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Prologue

It was the day Admiral William Grayson had been dreading.  After more than four months of quiet on the Romulan front, attention was finally starting to drift away from their alleged weapons of mass destruction.  Months ago, not a day would pass without some superfluous tactical analysis—grounded only in theory— reaching Grayson’s desk.  They were all similarly themed: the Romulans are developing “X” weapon, and if given the opportunity, will strike “Y” system in “Z” amount of time.  

In recent weeks, however, the number of analyses dropped off by a staggering number, and today marked the seventh day in a row without a single analysis reaching Grayson’s desk.  Without any hard evidence, there was a limit to the amount of realistic theorizing these Federation think tanks could generate—and they apparently reached that limit a week ago.

Grayson had been hoping this would signal the beginning of the end of the alleged Romulan threat, and for a fleeting moment, it seemed to be so—but then came the fateful communiqué from the Agrippa: Lieutenant Commander Ti’mur had returned…

Ti’mur was one of the most skilled and valued members in Starfleet Intelligence.  During the Dominion War, he once spent three weeks traversing Cardassian space, clandestinely gathering valuable intelligence on enemy movements right underneath the watchful eye of the Founders.  The deft Vulcan moved like a shadow in the night—swift and decisive, but utterly invisible to Dominion sensors…  And having just returned from a four-month mission into the remnants of the Romulan Empire, it was obvious his tactics had not faded with time.

After a lengthy debriefing at Starfleet Intelligence, Ti’mur was sent to Starfleet Command, where he conferred with President Ghodan Makar and some of the Fleet Admirals.  Less than ten minutes into the clandestine meeting, the Federation Council was assembled in Paris; ten minutes after that, Ti’mur stood before the gathered Council.

“Over the course of the past four months,” said Ti’mur evenly, “forty-seven convoys—mainly Nausicaan and Yridian—have crossed the neutral zone to deliver supplies.  Federation starships have stopped and searched nine of these vessels; none of the searches turned up anything more than food and medical supplies, but given recent Romulan activities, it is certain that many of the other vessels crossing the Neutral Zone bring with them extralegal goods.”

“You have proof of this?” asked the Vulcan Ambassador Tuvok.  He seemed skeptical, and Admiral Grayson did not blame him; much of the presented evidence seemed circumstantial.

But if Ti’mur believed the evidence trivial, he showed no sign of it.  Instead, he provided his Vulcan compatriot with an affirmative nod.  “Mining operations on Remus and Talon II have recently resumed; they have increased their dilithium output by more than five hundred percent in the last six weeks.  Most of this dilithium is being transferred to the newly established shipyard in orbit of Talon IV; at their current rate of operation, the Romulans will have the ability to produce more than two hundred Valdore-class warbirds in the next five months.”

Grayson saw no problems here.  The Romulans were recently devastated by the Elorg, and had little in the way of a military.  It was only natural for them to rebuild their forces—but apparently, Grayson’s mind was not on the same wavelength as President Ghodan Makar.

The Trill sat at the opulent black table at the front of the council chamber, seriously contemplating the situation at hand.  “Ti’mur,” he said thoughtfully, “you said that most of the dilithium is being transferred to Talon IV…”

The Vulcan nodded.  “That is correct.”

Makar arched a curious brow.  “Where then, is the rest of the dilithium going?  Certainly the Romulans are not simply stockpiling it for future use?”

Ti’mur slowly approached Makar’s table.  “My contacts within the empire have indicated the possibility of a clandestine base located on Minos Tureth.”

“Minos Tureth,” said Makar under his breath.  The Trill rapidly searched his mind for even a shred of information pertaining to the Romulan world, but ultimately, the search proved fruitless, and he deferred to Ti’mur for further explanation.  “What do we know about Minos Tureth?”

“Very little,” said Ti’mur.  “Minos Tureth is an O-class world located in what was once the heart of the Romulan Empire.  Shortly after the Elorg War, the planet was abandoned—it now lies within unclaimed space near the Garidian border.”

“And why would the Romulans establish a base there?” asked Grayson.  O-class worlds were practically devoid of resources, and with this one located very near Garidian territory, it seemed completely without strategic value.

“The moons,” said Ti’mur matter-of-factly.  “Minos Tureth has three moons that were recently discovered to possess large quantities of VXR-87—one of the primary components of thalaron radiation.”

Makar grunted as his gaze fell upon Admiral Grayson.  “We know that the Romulans have been stockpiling therazine for many months now.  And as you know, therazine can be used to counteract the effects of thalaron radiation.  … …Thus, the recent discovery of VXR-87 on Minos Tureth is most curious, wouldn’t you agree?”

“It certainly warrants further investigation,” Grayson cautiously agreed.

But apparently that small concession wasn’t enough for Makar.  “The Romulans are preparing to strike!” he said, emphatically pounding a fist into the obsidian tabletop.  “We need to take extreme measures to prevent any sort of disaster inside Federation space.  I want to triple our patrols of the Neutral Zone immediately!  Any vessel attempting to enter Romulan space will be searched for weapons or other contr…”

“Excuse me, Mr. President.”

Makar’s voice immediately trailed off, and his fiery brown eyes searched the council chamber for the source of the interruption.  They very quickly settled upon Taylus Drayge, the newly appointed Bolian delegate.  Makar smiled thinly.  “Yes, Ambassador?”

The Bolian bristled in his seat for a moment before mustering the courage to speak.  “Don’t you think these actions are a little premature?” he asked, his voice wavering only for a moment.  “I will not back any military action without concrete evidence; thus far, I have seen little more than conjecture.”

“Agreed,” said Ambassador Tuvok moments later.  “Federation law dictates that we—”

Makar raised a dismissive hand.  “I am well aware of the laws, Ambassador, thank you.”  

Tuvok nodded.  “Then the troop deployments will…”

“…go ahead as planned,” Makar tersely interjected.  “I am not willing to risk the safety of the Federation citizenry.  The Romulans pose a grave and dire threat to all peace-loving empires throughout the galaxy.  A few of their Garidian compatriots demonstrated that last year when they destroyed this very chamber!  I would hate to see the damage done by a more organized resistance.”

Makar paused for a moment to catch his breath, but the passionate fire burning in his eyes never flickered.  “We will not be intimidated by the Romulans,” he loudly proclaimed.  “We will deploy the troops, stop the weapon shipments, and disarm the Romulan Star Empire—one way or another…”

And for the first time in ages, Grayson heard dissent amongst the Federation Council.  While many of the ambassadors applauded the President’s bold and daring plan for peace, many of the others voiced their concerns.  They spoke quietly at first, but the disagreement slowly intensified until full-fledged debates about Federation principals were almost literally shouted across the chamber.

And the Admiral shook his head.  Four months of quiet, and it all comes down to this.  And this, he suspected, was just the beginning…

Chapter One

Tomalak did not fancy himself a visionary, nor did he think himself a prophet or any other kind of divinity.  He was little more than the chosen leader of the Romulan Star Empire.  But on this morning, as the pale Talon sunlight washed across his pallid face, Praetor Tomalak glimpsed the future.

And it wasn’t pretty.

For a single, fleeting moment, Tomalak lie in his bed and felt what could only be described as an ominous premonition.  It started in the pit of his stomach—a fluttering, nervous knot that grew with each fleeting eternity, building and building, growing like a cancer until finally it could no longer be contained.  The terror slowly traversed Tomalak’s tingling spine, gracelessly dancing toward the brain stem with the faintest touch— until one that one singular moment of pure and unfettered clarity: something was wrong…

An instant later, time shattered, and Tomalak bolted up in his bed.  Sweat beaded across his brow, his beating heart thundered in his chest, and his racing mind was filled with a blur of ominous, nonsensical thoughts.  As he sat, Tomalak knew not what he had just experienced, but it was unsettling—and certainly portentous, for less than a minute later, the communication panel across the room began to chirp.

Tomalak immediately tossed aside his pale green sheets and turned to face the computer screen.  “Yes?” he called, making certain his voice was devoid of the chaos that still lingered in his racing mind.

An instant later, Senator Valak flitted onto the screen.  He was an intelligent young man from the Tal’tanar Region on Romulus (what was left of it), recently appointed to the new Senate by Tomalak himself.  “Forgive the interruption, Praetor,” said Valak apologetically, “but we are receiving a message from the Federation—you had best take a look at it.”

Tomalak sighed.  “It is too early in the morning for politics,” he mused, peering at the violet-stained sky out the window.  It had the makings of a beautiful day, but something told Tomalak the communiqué from Earth would cast more than a few dark clouds on the horizon; after all, Valak wouldn’t have bothered to call if the message had been plain and ordinary.  Thus, Tomalak prepared himself for the worst.  “Put it through…”

Valak nodded, and within moments his pleasant visage blinked way, replaced by the stern features of Ghodan Makar.  The Federation president held his firm, unyielding gaze for a long moment before his thin lips parted—and the blasphemy began…

In the past, Tomalak at least tried to listen to most of the pedantic messages issued by Ghodan Makar, but so preposterous was this one that he could not bear to listen for more than a few minutes.  “Disarm the Romulans,” he muttered half-heartedly.  “I believe the Elorg have already done so…”

The closing days of the Elorg War were amongst the Romulan Star Empire’s darkest moments.  Billions—if not trillions—of loyal Romulans were slaughtered as dozens of worlds were leveled to ash.  Shipyards were obliterated; entire fleets were wiped out; disease and famine very quickly spread throughout the shattered remains.  And now, the Federation wanted to level sanctions against Romulus…

“No,” said Tomalak under his weary breath.  “My people have suffered enough already.”  With a few quick motions, he terminated Makar’s blasphemous transmission and summoned Valak back into sight.  “Senator,” he said quietly, “summon Commander Jerras to my residence.  I have a mission for her…”

It was never truly silent aboard any given starship.  There was always the constant hum of the engines or the pleasant chirps of the working computer filling the air. But as he sat in the cramped quarters of the Aztec’s cockpit, Lucas Tompkins had to admit, it was damned quiet.

