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THE PROPHECY 

 
 
In a thousand phases and a thousand more, a dark time will grip the children of Tiaita and there 
will be much pain and suffering and famine and struggle and despair. The lights in the sky will 
seem to have dimmed but the Brothers will not have abandoned their people but the people will 
have abandoned the Brothers.  
 Tia and Ait will weep in sorrow from the skies for many phases, for it will seem 
desperate and it will seem that the once glorious world of the Brothers will stand close to ruin. 
There will be great division amongst the children. 
 There will be fires so bright they will appear to outshine the lights in the skies and the 
suffering will be great. 
 But as despair will be rampant and hope dim, the children of Tiaita shall find the 
wisdom to escape their dreadful plight. There will be much disagreement but the Anointed One 
will see the reason and return the sides divided onto the righteous path. 
 The One will not be recognized and even the One will not know the One’s destiny. The 
One will see the two lights which have been separated and the One will bring them together so 
that suffering will be no more.  
 The One will be guided by nobody but the One will bring great rejoicing to the children 
of Tiaita as they will be united once more under the two lights in the sky.  
 The children of Tiaita cannot be divided under the lights in the sky and the One will see 
the wisdom and the grace of uniting those who stand divided. The One must not stand alone 
and the One will be rewarded for brining the children of Tiaita out of the darkness. 
 But many phases will still pass until that day and many will pass after that day and the 
Brothers will look from the skies for the Anointed One and they will wait with eternal grace and 
patience and love for all the children of Tiaita until the darkness has passed and beyond. 
 The One will bring great change and great unity and great hope. And it will be like a 
new beginning and it will be like it has always been.  
 Sing and praise to the Brothers for they will stand eternally vigilant for all the children 
of Tiaita and they will await the day that great desperation will grip the children and the day 
the bright fires will burn and the day the skies will open for those who have come from afar. 
And the Brothers will smile for they will know that the time of the One is at hand and with the 
One the time of suffering will come to a close. 
 But choices of great difficulty will befall the One and the children of Tiaita. And many 
will oppose the One and much suffering will follow. There will be much pain and despair for 
the One on the path to destiny. The One will arrive and see the despair and the One will depart 
leaving despair but the One will place the seed for hope and for glory and grace and for the 
children to once more see the lights in sky. 
 And when the great task has come to pass the Anointed One will become the Many as 
the Many will become the Anointed One.  
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 A great number of phases will come to pass and great harmony and peace and 
prosperity and fortune and happiness will befall the children of Tiaita once more until the end 
of all phases. And the Brothers will smile. 
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ONE: THE PREPARATION 
 
 
Nigel Bane was thrown roughly against the hard bulkhead but he didn’t mind. 
 Mostly because the half-naked and beautiful Trill woman pressed her lips greedily 
against his not a second later and rubbed her body sensually against the young Australian. 
 They didn’t speak—words were really not required—and after the long passionate kiss 
the red-head steered Bane towards her bed, pushed him onto it and straddled him almost like a 
snake trying to squeeze the life out of another victim. 
 She had of course an entirely different motive and Nigel Bane never once fought her on 
it. 
 Some two hours later they both lay exhausted and entangled in the sheets. Nigel Bane 
watched with great admiration the mesmerizing leopard like spots trailing down the sides of 
Tazla Star’s soft feminine curves. Her fire red hair and piercing green eyes not only enhanced 
her beauty but also hinted at something deeper than sensuality and beauty. Strength, 
determination and a sharp, constantly calculating mind not being the least.  
 He softly touched her lower right arm and she flinched noticeably and quickly drew it 
away. 
 “Sorry,” he whispered, surprised by the reaction. 
 “Don’t touch me there,” she said with sudden anger flaring in her voice. 
 Bane had no idea what had just happened. 
 And she took pity in his confused eyes. “I just don’t like to be touched there,” she tried 
to explain. “It’s a long story.” 
 He nodded slowly. He was sure it was. No one would have doubted that Commander, 
formerly Captain, Tazla Star did not have a number of long stories to tell. She kept them mostly 
to herself however and so Bane didn’t know exactly what bothered her about her right arm. It 
wasn’t as if she had made any complaints before when his hands had roamed her body in much 
more sensitive areas. 
 Nigel Bane didn’t know Tazla Star all that well and that was probably a good thing 
considering her reputation. He knew that she had been court-martialed, lost her rank and had 
spend some time in the Starfleet stockade. In fact he had seen first-hand the results of her 
betrayal to Starfleet. 
 His ship, the border cutter Bluefin had been there when she had violated orders and 
practically gone rogue which subsequently had led to the near destruction of a Starfleet ship 
and the death of numerous crewmembers including his captains’ nephew. 
  To put it mildly she was not popular among his crew or the rest of Starfleet for that 
matter. He had overheard a few conversations filled with outrage that she had been released 
from the stockade early and assigned to the Border Service after she had most likely been 
unsuccessful in securing another assignment in the regular fleet. 
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 Tazla moved in closer to Bane and softly kissed him on the lips to make up for her 
earlier outburst. She stroked his blond hair softly. “You know I like you, don’t you?” she said. 
 “I bet you say that to all the boys,” he said with a grin. 
 She frowned. “I’m serious, Nigel. You are the only person I can look in the eye without 
seeing despise hidden there.” 
 “I’m sure it’s not that bad.” 
 She laughed sarcastically. “Your right, it’s worse. I’m Tazla Star, the traitor, the one who 
sold out Starfleet for her own personal gain causing dozens of casualties in the process. If it was 
up to them they would have kept me rotting in that prison for the rest of my life. Thank the 
heavens for the Dominion, eh?” 
 At that Bane turned away. “You know I like you much better when you don’t talk like 
that.” 
 “I’m sorry,” she said and kissed him again. “It gets to you after a while.” She stood up 
and headed for the washroom. “I better get ready, I’ve got a busy day ahead of me.” 
 Nigel Bane looked upwards where a slanted window allowed him a good view of the 
sandy-brown planet they were orbiting. He also caught a glimpse of a number of Starfleet 
freighters similar to the one he was on at the moment. He felt a tinge of pride when he 
discovered the USS Bluefin among the fleet. 
 “Things appear to be on the upswing for you,” he said as he watched the idle convoy. 
“After all they decided to place you in charge of this operation. That’s something, isn’t it? Or are 
you still bitter about having to join us unsophisticated Border Dogs?” 
 Bane heard her laugh from the washroom unit. This time it sounded a tad more joyful. 
“Trust me, I take the Border Dogs over the stockade any day. But you greatly overestimate my 
role. I’m a glorified administrator and that’s all there’s to it. Just have a look at my schedule for 
the day and you’ll weep,” she said just before the gentle hum of the sonic shower replaced her 
voice. 
 “My shift starts in a few minutes,” said Bane but reached for the padd next to the bed 
anyway. It didn’t contain Star’s schedule. Instead he found a detailed report on Tiaita, the 
planet they were orbiting. 
 He was about to leave it and search for the schedule when the first line grabbed his 
undivided attention. 
 The planet Tiaita has been deeply engulfed in the throes of civil war for decades.  
 This was complete news to Nigel Bane who admittedly did not know the full scope of 
their mission to this planet. What he did know was that Starfleet had recently signed a treaty 
with the Tiaitan government after they had developed warp drive technology and joined the 
intergalactic community. He knew that the system was rich of resources and that Starfleet had 
dispatched the Border Service along with a small fleet of freighters in order to begin mining 
operations and construction on a shipyard in the system. 
 The admiral in charge of the undertaking was hoping to be able to use the system as a 
staging platform against the Dominion and the Cardassians whose territory was just a few short 
light-years away.  Two powerful spatial phenomena—nicknamed the Twin Pulsars—made 
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long-range sensors ineffective and in turn made the system a perfect hidden base for Starfleet’s 
languished war effort. 
 But nobody had mentioned a civil war. Bane was no idealist and he perfectly 
understood that the war with the Dominion which had raged on for over a year now with no 
end in sight would require many sacrifices by those who served in Starfleet, possibly by all the 
citizens of the Federation. Getting involved in somebody’s internal conflict however seemed 
more than just another wartime sacrifice. It would have been nothing less than abandoning one 
of the Federation’s most valued principles. 
 His interested piqued he read on, his face slowly twisting into a frown. 
 According to the report the planet was decisively divided between a fundamentalist 
government and a rebel fraction which had turned against their religious masters and was 
being relentlessly persecuted for their refusal to adhere to the established religious believes. 
 The government had started a scheme of systematic cleansing, leaving a large portion of 
their society’s underclass starved or even worse, executed them if they refused to convert. 
 Bane had been so engulfed in the document he hardly noticed Star reappear from the 
washroom, now fully dressed. 
 “This can’t be right,” he mumbled. 
 Star simply watched patiently as he read on. 
 When Bane was done he looked at her with a blank expression on his face. “Is this true? 
Are we helping these people fight their civil war?” 
 The Trill walked over to him and swiftly snatched the padd out of his hands. “You 
weren’t suppose to read that,” she said with a frown. 
 Bane jumped out of bed, feeling a sudden anger boiling within. “Never mind that,” he 
said. “I want to know if that’s true.” 
 She slowly turned to face him. “We are here to honor our treaty with the Tiaitans and 
begin construction of mining facilities and a shipyard. You know that.” 
 “I’ve read the mission brief, Taz,” he shot back. “But there was no mention of any of 
that. If this report is correct we should never have signed a treaty with these people in the first 
place. My god, are we helping them to eradicate their own population?” 
 “Even if we were, what could we hope to do about that?” Star said. “This has all been 
decided way over our heads by paper pushers in San Francisco. We are expected to follow 
orders, that’s all.” 
 But Bane shook his head. “No, I can’t believe this.” 
 She placed the padd into a drawer and out of sight. “I think it be for the best if you 
pretended you never saw this,” she said. “Now, didn’t you say your shift is about to start?” 
 The Australian glanced at the chronometer and with a trace of panic realized he was 
already going to be late. Star smirked as she watched him pull on his clothes in a hurry, almost 
stumbling while pulling up his trousers. 
 “I want to find out more about this,” he said after he had zipped up. “I’m serious Taz, I 
don’t care about the orders, I need to see this for myself. I can’t just sit quietly at my station 
knowing that I might be an accessory to genocide.” 
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 Star thought for a moment, or at least looked as if she did. “I tell you what, I’m 
scheduled for another supply run to the surface at 2300 hours. Why don’t you come with me 
and I can show you firsthand what we’re dealing with.” 
 He looked conflicted. “We’ve been given explicit orders not to set foot on that planet. 
That goes for all Bluefin personnel.” 
 Star shrugged. “Then don’t,” she said. “Let me make this clear, I’m not asking you to 
come along. All I’m saying is that if you really want to know what’s happening on that world, 
there’s no better way then seeing it for yourself.” 
 He considered that for a moment before nodding his head. “I’ll be there.” 
 “Good. Now you better get out of here, Lieutenant. I refuse to take responsibility for 
your tardiness.” 
 Bane nodded sharply, not catching the sarcasm in the Trill’s voice. His mind was too 
preoccupied. He rushed out of her quarters. 
 Star stood there a moment longer. She felt a sickness in her stomach which to her was 
the equivalent of her conscience acting up. Once again her symbiont was letting her know that it 
did not agree with the way she was leading her life. Or more precisely of the means she was 
employing to accomplish her agenda. It was by no means a new sensation. 
 But Star didn’t feel regret this time. At least not too much. Nigel Bane was a genuinely 
nice guy and she hadn’t lied when she had admitted that she liked him a great deal. But she 
also needed him for reasons which weren’t quite so straightforward. She didn’t take pleasure in 
manipulating good people but this time perhaps it was worth it. 
 She stroked her lower right arm which even though impossible to tell with the naked 
eye was no longer her own. The faint sensation of the alien object served as a reminder of the 
mistakes she had made in the past. She couldn’t quite shake the feeling that this could very well 
end up as another one. 
 She recovered the box from under her bed, sat on the floor and self-administered the 
hypo spray. The drug quickly took effect and for the next hour or so her mind would not have 
to contemplate the questionable things that she still needed to do. 
 

