan, you may think me dense, but I assure you, I am not.  I know why you have come.”

“Then you have considered the plan?”

“Considered?”  Ogram wandered over to the nearest workstation and tapped a few commands into the interface.  Within moments, an image of the gateway on Tal Qirat flitted onto the screen.  “Alan, I have perfected the technology.  Should you wish to stop the merger, and save the parallel universe… you need only give the command.  With the flip of few switches, the gateway on Tal Qirat will suffer a cascade failure that will spread throughout the system.  One-by-one, every gateway throughout our troubled universe will vaporize, taking out everything within a few thousand light years…”

Rachael remained skeptical.  Ogram seemed knowledgeable, but… she couldn’t trust him, either.  “I want to see more proof.”

“As do I,” said Garak, suddenly assuming a position next to Jayla Trinn.  He was armed with a phaser and clearly ready to take whatever actions were necessary…

Rachael knew not how he managed to escape from his cell, but this time, she was a bit more amenable to the Cardassian’s words.  Everything was falling into place a little too easily for her liking, and it was definitely time to look at Christopher’s claims with the skeptical eye of a Cardassian.

Christopher paused, and his face drained of its color.  “My Lady, I have already shared with you all of my data…”

Rachael shook her head.  “And that data was insufficient.  Sure, the barrier is breaking down… and I do care about what is happening on the other side.  But I care about this universe, too!  And I don’t want to destroy it prematurely!  If I read your data correctly, we probably have thousands of years before things turn badly…”

Christopher scoffed at the sentiment.  “In case you haven’t noticed, my Lady, things have already turned badly…  And they shall only grow worse.  We must do this… and do it now.”

“But I don’t even exist in the other world,” said Rachael icily.  “And like you said, once our fragile souls have been erased…  I don’t want to be erased!”  

Ogram snorted wearily.  “Then be damned!”

“Ignore them!” Garak calmly insisted.  “Don’t listen to their lies!”

Rachael finally was on the cusp of agreeing with the Cardassian; she was finally ready to see the truth of the situation, but then, something unexpected happened…

Neelar Drayge stood in the smoke-filled command center, his phaser trained upon Jadzia.  Everyone else was dead, and Jadzia was pleading for her life.  

“Please!” she cried to the Bolian.  “Please, spare me!”

The Bolian shook his head.  “I have offered you many chances for redemption over the years.  I have gone out of my way to earn the love and respect of the Trills, but how do you repay me?”  He chuckled.  “You attack Bolarus, and kill six million of my brethren!”

Jadzia was on her knees now.  “I’ll do anything!  I will make the Trills love and respect you!  I will—”

Drayge raised a fist, and jammed it into Jadzia’s soiled face.  “I think not.  You have run out of chances to make amends… The only thing you can do now… is die.”

And without any preamble, the Bolian took aim upon Jadzia and fired…
Rachael screamed.  Her heart fractured into a thousand pieces, and the shards of her bliss and joy crept down her face as tears  “Nooooo!!!!!!!!” she cried, wearily collapsing to the floor.  “Noooooo!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

“What is it?” asked Jayla, swiftly coming to Rachael’s side.  “What is it?”

“Jadzia…” It was all Rachael could say.  “Jadzia!”

“What about her?”

Rachael shook her head.  “Jadzia!!!!!”

Ogram glanced at his computer terminal.  “The Bolians have attacked Trill,” he gleaned from the display.  “There are no survivors.”

“What do you mean?” asked Jayla, carefully wrapping her arm around Rachael.  “The Trill fleet was destroyed?”

“No,” said Ogram, shaking his head.  “The Bolians completely eradicated the Trill population…  The planet has been reduced to ash.”

Rachael could feel a cold pit eating away at her stomach.  She was dead inside.  She was dead outside.  She was … dead.

But Garak, the insidious fool, thought otherwise.  “They’re lying,” he said evenly. “They’re using this to bring you to their cause.  Don’t you see it?  Trill is fine!  The Bolians were undoubtedly repelled in the Draylon System!  They are merely using you as a vessel to destroy Trill!  Trust me on this…”

Tired of the Cardassian’s incessant babbling, Jayla grabbed the phaser from Garak’s hand, increased it to level ten, and fired.  A streak of violet light lanced the Cardassian in the chest, spurting blood and sending him on a one-way trip to the floor.  Pain shooting throughout his body, Garak grabbed his chest and in his dying breaths, he moaned, “I knew… I should have been a tailor…”

Jayla threw the phaser to the ground.  “And we weren’t lovers, either!”  And on that note, she turned on her heel and glanced down back at Rachael.  She was shivering, despite the lab’s relative warmth; tears of pain streamed down her sullen face—a far cry from the brave woman who threatened Jayla’s life not so long ago.  “Are you okay?”