Six hours ago, Lucas—along with Kendall and Bator—set out for the Vana’diel Nebula, a small planetary nebula located on the edge of the Hyralan Sector near the Romulan Neutral Zone.  The voyage itself hadn’t been that bad—though Bator was totally engrossed shield grid configuration, Kendall was reasonably talkative, and the conversation that ensued was sufficient to keep Lucas awake.

But now that the Aztec sat within the murky orange confines of the nebulous cloud, things had gone downhill in quite a hurry.  Bator continued his study of the shield grid, and Kendall became increasingly preoccupied by the wealth of sensor data flitting across his workstation.  Lucas was certain that, if he tried, he could also find something to do… but he hadn’t come on this mission to perform busywork—he was in command.

Growing tired of the quiet, Lucas indolently swiveled about in his chair until he faced Kendall.  “Hey,” he called, still swiveling, “how are those sensors looking?”

Kendall briefly glanced up from his workstation.  “Not too bad,” he said, apparently not feeling the need to elaborate… indicating to Lucas that the sensor data wasn’t really that interesting in the first place.

But thankfully, Bator stepped in before Lucas had a chance to pretend he was looking at the data.  “Commander,” called the Phobian from the opposite side of the cockpit.  “I believe I know what went wrong the first time we attempted these shield upgrades…”

Lucas chuckled.  “That would be… everything, if memory serves.”

But Bator did not laugh.  Or even smirk, for that matter.  Instead, the Phobian simply concentrated on his work.  “When the field energy concentrated to the point of the phaser’s impact, the resulting discharge of Cerenkov radiation destabilized the shield grid, causing catastrophic failure.”

Lucas nodded agreeably—especially since he came to the same conclusion about three months ago.  But then again, Bator was not an engineer; even so, he was a competent officer, and one that Lucas trusted to make the necessary—and correct—modifications to the shield grid.  “Proceed…”

The bulky Phobian nodded, and swiftly retreated to the aft section of the Aztec to begin making the necessary adjustments to the shield grid.  With any luck, this time their mission wouldn’t end with the Aztec in shambles and needing three weeks of repairs…  But then again, a small part of Lucas—the part of him that was an engineer—almost wished the shields would fail yet again.  Then he’d find himself repairing the Aztec instead of volunteering for long, boring missions.

Lucas sighed and, lacking anything better to do, decided to swivel about his chair a bit more.  That lasted only a few minutes before his stomach started to churn, and this mornings breakfast began to retaliate.  Not wanting to hurl in the cockpit, Lucas very quickly decided to try his hand at another conversation.  “You know, Kendall, I think I read something about your paleontologist friend the other day.”

Kendall paused for a brief moment.  “Dana Horner?” he suggested.

“Yeah,” confirmed Lucas.  “There was an article about her in the Federation News Service a couple of days ago.”

“I’m not surprised,” said Kendall with a shrug.  “She recently found another Parasaurolophus skeleton fossilized above the K/T boundary.  I guess it’s a very good specimen, too.”  He tapped a few commands into his console.  “She is going to be holding a seminar at Montana State University’s Museum of the Rockies next month.  It should be very interesting.”

Lucas could only imagine.  Though his interest in paleontology and dinosaurs was merely a fraction of Kendall’s, the possibility of hearing Dana Horner speak (and of course, seeing her shapely body) appealed to Lucas.  “So, are you going?”

Kendall shook his head.  “Does it look like it?”

“Why the hell not?” asked Lucas.  “Kendall, you have a ton of leave… why don’t you use some of it?”

Again, Kendall shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he said, phlegmatically pecking away at his console.  “I guess it’s just… well, every time I try to get away…” The console suddenly bleeped, and Lucas watched as a perimeter alert appeared on sensors.  “Well, something happens.”

Leaving behind the conversation—for now—Lucas very quickly made the transition back into work-mode.  “What is it?” he asked, curiously peeking over Kendall’s shoulder.  From his vantage point, the sensor readings were sketchy at best.

Apparently, Kendall’s view wasn’t any better.  “It’s hard to say,” he mused, intently watching the yellow blip sail across his screen.  “One thing is certain—it’s on a direct intercept course.”

Some primal instinct told Lucas that he should prepare himself for battle—and for a moment, he was almost tempted to arm the Aztec’s phasers—but better judgment soon kicked in, and the engineer ultimately decided to wait and see what happened.  He didn’t want to jump the gun and blow up a civilian transport.  Then again, a civilian transport would have registered on sensors by now.

“Anything?” asked Lucas, hoping he didn’t sound too impatient.

Kendall shook his head  “Nothing—but the entity is entering visual range.  We should be able to see it in about… ten seconds.”

Lucas’s eyes immediately darted upward, peering out into the murky orange gloom in a desperate search for the mysterious entity.  To his apparent consternation, he glimpsed little more than roiling orange clouds.  Crestfallen, he turned back to Kendall.  “You sure about that?”

Kendall double-checked his sensors just to be sure.  “The entity is holding position 200 kilometers dead ahead,” he stated.

Lucas glanced back out the window.  At first, he saw nothing, but before he had a chance to voice his concerns, the faintest outline of a ship rippled across the nebula.  It flickered for a moment and then gradually faded into the graceful curves of Romulan scout ship.

“That’s a Veles-class scout,” said Kendall almost immediately.  “They are hailing us.”

Aside from the fact that it was sleek and agile new addition to the Romulan fleet, Lucas knew next to nothing about the Veles-class.  As such, he decided to proceed with extreme caution.  “On screen.”

The Romulan Empire’s insignia briefly appeared on the wide monitor embedded in the center of the Aztec’s primary console.  Once it flitted away, the pleasant face of Commander Jerras took its place.  The renegade leader flashed Lucas a brief smile and without any preamble said, “I need to speak with your Captain at once…”

While he was fairly certain that analyzing every last dust mote floating through the Vana’diel Nebula was interesting to someone, Alan Christopher knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it was certainly not interesting to him.  Oh yes, the final analysis might make for an interesting read, but unless the crew stumbled something incredible inside that planetary nebula, the words ‘interesting’ and ‘analysis’ were not likely to appear in close proximity any time soon.

Even so, the days seemed to pass fairly quickly.  Alan busied himself with crew evaluations and occasionally spent and hour or… six (or more) playing Nights of Evermore III.  And then, out of nowhere, the occasional memory of Cleo crept into his mind; Alan would always smile at the remembrance of his little cat, but made certain not to linger too long amidst things past.

Today had been progressing at its usual decent clip.  Alan forced himself to wade through five crew evaluations before finding himself tempted to take a short break—maybe catch some lunch or swing by the holodeck… the possibilities were endless, and as the ideas blossomed within Alan’s mind, the crew evaluations were suddenly little more than a faint recollection.

Given the rather sudden hunger pains in his stomach, Alan decided that lunch was perhaps the best course of action.  Thoughts of a delectable ham and turkey on rye very quickly filled his mind, and as he rose from his chair to head for the mess hall… the door suddenly chimed.

Crestfallen, Christopher immediately seated himself.  “Come in,” he beckoned, half expecting to see Matthew or Erin standing at the threshold (perhaps with an invitation to lunch?)

But much to Christopher’s surprise, the Romulan Commander Jerras stood at the threshold, arms folded proudly upon her chest.  “Captain Christopher,” she called, “I am not interrupting anything, am I?”

Christopher shook his head.  “Of course not,” he lied.  Lunch, along with everything else he had planned, could wait.

Still, some small inkling of disappointment must have slipped into Christopher’s voice, because Jerras was not fooled by his deception for even a moment.  “I will keep this brief,” she stated, gracefully stepping into the room.  Once the doors slid shut behind her, Jerras approached Christopher’s desk.  “Praetor Tomalak wishes to speak with you…”

“With me?”  When the two of them first met several months ago, Christopher was well aware they had built a fairly solid relationship, but he didn’t foresee that continuing into the future, especially considering the great destiny sprawled out before Tomalak.  Perhaps he enjoyed hearing of young Angela’s adventures?

Jerras seated herself, and though she kept her shoulders squared and her posture stiff, her facial features seemed to soften a bit.  “Tomalak has expressed to me his desire to meet with you on Talon IV.  I have been instructed to bring you there with due haste.”

Despite the fact that Angela had some pretty wild adventures, Christopher was confident they were not something Tomalak would want to hear with due haste, if ever.  “Why?”

Jerras shrugged.  “I would assume it has something to do with your government,” she explained.  “It has been unusually hostile toward the Romulans as of late, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I’ll admit, the Federation has recently enacted some… stern policies.  But I don’t know if that constitutes hostility.  In fact, one could argue that we’re just protecting our interests.”

Jerras arched a skeptical brow.  “I do not see how dismantling our already sparse military is in the best interest of the Federation.  But then again, Captain, my vision pales in comparison to yours.”  She paused for a moment to consider her thoughts.  “Ka’Tulans have very keen eyesight, do they not?”

“They do,” Christopher confirmed.  “But I didn’t know the Federation proposed to dismantle your military.  They must have only recently reached this brilliant conclusion.”

“Well,” Jerras cryptically replied, “you did not hear that from me…”

Christopher shook his head.  “Of course not,” he said with a wink.

The quaint motion, however, went unnoticed by Jerras, and the conversation forged ahead like an arrow in search of its target. “My vessel can stay hidden within the nebula for three days before another Federation starship moves into close sensor range.”

Between the crew evaluations and long hours playing Nights of Evermore, Christopher made it a point to study the sensors.  Thus, he knew the Ajax was the nearest starship; it was on a routine patrol of the Romulan Neutral Zone, and would pass through the Hyralan Sector in just about three days.  That wasn’t likely to be a problem, though.  “I’ll have my decision for you very shortly, Commander…”

The Romulan nodded her appreciation.  “Think quickly, Captain,” she kindly reminded.  “The hour grows late for my people…”

Within minutes, Jerras returned to her ship, and Christopher sat congregated with Harrison, Keller, Reinbold, and Drayge at the table in the conference lounge.  Considering the situation, Christopher dispensed with the usual pleasantries and jumped right into the situation—and after absorbing everything, it did not take long for Harrison to form his opinion.