* * * 
 
One of the most depressing tasks had become reading the weekly casualty reports. 
 They were always long and Michael Owens would always find a few names he either 
knew, had once known or were friends or family of people he knew. 
 As the captain it was his duty to read the list before making it public for the rest of the 
crew and ever since the war had begun it had remained a task he despised. And worse, it was 
one that was getting more time consuming by the week. An indication of how bad the war with 
the Dominion was going for the Federation and its allies. 
 Today however there was a bright spot to lighten his mood and it had nothing to do 
with the war for once. He set the padd containing the casualty list aside for later study—as 
macabre as the thought was, the dead would still be dead tomorrow—and leaned back in his 
chair to glance at the opposite side of the observation lounge. 
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 There, mysteriously hidden under a sheet of black velvet, sitting on an easel-like stand 
about a meter and half in height, stood one of the most arresting objects ever created by man. 
How it had come to be here, on a starship many light-years from the place of its creation and 
bound for deep space was an entirely different story. 
 The doors to the conference room parted and Eagle’s senior officers entered. 
 Nora Laas, the Bajoran chief of security and Xylion, the Vulcan science officer and acting 
executive officer were the first to arrive and Owens assumed that they always did. He didn’t 
know for certain because usually the captain reserved himself the right to arrive last. Today was 
different. 
 Nora stopped abruptly upon seeing him already sitting in his chair at the head of the 
conference table. A panic stricken expression crossed her face. “Are we late?” 
 Owens shook his head. “Not at all. Come in, please,” he said and stood. 
 Xylion was naturally not showing any concern but the Bajoran acted hesitantly. Michael 
Owens knew that this was not just because she had been surprised to find her captain already 
waiting for her. Nora Laas had been much more guarded and reserved for the last few months, 
ever since their ill-fated mission on which they had lost their first officer and Nora Laas’ lover. 
 Owens had wanted to discuss this issue with the security chief. He had wanted her to 
talk to Trenira, the ship’s counselor or possibly even take some time off, get away from the ship 
and Starfleet. None of those options had been viable. The Dominion simply did not allow for 
the usual practices and for the considerations of the soul. It was war, people died everyday and 
there was neither time nor inclination to deal with the losses in a natural fashion. The demands 
of fighting a stronger enemy did not allow for anybody to be distracted by grief.  
 Furthermore counseling was impractical. Everybody was losing friends every other day. 
If therapeutically sessions were to be held they would be so numerous, nobody would remain 
to fight the Dominion.  
 And then there was another reason Owens couldn’t afford to let Nora Laas take shore 
leave. For if he did, he would have had to admit that he himself had taken a loss so great that 
sometimes he was sure he wouldn’t be able to bear it any longer. He himself would have to 
leave the ship in an attempt to mend those painful wounds. It was, of course, out of the 
question. 
 Not a few minutes passed and the rest of the senior staff had arrived, including Cesar 
Wasco, the dark haired and broad-shouldered Marine commander stationed on Eagle who had 
become a regular attendee at the senior staff meetings. His military insights had become a 
useful necessity. 
 Most showed the same surprise to see Owens already waiting for them and they 
whispered to each other before assembling around the captain and in front of the veiled stand, 
wondering what it hid. 
 Owens smiled. “Thank you all for coming,” he said and didn’t care that it was a strange 
thing to say considering that senior staff meetings were mandatory. “There is something I 
would like to show you all before we get started with this morning’s meeting,” he added and 
walked behind the stand. He kept the suspense by watching his officers intently. 
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 He didn’t miss the anticipation in Lif Culsten, his young helmsman’s eyes or the concern 
in DeMara Deen’s who perhaps was worried that the loss of the love of his life had finally 
caught up with him. 
 Doctor Wenera, the most inquisitive person the captain had ever met, appeared to try 
and look patient. She had nobody fooled. So’Dan Leva, the half-Romulan tactical officer on the 
other hand showed a calmness almost rivaling that of the Vulcan’s. 
 Wasco looked almost indifferent and chief engineer Hopkins was all but ready to rip the 
veil away herself if she had to wait any longer. 
 Deeming it appropriate to release his crew from the torturous suspension, Owens lifted 
the sheet dramatically and the eyes in the room opened wide. Even Xylion raised one of his 
eyebrows, clearly not having expected to see this. 
 The captain grinned, pleased at having achieved the desired effect on the room which 
had fallen into a silent and admiring awe. 
 “This is…” Deen began but couldn’t quite find the words. She looked at Owens for some 
sort of answer. 
 “Absolutely beautiful,” finished Nora Laas instead and stepped closer to the painting, 
her eyes seemingly transfixed. 
 After a moment of being frozen in place Hopkins approached as well. “It looks 
familiar,” she said and tried to touch it but stopped short when she noticed the captain’s 
discouraging frown. 
 “That is not surprising,” Xylion said. “If I am not mistaken this is one of the most 
significant works of art produced on your home world. Late sixteenth century, I believe,” he 
added, looking at Owens. 
 “Fifteenth century,” the captain corrected. 
 “Of course. The Birth of Venus by Sandro Botticelli,” concluded the Vulcan. 
 “Venus,” said Nora, never taking her eyes of the painting. “Is that her name?” 
 Owens nodded. “The goddess of love and beauty. In this painting she is born from the 
sea and brought forth on an empty shell which is blown towards the shore by the zephyrs, the 
west wind. The woman on the right is one of the horae which according to ancient myth 
controlled the seasons,” he said. 
 “The color is so vivid,” said Wenera taking in the magnificent sight of the pale-skinned, 
naked woman at the center, her long golden hair flowing in the wind created by winged 
zephyrs to her left. To her right another woman had seemingly rushed to the shore to provide 
the goddess with a bright red robe. “This must be one of the best replicas I’ve ever seen,” she 
concluded. 
 At this Owens’ smile widened.  
 Deen noticed. “You are not suggesting… “ 
 He nodded. 
 “Wait,” said Major Wasco his interest suddenly piqued and stepping forward himself. 
“Are you saying this is Botticelli’s original painting? That this piece of art is actually nine-
hundred years old?” 
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 Owens nodded and another silence gripped the room. This one almost reverend, almost 
as if every single person held their breath in fear that the slightest puff of air could destroy the 
priceless artifact before them. 
 The captain walked towards his chair at the head of the conference table and sat. “I 
thought the crew would appreciate a little piece of beauty in these ugly times.” 
 DeMara Deen turned from the painting to look at the captain. Owens was surprised to 
find her frowning. “And you think that a starship fighting an uncertain war and coming within 
the brink of destruction every other week would be a good place for keeping it?” 
 Owens’ smile dropped off his face. Deen’s voice was accusatory and not a little out of 
line for addressing her commanding officer in front of the crew. He let it slide. “Probably not.” 
 “Sir,” the Vulcan said and sat next to the captain but not before giving Deen a hard look, 
letting her know that even though he may agree with her sentiment, he didn’t with her tone. 
“As fascinating as this artifact is, I find myself in agreement with the lieutenant’s assessment. 
The painting is a priceless testament of human culture. A museum would be a much more 
suitable venue for its exhibition.” 
 “No good deed,” mumbled the captain. 
 Slowly most of the officers took their seats around the table. 
 “If you don’t mind me asking how did you manage to bring it onto Eagle?” the doctor 
asked. Her voice was free of any accusation, pure curiosity was driving her inquiries. 
 “It’s been something of a family heirloom,” Owens said. 
 Deen didn’t look convinced. “You can’t be serious.” 
 But Owens nodded. “Apparently it disappeared sometime in the early twenty-first 
century. Back then Earth was a war torn place and most people were too busy trying to survive 
than to worry about the whereabouts of their art pieces. The story is that my great-great 
grandfather, I believe, discovered it being sold for next to nothing at a bazaar in Istanbul. It has 
been in my family ever since.” 
 “And you never thought about giving it to a museum?” Deen pressed. 
 Owens was about to admonish her for her tone when he remembered that she didn’t 
sound too different to the way he had when he had first found out about the painting a long 
time ago. “Technically it’s still my fathers,” he said, referring to Admiral Jonathan Owens. “He 
send it to me last week.” 
 “But why?” asked the doctor. “He is on Earth, isn’t he? Surely it would be much safer 
there.” 
 “To be honest, I don’t know what possessed him to do this exactly,” Owens said and 
shrugged. “Maybe it’s his way of telling me that there are no more safe places in the 
Federation.” 
 “Or maybe he’s telling you something else,” said Deen. “Maybe in some strange way by 
sending this invaluable painting to you he’s proclaiming his belief that we’ll make it through 
this war in once piece after all.” 
 The captain nodded slowly. He did prefer Deen’s interpretation and he had to admit 
that his father did tend to abstract thinking. “In any case, we’ll keep it on board for a week and 
have it on display for the crew before I have it sent back to Earth. Our new mission does not 
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appear to involve any front line duty so we needn’t fear losing a priceless piece of human 
history on our watch. Now this brings us to the mission briefing.” 
 Owens noticed that Nora Laas was still standing in front of Botticelli’s painting while 
everyone else had taken their seats. “Laas, are you joining us?” 
 The Bajoran didn’t respond as she continued to stare at the picture as if mesmerized. 
 “Lieutenant,” Owens said more forcefully this time. 
 She turned. “Huh?” 
 The captain simply looked at her, his eyebrows raised expectantly. 
 It took the security chief a few moments to realize that everyone was looking at her, 
waiting and wondering about her uncharacteristically stupor-like state. 
 She blushed with embarrassment and swiftly took her seat next to Louise Hopkins. 
“Sorry,” she mumbled and tried to avoid eye contact with the captain. 
 Michael Owens was in a forgiving mood today. “As some of you may already know we 
are en route to the planet Tiaita in sector 04563. The Federation has recently signed a treaty with 
the Tiaitan government which will allow us to mine their mineral rich asteroid belt and 
construct a starship repair station in the system,” the captain said. Upon pressing a control 
imbedded in the shiny surface of the table the wall screen behind him came to life to display a 
chart of sector 04563.  
 “That’s near the Cardassian border, I believe,” said Lieutenant Culsten. 
 Owens nodded. “Yes. But it’s a remote enough location that makes it unlikely for the 
Dominion to use it as a staging platform for an invasion. The sector is also known as Twin 
Pulsars for … well the two very powerful pulsars in the area.” 
 That was the science officer’s cue. “Both pulsars are active and extremely powerful. The 
pulsars close proximity to each other makes half of the sector nearly impassable for starship 
traffic. Warp capability and sensor technology is also severely affected by this anomaly,” Xylion 
said. 
 “Then why would we be interested in building a repair station there?” said Wenera. 
 “While traversing the sector with starships is difficult it is not impossible. We have 
found evidence of a number of small corridors through which starships can travel unhindered. 
It is not to be ruled out that some of those corridors might lead directly into Cardassian space,” 
the science officer said. 
 “So are we considering to invade Cardassian territory through the Twin Pulsars or are 