Rachael seemed oblivious to the question for a long moment.  She simply stared into the nothingness that was before her, dead to the world.  But after what felt like an eternity, Rachael pulled in a nervous lungful of the sterile air and shook her head.  “There is so much fighting,” she said softly.  “At first, we fought for freedom from the Bolians… then we fought to keep that freedom…  The wars concluded with the promise of peace, but after so much war, our peoples knew nothing of peace.  So the wars continued, and to this day, I know not why we’re fighting the Bolians…  Is it because they are the enemy?  Because we hate the Bolians?  If so, why do we hate them?”

“We were taught to hate them,” whispered Jayla quietly.   “History says they are the enemy…  And we must fight the enemy.”

Rachael sighed.  “And when there are no more enemies left to fight?  When then shall we do?”

Jayla shook her head.  “I don’t know…”

And they weren’t going to find out, for Rachael already knew the answer—and it sickened her.  “We will find another enemy to hate.  And another.  And another.  The Xindi, perhaps… The Klingons…  And driven by the rage of Trill’s destruction, our fury will only grow…”

“How can you be certain?”

“I was in that room every day,” whispered Rachael.  “Jadzia talked of death like the weather…  And it must end.”  Mustering her strength, Rachael climbed to her feet and wandered over to Christopher and Ogram.  “I have seen the other world.  It is not without its flaws… but it is indeed a better place.  Worth saving, wouldn’t you agree?”

Christopher nodded.

Rachael pulled in a lungful of nervous air. “Then save it…”

And the world went dark…

The sensors chimed, and Erin Keller, still spooked by the appearance of a Cardassian in the conference lounge, jumped.  Thankfully, she hid the fleeting emotion well, and was able to smoothly segue into her usual banter with Alan.

“What was that?” he asked, casually rising from the command chair for an explanation.

Erin shrugged.  “I’m not certain,” she said, peering at the curious readings on the display.  “I detected… something for a moment.  It was a radiation spike of some sort, but it’s gone now.”

“Might it be related to our Cardassian friend?” asked Harrison, taking his usual place at Christopher’s side.

“The readings are similar,” said Keller.  “It’s definitely possible but… the radiation has already completely dissipated.”

“That is unusual,” said Bator.  “Radiation spikes usually take an extended period of time to decay.”

Erin nodded her agreement—but she was at a total loss to explain this particular phenomenon.  “I’ll keep an eye out for similar spikes… but really, we don’t have very much to go on.”

Alan nodded agreeably and started for his ready room.  “I’m not thinking this is anything major, but… keep me informed nonetheless.”

“And what are you going to be doing?” asked Erin.  “Taking another day off?”

He shook his head, and just for Erin, diverted his course over to the operations console.  “I’ve been having some weird premonitions recently,” he admitted.

“Like what?” Erin happily inquired.  She half expected him to spout some mindless platitude, but the look on Alan’s face remained sober.

“Do you know anything about the Xindi?”

She shook her head.  “Very little, actually.”

Alan shrugged.  “Well, I’ve been thinking about them… I guess I should stop eating burritos before bed?  That seems to ignite some wild dreams—and if we ever had a gas leak…”

Erin immediately cast Alan one of her “don’t go there” glares, and thankfully, he complied.  But given the devious that summarily crossed Alan’s face, Erin suspected the conversation might come back to haunt her later on—but she would cross that bridge when she came to it…

A few minutes later, Alan sat down on the sofa in his ready room, eager to read up on the Xindi.  Any planet that somehow managed to develop five sentient species was worthy of study, but after skimming the first few paragraphs of the treatise, Alan found his interest was already on the wane—because something else had caught his attention.

He carefully set aside the Xindi padd and shifted his attention to the framed photograph sitting on the table next to the sofa.

And he smiled.

It was an old photo of him and Rachael.  If memory served, it had been taken right before the Elorg rift appeared in the Kilka Sector.  Those were different times, then.  Alan was quite a different person in those days, and his life was filled so much more turmoil.  But Rachael had always been there for him…

And she always would.
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