“It could be a trap,” he said almost immediately.

Christopher rolled his eyes.  “Matthew,” he said, gently shaking his head, “you say that every single time we come upon a delicate situation—and if it’s not you, it’s Bator…”

Harrison shrugged aside the playful criticism.  “It is nevertheless a viable possibility,” he said in his own defense.  “You would make a valuable prisoner.”

“Until he started whining,” quipped Keller.  “Then they’d be begging for us to take him back!”

Christopher smiled, despite the insult; he could use it as leverage in his own case.  “You see,” he said to Harrison, “we have nothing to worry about.”

The Commander was not so easily convinced, but without further proof of treachery, he wisely decided to set aside his argument.

“Besides,” Christopher continued, “I trust both Jerras and Tomalak.  It’s extremely unlikely they would want me kidnapped or incarcerated or anything of the sort…”

Harrison gently cleared his throat, and briefly glanced at the padd sitting on the table before him.  “Unfortunately, Starfleet does not seem to hold Tomalak in such high esteem,” he said.  “While you were meeting with Commander Jerras, we received orders from Starfleet Command to rendezvous with the ninth fleet in the Jan’tral Sector.  Our orders are to stop and search all vessels attempting to cross the Neutral Zone into Romulan space.”

Erin Keller’s eyes immediately widened.  “That’s no easy task,” she mused.  “Starfleet must think the Romulans have really stepped up their smuggling operation…”

Harrison nodded.  “They have allegedly acquired evidence to prove the Romulans are creating thalaron-based weapons.”  He glanced back at his padd.  “Apparently, that information is still classified…”

Christopher didn’t buy it, especially after his conversation with Jerras, which seemed to indicate the Romulans had very little to begin with, let alone weapons of mass destruction.  “If Starfleet had concrete evidence of this treachery, they would have long ago brought it into the limelight…”

“So you don’t think they have any evidence?” asked Neelar Drayge.

“Oh, I’m sure they have some evidence,” corrected Christopher.  “But until we find some concrete evidence aboard a passing mercenary ship, I’m confident that their conjectural goodies will remain classified.”

“So what are we going to do?” asked Keller.

“Go straight to the source,” said Christopher, his path suddenly clear.  “I’m going meet with Tomalak on Talon IV.”

Chapter Two

After meditating in his chambers, Ambassador Tuvok decided that, for the first time in several days, he would allow himself a brief repose from his work.  Despite his unrelenting efforts to bring about peace and stability to the Federation, the situation with the Romulans continued to deteriorate.

Making matters worse was the lack of a Romulan delegate to negotiate with.  Diplomatic ties with the Romulans were greatly compromised in the wake of their attempted invasion of the Aurillac Sector three years ago, a condition that only worsened with the fall of Romulus during the Elorg War.  Since that time, the Romulan government existed in a state of such chaos that selecting new delegates was apparently a low priority…

Still, Tuvok would not rest.  He would speak with whatever Romulan officials he was able contact, and attempt to bring logic to the interminably illogical Federation Council.  Unfortunately, it seemed that whenever Tuvok was able to make some progress in his negotiations, some unfortunate incident across the galaxy would erase whatever good was done, leaving him back at the proverbial ‘square one.’  As such, a break was definitely in order…

Though there were countless eating establishments scattered across the planet Earth, Tuvok was in no mood for travel—nor was he in the mood for the human predilection to make conversation during a meal.  He simply wanted to eat in peace and quiet—and the mess hall on the grounds of the Federation Council Chambers offered just that.

The small facility offered little in the way of luxury.  It was a steely gray room with no windows, a few replicator slots, and only eight tables—none of them occupied.  With so many other places to eat in and around Paris, the mess hall saw very little traffic, and that suited Tuvok just well.  He went to the replicator, ordered a bowl of plomeek soup, and seated himself at the nearest table with the intent of reading a few passages from T’hain’s collected works of Vulcan literature.

But much to Tuvok’s apparent consternation, less than a few sentences into T’hain’s recollection of the Romulan exodus, the doors parted with a hiss, and a second individual entered the mess hall.

The Bolian ambassador lingered at the threshold for a long moment before deciding to make his presence a permanent one.  He subsequently proceeded to replicator and ordered a raktajino before finally approaching Tuvok’s table.  “Mind if I join you?”

Tuvok set aside his padd.  “I was attempting to peruse T’hain’s account of the Romulan exodus from Vulcan,” he tersely replied, “however I believe that can wait for a later time.”

The Bolian did not sit.  “If I’m disturbing you, I can sit elsewhere,” he said, motioning with his steaming mug toward the adjacent tables.

“That will not be necessary,” said Tuvok.  Though he truly did not desire an extended conversation, the Bolian Ambassador was one of his few strong allies on the Federation Council.  Tuvok saw no need to alienate him.  “Please, be seated.”

This time, the Bolian Ambassador hesitated for only a moment before taking the seat directly across from Tuvok.  “Thank you,” he cordially replied.

“May I ask what brings you to the mess hall, Ambassador?”  Tuvok set aside his still steaming bowl of soup in favor of a polite, civilized conversation.  “It has been my observation that the vast majority of our colleagues choose to dine elsewhere…”

The Bolian Ambassador sipped at his raktajino as he considered the question.  “I just wanted to thank you for backing me up in the Council Chamber earlier,” he said quietly.  

Tuvok arched a curious brow.  “To the contrary, I did no such thing,” he stated.  “I was merely adhering to the principals of the Federation.  This is a peaceful organization, and without conclusive evidence, the buildup along the Neutral Zone is a major infraction of those principals.”

“Not to mention that whole ‘search and seizure’ thing,” added the Bolian.  “What are we going to do about it?”

Though his desire for solitude was strong as ever, Tuvok nevertheless placed the needs of the Federation above his own personal feelings.  Ambassador Drayge was clearly willing to provide assistance to his cause, and now was as good a time as ever to discuss it.  “In the past four months, I have made several attempts to contact several key officials within the Romulan government,” Tuvok explained.  “Unfortunately, the damage incurred by the Elorg has made communication within the Empire difficult, at best.  If we have any desire to make peace with the Romulans, a more frequent and reliable dialogue will be required…”

The Bolian’s pale blue eyes immediately widened.  “My brother, Neelar, is stationed aboard a starship near the Neutral Zone,” he said excitedly.

“The Starlight,” said Tuvok, recalling the young Bolian from his visit to the aforementioned vessel earlier in the year.

Taylus Drayge nodded.  “Yes,” he confirmed.  “From what I have been told, the Starlight’s Captain was able to form some sort of dialogue with the new Praetor during his visit to Talon IV a few months ago.  If we can somehow contact Tomalak…”

“That would be of great benefit to our cause,” said Tuvok.  

Drayge flashed a confident smile.  “I’ll contact Neelar right away,” he said, sipping at his raktajino.

Tuvok only nodded.  He was uncertain how much favor Captain Christopher had with Praetor Tomalak, and until he knew for certain, caution was certainly in order.  Still, Tuvok had to admit—this lead was promising…

The news kept getting worse…

For half-an-hour, Ghodan Makar sat silently at his opulent obsidian desk, simply staring in disbelief at the report delivered to his computer terminal.  It was not until Admiral Grayson interrupted did Makar withdraw his eyes from the fateful words plastered to the screen, and even then it was difficult to believe.  “We lost the Sydney and the Honshu,” he mumbled, oblivious to whatever information Grayson had come to deliver.

“I heard,” said the Admiral, seating himself in one of the plush chairs opposite Makar.  “Both ships were charting Sector 59481 when some sort of anomaly consumed them; Admiral Sabari has dispatched the Roanoke and the Icarus to investigate… but long-range sensors indicate there probably isn’t much left to investigate.”

And that was unfortunate.  Though he didn’t personally know anybody aboard either of the two missing starships, Makar still felt the loss.  “They were good people,” he said solemnly.

“They were at that,” Grayson agreed.  

Beyond the already unfortunate human toll, Makar could see an equally unfortunate cost—two starships were destroyed, and given the current dilithium shortage, neither one of those vessels would be replaced any time soon.  “If we lose too many more ships, Admiral, Starfleet is going to be stretched pretty thin…”

Grayson shifted uneasily in his chair.  “Our engineers have been working day and night on the new quantum slipstream reactor,” he said quietly.  “The latest projections indicate we might be ready for a trial run as early as November…”

Makar shook his head; that wasn’t good enough.  “I fully support the continued development of the slipstream reactor,” he said, “but realistically speaking, that kind of technology is still years away.  We need dilithium, and we need it now…”

Grayson expelled an exasperated sigh.  “That’s why you’ve taken such an aggressive stance toward the Romulans…”

“In part,” conceded Makar.  “The Romulan Empire is still rich in dilithium.  We can’t have them squandering it on weapons of mass destruction—weapons they will ultimately use against us…” 

“You have no proof of that!” Grayson quickly shot back.  “At this point, all you have is conjecture!”

Trying to keep his temper in check, Makar pulled in a deep lungful of air.  “I would rather have conjecture than billions of dead,” he stated as calmly as possible—which was nevertheless somewhat terse.  “We need to secure the mining colonies on Remus and Talon IV at any cost.  Now, I would prefer the Romulans do that peacefully, but if they won’t comply, the Federation will make them comply!”

“Then you should at least wait for Ambassador Tuvok to conclude his negotiations,” Grayson interjected.

Makar was well aware of the Vulcan Ambassador’s little quest to solve the Romulan dispute through diplomatic channels.  But given the dilapidated state of the Romulan Empire, it was unlikely Tuvok could reach anyone of importance.  “It’s been four months,” Makar sternly reminded.  “I’ve seen very little in the way of progress over the course of those four months.”