we to make sure the Dominion won’t come knocking at our back door?” said Wasco. 
 “Maybe neither, maybe both,” Owens said. “The truth is we haven’t been briefed on the 
full extent of Starfleet’s strategy in regard to this sector. What we do know is that the brainchild 
behind this operation, Admiral Melvin Schwarzkopf, is considering this a high priority 
mission.” 
 “I’ve heard of Schwarzkopf,” said Leva. “Was a hotshot captain with a promising career 
outlook until about a year ago.” 
 Deen turned to look at the half-Romulan. “What happened a year ago?” 
 “I don’t know all the details but from what I’ve heard he got involved in a botched 
mission in the Triangle,” said Leva, referring to the sector of Federation space bordering both 
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Klingon and Romulan territory. “Rumor has it he got his ship shot out from under him and a 
whole lot of good people killed.” 
 “And they made him an admiral for that?” said Wenera with apparent surprise. 
 The tactical officer shrugged. “I guess it was that or a dishonorable discharge. In the end 
he probably had too many friends in high places. Besides, discharging a man with so many 
accomplishments under his belt never looks good. I suppose they decided to give him a safe 
desk job somewhere instead.” 
 “That worked out well. Now instead of just getting his ship in danger he’ll be playing 
around with the fate of an entire sector. And we’ll be right there in the middle of things,” the 
doctor said with a sarcastic laugh. 
 The Vulcan didn’t appear to like the way the conversation was going. “It is 
inconsequential at this point to discuss the admiral’s history,” he said with a steely voice. 
“Admiral Schwarzkopf possess an otherwise excellent service record and we should not make 
assumptions based on rumors.” 
 Xylion’s resolute declaration had made the room fall quiet again. 
 Owens appreciated the way he had taken charge. It was the sign of a leader. And he was 
required to be one. “In any case the Tiaitans are suffering from a number of afflictions including 
wide spread food and medical shortages. Part of the treaty they signed entitles them to full 
Starfleet cooperation in those matters. A Border Service ship and a small fleet of freighters are 
already on location and have begun rudimentary supply runs as well as spec works for the 
mining and construction operations.” 
 At this Deen perked up. “If the Border Service is already dealing with this how come 
they need us?” 
 “I’m not sure. Maybe they want additional muscle considering the proximity to 
Cardassian territory, maybe Schwarzkopf wants a big starship to play around with or maybe 
Starfleet is squandering its already thinning resources,” said Owens in a tone that was 
bordering on frustration. “All I know is that Admiral Schwarzkopf has felt our presence to be 
essential to the outcome of the mission so that’s why we’re going.” The captain was clearly not 
too happy about this. Sure, a break from the fighting was always welcome. But he could not 
shake the feeling that Eagle was getting too many assignments that were keeping them from 
where they were needed the most. Sometimes it almost felt as if they were being kept out of the 
fighting on purpose. He glanced at the painting across the room but then quickly shook off the 
notion. 
 “I will familiarize myself with Tiaitan physiology and ready my people and supplies we 
may need,” said the doctor. 
 Owens nodded. “See that you do. It is likely that we will be spearheading the relief 
missions. I want all departments to work together on this. We might need security and the 
Marines to provide support for landing operations,” he said and received a sharp nod from 
Wasco and Nora. The Bajoran still appeared slightly unfocused however. 
 “Louise, I want your guys to stand by in case we need to give these people any kind of 
technical support.” 
 “Of course.” 
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 “Everyone else, see how you and your department can make yourselves useful for this 
mission. I also want everyone to stay sharp on this one. We are but a stone’s throw away from 
our enemy, even if he doesn’t know it. And the cavalry is a long ways off.” 
 Everyone nodded and began to stand. 
 “Mister Xylion, a moment of your time please.” 
  The Vulcan remained in his seat while the other officers began to file out of the room. 
 Owens considered his chief science officer for a moment. A stoic man as much as any 
Vulcan he had ever met, Xylion had come a long way since he had come aboard. Owens wasn’t 
sure if he knew but Xylion had not in fact been his first choice for science officer. He had 
wanted to give the position to his close friend and confidant DeMara Deen but Starfleet had 
ultimately decided that the then twenty year old Tenarian simply did not possess the 
experience to lead a science department on a ship of the line. 
 Owens had taken that as a cue and swiftly tried to recruit a man who had a well 
established reputation as a researcher and who had over the years received multiple 
commendations and made great achievements for the scientific community. Xylion who at the 
time had been a mostly planet bound scientist had sent signals that he was interested in a 
starship position and Owens had considered himself lucky to nab him. At seventy-seven he 
wasn’t particularly old for a Vulcan but he certainly helped to bring some balance and 
experience to his otherwise mostly young senior staff. 
 But something had become perfectly clear over the years. Xylion was not a man with 
command ambitions. Instead he had been perfectly comfortable with his position as a science 
chief of a resource rich department where he could fulfill his personal scientific curiosity. 
Vulcans in general appeared to be natural researchers and Owens had come to realize that this 
was not just because of their sharp intellects and dedication to cold logic but possibly also 
because science, unlike command did not require the kind of personal touch which could help 
inspire admiration or loyalty among the crew. 
 But now that Eagle’s beloved first officer was gone, killed in action as it were, somebody 
had to fill that post.  And while Xylion had not been Owens’ ideal candidate, the war and the 
resulting personnel shortage hadn’t left him with much of a choice. Xylion had risen to the 
occasion. His dedication to duty and his efficiency had surprised the captain. He wasn’t Gene 
Edison, that much was certain, but as far as running the ship, Xylion had made it look easy. 
 “Commander, we haven’t really had a chance to talk much about the new duties you 
have taken on,” the captain began. It was true. There never really had been much time for it as 
just shortly after the death of Edison Eagle had been drafted to frontline duty. Like fulfilling an 
unspoken agreement, Xylion had begun to act up as the first officer. And he was yet to miss a 
deadline for a report.  
 “I was not aware that a discussion was required. I was third-in-command of this vessel. 
Without a second-in-command present, logic dictated that I fill that gap,” the Vulcan said. 
There was a hint of confusion somewhere in his carefully modulated voice. “Are you 
unsatisfied with the way I have carried out those duties?” 
 Owens quickly shook his head to dispel any such notion. “Absolutely not, Commander. 
In fact you have carried out your duties exemplarily.” 
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 The captain paused for a moment. Three years ago when he had first met the Vulcan, he 
would not have hesitated to agree with him on that point immediately. Owens smirked, 
thankful that he didn’t.  
 “But one element of being a first officer is to maintain a good line of communication 
with your captain,” Owens said softly without any accusation in his voice. 
 This caused a slight look of puzzlement in the Vulcan’s brown eyes. “We have daily 
meetings as mandated by Starfleet protocol and I have compiled all my reports on time and 
according to regulations. If you have not received them I will contact engineering to investigate 
a possible fault with the intra-ship data network.” 
 “The network is fine, Commander. And so are your reports,” he said and picked up a 
padd in front of him which so happened to contain the last one Xylion had submitted. “They 
are precise, to the point and all around flawless.” 
 Xylion gave him a short, affirmative nod as if to say: Of course they are. 
 “I’m not talking about our mandated meetings or reports. I’m talking about a 
relationship that goes beyond protocol. I need to be able to trust you completely, Commander. 
With the ship, with the crew, at times perhaps even with my thoughts.” 
 “Have I given you any reason not to trust me, sir?” 
 Owens sighed. “No, not really.” 
 “Than I am not sure what you are referring to.” 
 The captain interlaced his fingers on the desk. “I guess it’s difficult to put into words. I 
appreciate that working with you will be different to the way I worked with Edison. You are an 
entirely different person and I don’t expect you to do things the way he did. But we need to 
develop a closer working relationship if you are interested in filling this position permanently.” 
 “I am not.” 
 This surprised Owens. “I beg your pardon?” 
 “I am not interested in filling the position permanently,” he said in his well-balanced 
tone of voice. “My continued dedication is to science not command and I fully intend to remain 
focused on pursuing my career in that field. However, I am a Starfleet officer first and I 
understand the need for flexibility during this time of prolonged crisis and therefore I will 
continue to carry out any duty requested of me for as long as it is required.” 
 Owens considered this. Seeing how effective the Vulcan had been as his acting first 
officer he had come to the erroneous assumption that Xylion would want to continue in that 
post even when or if the war ended. He had been ready to file the necessary papers to make the 
transfer permanent as soon as he had become comfortable enough with the idea of Xylion as his 
right hand man.  
 “I understand,” he said. “If you are worried about your science career there is plenty of 
precedent of Starfleet officers carrying out both roles simultaneously. It would be more work of 
course but I couldn’t think of a person better suited for that challenge than you.” 
 “I have considered this but have come to the conclusion that I would not be able to be 
the best science officer I could be if I were to split my duties. Equally I would not be able to be 
the best executive officer I could be. Not only would I not be satisfied allowing for those 
sacrifices, I also believe that you and the crew of this ship should deserve better.” 
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 Owens nodded slowly but reluctantly. If he were to judge he would have said that 
Xylion serving at just half his capacity as a first officer would still make him more efficient at 
the position than most others he had known. Of course this was not taking into consideration 
that during the last few weeks there had been little use for a science officer. A trend that was 
unfortunately to continue, he reckoned, until this war was behind them. 
 “Very well,” the captain said. “I can’t say that I am not a bit disappointed by this 
decision but I certainly understand your motivation. I trust that I can count on you to carry out 
the duties of a first officer until we have found a replacement?” 
 “Absolutely.” 
 “Good. I cannot promise you that we will find one soon.” 
 “I do not expect that you will.” 
 Owens nodded and gave him that subtle look to indicate that he had nothing else to say. 
Gene Edison would have caught the hint instantly. Xylion remained in his seat. Owens knew he 
would have to work on his signals all over again. “That would be all for now, Commander.” 
 The Vulcan nodded and left his chair. He walked towards the exit but stopped short and 
glanced towards the ancient painting. Then he looked back at the captain. “Sir, as part of our 
improved working relationship, may I make a suggestion?” 
 Owens’ lips cracked for a smile, happy that he had apparently understood some of the 
things he had wanted to tell him. “By all means.” 
 “I would like to remind you to return this painting to Earth as soon as possible. It would 
be a tragic loss to the cultural heritage of your people if it were lost.” 
 Owens rolled his eyes slightly. “Yes, Commander, noted. Do you mind if I let the crew 
appreciate it for a few days first?” 
 “That is entirely your prerogative, sir.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 This time Xylion got the hint and left the observation lounge. 
 

* * * 
 
 “I think it is about time you picked a side, Gonde.” 
 “You know I’m on your side.” 
 The dark-haired woman shook her head slightly. “Sharing my bed doesn’t make us 
allies.” 
 This seemed to hurt Gonde-Tia and his facial features turned into a frown just before the 
image on the small screen flickered a few times. The connection had been bad from the moment 
they had opened the channel. They were about three hundred miles from each other but both 
Gonde-Tia and Deite-Ait knew that the distance could not be the only reason for the 
interference. 
 “You hold a lot of sway among the Tia,” Deite-Ait said and practically drowned the last 
word into venom. The Tia were the privileged class of Tiaita and made up the theocratic ruling 
class and the military. She had been fighting the Tia for as long as she could remember for no 
other reason than for her right to live her life like she wanted to live it, free of the religious 
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doctrine cast by those in power and designed to keep her a servant to the rulers of her world. Or 
at the very least that was how it had all begun a long time ago. So many phases ago in fact that 
nobody could remember a time Tiaita had not been at war with itself. Some said there had been 
a time when both sides had been at peace with each other but not many reminisced of such a 
past.  
 As far as the Tia were concerned the Ait were the working class, the children of Ait, the 
lesser of the two Brothers and mandated by religious law to carry out the orders of the Tia 
without question as it had been since the early phases of Tiaitan civilization. Most Ait seemed 
content to do just that. But an ever-growing percentage had rallied to the cause of the New 
Light, and had taken up arms. 
 Gonde-Tia was one of the few members of the elite who sympathized with the Ait’s 
struggle and as it so happened had fallen in love with one of the leaders of the New Light 
rebellion.  
 “It would go a long way if the administrator of the Western Steppe would openly 
denounce the government for trying to turn the Ait into slaves and support new laws to allow 
us a voice within the halls of power.” 
 “I have come to one of your cities, haven’t I? I have made no secret of our bond and most of my 
people consider me a traitor and conspirator. I think I have made it perfectly clear whose side I’m on.” 
 “It could be clearer,” she deadpanned.  
 He nodded thoughtfully. “You are right.” 
 “An official statement could—“ 
 “Would a marriage ceremony be a strong enough statement for you?” he said with a smirk. 
 She didn’t quite understand. “Whose marriage?” 
 “Mine.” 
 She starred at him blankly. Then she added a curse under her breath when his image 
blanked out for a moment. 
 He chuckled. “That was not quite the reaction I was hoping for, to be honest.” 
 “What? No, I didn’t mean you, it’s just this damn transmission, I can’t even see you 
clearly through all the interference.” 
 He nodded slowly, understandingly. 
  “Whom will you ask to become your wife?” she said, her words now flying out of her 
mouth. 
 “I was thinking of asking you. Now, the administrator of the Western Steppe taking one 
of the leaders of the New Light movement as his wife, I think that would be a message—“ 
 “Yes,” Deite said quickly, not even wasting another thought on the fact that a marriage 
between an Ait and Tia were almost unheard of and a punishable offense. Instead Deite smiled. 
And Deite rarely ever smiled. And when she did it was usually a sarcastic gesture. Not this 
time.  
 Gonde-Tia could tell even through the interference-laden communications link. “Yes to 
the marriage or yes to—“ 
 “I’ll be your wife, Gonde and I don’t care what kind of message it will send,” she said 
and hardly believed her own ears. “I want to be your wife.” 
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 There was an obvious sign of relief on his face. “Well that wasn’t as difficult as I feared. 
Let’s discuss the details when you come back to Ald An Lek. I can’t stand seeing you through a mask of 
snow. I love—“ 
 And then the link abruptly terminated. 
 “I love you too,” she said, her smile still plastered all over her face. 
 It was still there when Balik-Ait entered the room with papers in hand. The tall man, 
built like an ancient Roman gladiator barely even acknowledged her as he placed his papers on 
the table and began to study them. “It doesn’t look good for us in the Northern Plains. Word is 
that government troops have taken Ele Ab Teng and are approaching our settlement in the Teng 
mountains. There are also rumors of a new weapon so powerful it supposedly incinerates entire 
cities in one strike. So far we’ve seen no evidence of this and it might be nothing more than 
government propaganda like we’ve seen in …” Balik became painfully aware that Deite was not 
paying him much, if any attention. “Are you listening to me?” 
 She still had that smile on her face which irritated Balik to no ends. He had after all 
never seen her lips curled up that far before. It wasn’t just a little bit disconcerting. “Are you 
alright?” he asked with genuine concern. 
 “He asked me to be his wife,” she said, her eyes still directed at the now empty screen. 
 Balik followed her glance and then returned to look at Deite as he slowly began to 
understand. He was not sure how he should feel about the revelation. He knew of course that 
the administrator and his unlikely relationship to Deite was a great advantage to the cause but 
he wasn’t so sure if marriage was such a great idea. They were at war after all and he needed 
Deite to be clear minded, now more than ever. And who was not to say that Gonde was using 
Deite to spy on them and help the government to eradicate them all?  
 But in the end he decided to be happy for her. At least for now. “Congratulations,” he 
said. “That is great news.” 
 Deite nodded, not noticing or not caring about the hesitation in her comrade’s voice. 
 “I just hope this doesn’t mean that you’ll be taking a long holiday to consummate your 
betrothal,” he said with a sly grin, referring to a local custom that most Tiaitans engaged in. 
 The smile disappeared instantaneously. “Don’t be stupid,” she said bluntly, sounding 
more like her old self again. “This changes nothing. The cause is still what matters most.” 
 “That is good to hear,” he said. “Because there was something I wished to talk to you 
about in regards to the cause.” 
 When Deite didn’t speak he continued. “The bomb that we detonated last week in Red 
An Elg killed at least thirty civilians.” 
 “They were Tia.” 
 “But not soldiers,” he countered. 
 “If they are Tia they support the government and are a legitimate target. I don’t see the 
problem here.” 
 “What if it had been Gonde?” 
 That struck home and Deite flustered for a moment. “That’s different,” she mumbled. 
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 “I don’t think it is. We are fighting to free all people of Tiaita from the tyranny of the 
prias and his oppressive religious regime. Ait and Tia alike. But we can never hope to get the 
majority of the people behind our cause if we appear indifferent to half of them.” 
 “The Tia hardly make up half the population,” she snorted. 
 “Even so we have to try and propagate a message of unity. That we can all live in peace 
with each other eventually no matter if we follow the Brothers’ teachings or not. Why else are 
we doing this for? Do you wish us to try and segregate Tiaita entirely?” 
 Deite didn’t speak right away. The look in her eyes worried Balik however and he soon 
realized that segregation was perhaps an idea she had indeed played with. The Ait to their own 
and the Tia to theirs with the Ait in overall control. It would be nothing more than swapping 
leadership, everything else would remain as it was. 
 Deite’s facial expressions softened eventually and she nodded slowly. “I see the wisdom 
in your words, my friend,” she said. “We shall limit ourselves to government and military 
targets.” 
 Balik let out a small sigh of relief. “I’m glad you agree, Deite, I really am. Now, we are 
expecting a supply delivery from our foreign friends. We should prepare for it.” 
 Deite nodded without hesitation and once again Balik was pleasantly surprised. The two 
of them had a number of differences in opinion. One was the targeting of civilians the other had 
always been accepting help from their foreign allies. Balik knew that without them they didn’t 
stand a chance especially since their friends themselves appeared to be divided with one part 
assisting the prias and his government and another faction helping them. It didn’t make much 
sense to Balik but he knew that whatever their reasons, without their help it was doubtful they 
would have the means to continue to fight for their righteous cause. 
 “Have them meet us in Ald An Lek. We should be able to get there and meet them on 
schedule if we leave here swiftly.” 
 “You wouldn’t be thinking of mixing work with pleasure, would you?” he said with a 
twinkle in his eyes, fully aware that Ald An Lek was the city in which Gonde currently resided. 
 “Merely convenience, nothing more.” 
 “Of course,” he said and smirked when she wasn’t looking. It was the news of her 
betrothal that had given her such an agreeable disposition. It was a blessing then because from 
now on working with the notoriously stubborn Deite-Ait would be a breeze. 
 

* * * 
 
Admiral Melvin Schwarzkopf was worried. More so than he had ever been since beginning this 
undertaking.  
 And there had been much to worry about. 
 The freshly minted flag officer had faced stiff opposition to his plan both from Starfleet 
Command and within the Federation Council and understandingly so.  
 His plan had been a bold one. Negotiate a treaty with Tiaita, a somewhat isolated world 
in a nearly inaccessible part of space close to the Cardassian border. A world that had only 
discovered matter/antimatter fusion less than a year ago and was yet to build its first warp-
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capable starship. It was also a world Starfleet knew very little about, except for the fact that the 
system itself was a miner’s dream come true, filled with asteroids densely packed with 
dilithium and a dozen other minerals which were necessary for building starships. 
 A recent and thorough mapping had revealed that the entire sector, nick-named Twin 
Pulsars, could be crisscrossed through narrow corridors which allowed the creation of stable 
warp fields despite the heavy interference from the two powerful celestial objects dominating 
the sector. 
 Some of those corridors would lead straight to the Cardassian border, allowing Starfleet 
to strike against their enemy at their weakest spot. 
 The plan was solid. The execution was going to be a problem. The Federation had 
always prided itself in thorough research before offering their much-coveted treaties which 
often times culminated in full Federation membership. But in this case there hadn’t been much 
time to be thorough. The war with the Dominion was brining the Federation one step closer to 
its demise with each passing day and Schwarzkopf knew this. Thankfully the hawks in the 
council understood this as well and his motion to fast track his plan was eventually granted by 
a razor thin majority after weeks of endless lobbying. 
 It had been a small price to pay. Now that the treaty was signed things had to move fast. 
Resources were scarce and Schwarzkopf had to make do with what was available. He had been 
given a small fleet of freighters and just one starship for protection and assistance. 
 That starship had been a Border Service cutter named Bluefin under the command of 
Captain Joseph Akinola. Schwarzkopf had come very close to abandoning his entire plan when 
he had learned of this. As far as he was concerned there could not have been a worse choice of 
vessel for this operation. In fact he would have preferred a Klingon Bird-of-Prey filled with a 
bloodthirsty crew of warriors over the Bluefin. 
 This was ironic considering that Akinola and Bluefin were largely responsible for his 
promotion to admiral. Schwarzkopf had absolutely no desire whatsoever to thank them for it. 
Instead he saw them as yet another piece of proof that some malicious elements within the 
Federation were actively trying to destroy his plan before it even had a chance to get started. 
Somebody wanted him to fail and not just on a professional level. Ultimately by being against 
him they were also against the Federation and that made him more determined than ever before 
to see this thing through. 
 He had pulled the few remaining strings that he had and managed to get a second 
ship—a proper, regular ship of the line—assigned to this mission. That way he could avoid 
having to deal with Bluefin, face the ghosts of his past and more importantly deny victory to his 
enemies. 
 And yet after all this was said and done, Schwarzkopf was still worried. 
 “Your Eminence, I’ve had another look at your military budget and quite frankly the 
numbers are causing me a bit of concern. Last cycle alone you spend nearly forty-eight percent 
of your entire budget on your armed forces, including the acquisition of more troops, 
equipment and research and development of new weapons systems.” 
 Schwarzkopf sat in the lavishly decorated office of Prias Oldar-Tia, the spiritual and 
political leader of his world. Oldar was an elderly statesman and yet at seventy-five he was one 
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of the youngest priases Tiaita had ever elected. He had only officially taken office a few months 
ago but had already pledged to bring his people out of century-long misery created by old 
traditions and an unwillingness of the ruling elite to embrace progress. 
 Oldar-Tia had aggressively supported the government’s fledging warp program and 
had been the strongest supporter for the Federation treaty. Schwarzkopf saw him as exactly the 
right man to build the delicate bridge between the old backward looking elite and those ready 
to establish Tiaita as a member of the intergalactic community. 
 “A cultural misunderstanding,” said Simas Sindron-Tia, the other man present in the 
office. Sindron was the leader of the Council of Tia, the main ruling body of the planet, making 
him the second most powerful man on Tiaita. He was much more difficult to read for 
Schwarzkopf. The slightly heavy set man didn’t speak much in front of him and preferred to 
keep his discussions with the prias in private. The admiral could sense a certain reluctance in 
Sindron. An unvoiced concern about the future of his world. And while he most clearly 
belonged to the old guard he had never openly disagreed with the prias. At least not when 
Schwarzkopf had been present. 
 “Our military is perhaps not entirely what you believe it to be,” he said. 
 The admiral looked puzzled. 
 “Would you consider your Starfleet a military?” 
 “No,” Schwarzkopf responded automatically. “But we take on that function when 
required.” 
 “So do our forces,” Sindron said with a smile which hinted that he wasn’t being 
completely honest and that he understood perfectly that Schwarzkopf hadn’t been either. “They 
protect our citizens and police our streets, they assist locals during times of natural calamities 
and famine and they build houses and places of worship.” 
 The admiral was not entirely satisfied with this answer and turned back towards the 
prias. “What about this so-called New Light movement?”  
 An almost panicked expression crossed the prias’ facial features. “They are … they are a 
minor group of insurgents. A group of ragtag rebels who wish to disrupt decent people’s lives 
by placing bombs in temples and public places.” 
 Schwarzkopf leaned forward, trying to cut some of the space between himself and Oldar 
who sat behind his enormous wooden desk. “With all due respect, your Eminence, but in our 
experience, whenever a planetary leader refers to ragtag rebels it later turns out to be a mighty 
understatement.” 
 The prias shot a concerned glance towards Sindron and then looked back to the admiral. 
He took a small breath before speaking again. “You are right, Admiral. I did understate the 
situation and I would be lying if I didn’t admit that this movement has not been a problem to us 
for quite some time. The truth is that they do not accept our way of life and are determined to 
destroy it. But I can guarantee you that they will be dealt with,” he said and then looked at 
Sindron again. “Soon.” 
 The simas nodded. 
 Schwarzkopf squirmed in his seat slightly, uncomfortable. 
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 “Admiral … Mel, we have come too far together to be deterred now by a destructive 
element that cares nothing for the greater good of Tiaita,” the prias said softly. His eyes taking 
on a nearly pleading expression.  
 “Yes, your Eminence,” Schwarzkopf said with a resigned sigh, “we have come too far. 
And we have both staked our reputations on this alliance by ratifying a treaty without really 
knowing much about each other. We are both in desperate situations and at the time that made 
us perfect allies but I must warn you, there will be some on my side and certainly on yours who 
will fight against what we are trying to achieve. The time to allow them to succeed in deterring 
us has now passed, we must see this through to the end.” 
 The leader of Tiaita silently studied the man opposite him for a moment, realizing 
perhaps for the first time that he was as desperate for his people as he was for his. The Starfleet 
admiral who had come to them a few months ago and appeared like a grandiose hero and 
emissary of the Brothers was himself in a situation as compromised as he was in himself. 
Perhaps that was the reason Oldar-Tia had been able to respect this man as much as he had. 
 He nodded slowly. “My faith in the Brothers will give me the strength to face those 
against us, my friend. I am convinced beyond any doubt that we will succeed in saving both our 
people.” 
 “I hope you are right. Now there is only one more thing we need to weather before we 
can truly celebrate our alliance. A starship will arrive here in less than two days time to assist in 
providing your people the help that they need. But there could also be questions and I need you 
to be prepared for them.” 
 “Another ship,” said Sindron. “I do not understand, I thought you already had as ship 
in orbit.” 
 Schwarzkopf nodded. “Yes, the Bluefin,” he said and his voice making no secret of how 
he felt about it. “Let’s just say that they are not appropriate for what is required. They are part 
of what we call the Border Service and not properly equipped to render assistance to an entire 
world.” 
 But the simas was sure he could detect something else. “You sound as if you have a 
history with that ship of yours.” 
 Schwarzkopf shot the man an icy glare. “Yes I do and I prefer not to speak of it here. 
Eagle will take care of anything you need once she arrives.” 
 “But you foresee problems?” said Oldar-Tia. 
 “There shouldn’t be any. Just make sure you deal with your terrorists quickly and make 
Eagle’s crew feel comfortable and give them no reason to mistrust you. After all they’re coming 
here to help you.” 
 The simas nodded. “We are a hospitable people, Admiral. We will make every effort for 
everyone to see so with their own eyes.” 
 “Thank you, you Eminence. I shall speak to you again before they arrive,” he said, stood 
and dipped his shoulders slightly which was considered to be a respectful bow on Tiaita. 
 “The Brothers’ Blessings be upon thee,” the prias said just before the admiral left the 
office. 
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 Not a moment later the simas stood forward, knowing that Oldar would want to 
address him. 
 He was not mistaken. “Schwarzkopf has learned too much about the New Light in the 
little time he has been here,” said Oldar immediately. “How is that possible?” 
 “He was thorough in his research, your Eminence and he has been given little 
restrictions. I am surprised he has not learned more.” 
 The prias turned in his chair to look out over the capital city below him. The prias’ office 
was located on the top floor of the Holy Tower, the highest building in the city. It had been 
created to ensure that the leader of Tiaita would be closest to the Brothers at all times. Nobody 
was allowed to build a structure that could rival the Holy Tower in height. 
 “You know how much we need him and the Federation if we hold out any hope of 
lifting our people out of poverty and misery. I have promised the people a great change and I 
will not fail them, Simas. On the streets they speak of me as if I were the Anointed One, the one 
man to restore greatness and prosperity to the children of Tiaita,” he said and turned to face the 
younger man again. “And maybe they are right, maybe I have been sent here by the Brothers to 
bring the change that has been foretold. But I cannot do it alone.” 
 “I understand, your Eminence.” 
 “The New Light is all that stands in the way of our destiny.” 
 Sindron nodded solemnly. “They are a plague on this world, your Eminence. I will rid 
us of them for once and for all.” 
 The prias’ eyes opened wider and it wasn’t because he liked what he heard. At least not 
entirely. “We must tread carefully now. We will be watched by those who will judge us and 
determine our future.” 
 “You should not worry about the Federation, your Eminence. You have heard the 
admiral. They need us as much as we need them, perhaps more. They will give us what we 
require in turn for permission to mine the minerals they desire. They are battling for their very 
existence, like a wounded animal facing a much stronger beast. They will do whatever they 
must to survive.”  
 “I’m sure you are right. But let us now give them reason to doubt our commitment to 
this treaty. Give them what they want but make sure they do not learn too much about our 
struggle with the Ait rebels.” 
 “As you wish,” he said and dipped his shoulders while stepping backwards. 
 “Brothers’ Blessings upon thee, my friend.” 
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TWO: THE WARNING 
 