“These things take time, Mr. President.”

Unfortunately for the Romulans, Makar was not a patient man.  “I’ll give them two more weeks,” he decided—and it was a rather generous decision as far as he was concerned.  “If I don’t see any progress by then, we’ll forge ahead with my plan.”

“Two weeks is acceptable,” said Grayson—but there was something in his voice that told Makar he wasn’t through…

“And?”

“And,” Grayson cautiously continued, “if the Romulans show no sign of cooperation, I suggest we begin to put more political pressure on them.  Enact sanctions; seek out allies to help enforce them; perhaps adhere to the Federation charter a bit more closely…  This is a peaceful organization, after all…”

“Times change, Admiral,” said Makar evenly.  “And if you can’t change with them, then I will find somebody who can.”

Grayson’s eyes narrowed.  “Is that a threat, Mr. President?”

Makar shrugged indolently.  “Feel free to interpret the sentiment in any manner you’d like…” He paused for a moment.  Though there were indeed some terse words on the tip of his tongue, Makar knew that etiquette demanded they remain unspoken.  Thus, a more tactful approach was required.  “You see, Admiral, all Federation citizens need to be protected—and I can’t guarantee that protection if I don’t have the resources I need…”

“You can’t guarantee that protection under any conditions,” said Grayson, no longer bothering to hide the contempt in his voice.  “A Borg cube could drop out of transwarp tomorrow morning and obliterate Earth’s entire population.  That spatial anomaly in Sector 59481 could appear again—and envelope one of our outer-colonies…  And despite your best efforts, you won’t be able to do a damned thing to protect them!”

“That much is true,” Makar conceded.  “However it is possible to do something about the Romulan threat—but I can’t do that if you are constantly opposing my decisions!”

His frustration growing, Grayson teetered on the edge of his chair.  He slowly parted his lips to further his side of the argument, but the words ultimately died in his throat.    “Perhaps we should continue this conversation later,” Grayson suggested.  “We’re both upset, and any decisions we make today will be questionable, at best…”

Though Makar suspected Grayson’s sudden change of heart was inspired more by his desire to maintain his position than anything else, the President nevertheless saw the merit within the claim.  “Very well,” he said.  “We’ll meet again later…  Hopefully under better circumstances.”

And on that note, Grayson made haste to depart.

Navigationally speaking, the Jan’tral Sector was not the most interesting place in the galaxy.  It was essentially twenty cubic light years of empty space, broken in places by the occasional star system and one small nebula, located well inside Romulan territory.  Suffice it to say, Neelar Drayge was hardly overwhelmed by his duties…

“I wish we had been assigned to the third fleet,” mused the young Bolian as he phlegmatically pecked away at the helm controls.  It was the first course correction he had made in more than an hour—and it was barely noticeable on sensors.

“The third fleet is assigned to the Caleb Sector,” Commander Harrison quoted from memory.  “It is heavily trafficked and far more likely to see an incursion into the Neutral Zone.”  He glanced at computer terminal beside the command chair.  “Unfortunately, the third fleet is already quite robust; the ninth fleet, on the other hand, is composed of only eleven starships.  We are needed here…”

That was not exactly what Neelar had been hoping to hear… not that he expected Harrison to simply order the ship into the Caleb Sector—but he had been hoping for a little more consolation.  No matter… the fleeting thoughts passed quickly, and within moments, the Bolian’s concentration was elsewhere—specifically, the tactical station.

“There is an incoming transmission from Earth,” gleaned Bator from his chirping console.  “It is for Lieutenant Drayge…”

For a moment, Neelar was certain his ears betrayed him.  “Me?”

But Bator readily affirmed his suspicions.  “One Taylus Drayge wishes to speak with you on a matter of the utmost importance.”

And suddenly, everything made a little bit more sense.  But only a little—in the past, when Taylus wished communication, he would transmit a prerecorded message… or even a text message.  This was the first time he had opened an active communication channel.  Unfortunately, Neelar didn’t exactly know what to do.  Never before had someone tried to contact him in this manner.

Thankfully, Commander Harrison was already one step ahead of Neelar.  “You may take the message in the conference lounge,” he said, gesturing toward the adjacent facility.

“Thank you.”  Neelar flashed Harrison a faint smile, and then quickly retreated to the conference lounge.  Once inside, his attention was immediately drawn to the viewscreen on the far wall.  The words “INCOMING TRANSMISSION” were flashing wildly over a rotating image of the Federation’s emblem—and while that seemed normal enough, the two tiny words situated at the bottom of the screen spoke volumes: “AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED.”  Neelar instantly realized this no simple social call.

“Computer,” he said, seating himself in the chair nearest the viewscreen, “accept message, authorization Drayge-5-1-sigma-7.”

An instant later, Taylus Drayge’s pleasant blue face filled the viewscreen.  It had been years since the two had spoken face-to-face, and Neelar couldn’t help but smile.  “It’s been awhile, brother,” he said warmly.

Taylus’ grin was equally wide.  “Too long,” he mused.  “We should plan on getting together sometime soon.  Certainly you have some leave coming.  We could visit the Cliffs of Bole… or something equally exciting.”

“I would like that,” said Neelar cheerfully.  In fact, he probably had more leave than Taylus could possibly imagine.  He could probably visit the Cliffs of Bole, and every other major attraction on Bolarus with time to spare.  “Unfortunately, I don’t think you went through all this trouble to ask me about my shore leave…”

Taylus’ grin immediately lessened.  “I didn’t,” he said, and the admission almost pained him.  Clearly, he wished he had gone through all this trouble for a simple conversation.  “My recent appointment to the Federation Council has been keeping me very busy, and my time is limited, even now…”

“I understand,” said Neelar.  His family had been involved in politics for a long time; when he was younger, it took him but a few short years to realize it was a very time consuming—and treacherous— profession.  “So… what do you need?”

“A favor,” said Taylus softly.

Megan Reinbold stood at the sleek console atop the platform nestled in the back of the astrometrics lab.  Standing beside her, Neelar Drayge watched intently as she flexed her scientific muscles—which, no doubt, were quite impressive.  At least, that was Reinbold’s hope.  When it came to things like organic technology (and Species 8472), she was the undisputed master—but much to her chagrin, Neelar was asking questions of a different sort.  Reinbold knew she was still capable… just not brilliantly so.

She glanced briefly at the data flitting across her screen before transferring it to the massive viewscreen wrapped around the platform.  “According to Starfleet Intelligence, the Veles-class is transwarp capable—it has a maximum-sustained cruising speed of warp 11.” 

Drayge nodded his understanding.  “Then let’s assume that Jerras and the Captain are moving toward Talon IV at warp 11.”

“Okay,” said Reinbold.  Her deft fingers flew over the controls, and moments later, the image on the immense viewscreen began to shift, gracefully zooming in upon the region of space near the Hyralan Sector.  A flashing yellow dot promptly marked the Vana’diel Nebula’s location; it quickly spawned a yellow line that connected with the distant Talon System.  Moments later, a second flashing dot—this one red—began to flash a quarter of the way to Talon IV.  “Assuming all is well, that is the Captain’s current location.”

“Can we hail them?” asked Drayge.  Over the course of their little investigation, he had glanced at the communication network on more than one occasion.  Thus, he was undoubtedly aware of the Romulan’s rather dilapidated system—but the beacon near the Captain’s position undoubtedly piqued his interest.

Reinbold highlighted the beacon onscreen with a flashing green dot and then ran a very quick computer analysis.  “It looks like that part of the Romulan communication network took heavy damage during the Elorg War,” she gleaned from sensors.  “We might be able to transmit a brief message to the Captain, but nothing more than a few words.  After that, the signal will degrade beyond recognition.”

“Well,” said Drayge softly, “I’ll only need a few words.”

Reinbold nodded.  “What should I tell him?” she asked, poised to tap the message into the computer.

Drayge considered his words a moment longer before finally settling upon the most concise message possible: “Tuvok wants peace.”

Chapter Three

Matthew Harrison was not surprised by the sensor alert emanating from the tactical station.  After thirty-two hours, he knew it was inevitable one of the many mercenaries dealing with the Romulans would dare to cross into the Neutral Zone.  Their desire for latinum (or whatever the Romulans used to pay off their hires) undoubtedly blinded them to the dangers of violating the zone without authorization… and now, they would face the consequences.

Slowly, Harrison rose from the Captain’s chair and turned his attention to Lieutenant Bator.  “Report.”

The Phobian, however, appeared more than a little perplexed by the data before him.  “There is an… entity crossing into the Neutral Zone very nearby,” he said.

“It looks very much like a ship,” Erin Keller quickly continued, “but they are probably using some sort of cheap cloaking device to hide themselves from sensors.”

“What kind of vessel are we dealing with?” asked Harrison.  The exact specifications were not likely available, but Harrison knew that Keller could, at the very least, provide a rough estimate.

She glanced at her console.  “It’s a small ship,” she guessed.  “Probably a raider of some sort—lightly armed and quite maneuverable.  Still, I very much doubt it could outrun us…”

“Especially in this sector,” mused Drayge.  “There’s nowhere for them to hide, even if they wanted to.”

That was one advantage of being stationed in the Jan’tral Sector; any search for the enemy would be brief.  Still, Harrison hoped that the situation wouldn’t deteriorate to an all-out manhunt for a simple raider.  “Open a channel,” he ordered.

“Channel open,” said Bator a moment later.

Since Harrison knew the mercenaries wouldn’t answer the hail, he decided to just start speaking.  They might not talk, but they would have to listen.  “This is Commander Matthew Harrison of the Federation Starship Starlight.  By order of the United Federation of Planets, all starships passing through this region of space must submit to Starfleet forces for inspection…”

Nothing.

“If you fail to comply with this order, we will intercept your vessel and, if necessary, use force to conduct our inspection…”

Still nothing—and Harrison didn’t exactly blame them.  The words rolling from his tongue sounded like poison.  But he had his orders…

“Commander,” interjected Drayge, “the vessel has increased to warp 9.4.  They’ll cross into the Neutral Zone in less than a minute.”

Harrison wasn’t concerned about the Neutral Zone.  The recently established Treaty of Talon rendered the zone a nonentity; the only thing keeping it alive was tradition.  Thus, any violation on the Starlight’s behalf didn’t even constitute an infraction.  “Set an intercept course,” Harrison ordered.  “Maximum warp.”

Drayge’s deft fingers danced over the helm controls, and within seconds, the twinkling stars on the viewscreen streaked into the verdant hues of a transwarp conduit. 

Harrison settled back into the command chair—but he didn’t dare get too comfortable; given the Starlight’s superior engines, their journey was more than likely going to be brief.  “How long until we intercept the mercenary vessel?”

Drayge glanced at the helm.  “Five minutes, five seconds.”

“Most excellent,” said Harrison.  That gave them just enough time to execute phase two of his plan.  “Mr. Bator, assemble your away team.  Once we intercept the mercenary vessel, I want you to begin searching for any contraband.”

There was a glint of hesitation in the Phobian’s eyes, but his strong sense of duty quickly canceled out any trepidation on his behalf.  He simply nodded his understanding and headed into the turbolift to assemble his crew…

Alan Christopher continued to be unimpressed with Romulan cuisine.  During his first visit to Tomalak’s home, Christopher had imbibed more than a few dreary meals—but he allowed himself to assume that the Romulan leader was simply a bad chef.  Unfortunately, now that he had access to a replicator, Christopher knew that was not the case.  Romulan food was just wretched in general…  

Over the course of the last few days, he had sampled nearly everything Jerras had suggested and then some.  And he almost always found himself picking at a thick, lumpy stew, a pungent roast, or something called aruval, which was a brownish-green entity so utterly unpalatable that it was beyond description.

Today’s thrilling entrée was no different.  According to the Romulan database, vilnyraa was a delectable soup from Tisharus II—but in Christopher’s opinion, it looked more like a bowl of phlegm than anything else.  Unable to bring even a spoonful of the stuff to his lips, he pushed aside the bowl in disgust and turned his weary eyes upon Jerras, who sat opposite him glancing at a padd.

“How can you eat this stuff?” asked Christopher only half-seriously.

Jerras shrugged.  “I suppose you would find the cuisine more enjoyable if you were a Romulan,” she said.  “But many outsiders have found much to enjoy about Romulan food in the past…  Perhaps you are an aberration?”

Despite the incredible insult, Christopher suddenly smiled, glad he was making the trip to Talon IV alone.  Had anyone else been privy to that particular statement, he would have heard about it for years to come.  “Let’s just say… I’m very particular about what I eat.  And it would seem that Romulan food is too much for me to handle.”

Jerras smiled thinly, but made no effort to continue the conversation.  Instead, she tapped a few commands into her padd, and then slid it across the table. 

Christopher intercepted the padd with the palm of his hand, and then glanced at its contents—most of which was displayed in Romulan text and therefore indecipherable.  “What is it?”

“A heavily encoded transmission,” said Jerras evenly.  “We intercepted it earlier this morning; it appears to have originated aboard the Starlight.”

“What did they want?”

Jerras shook her head.  “I don’t know,” she admitted.  “It took the computer most of the morning to decipher the transmission—but when I went to access the message, authorization was required.  Since my codes didn’t work, I assume the message is intended for you.” 

“Obviously,” said Christopher.  He glanced back at the padd to input his authorization code, but the mass of Romulan text limited his actions to a dumbfounded gaze.  “You think you could translate this into Federation Standard?  I don’t read Romulan very well.”

“A shame,” said Jerras.  “You don’t appreciate our finest delicacies… you are blind to the intricacies of our native tongue.  I almost pity your ignorance, Captain.”

He handed her the padd.  “Thanks.”

With a few quick motions, Jerras translated the bulk of the text into the more familiar curves of Federation Standard.  She briefly reviewed her work and, once satisfied with its quality, returned the padd to Christopher.  “It loses something in the translation.”

Christopher arched a brow.  “It was in Federation Standard to begin with!”

“I know,” said Jerras with a smile.  “But the graceful Romulan tongue makes even this crude little message seem eloquent.”

And crude it was.  The message consisted of little more than an authorization prompt and eighteen as-of-yet unspecified characters.  His curiosity piqued, Christopher tapped his authorization code into the padd; it happily accepted the code and within seconds, the message appeared: “Tuvok wants peace.”

Jerras immediately smiled.  “That’s good news.”

It was certainly better than the plethora of worst-case scenarios that had flitted through Christopher’s mind (he cursed his overactive imagination), but the cryptic message didn’t yet constitute good news—at least not without further analysis.  “Of course Tuvok wants peace,” said Christopher plainly.  The cogs within his mind were already beginning to churn.  “He is one of the biggest proponents of unification with Romulus…”

“He is,” affirmed Jerras, already on a similar wavelength.  “But the way President Makar presents things, it seems he has the entire Federation Council behind him…”

“But if Tuvok wants peace, that means the Council—at least a small portion of it—is divided.”  Christopher smiled at his fleeting moment of genius.  One mystery solved in a matter of seconds.  Not bad…

“Tomalak will be pleased,” said Jerras, slowly rising from her seat.

“Oh?” asked Christopher. His bright teal eyes followed Jerras to the replicator, where she stood for a moment contemplating what to have for lunch.  Christopher was tempted to suggest his bowl of vilnyraa, but Jerras ordered something called tabhal before he mustered the nerve to do so.

The petite Romulan carefully grabbed her plate from the steely gray replicator basin and returned to her seat with a sandwich that almost looked appetizing.  “The last message transmitted by your government was a bit more aggressive than usual,” she continued.  “I don’t want to steal all of Praetor Tomalak’s thunder—but that message was the sole reason he wanted to speak with you.”

Though he hadn’t heard the message in question, Christopher could begin to imagine the outlandish accusations made by Makar this time around.  “We’re going to have a lot to talk about,” he promptly realized.

After five minutes at high warp, the Starlight was trailing the ‘mysterious entity’ by little more than a few thousand kilometers.  And while sensors were still confused by the low-grade cloaking device, Matthew Harrison had long ago deciphered the silhouette of a Ferengi shuttle wandering across the starfield.  Still, the Ferengi refused to acknowledge the Starlight.

“Their course and heading are unchanged,” said Neelar Drayge.

Apparently, the Ferengi believed their cloaking device would save them.  They were certainly in for a surprise.  “How much closer must we venture to lock them into a tractor beam?” asked Harrison.

Erin Keller glanced at her console.  “We are already in range,” he replied.  “You want me to grab them?”

Harrison nodded his approval.  “Proceed.”

An instant later, a beam of vivid blue light shot across the viewscreen and captured the little Ferengi craft.  It tried to dart away, but the strength of the Starlight’s tractor beam kept the shuttle firmly in place—and thusly angered its commander.

“They’re hailing us,” said Keller.

Harrison smiled.  “I thought that might make them a bit more talkative,” he mused.  “On screen.”

Moments later, the shuttle flitted away, replaced by a sneering little Ferengi.  “What is the meaning of this, hewmon?” he tersely demanded.  “I have deliveries to make!”

Harrison flashed the Ferengi a diplomatic smile.  “Perhaps you are unaware of the new Federation policy?  All vessels attempting to enter Romulan space must first submit—”

The Ferengi raised a dismissive hand.  “I assure you, Commander, I am well aware of these new policies.  But the Romulans—they are in dire need of the food and medical supplies in my cargo bay, and any delay is completely unacceptable!”

“I sympathize with your cause, however, I cannot let your vessel go until it is inspected,” said Harrison evenly.  “The sooner you allow my team aboard your vessel, the sooner you shall be on your way…”

The Ferengi hesitated for only a moment.  He didn’t look particularly concerned, but then again, Ferengi were excellent liars—and this one was of particular interest, since he was lurking around with a cheap cloaking device.  “I’ll allow you to scan the cargo from your ship,” he conceded, making great efforts to sound both genuine and accommodating.

“Unacceptable,” said Harrison without a moment’s though.

The Ferengi threw his hands into the air.  “That was my final offer!” he said.

Harrison shrugged off the threat.  “Then I suggest you get comfortable, because you aren’t going to be going anywhere for a long while.”

A pang of concern suddenly flitted across the Ferengi’s face.  “Perhaps something can be arranged,” he quickly stated.  “How does… ten percent of the profits sound?  Let me tell you, Commander, that’s a whole lot of latinum…”

“No.”

“Twenty percent?”

“I am not interested in your latinum,” Harrison clarified before the Ferengi had a chance to up his bribe to a very generous thirty percent.

The Ferengi shook his head in disgust.  “You hewmons are all alike!” he muttered under his breath.  “You can search the cargo bays as much as you’d like…”

Harrison promptly opened his mouth, ready to deliver yet another tart reply, when he suddenly realized the Ferengi had given permission to perform the search.  “How… generous of you.”

“I was suddenly reminded of the 76th Rule of Acquisition,” said the Ferengi with a forced chuckle. “‘Every once and awhile, declare peace.  It confuses the hell out of your enemies.’”  And on that note, the Ferengi reached for some unseen control and ended the transmission.

Harrison prompted tapped his communicator.  “Harrison to Bator.”

“Yes, Commander?”

“You may begin your search at any time—but I suggest you make it brief.  I am uncertain how long our Ferengi friends will cooperate.”

“Understood.”

Thirty-seconds later, Bator and his team materialized in a dank little cargo bay in the aft section of the Ferengi shuttle.  Containers of every shape and size were stacked to the ceiling—and probably ten or eleven containers deep.  Manually searching every container was definitely out of the question, but unless he found something terribly suspicious, Bator didn’t believe such an invasive search necessary.