 
Nora Laas and Louise Hopkins were having lunch on the upper deck of the Nest, Eagle’s most 
popular crew lounge. As usual Nora had chosen her favorite spot, right between the floor to 
ceiling windows allowing a view into space and the man-high statue of Goldie, a replica of an 
actual eagle and the ship’s unofficial mascot. 
 But the Bajoran was paying attention to neither and even her modest lunch had not been 
touched. 
 “Not hungry?” asked her friend while busy tearing through her own. 
 Nora glanced at her plate and shook her head absentmindedly. Then she looked up at 
the younger woman. “Let me ask you something, Lou. Have you ever had a moment of perfect 
clarity?” 
 Hopkins’ fork froze in mid-air as she stared at her best friend. “Say what?” 
 “Never mind.” 
 The chief engineer continued her meal but the look on her friend’s face did not go 
unnoticed. Ever since she had met the fiery Bajoran at the Academy, she had found that she 
never really spoke up voluntarily about her feelings. If Hopkins wanted to know them, she 
usually had to try and painstakingly pry them out of her. But this time Nora had initiated the 
conversation and Hopkins knew she’d later regret if she missed her chance to pursue it now, no 
matter how strange the question had appeared. 
 “Sometimes,” she said, “in engineering, when I work on a particular difficult problem 
for a long time I get sort of a flash, a thought of brilliance. It can be quite euphoric and in that 
short moment, whatever problem I had kind of just evaporates. I’m not sure if that qualifies as 
perfect clarity.” 
 Nora smiled at her friends attempt to answer the question. “That’s not quite what I 
meant.” 
 “Oh?” 
 The Bajoran leaned forward and lowered her voice as if she was about to share a great 
secret. “I mean about life and yourself and … I don’t know everything.” 
 Hopkins thought about that for a moment. “You mean spiritually?” 
 “I think so.” 
 That gave the engineer pause. She was not a particularly spiritual person. In fact it was 
probably safe to say that she was part of the majority of humans who did not practice any kind 
of religion. She was a technical minded person, had to be, as the chief engineer of a starship and 
spirituality was rarely compatible with the cold hard science of warp engines and EPS conduits. 
“I’ve heard of the New Awakening movement on Earth and other worlds. From what I’ve 
heard many people have been starting to turn to religion and the like especially since the war 
started.” 
 Nora nodded slowly. 
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 “Hang on, are you saying you are having one of those awakenings right now?” 
 Nora grinned but it faded away slowly. “My people are very spiritual in nature, I’m sure 
you know that. They worship the Prophets in the Celestial Temple or as you might call them, 
the wormhole aliens. Our whole culture is based on this belief.” 
 Hopkins had only a passing familiarity with Bajoran culture. Nora Laas was her best 
friend and a Bajoran but had never been a source of knowledge about her own people. Of 
course these days it was difficult not to know about the wormhole which had allowed the 
Dominion to invade the Alpha Quadrant. The Bajorans saw it as the home of their gods but 
many in people in the Federation now cursed it as the harbinger of their enemy. “I never 
thought you were very spiritual, Laas.” 
 “I’m not. Don’t get me wrong I witnessed firsthand what a strong belief system can 
accomplish. I don’t think we would have survived the occupation without people who took 
their strength from believing that the Prophets were there, looking out over Bajor in their very 
own way. For many it was difficult to understand how they could sit by quietly and allow our 
people to be subjugated. Some lost their faith during the struggle but for many others it only 
grew stronger. I do believe that without it we would never have been able to force the 
Cardassians to leave.” 
 The young engineer listened carefully. This had been the first time her friend had 
spoken in such terms about her home world. In the past it had been a subject she usually 
avoided and the few times Hopkins had tried to bring it up she had been rebuffed by the 
Bajoran. 
 “I always told myself that I didn’t have the luxury of wasting my time in prayer and 
meditation. Not when I could use it instead to fight and kill Cardassians. I never thought I had 
much use for mythical stories with little practical relevance to my cause.” 
 “And how about now?” 
 Nora looked long and hard into her friend’s eyes. “Now, I’m not so sure anymore.” 
 “Does this have to do with the captain’s painting?” 
 She shook her head. “No. At least not directly. But I think it might have stirred 
something inside of me which I’ve felt for some time now, ever since …” her voice trailed off 
and her expressions grew harder as if she wanted to dispel any notion of emotional weakness. 
 Hopkins nodded with understanding. Ever since, Gene Edison had died, she thought.  
 “Do you want to know the first thing I did after we came back from that horrid place?” 
she said but didn’t wait for a reply. “When I got to my quarters and after I had time to think 
about everything that had happened? I prayed, Lou. I dropped to my knees and I prayed,” she 
said in a tone so quietly, one would have thought she had done something illegal. 
 “That’s perfectly understandable, I’m sure. I mean after all that had happened—“ 
 But Nora interrupted her, shaking her head. “No. Don’t you see? It is a part of me and it 
always has been. And in some way by suppressing it all these years I … I might have had a role 
to play in the terrible things that happened.” 
 “Now that’s nonsense and you know it,” said the engineer in a harsh tone of voice. 
“You’re suggesting you tempted fate by not worshipping your gods? That’s like saying that bad 
things only happen to those who don’t live spiritual lives.” 
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  “Maybe you’re right. But I can’t help feeling like I betrayed myself all these years. That 
somebody was talking and I refused to listen because I’ve been too proud,” she said and then 
focused squarely on Hopkins again. “I want to hear what they are saying, Lou. I want to listen.” 
 

* * * 
 
Nigel Bane had not been able to stop thinking about Star. More to the point, he had not been 
able to stop thinking about what he had read about Tiaita in her quarters. 

His bridge duties had been unsurprisingly quiet. While the ship sat calmly in orbit, there 
hadn’t been much to do and very little to keep his mind off what he had only recently learned. 
He had entertained the notion that the report he had seen could have been a fake, possibly 
written to discredit this mission and those who were taking part in it. 

And Bane was sure that Admiral Schwarzkopf had plenty of enemies, one of them none 
other than the skipper of the Bluefin himself. He along with most of the rest of the crew had 
witnessed the results of Schwarzkopf’s blind arrogance first hand and it had cost them dearly. 
Akinola had lost his nephew in what clearly had been an unnecessary rescue mission, created 
because of Schwarzkopf’s failure to keep a level head. 

It could have been a fake but Star had appeared too concerned about the report as to 
dismiss it so easily. Bane was well aware that Star probably knew more about Tiaita than 
anyone on Bluefin. She had been leading the relief mission since their arrival  and had been in 
constant contact with the Tiaitans ever since. 

At the same time he was aware of something else. While he liked Star a great deal, he 
also knew that she was very much able of deception. She had confessed her transgressions to 
Bane in great detail and she had sounded genuinely remorseful about what she had done. For 
the pain she had caused the crew of Bluefin and others. She claimed she wanted to make 
amends. It was one of the things that had made her so endearing to him. But her confessions 
had not won everyone over. Most of the crew, including Akinola himself wanted nothing to do 
with her. 

With his eyes squarely fixed on the view screen without looking at anything in 
particular, Bane was so much engulfed in his thoughts he did not notice the Vulcan woman 
approach his station. 

“I wish I could go there.” 
Bane turned and noticed her for the first time standing next to him. “Go where?” 
The Vulcan smiled at him. Bane had known her long enough to know that this was 

perfectly normal for Lieutenant T’Ser, the ship’s chief operations officer and resident Vulcan 
v’tosh ka’tur. Differently to most others of her race, T’Ser had turned her back on strict 
dedication on logic and reason. Hence the rather beautiful smile that was now decorating her 
lips. 