With his initial survey of the bay complete, Bator turned to his three subordinates and said, “Begin the search.  Scan for everything on the list provided by Starfleet Command, and anything else that might seem unusual.  And try to work quickly.  Commander Harrison does not believe the Ferengi will lend their cooperation for very long.”

The three officers very quickly scattered throughout the cargo bay in search of contraband, leaving Bator alone with Megan Reinbold, who had come along to analyze any findings that fell into the ‘unusual’ category.  Much to Bator’s chagrin, everything about this mission was unusual.  “I do not like this,” he whispered to her.  “We are Starfleet officers.  We shouldn’t be slinking around the Neutral Zone seizing cargo from lowly mercenaries…”

Reinbold expelled a weary sigh.  “Tell that to the Federation Council…”

Bator shook his head.  “It would do no good,” he said.  “The Federation has been growing corrupt for many years; the Council has its own agenda, and there is very little we can do to stop it…”

Reinbold expelled a faint chuckle as she started a few tricorder scans of her own.  “It sounds like you’ve got a conspiracy theory, Bator.”

“It is no theory,” he quickly corrected.  “Just think of all the deception we have seen in recent decades.  Admiral Dougherty collaborated with the Sona… Admiral Leyton imposed Martial Law…  then there was the blight imposed upon the Founders during the Dominion War… and the massacre in the Beremar System during the Elorg War…”

Reinbold raised a curious eyebrow.  “How do you know all of this?  I mean, I knew about the massacre because I was there for it… and everyone knows about Martial Law—but the Founders?  And the Sona?”

Bator gulped, fearing he might have revealed a bit too much about his alleged conspiracy theory.  “I have connections,” he said quickly.

“Obviously.”  And much to Bator’s relief, Reinbold continued scanning the Ferengi cargo without another word.  “Nothing so far,” she said a moment later.

“And you’re not going to find anything, either.”  The strident voice belonged to the devious-looking Ferengi standing near the cargo bay doors.  He was incredibly short, well dressed, and had perhaps the worst set of teeth Bator had ever seen.  “I’m just an honest Ferengi, trying to make a little profit, that’s all…  I would never deliver weapons or any contraband to the Romulans!”

Bator grunted.  “Right.”  Even though he frowned upon the Federation’s policy toward the Romulans, Bator found himself oddly pleased by the lowly Ferengi’s detainment.  In fact, he almost hoped they would find something extralegal within the cargo bay, just so he wouldn’t be able to conduct business for a long, long while.  “I have never met a more charitable Ferengi.”

“There’s nothing wrong with charity,” said the Ferengi, “as long as it winds up in your pocket—the 144th Rule of Acquisition.  I live by it.”

“I’ll bet you do,” said Bator.  He was about to suggest the Ferengi depart for the remainder of the search, but the moment he opened his mouth to speak, a loud strident squeal emanated from the far side of the cargo bay—followed by a plethora of frightened screams, and then phaser fire…

An instant later, Bator sprinted across the cargo bay and reached the source of the strident squeals just in time to see a thick, gelatinous substance ooze from one of the smoldering cargo containers.  All three of his officers stood nearby, phasers still trained upon the container in question.

“We found something,” said Marizex nervously.  

The substance under discussion gracelessly cascaded from its container and plodded onto the floor with a splash, leaving a trail of thick goop in its wake; it flailed a few weak tendrils into the air, squealed a few more times, and then fell over dead.

“What is that?” exclaimed the Ferengi as he and Reinbold approached the scene.

Reinbold glanced at her chirping tricorder.  “A sunil,” she readily explained.  “Of course, you already knew that.”

The Ferengi raised his hands defensively.  “Why, I have no idea what you’re talking about!  This… this thing”—he gestured toward the gelatinous remains oozing about the decking—“I’ve never seen anything like it!”

Reinbold nodded agreeably.  “I believe the 266th Rule of Acquisition could apply to this situation, then.”

The Ferengi paused as he recounted his rules—or at least pretended to recount them.  Bator suspected the Ferengi had every last rule committed to memory.  “Beware the man who doesn’t make time for oo-mox?”  He shrugged.  “I don’t see how that applies, unless of course, one of your friends here, has a ‘problem’ … but that isn’t really any of my concern.”

Bator sternly grabbed the little Ferengi’s shoulder.  “If you value your tongue, Ferengi, I would suggest you keep it hidden behind your teeth…” Bator smiled deviously, and closed the distance between the two of them.  “And for the record, I have no problems…”

Reinbold tactfully cleared her throat, and took a few steps closer to the oozing puddle of tendrils and sludge.  “The sunil is highly valuable—and endangered—Romulan invertebrate.  I’m sure you could turn quite a profit off one of these.  Unfortunately for you, they are also very dangerous and quite illegal to possess outside of Romulan space…”

The Ferengi tried to take a step backward, but Bator’s firm grasp kept him in place.  “I… I have no idea how it got aboard my ship, Commander!”

Reinbold nodded.  “Which brings us back to the 266th Rule of Acquisition: ‘When in doubt, lie.’”

“You were smuggling,” Bator said sternly—and his devious smile suddenly widened as he realized what this meant.  “I’m afraid the Romulans will have to live without your shipment of food and medical supplies.”

The Ferengi’s eyes widened.  “What?!”

“Smuggling endangered species is not condoned by the Federation.  In fact, that’s a mandatory two-year sentence,” said Bator pleasantly. “I understand the penal colony in New Zealand is quite nice.”

The Ferengi started to protest, but Bator would hear none of it.  He promptly motioned for Marizex to take the annoying little Ferengi into custody.  Realizing that there was little he could do to secure his freedom, the Ferengi ultimately relented, and returned to the Starlight with Marizex and his two companions.

Once they were gone, Bator turned his gaze back to Reinbold.  “If there is one good thing about this new policy, it’s that,” he mused.  “I was hoping we could nail that little Ferengi on something.”

Reinbold readily nodded her agreement.  “The black market is going to take a nosedive, that’s for sure.  Hell, the Orion Syndicate might even suffer.  Maybe the Federation is going about this the right way after all?”

Bator grunted.  “Keep telling yourself that, Commander…”

Chapter Four

“Captain Christopher!”  Praetor Tomalak’s pleasant voice rang throughout the flowery veranda outside his modest home on Talon IV.  The Romulan leader hastily cut a few leaves from the shrub he was trimming and then set aside his shears to properly greet the Captain.  “I am pleased you could come!”

With Jerras at his side, Christopher slowly treaded the eloquently bricked pathway meandering through Tomalak’s yard.  “When I heard the Treaty of Talon was in peril, I had little choice but to ensure its endurance,” said Christopher evenly.

“Indeed,” said Tomalak wistfully.  “That treaty was forged with the blood of many decent people.  To deem the treaty a failure with such haste would dishonor their memory.”

Jerras readily nodded her agreement.  “We owe it to Ambassador Spock to see this treaty through to unification with Vulcan.”

Tomalak pulled in a weary lungful of the sweet-scented air.  “Unfortunately, with each day that passes, unification seems more and more unlikely.”  The Romulan turned his pale gray eyes upon Christopher.  “Even as we speak, the Federation is making preparations for war…”

“War?” Christopher repeated.  While he would certainly classify the Federation’s recent actions as aggressive, he wasn’t so certain about a brewing war.  “I don’t think—”

Tomalak raised a dismissive hand.  “Your president is under the impression that the Romulans are developing weapons of mass destruction,” he said softly.  “In his latest communiqué, Makar, the magnanimous man that he is, gave us an unspecified timeframe to disarm peacefully.  If we do not comply, he made it quite clear that the Federation would remove the alleged weapons with force.”

Christopher bit his lip.  “Ouch.”

“Then you see our dilemma,” said Tomalak.  “We have no weapons of mass destruction to begin with!  How can we possibly remove something we do not even possess?”

“Should the Federation strike at us,” Jerras quietly continued, “we will be virtually defenseless.  Our shipyards have only begun to produce new warbirds.  We will not have a reputable force for quite some time.”

Christopher began to pace.  “Have you indicated this to the Federation?  Told them that you have no weapons?”

“I have tried,” said Tomalak, carefully trimming a few dead buds from one of his flowering bushes.  “But as you know, our communication network is still being restored—and while we can receive most of your President’s illustrious speeches on restricted high-priority channels, sending out responses is rather difficult.”

“The Garidians have assumed most of our high-priority communication channels,” explained Jerras.  “We cannot use them without being monitored—so until we can reset our network…”

“So that’s why you personally delivered the invitation,” Christopher surmised.

“That,” confirmed Jerras, “and to provide you safe passage to Talon IV.” 

“Unfortunately,” said Tomalak, still snipping away at the same bush, “our communication network will not be fully operational for another several months.  I fear the Federation will have concluded any war long before then…”

“Perhaps not,” said Christopher.  He plucked a few dead flowers from an adjacent bush.  “On the way here, we received a message from the Starlight that would seem to indicate there is a rift in the Federation Council.  Ambassador Tuvok is still insisting we look for a peaceful solution to this quandary.”

Tomalak immediately paused.  “I was under the impression the entire Federation stood behind Makar…”

Christopher shook his head.  “That’s what he wants you to think—but many of his recent actions are not in the spirit of the Federation Charter, and that is causing some disagreement within the council.  We can probably use this to our advantage.”

Tomalak drew Christopher closer.  “How?”

“You say you don’t have any weapons of mass destruction?”

“We don’t!” exclaimed Tomalak.

Christopher smiled enigmatically.  “Then prove it—invite the Federation to send a team into Romulan space.  Let them see for themselves that you have nothing to hide.”

Jerras’ silvery eyes glinted with excitement.  “Federation forces are already deployed along the Neutral Zone in search of weapon-making materials,” she said.  “Inviting them into the empire is the next logical step.”

“I will not invite an invasion force into Romulan territory,” said Tomalak.  He had reservations, but it was obvious he was warming to the idea  “One ship, perhaps two…  and I will allow them to search any facility they desire.”