“Wherever you’ve been just now,” she said. “Seeing how dreamy you seemed I assumed 
you were in a much nicer place.” 

Bane glanced at the screen again and then stood to surrender his station to T’Ser. “I 
doubt that very much,” he said and headed straight for the turbolift. 
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T’Ser looked after him with puzzlement. Nigel Bane was no youngster anymore but 
probably more so than anyone else amongst the ship’s officers, he possessed a boyish glee and 
humor or what the French liked to call joie de vivre. But lately all that enthusiasm seemed to 
have been drained out of him.  

Commander Dale McBride noticed this too. He stepped up to the ops stations even 
while T’Ser took her seat. “What was that all about?” 

The Vulcan shrugged her shoulders. “I haven’t got the slightest idea,” she said. 
But McBride had an inkling and truth be told it concerned him a great deal. “It’s his 

extracurricular activities, no doubt.” 
That caused T’Ser to look up at the tall Texan next to her. They had only very recently 

embarked on what one could call a steamy affair, even if most would not have thought that 
possible in a relationship between a human and a Vulcan. T’Ser was of course not like most 
Vulcans. “Look who’s talking,” she said with a playful smile. 

Dale blanched slightly and then looked around to make sure nobody had overheard her. 
Fortunately only very few stations were manned on the bridge at the moment and nobody was 
paying them any attention. The Texan had preferred to keep their relationship as low profile as 
possible for the time being. Not just because he was worried on how a romantic relationship 
between two members of the senior staff would affect the crew but also and more importantly 
because he hadn’t been able to overcome the fear that T’Ser was seeing this as nothing more 
than a casual fling, a temporary affair to relieve some of the stress which had been caused by 
the turbulent times they lived in. 

Dale McBride wanted it to mean a lot more than that. 
“What we have …” he paused a moment and checked his surrounding one more time 

before continuing in a softer tone. “What we have is entirely different.” 
Her raised eyebrow and perfectly neutral expression gave prove that somewhere under 

all those openly displayed emotions she still was a Vulcan after all. “How so?” 
“Well for once neither one of us decided to go rogue, causing the deaths of a number of 

crewmembers including the skipper’s nephew,” he said with bite, slightly losing his temper. He 
caught it just before it would have become noticeable. 

T’Ser noticed alright. She nodded slowly in agreement however. She had taken a liking 
to the young Lennox Okonedo immediately after he had come aboard some fourteen months 
ago, regretfully she had never had the chance to get to know him better. Nobody had. “But why 
do I get the feeling that you are more concerned about what the captain might think of this 
when he finds out than what Nigel is doing in his free time.” 

Once again the Texan first officer was surprised how easily T’Ser could look through 
him. It was perhaps the reason he was so enamored with her. “It’ll break his heart if he finds 
out. One of his own officers messing around with the person directly responsible for his 
nephew’s death.” 

“Directly responsible is a bit of an exaggeration. If I were the captain I’d be trying to get 
Schwarzkopf court-martialed instead,” she said with a wicked grin which made her look almost 
Romulan. 
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“Can you not take this a bit more seriously?” he said, his voice rising a little more than 
he had intended. Now a few bridge officers did glance his way. 

“I am,” she shot back with an icy glare, making it clear that she didn’t appreciate that 
tone. “But I don’t think you can tell Bane what to do when he’s off duty unless it compromises 
the safety of the ship.” 

Dale McBride was upset and it wasn’t really with T’Ser. But he had hoped to get a 
helpful suggestion or two, not a declaration to capitulate. “Well maybe leave running this ship 
and crew to me then, Lieutenant,” he said sternly and walked away. 

The Vulcan for her part raised both eyebrows now but McBride did not look back to see 
the upset expression on her face. T’Ser turned back to her station. “Men,” she mumbled, 
shaking her head and minding her instruments. 
 

* * * 
 
He was deep in his REM sleep cycle and dreaming of things he would not remember when he 
awoke. So naturally Lif Culsten assumed that the voice he heard was part of his dream. That 
was until his subconscious convinced him that the insisting trilling noise was in fact an external 
stimulus, trying to get his attention. 
 The young Krellonian didn’t have ears—none of his species did—instead he picked up 
sonic waves through the epidermis in his skin which made him slightly more acute to the 
perception of sound. He knew what he was hearing even before he opened his eyes. 
 “You have an incoming priority message,” the computer repeated for the fourth time. 
 Culsten’s eyes opened slowly and he glared across his small, dark quarters. Culsten had 
many friends across the fleet but most had better sense to try and to contact him at such a late 
hour. Most of them in fact would not have resorted to a real-time priority message. 
 “You have an incoming—“ 
 “Yes, thank you, computer. I heard you,” he said, barely able to stifle a yawn. 
 As he hesitantly crawled out of his warm, comfortable bed he began to realize how 
unusual a real-time priority subspace message was. Especially these days, as Starfleet was 
fighting a desperate war and most resources had been diverted or reserved for the war effort. 
 Whoever was trying to reach him, it was important. Not only that, the person wishing to 
speak to him held some significant sway in order to dedicate a priority message to a rather 
insignificant junior lieutenant helmsman serving on a starship far removed from the front lines. 
 His mind snapped awake and was buzzing with possibilities as he sat down in front of 
his computer. He had become so anxious about this mysterious call he almost slammed the 
controls, accepting the call. 
 He was completely baffled when the face of a young human man, not much older than 
himself, with dark blonde hair and dull brown eyes greeted him on the screen. “Lif Culsten,” he 
said in a tone of casual familiarity. “It’s good to see you again. You look well.” 
 The Krellonian was so dumbfounded, he was taken aback. He had never seen that man 
in his life, he was absolutely positive about that. And yet this rather indistinct person appeared 
to know him quite well, in fact was speaking to him as if they had been friends for years.  
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 “And congratulations on your recent commendation. I hear it was thanks to you that Eagle 
survived a rather unpleasant run in with half a Jem’Hadar fleet. Looks like that command you always 
wanted is inching closer by the minute.” 
 Culsten could feel anger rising within him. This man knew too much. Yes, Starfleet had 
awarded him the Citation for Conspicuous Gallantry after he had managed to keep Eagle alive 
against overwhelming odds during a secretive mission to an equally secretive Starfleet outpost 
a few months ago. He had nearly busted with pride upon being given the much coveted award 
even if there hadn’t been much fanfare about it. A small ceremony on Eagle and a personal 
message from Admiral Throl had been the entire extend of his proudest moment in his short 
Starfleet career and for good reasons.  
 The war had made heroes of many men and women as they were tested day in and day 
out and asked to go above and beyond the call of duty on equally numerous occasions. Some 
failed but those who succeeded were given medals, a handshake and a ‘well done, son’ before 
being asked to do their damned best to keep it up. 
 Culsten understood that it wasn’t practical to stand on big ceremony and he was loath to 
think of himself a hero. And after all that it still felt pretty good to have been recognized for 
what he had been surprised himself he had managed to achieve.  
 The other reason why his citation had been kept on the hush-hush though had been 
because the entire mission had been classified by the highest levels of Starfleet Command. To 
this day Lif Culsten had no idea why Eagle had been sent to Ligos IV. This made him angry not 
because he wanted more recognition but for the simple fact that Commander Edison, their 
former first officer had lost his life there. 
 And for whatever reason, this stranger, this man he had never before met in his life 
appeared to have intimate knowledge of these events. Even if he hadn’t said it out loud, the 
confidence in those brown eyes was more than sufficient proof. 
 “Who the hell are you?” 
 “Oh,” the man said with apparent surprise. “I thought it would take a minute for you to 
remember me but I forgot one very crucial thing.” 
 Culsten wanted to ask what exactly it was this man thought he had forgotten when, to 
his horror, he realized that his face was morphing in front of his very eyes. He was gripped by 
such a sudden sense of fear and dread that it completely overrode his rational mind trying to 
remind him that no matter what he was facing, there was no way it could harm him over a 
comlink.  
 It took some willpower not to jump out of his seat. Instead he managed to remain where 
he was and watched the transformation with anxious anticipation to see what it would reveal. 
 The stranger had been wrong. It didn’t take Culsten a full minute to recognize whom he 
had been speaking to. No, he recognized her instantly and then quickly cursed himself for 
having shown such an irrational amount of anxiety. 
 “Galven.” 
 The pretty but unassuming blonde woman offered him a small smile, revealing her 
enjoyment in playing these little games and then brushed through her plentiful hair. “You like 
me better this way?” 
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 Culsten frowned. He had met the shape-shifter only once before, two years ago when 
she had tried to recruit him after putting him through a harrowing experience that could have 
easily cost both of them their lives. He had thought much about her since and even though he 
had declined her offer back then he had been left with the distinct impression that she had 
chosen to ignore his decision. 
 “What do you want from me? I told you, I wouldn’t spy on my friends for you. Nothing 
has changed.” 
 “Oh come on,” she said playfully. “That’s no way to start a friendly conversation now, is it?” 
 “So we’re friends now?” 
 She shrugged. “Why not? I hear you make friends quite easily. Is there something about me in 
particular you don’t like?” 
 “Well one thing would be how you seem to know everything about me and I know 
hardly anything at all about you. That’s not exactly making me feel at ease here.” 
 She nodded. “Yeah, I get that a lot. Occupational hazard, I guess.” 
 The Krellonian had noticeably relaxed by now and he quickly understood that it was 
exactly what she had tried to achieve. If nothing else, she was pretty good at what she did, 
whatever that truly was. 
 “I know you want something, Galven, otherwise you wouldn’t have contacted me. I’m 
sure somebody like you has better things to do than spend their time making small talk with a 
junior lieutenant.” 
 “We all want things, Lif. Get that promotion, have your own starship command someday, 
winning the war against the Dominion. If there is one constant in this universe it’s that everyone has an 
angle.” 
 “And what’s yours?” 
 “Right now?” she said. “Prevent Eagle from tearing apart the Federation.” 
 That got his attention. “Say again.” 

“How much do you know about your current mission?” 
 “We’re heading to a planet called Tiaita with which we have recently signed a treaty and 
whose government has agreed to let us build mining outposts in their system. We are to 
supervise the humanitarian mission to—“ he stopped himself. He had surrendered Eagle’s 
entire mission profile to an intelligence officer he practically knew nothing about. He mentally 
berated himself for being so stupid. 
 Galven noticed his apprehension and smiled. “Relax, Lif, your mission is not exactly a secret 
even if some people would prefer that it was. You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.” 
 Culsten wasn’t quite convinced and decided to remain quiet. 
 “But there is something you need to know about this mission and this is very important. The man 
behind it is Admiral Melvin Schwarzkopf, a rather impulsive fellow who at times appears more concerned 
about his legacy than what is good for the Federation. He has managed to fast track this treaty by 
convincing the big brass that this is the way to strike a decisive defeat against the Dominion. He’s wrong 
about that but unfortunately that’s not the only thing he is wrong about. Getting involved with the 
Tiaitans was a mistake.” 
 “And why is that?” 
 “Because these people are not yet ready for a treaty with the Federation.” 
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 Culsten considered this for a moment. “The Federation is desperate. Maybe we need to 
allow for some compromises in order to survive this war.” 
 Galven nodded in agreement. “We do. But not like we are on Tiaita. There is another element 
to this you don’t know about. A group within Starfleet Intelligence is opposing Schwarzkopf for their 
entirely own reasons and if this situation escalates we might very well be looking at a rift developing 
within Starfleet itself and that is something the Federation cannot afford.” 
 The young lieutenant’s head was beginning to spin. Galven was asking him to assimilate 
too much information in too little time. It took a few seconds for him to pick up the loose ends. 
“If Starfleet Intelligence is playing a role in this why are you coming to me? Those are your 
people, aren’t they? Why can’t you get them in line?” 
 At that she chuckled. “You have a somewhat naïve impression of the organization I work for. 
Intelligence is nothing like a neatly organized fleet of personnel and starships. Oversight and 
coordination are not our forte and I’m afraid to say that some groups have motives which might run 
counter to the majority.” 
 “Are you suggesting that Starfleet Intelligence is an uncontrollable group of influence 
wielding parties?” 
 “No,” she said sharply, apparently not liking the insinuation. Whatever was happening 
in the intelligence community, her loyalty was still fully intact. 
 Culsten looked at her suspiciously 
 “Look, the point is this. With Eagle joining the fray, there is a good chance that an already 
explosive situation might get out of hand with multiple factions within Starfleet fighting each other.” 
 “Alright then but why come to me about all of this? Why not just go directly to the 
captain and explain it to him? Surely he would understand and find a way to avoid what you 
have suggested.” 
 She shook her head. “If the captain finds out about this now he will have to report it to his 
superiors. He would have no other choice. And if this becomes public, even if it remains just within 
Starfleet, we would be looking at the outsets of a civil war between those who are willing to do whatever is 
necessary to win the war and those who want to maintain the Federation’s core values. Our only chance 
now is to shut down the Tiaita disaster before its implications can spread throughout the Federation.” 
 “I find it hard to believe that this one incident could have such wide ranging 
repercussions,” Culsten said. 
 “The worst disasters start out with the smallest incidents, Lif. All they need is a spark.” 
 He sighed heavily. “Fine. So what do you expect me to do about all this?” 
 “You can keep your eyes open. We know about Schwarzkopf but we don’t know who is pulling 
the strings on the other side. Let me be clear, I’m not expecting you to single-handedly bring this secret 
war to an end but I need you to provide me with information. That is all.” 
 Lif Culsten’s words were stuck in the back of his throat. He wanted to tell her to go to 
hell and find somebody else to be her pawn but she had been too convincing for Culsten to 
simply turn his back on her now. She had hit all the right notes, talking about the threat of civil 
war and the very future of the Federation. It all sounded a little bit like hyperbole but he could 
not in good conscious ignore her request either. He did wish however that he had never met the 
shape-shifter in the first place. 
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 “I will keep digging up what I can on my end but I need you to do this, Lif. Can I count on you?” 
she said when he had refused to speak. Her voice was firm and sincere now, maybe even a bit 
menacing, as if anything but his full cooperation was going to be entirely unacceptable. 
 Despite himself Lif nodded his head slowly. “I’ll keep my eyes open.” 
 At that she smiled. “I knew I could trust you, Lif. I’ll be in touch. Galven out.” 
 And with that her face disappeared from the screen and Lif Culsten was left sitting in 
his dark quarters with an undeniably rotten feeling in the pit of his stomach. 
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THREE: THE BETRAYAL 
 
 
At 2300 hours sharp, Nigel Bane stepped onto the massive shuttle deck of the Samaritan, Star’s 
lead freighter. He was surprised to find it rather under occupied. Of course the hour was late 
but from what Tazla had told him, this was supposed to be a supply run to Tiaita and the single 
cargo shuttle, prepping for launch appeared to be a rather meager effort. 
 The vessel was being loaded by a small crew of four crewmen and he quickly found 
Tazla Star standing out of the way but close enough to supervise the embarkation. When she 
noticed Bane, she waved him over. 
 “Good, you made it,” she said when he approached and offered a smile. 
 But Bane was in no mood to reciprocate it. “Is this all there is?” 
 “Nigel,” she said, her voice taken on a much softer tone. “This is not going to be a 
regular supply run.” 
 “What does that mean?” 
 She shook her head fractionally. “I can’t tell you much more now except that what we 
are doing here is not fully sanctioned by Command,” she said and could instantly see the doubt 
filling his eyes, almost as if he was ready to get the hell out why he still had a chance. Star 
couldn’t entirely blame him if he did. “Our superiors are perfectly content to limit our 
humanitarian aid efforts to the planetary government and thereby condemning a large 
proportion of the population to misery. We are trying to make sure that we stick to our ideals, 
Nigel. Everyone has the right to receive our aid, not just those the government decides are 
worthy.” 
 The Australian officer was beginning to look around nervously to see if anyone else was 
hearing this. But the men and women loading the shuttle were too far away and not paying any 
attention to them. He looked back at her. “You are violating orders?” 
 “Yes,” she said. “So what? There comes a time for everyone of us to make a decision. To 
decide if you will be a mindless drone who will do whatever is asked of you for the rest of your 
life or to take action when you see injustice being done right in front of your eyes. You need to 
think for yourself now, Nigel. What kind of person are you?” 
 The bay had become very quiet. Bane hadn’t even noticed that the shuttle was now fully 
loaded and that they were all alone. All he was aware of was the dilemma he had been 
presented with. Nigel Bane had never thought that he would have to make a decision like the 
one being presented to him now. He had never considered the possibility that Starfleet—or the 
Border Service—would have him follow orders which went against what he believed was right. 
He never considered the possibility that someday his conscience would want him to rebel 
against such orders. In the end it was the passion in her voice that convinced him and the 
nagging feeling that he didn’t want to be part of something that was dooming an entire segment 
of a population. 
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 “Just to be clear,” she said. “You will see some things that might not make sense to you 
right away. And you will not be able to talk about them to your friends or colleagues once this 
is over. You cannot risk what we have done—what we are trying to achieve—by revealing what 
you have seen. That is the one and only condition I must demand before you decide to step onto 
that shuttle. If you don’t think you can do that, leave now.” 
 But the Australian had no intention of leaving. “Let’s go.” 
 Star smiled. “I was hoping you would say something like that,” she said and kissed him 
on the mouth. 
 Bane didn’t protest but something made him feel very dirty about that. He couldn’t 
completely shake the feeling in the back of his head that he was being played with. 
 She led him to the shuttle and they stepped inside. 
 Bane froze when he realized that they were in fact not alone. A man was sitting at the 
helm controls and he seemed as surprised as he was. No, not surprised. Angry. 
 “Who the hell is this and what is he doing here?” 
 “Relax, Jarod, I’ve invited Nigel along for this mission. He’s curious to see for himself 
what Tiaita is really like.” 
 The tall middle-aged man, wearing a neatly trimmed mustache and commander’s pips 
on his collar appeared anything but relaxed. “You told him? What are you thinking? This could 
ruin everything.” 
 “I trust him,” she said and looked back at Bane. “I think he could be an asset.” 
 “Oh yeah?” the man snorted. “Since when is trustworthiness measured in the 
bedroom?” 
 Bane had enough. “You need to mind your damn manners, mate,” he said and stepped 
forward with his hands balling into fists. 
 “And you’re addressing a senior officer. You better start minding yours.” 
 “Or what?” Bane shot back. “You’re going to report me? That ought to be interesting 
considering the nature of your little operation here. I’m sure Captain Akinola would love to 
hear the details of this mission. Or how about Schwarzkopf?” 
 Jarod Singleton’s head turned a shade of red in anger but in the end he could do nothing 
but direct it towards Star. “This is a damned mistake.” 
 The Trill was not impressed. “It’s my decision and I don’t have to remind you that I’m in 
charge here, do I?” she said and left it at that, taking the chair next to the helm control. “We’ll be 
together for a while so I suggest you boys try to get along.” 
 Singleton apparently was not interested in getting along with Bane and without 
acknowledging either one, he took his seat again, not unlike a pouting child.  
 Bane sat down close to Star and leaned over to whisper to her. “Maybe this wasn’t such 
a good idea.” 
 “Don’t worry about Singleton,” she said in a hushed tone. “His bark is worse than his 
bite, trust me,” she said with a smirk and shot the commander another look. He seemed to be 
entirely concentrated on the pre-launch sequence though. She glanced back at Bane with an 
encouraging smile. “We’ll be fine.” 
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 “I know I’ll be, not so sure about him,” Nigel Bane mumbled just before the shuttle took 
off and headed towards the planet below. 
  