Christopher’s grin widened.  “The Federation can’t refuse that offer,” he said.  “And once we disprove the existence of weapons of mass destruction, the Federation Council’s views will begin to sway back toward peace, I assure you.”

“It is a decent plan,” agreed Tomalak.  “I just wish I shared your enthusiasm, Captain.  In recent years, I have seen defeat so very often that I have begun to forget what a decent victory feels like.”

“Then perhaps this mission will jog your memory,” said Christopher.  He wasn’t overly eager to see the Federation claimed by defeat, but in this instance, the galaxy’s most powerful alliance needed a solid dose of reality. 

“One can only hope,” said Tomalak evenly.  He set aside his shears once more, and then started up the pathway leading toward his home.  “By all means, come inside, Captain!  We can further our discussions over diner!  I’ve had a pot of vilnyraa brewing all day!”

“Lovely,” said Christopher, trying desperately to muster even a shred of enthusiasm.  His attempt failed miserably, and Jerras’ muted laughter swiftly began emanating from behind. 

Starfleet Command was bustling with activity, and Admiral Grayson was relieved to see that not all of that activity pertained to the Romulans.  As he roamed the myriad corridors throughout the complex, he realized there were still peaceful exploratory missions into the mostly unexplored Beta Quadrant, a handful of diplomatic missions to nearby alien worlds, and of course, the investigation into the unfortunate incident in Sector 59481… but for some reason, there was this overriding sense of dread that seemed to pervade every last conversation in the building.

Perhaps the Romulan situation was beginning to have emotional ramifications?  That seemed unlikely, since the situation was little more than political maneuvering at the moment—maneuvering that involved the Federation Council and Starfleet brass more than anyone else.  The average officer at Starfleet Command had little reason to worry…

Grayson tried to shrug off the feeling as he stepped into his office—and for a moment, the pleasant view of the Golden Gate Bridge soothed his soul—but he just couldn’t shake that feeling.  Something was wrong…

He sat at his desk and promptly started perusing the latest tactical reports and official analyses.  The Starlight managed to intercept a Ferengi shuttle in the Jan’tral Sector…  The Agamemnon made contact with a xenon-based life form near the Delta Epsilon System… the Cardassians and the Elorg had a small skirmish near the Kora System—eight dead, seventeen wounded; the Cardassians vowed retaliation for the attack…  There were a few other minor reports, as well, but nothing to explain the unprecedented gloom that had apparently befallen Command.

But an instant later, it hit him like a brick in the face—a loud, strident voice echoing through the nearby corridor like the plague.  “…and I wanted that status report yesterday!” said Admiral Alexis O’Connor to the unfortunate soul walking alongside her.  “Command has been on my tail about this report all morning!  I told them three times that you were delayed by an unexpected illness, but their patience are running thin!  If I don’t have that report in an hour, I’m going to have place a reprimand on your record.  I’m sorry, I’ve tried to work with you people but this level of performance is unacceptable!”

“Yes ma’am,” came an unenthusiastic voice.  “I’ll have that report for you as soon as possible.”

“Dismissed!” said O’Connor, her large shadow looming in Grayson’s doorway.  Suddenly, he regretted his decision to keep it open—because the dreaded O’Connor appeared shortly thereafter.  “Hey, Bill!” she said, shoving the last bite of a glazed doughnut into her mouth.

Grayson closed his eyes and pretended this was some sort of horrible nightmare, but much to his chagrin, Alexis O’Connor was real as ever.  “Hello,” he said, his level of enthusiasm similar to that of O’Connor’s previous victim.  “What can I do for you?”

She wiped her greasy hands on the front of her uniform, and then darted—with incredible speed—back into the corridor.  “Hey, David!” she bellowed down the lengthy corridor.  “Can you report for duty at 0200 tomorrow morning?”

“I don’t get off duty until 2200 hours tonight!” called back this David fellow, obviously distressed by O’Connor’s continued presence.  “And tomorrow is my day off!”

“Well, Commander Parsons needs the day off!” shouted O’Connor, this time a bit quieter.  David must have moved a little closer.

“What other day would I get off?” asked David.

O’Connor shrugged.  “None,” she said.  “So I’ll see you tomorrow at 0200?”

“No,” David replied.  “Tomorrow is my only day off, and if I’m not going to—”

“Fine.  Don’t worry about it,” sneered O’Connor.  “I’m sorry for inconveniencing you.  I guess we’re just going to be short-handed tomorrow.”  She paused for a moment and then slowly crept out into the corridor.  “I thought you were going to be working on that status report, David?”

“I was, ma’am.  But you called me back before—”

“I don’t want to hear any more of your excuses!” shouted O’Connor.  “Your performance has been unacceptable as of late.  I don’t know what’s gotten into you, David!  You used to be such a fine, fine officer.  Now go work on that status report before Command starts asking about it again.  I’ll try and tell them about your illness, David, but I swear, I stick up for you guys way too often…  Dismissed!”

This time Grayson could hear poor David’s footsteps making a rapid departure—and he didn’t blame the young man one iota.  In fact, as O’Connor ambled back into his office, Grayson wished he could make a similar departure.

“I swear, Bill, these young kids today… they think they know everything.”  She huffed tiredly as she seated herself into the chair across from his desk.

“Of course,” said Grayson, pretending to look engrossed in the Agamemnon’s account of the xenon-based life form.  “So, what do you want?”

O’Connor snorted as she peered down at the padd clutched in her greasy hands.  “I just wanted to go over the Romulan situation with you,” she said.

Grayson’s eyes slowly migrated away from his computer.  “Why?”

O’Connor arched a curious brow.  “Didn’t you hear?” she asked, setting her grease-covered padd on his desk.  “President Makar has assigned me to work with you!  I guess he figured since we worked so well together during the Elorg War, we could take care of the Romulans, too.”

Grayson clenched his fists.  Since Makar couldn’t just get rid of him without reason, the devious little Trill tried the next best thing—he wanted to force Grayson to a voluntary resignation.  And Grayson had to admit, Makar was off to a very good start.  “This… is an unexpected turn of events,” said the Admiral flatly.  “But unfortunately, I have everything under control.  Your assistance is not necessary.”

But if O’Connor heard any of that, she made no indication of it.  Instead, she carried on if Grayson hadn’t spoken at all.  “It looks like the blockade of the Neutral Zone is working pretty good.  Do you have a status report I can look at to—”

“No,” Grayson interrupted.  “And I don’t care if Command is on your tail about the report or not.  I am Command, as far as you’re concerned.”

“Well, there’s no need to get snooty,” said O’Connor.  “Now… let’s try to continue this conversation in a civilized manner…”

“I wasn’t aware this was a conversation,” said Grayson.  His eyes wandered back to the xenon-based life forms.  “Now, if you have something relevant to say, do so.  Otherwise, I suggest you leave.”

“Bill,” said O’Connor, trying to sound sympathetic.  “Is something the matter?”

He shook his head.  “No.  I just have a lot of work to do…”

Perhaps finally realizing that she was the problem, O’Connor slowly rose from her chair.  Once standing, she took a moment to catch her breath, and then ambled toward the door.  “We’ll meet tomorrow morning,” she said flatly.  “Though we’re going to be short-handed, so the meeting is going to be brief.”

“That’s fine,” said Grayson, just glad that she was leaving.  “See you then.”

O’Connor snorted again, and then departed without saying another word.  Once she was gone, Grayson expelled a long, weary sigh; his job had just gone from bad to worse… and the only way out of it—resignation—was likely President Makar’s ticket to reign chaos upon the Romulan Empire.  There was no doubt about it—William Grayson had a considerable dilemma on his hands…

Chapter Five

“…and though we have been able to inspect several key facilities throughout the Romulan Empire without incident, it is still a certainty they possess weapons of mass destruction.  It is my belief that the Romulans simply removed the weapons prior to the inspectors’ arrival; we are still gathering evidence to prove this, and with the ongoing efforts of weapons inspectors, we will soon have the weapons themselves…  In the meantime I strongly—”

“Stop playback.”  Alan Christopher had heard enough.  After spending a few days on Talon IV, he thought he and Tomalak had worked out a decent plan to bring about peace and stability in the region—but much to his chagrin, Ghodan Makar was simply using the plan as an instrument to play the continuing game of cat and mouse.  And he had heard enough.

“I do not see how this man can make a case against the Romulans,” said Talyere, who sat congregated with the rest of the senior staff in the conference lounge.  “He had very little evidence to begin with—and now, the blockade near the Neutral Zone has turned up little in the way of contraband, and the weapons inspections have yielded nothing…”

“Heh… he can make a case against the Romulans because they have been a thorn in our side for centuries,” said Lucas Tompkins.  “For a lot of people, that is reason enough.”

 “But the Romulans have shown a desire for peace,” Talyere added.  “Why not welcome it?”

Christopher was more than ready for that question.  He had given it a lot of thought in recent days.  “Because if we welcome peace and establish a nice treaty with the Romulans… all that dilithium within their empire stays there.  But if we invade—and occupy Romulan territory, that dilithium is suddenly ours.”

“And the dilithium shortage is reaching a critical stage,” added Matthew Harrison.  “Construction on the Columbia and every other starship has been delayed indefinitely until new caches of dilithium can be found.”

Talyere arched a curious brow.  “If this crisis is allowed to deteriorate much further, I suspect there are many who would ally with the Romulans.  Since the Federation cannot produce any new starships, its greatest nemeses—the Garidians, Velora, Elorg, et cetera—would likely want to see the Romulan Empire stand.”

“Given enough time, the Federation will crumble,” said Kendall Johnson.  “And time isn’t on our side.”

Christopher sighed.  The Federation stood at the brink of destruction once again—but this time, the greatest enemy was itself.  “At some point in the very near future, we’re going to have to meet with Tuvok and his allies.”

“I’ll contact my brother and make the necessary arrangements,” said Neelar Drayge.  “It will be less conspicuous that way—and if I use the private channels from Bolarus, there’s a chance it won’t even be detected.  According to my father, the Federation doesn’t heed much attention to those channels.  They think of this place as paradise, after all… why would there be treachery in paradise?”

“Lucky us,” said Christopher, and for a moment, it seemed that they just might be able to pull off some sort of diplomatic victory.   “Do what needs to be done, Neelar.”

The Bolian nodded his agreement, but before anyone had a chance to further the conversation, the red alert klaxon shattered the meeting’s relative calm.  Christopher rose from his chair like there springs in his pants, and two seconds later, he burst onto the bridge.  “Report!”

“There is another anomalous sensor reading in the Neutral Zone,” said Lieutenant Marizex from the tactical station.

Bator promptly joined Marizex and provided further analysis.  “It is similar in configuration to the previous sensor anomaly,” he said.

“Another cheapo cloaking device,” surmised Erin Keller as she strode over to ops.  “These guys don’t seem to learn…”

“But this time they mean business,” said Drayge as he sat at the helm.  “They’re moving toward Romulan space at warp 17.1.  If we act quickly we can still intercept them, but once they cross the border into Romulan space, we’ll never be able to catch them…”

“No kidding,” said Christopher, awed by the incredible speed of the intruder.  On the best of days, the Starlight could hope to reach warp 14 inside of a transwarp conduit; warp 17 was definitely out of the question.  So much as Neelar suggested, quick action was a must.  “Set an intercept course, Neelar, and engage at maximum warp!”

As the ship jumped to warp, Matthew Harrison finished his own analysis of the sensor data.  “We are probably not dealing with a small raider,” he said cautiously.  “At the very least, this is a light cruiser—but I would not be surprised if this is a warship of some sort—heavily armed and extremely dangerous.”

“I had the same feeling,” said Christopher.  “And if that’s the case, we need to level the playing field…”

Thankfully, Erin Keller was already working on that.  “We can probably outgun anything that comes out of that transwarp conduit,” she said evenly.  “But given their superior engines, they’ll be able to escape before we can get a single shot off… We need to take away that advantage.”

Bator’s eyes concentrated on his sensors.  “A volley of well-timed transphasic torpedoes will undoubtedly take care of their engines—and most everything else—but the vessel is still of unknown origin.  I have nothing to lock on to.”

“We could fire blind,” suggested Tompkins from the engineering console.  “But chances are good the entire vessel would be destroyed.”

“Then we need another option,” said Christopher.  He wasn’t about to take a blind stab into the darkness at these speeds.

Unfortunately, Christopher was greeted by silence.  And perhaps even more unfortunate, the clock was ticking very quickly…

“We’re going to intercept the vessel in less than a minute,” said Drayge quietly.

And after that, Christopher knew, they would never be able to catch them.  So it was time to get desperate.  “Neelar,” he said, hoping this spontaneous plan wasn’t too stupid, “use the remote controls to launch one of our shuttlecraft and park it inside the transwarp conduit.”

Harrison abruptly turned to Christopher with a curious look upon his face.  “Care to enlighten us?”

“Hang on,” said Christopher, the gears in his mind still churning at an insane pace.  The last thing he wanted was to lose his train of thought.  “Bator—once the shuttle is away, launch an entire volley of transphasic torpedoes.  I want you to blow that baby to smithereens!”

Erin gasped at the plan’s audacity.  “Alan, that will destroy every transwarp conduit within ten light years!”

“But our friends on that mystery ship won’t be able to escape, now will they?”  Christopher grinned at his genius.

Keller frowned at his stupidity.  “Sometimes I wonder about your sanity, Alan,” she chirped.  “This is one of those times…”

 But the time for discussion was over…

“Shuttle is away!” said Neelar Drayge.

Christopher promptly grabbed hold of his command chair.  Things were undoubtedly going to get a little bumpy.  “Mr. Bator,” he said nervously, “fire!”

As the Starlight barreled through the verdant swirls of its transwarp conduit, a barrage of golden torpedoes flew in the opposite direction, rampaging through the narrow tunnel until finally reaching the tiny shuttlecraft Plutarch.   The craft exploded in a sea of crimson flame almost instantly, but its death was but the beginning an incredibly violent chain reaction.

Manic tendrils of electric energy thundered away from the Plutarch’s remains, literally shredding the transwarp conduit to pieces and tearing massive holes into the very fabric of space.  Immense plumes of fiery green plasma mushroomed from the conduit and into normal space, causing the dying passage to contract and convulse.

For light years in every conceivable direction, rays of chartreuse light cracked through some unseen barrier, seething with swirls of verdant energy until the forces of nature within the conduit could take no more.  In the blink of an eye, the entire transwarp conduit network exploded in a gigantic maelstrom of blazing green and electric yellow.  Billions of excited plasma particles danced around the immense tendrils of energy that arced through the stars like lightning.  For one singular moment, the heavens were aflame…

As the shockwave died down, Alan Christopher was relieved to see the Starlight still in one piece.  An EPS conduit or two ruptured, and one of the science stations had sparked and flickered, but that appeared to be the extent of the damage.  Still, Christopher’s mind would not be at ease until he knew for certain.  He quickly dusted himself off and climbed back into the command chair.  “Report.”

“The ship suffered minimal damage,” said Bator evenly.  “There is a hull micro-fracture on deck nineteen, but forcefields have got it under control.  Sickbay reports three casualties, none of them serious.”

“The transwarp conduit network did not fare quite as well,” said Keller, practically overwhelmed by the wealth of data flitting across her console.  “All transwarp conduits within a 13-light-year radius have been neutralized.”

“And the alien craft?” asked Harrison.  He appeared to be the fourth casualty, given the nasty gouge on his forehead.

Keller swiftly sorted through the data until she came upon the sensors.  “I’m detecting… one Tholian vessel heading zero-three-three, mark-eight.”

“Distance?” asked Christopher.

“Four hundred twenty-six thousand kilometers.” 

“That’s our ship,” said Christopher.  In his mind, there was no doubt about it.  Unfortunately, its presence in the Neutral Zone proved to be a bit of an enigma.  “The question is, what are they doing here?”

“The vessel is quite some distance from Tholian territory,” said Harrison.  “Perhaps it has been stolen?”

Keller shook her head.  “I’m reading seven Tholian life signs aboard the vessel,” she gleaned from her console.  “If the ship was stolen, it was stolen by a group of rogue Tholians.”

“Perhaps they’re tricking our sensors?” suggested Christopher.  He suspected mercenaries desperate to get their cargo to Romulan space would do just about anything to ensure success.

But again, Keller was quick to dismiss the theory.  “The temperature on that ship is 176 degrees.  That’s probably a little toasty for your average mercenary.  I do believe we can safely assume that these are Tholians.”

But Christopher still wasn’t convinced.  “So when was the last time you heard of a Tholian smuggler?”

“Come to think of it,” said Keller, “never.”

Equally perplexed, Harrison shook his head.  “What is their status?  Perhaps their navigational systems are offline—and they are lost?”

“The vessel sustained minimal damage during the transwarp conduit’s destruction,” said Bator.  “Aside from that, it appears to be in perfect working order.”

So there was only one thing left to do: “Hail them.”  Out of respect, Christopher rose from his seat to greet the Tholian commander; never before had he been in contact with a Tholian—in fact, this was the very first time he’d even seen one…

Within seconds, a large, ominous Tholian entombed in blood-red armor flitted onto the viewscreen.  “This is Commander Vorsene of the Tholian Assembly. Withdraw or be destroyed!” exclaimed the alien in a terse, tinny voice.

That was an empty threat if Christopher ever heard one.  Though he was familiar with the Tholian web, Christopher knew that he could stop any attempt to employ the weapon with one well-placed phaser blast.  “I don’t wish you any harm, Commander.  We’re just curious about your presence in this region of space.”

“None of your concern!”

  “Of course.”  Christopher smiled diplomatically.  “Well, this region of space is currently in dispute… so if you could kindly adjust your course to avoid Romulan territory, it would be most appreciated.”

“Unacceptable!”

Christopher was hoping to avoid the use of force, but if push came to shove—and it certainly looked like it might—he wouldn’t hesitate to do so.  “For the sake of friendship, I will give you one last chance to alter course,” he said.

Of course, the Federation hadn’t had much of a friendship with the Tholians for more than twenty-five years.  All official relations were severed in 2372 when a Tholian observer was killed in the Dominion’s bombing of the ill-fated Antwerp Conference.  And today, that streak was apparently going to extend a bit further.

“Unacceptable!”

Christopher cringed.  “Then I’m afraid I’m going to have to forcefully escort you out of the region.  We will tow you to the edge of the Jan’tral Sector and—”

A sensor alert suddenly interrupted Christopher’s speech.  He quickly came about to see an incredibly dumbfounded look upon Bator’s face.  “Two Romulan warbirds have just uncloaked…”

And on that note, Commander Vorsene ended the transmission, leaving the tiny Tholian craft and two massive Valdore-class warbirds in its wake—but not for long. 

Moments later, a Romulan commander flitted onto the viewscreen.  “This vessel us under our protection,” said the Romulan, his voice incredibly stern—and then he, too flitted away.

“The Romulans have beamed the Tholian vessel aboard one of their ships,” said Kendall Johnson a moment later.  “But right before they engaged the transporter beam, I was able to get a reading of the Tholians’ cargo…”

“And?”

Johnson expelled a weary sigh.  “Food and medical supplies… and a fair amount of weapons—nothing more powerful than photon grenades, but… they could have very easily been shielding the more dangerous goods.” 

“Well, we’re not going to be going over there for an inspection,” said Keller.  “Both warbirds have retreated under cloak…”

Christopher didn’t care.  He wasn’t about to beat around the bush for answers—he was going straight to the source.  “Set a course for Talon IV.  I need to have another chat with Tomalak—and he has some serious explaining to do…”

* * *
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