That this supply run was not an ordinary one had quickly become as clear as crystal even to 
Nigel Bane. He couldn’t claim that he had an intricate familiarity with the mission parameters—
the contrary was true—but he did remember reading in memos and briefings that any aid and 
supplies for Tiaita were to be delivered directly to government officials for distribution. He 
hadn’t given those stipulations much thought at first, considering that it appeared doubtful that 
he would ever have to deal with any part of the relief efforts himself. After all Bluefin had been 
kept purposefully away from the planet on direct orders from Admiral Schwarzkopf. 
 But now it all started to make sense. If the government had something to hide, if they 
were indeed fighting a civil war with a fraction of their population they had labeled as 
undesirables it made obvious sense that they didn’t want Starfleet to get directly involved with 
anyone on the surface they had not explicitly cleared. 
 It now appeared that they were doing exactly that. 
 By approaching the planet by entering the atmosphere close to the magnetic pole they 
were hiding their approach from the few orbital platforms and sensor stations before Singleton 
steered the shuttle towards the western continent which was situated on the opposite side of the 
planet’s capital, were Bane imagined the government’s influence to be weakest. 
 “Our new rendezvous point is the city Ald An Lek,” said Singleton. “Our contacts will 
meet us there.” 
 “Change of plans,” said Star somewhat absentmindedly. 
 Bane didn’t miss that. “Is that going to be a problem?” 
 The red-haired Trill looked at Bane for a moment before speaking but then put on a 
small smile and shook her head slightly. “No problem. Just a change of venue, that’s all.” 
 Bane nodded. 
 In order to avoid government installations, Star explained, they had to continuously 
change their course and for the next few hours the shuttle crisscrossed over empty seas and 
barren desert in order to reach their new destination undetected. For Bane the eventless trip 
couldn’t come to an end quickly enough. 
 The first sign of trouble came about fifty miles from their destination. 
 “Sensors are picking up an unusually high amount of radiation and it is steadily 
increasing,” Singleton said after his instruments had alerted him. 
 “What kind of radiation?” Star said. 
 “Antimatter residue.” 
 That caught Bane’s attention. He stood and moved into the space in-between the two 
commanders. “How could there be antimatter radiation down here?” 
 “It’s not implausible,” said the Trill. “The Tiaitans have only recently discovered the safe 
use of matter/antimatter reactions as a power source.” 
 “I’ve read the reports,” said Bane. “They’re at least another two years away from 
actually completing any M/AM power plants. Without our help maybe even more.” 
 Star glanced up at him and smirked. “Somebody’s been doing their homework.” 
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 “Something is definitely wrong here,” said Singleton. “I can’t detect any significant 
electromagnetic background radiation which would be expected from a city the size of Ald An 
Lek. I also cannot raise our contacts.” 
 Star focused on her own instruments. “We should come into visual range any moment 
now,” she said and glanced back up and out of the viewport ahead. 
 It was the early afternoon on the western continent and the sun shone brightly above 
them, causing the horizon to shimmer with heat waves. And then the city came into view. 
Except it wasn’t a city anymore. 
 Bane wasn’t particularly religious and yet he only managed one sentence to cross his 
lips. “Oh my God.” 
 Ald An Lek lay in ruins. 
 The three occupants of the shuttle watched with terrified silence as they approached a 
city which once had been home to thousands and in which now barely one building still 
possessed a roof.  
 Whatever had happened here had not happened very long ago. Countless of injured and 
dead littered the scorched streets. Some rushed back and forth either in an attempt to help those 
less fortunate or in blind panic and desperation. The few authority figures and first responders 
seemed entirely overwhelmed. 
 The destruction seemed to have been focused at the center of the city and then had 
spread outward in a ripple effect. Shockwaves had flattened houses even in the outskirts. 
 “What … what happened here?” Bane said after a few minutes of silently watching the 
horrendous scene below them as the shuttle slowly continued to its destination. 
 Star tore herself away from the viewport and checked her instruments. “I cannot be 
certain with the limited sensors on this shuttle but it looks like a massive explosion and from 
the decay rate of the residual radiation I’d say it happened fairly recently.” 
 This seemed to worry Singleton. “If this was an attack it might not be over yet. We 
should abort.” 
 “Abort?” Bane couldn’t believe his ears. “Those people are dying, they need our help. 
We can’t turn away now.” 
 Singleton faced the younger officer with a stony expression. “If we get shot down here 
we help nobody. Besides we haven’t got nearly enough supplies with us to provide help on this 
scale, Lieutenant.” 
 Star interrupted before Bane could fire back. “Judging from the extend of the destruction 
I think we can safely assume that the attack—if that is indeed what this was—has been carried 
out. The way I see it we are here to deliver a payload and I intend to do just that,” she said and 
shot a penetrating glance towards Singleton. 
 Bane thought he saw something else in the look. An unspoken subtext to her words that 
he was not privy to. 
 Singleton nodded reluctantly and then focused on his console once more. “We’re 
approaching the rendezvous coordinates now. I’m setting her down.” 
 The shuttle aimed for a large open square not very far from the city center. It appeared 
to have been a lush green park but the grass and any plants that had once adorned the place 
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had burned to ashes. A few larger trees had survived but were now nothing more than dark 
stumps protruding out of the dead ground like cavernous stalagmites. 
 Once the shuttle had landed, Star got out of her seat. “The rendezvous point is less than 
five-hundred meters from our position. Bane and I are going to check it out. Jarod, you stay by 
the shuttle.” 
 “You really think your contact is still around?” Nigel Bane said. “Even if they survived 
this, don’t you think they’ve got better things to do than meeting with us?” 
 Star shook her head. “They’re resourceful people. And they’ll need our supplies now 
more than ever.” 
 The Australian lieutenant didn’t like it but this entire undertaking had become one 
surprise after the other and he was beginning to second-guess his decision to take Star up on 
her offer. She had made it perfectly clear that things could get ugly but this was quickly 
becoming a lot uglier than he could have ever imagined. 
 He slowly headed for the exit ramp but stopped when Star called out for him. He turned 
to notice the phaser in her hand. He looked at it wide-eyed before he looked up and into her 
eyes. 
 She flipped the weapon around and presented it to him butt first. “Take this.” 
 Bane suppressed the urge to swallow and then noticed that Star and Singleton already 
had weapons clipped to their uniforms. “I thought we are here to help these people.” 
 “We are,” Star said. “But if they really have been attacked recently, I think we should 
play it safe.” 
 He nodded and took the weapon. 
 Star looked at Singleton. “If you do not hear from us within twenty minutes beam us 
back.” 
 The lanky officer barely even acknowledged the order which helped very little to make 
Bane feel more confident of stepping into a war zone. Nevertheless he didn’t hesitate and 
followed Star out of the shuttle. 
 The first thing he noticed was the persistent smell of burned ozone and death. And Bane 
knew exactly what death smelled like. Ever since the war had begun it had been a constant 
companion. Bane and the Bluefin had not taken part directly in the war effort—the outdated 
border cutter was no match for the heavy Cardassian and Jem’Hadar war machines—instead 
they had been delegated to the role of cleaning up after the main events. And every battle, no 
matter how minor, had brought with it an entire throng of dead and nearly dead. 
 Usually however the destruction had been contained and the deceased had been limited 
to shot-out starship hulks. A decimated city was a new sight for Nigel Bane and one he knew he 
was not soon to forget. 
 He followed Star across the scorched earth which might have been a lush green field 
once and then into the decaying city streets. Most buildings, Bane quickly noticed, had flattened 
and collapsed on top of themselves. It appeared they had never been built to withstand much of 
anything and had probably been constructed poorly and with sub-standard building materials. 
This was hardly surprising considering the poor conditions on Tiaita. Even the government had 
admitted that much and it was the whole reason why they were here in the first place. 
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 Bane was hard-pressed not to stop for the many injured and disoriented people 
stumbling through the ruins, some moaning, some crying, some even asking for their help, too 
much in shock to realize that the newcomers were clearly not from around here. But Star kept a 
brisk pace, determined not to be distracted by the suffering all around her. 
 He admired how easily she was able to filter out the chaos surrounding them and at the 
same time was frightened by it. She had come here to help, she had claimed, and now that it 
was so apparent what kind of help these people needed she appeared completely indifferent 
towards them. 
 “Over there,” she said and pointed at a square in front of a large stone building which 
had remained halfway intact. Four bulky, armored military vehicles were parked in front and 
judging by their appearance they had not been in the city when it had been attacked. 
 A row of armed soldiers in mismatched combat outfits guarded the vehicles and the 
building. They noticed the two Starfleet officers approach and immediately raised their 
weapons. 
 “I don’t like this, Taz.” 
 But Star was undeterred. She continued towards the soldiers, raising her arms to show 
her peaceful intentions. “I’m Tazla Star. I’m here to see Balik-Ait.” 
 But the men didn’t appear to be interested and Bane could hear their projectile weapons 
being loaded, ready to unleash a hailstorm of bullets towards them. 
 “I’ve brought the supplies—“ 
 A shrill cry cut Star short in mid-sentence. It came from the building behind the soldiers 
and it momentarily caught even them by surprise. It had been an agonizing sound but not so 
much of physical pain than perhaps desperation. 
 Not a moment later a woman came running out of the building. She was dressed 
similarly to the soldiers and judging from their reactions she was part of the outfit. 
 A man came out seconds afterwards, calling after the woman. “Deite!” 
 The man froze momentarily when he noticed the Starfleet officers. He locked eyes with 
Star and Bane noticed the flash of recognition in his eyes. But apparently Balik had more 
pressing concerns. He caught up to Deite and tried to console her. But she was not having any 
of it. 
 “Leave me,” she cried. 
 “It’s Starfleet,” he said, trying a different approach now. He gestured towards the two 
officers. “They’ve come to help us.” 
 But when Deite looked up—her eyes now swollen with tears—and noticed them for the 
first time, she seemed more upset than before. “This is their doing,” she said. “It’s all their 
doing. Kill them, kill them all!” she shouted and reached for her sidearm. 
 The soldiers took aim at the Starfleet officers again and this time their intentions were 
unmistakable. 
 “Taz!” Bane urged and began to step backwards, in his mind he was already picturing 
being perforated by a thousand bullets. He curiously wondered what it would feel like to be 
struck by a projectile. 
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 Star on the other hand remained perfectly calm and stood her ground. But it didn’t quite 
seem as if it was poise that kept her in place. Instead it looked as if she was bracing herself for 
what was to come. Perhaps even welcoming it. 
 “No,” the man shouted and then pushed down Deite’s gun. “They are not the ones 
responsible. They’ve come to help and you know we need them.” 
 The soldiers held their fire. 
 Deite for her part shot venom at the Starfleet officers through her blood-shot eyes. “We 
don’t need them,” she said so quietly, Bane had to strain his ears to hear her. “We don’t need 
any of their kind.” But it seemed she had decided that enough people had died that day. She 
turned and walked away. 
 Nigel Bane relaxed when the soldiers finally lowered their weapons and Balik slowly 
walked over to meet them. There was no menace or spitefulness when he spoke. “I’m sorry for 
that,” he said. “But as you can see for yourselves we have been through a lot today.” 
 Star nodded understandingly. “What happened?” 
 “A government attack,” he said and took a deep breath, for the first time showing how 
exhausted he truly was. “We were two hours out when we lost all contact but we could see the 
explosion. It was a truly terrifying sight. I don’t know what it was that did this but we’ve heard 
rumors. A immensely powerful weapon that can decimate entire cities,” he continued and his 
voice trailed off as he took in his apocalyptic surroundings. “I still cannot believe how true they 
have turned out to be.” 
 Star put a gentle hand on the man’s shoulders. “I’m sorry for this, I really am. Help us 
unload our supplies, they’ll be badly needed now.” 
 Balik slowly nodded. “Of course, I’ll have my men attend to it right away.” 
 “Your friend,” Bane said, “is she going to be alright?” 
 Balik looked at him sadly. “No, not for some time I fear. She lost the man she was going 
to marry.” 
 

* * * 
 
On a ship like the Bluefin, everything was smaller and more compact than on the massive 
Starfleet cruisers, designed to explore parts beyond the final frontier without ever sacrificing 
crew comfort. Border cutters were more utilitarian, more hands-on or like some border dogs 
liked to say, less shine and more grit. 
 This was also true for the captain’s quarters. On the Bluefin the skipper was not given 
much more room than most other officers and it was still not much more square footage than a 
broom closet on a Starfleet ship. 
 Dale McBride, the ruggedly handsome, tall Texan first officer stood in the dark quarters 
and watched his captain quietly as he sat at his desk, rearranging a holo-vid of a young African 
man, the captain’s deceased nephew. 
 “What are we doing here, Dale?” 
 Joseph Akinola didn’t look up, his eyes instead glued to his nephew’s image.  
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 McBride was thrown by the unexpected question. He thought about it for a few seconds. 
“We are here to assist the Tiaitan people and ensure the safety and security of the freighter 
flotilla.” 
 The white haired captain slowly placed the holo-vid back into the same position it had 
been before, unable to decide on a better one and then glanced up at his first officer. “You have 
a talent at memorizing the exact text of our mission profiles.” 
 McBride tapped his temple and smirked. “Good noggin. It runs in the family.” 
 “Of that I have no doubt,” he said and glanced out of the window to catch a few 
glimpses of the dozen or so freighters around his ship. “Let me ask you something else,” he 
said. “If our mission here is so clearly defined how come I feel so useless? How come it all feels 
so terribly senseless and wrong?” he asked and glanced back at his first officer. “Do you ever 
get that feeling?” 
 “I haven’t stopped feeling that way since the war started.” 
  “Yes,” he said nodding slowly. “But it’s more than that. The war, I understand. God 
knows, I’m tired of it and wish for nothing more than for it to end the day before yesterday. But 
I understand it, Dale. Maybe it’s because I’ve seen this kind of thing before, maybe it’s because 
as depressing a thought as it is, I know that there’ll always be powers out there who’ll try to 
take a swing at us. But what I don’t understand is why we are here, babysitting a group of 
miners to build some outpost that in the grand scheme of things will never really amount to 
anything.” 
 “Schwarzkopf seems to think otherwise,” McBride said and instantly regretted doing so. 
The look in Akinola’s eyes turned near venomous. It vanished however as quickly as it had 
appeared. 
 He looked back at the moving image of Lennox Okonedo who had died so tragically in 
the line of duty and under Akinola’s very command a little over a year ago. It had been his first 
week out of the academy. 
 “Schwarzkopf,” Akinola mumbled under his breath. “That’s another thing I don’t 
understand. How did they make a man like that an admiral? How did we end up as a pawn in 
his whimsical scheme? How did somebody as guilty as this Star woman get out of prison so 
easily?” he said and then fixed his stare firmly onto McBride once more. “And how did she 
manage to get involved with one of my very officers?” 
 At that McBride’s eyes opened wider. He had not expected Akinola to know about Nigel 
Bane’s relationship. Bane himself had tried to keep it a secret, and failed naturally, but 
somehow McBride had hoped that the captain had remained blissfully ignorant of the affair. 
 Akinola read his thoughts. “It’s a small ship, Dale, don’t look so shocked. What were 
you thinking? That you could shield your commanding officer from the shocking truth?” 
 “Well no, I wouldn’t have put it into those words, exactly, sir.” 
 The captain smiled, somewhat amused but his underlying sadness, perhaps it was more 
like disappointment, did not erode. 
 “I will have a word with Lieutenant Bane,” McBride said. “I will make sure that—“ 
 “You make sure of what, Commander?” Akinola said. “That they don’t see each other 
anymore? Don’t be childish. We’re not running a Cardassian labor camp here and contrary to 
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popular belief I’m not the crew’s father figure. Bane is an adult and he can see whoever he 
damn pleases.” 
 McBride nodded again but he was sure something in Akinola’s voice was giving him 
away, showing the smallest hint that if he had the authority—and some would have argued that 
he indeed did—he wouldn’t have minded at all to put a stop to Bane’s unpopular relationship. 
 “And now Starfleet has decided to send another ship,” said Akinola, returning to his 
earlier train of thought. “Without doubt Schwarzkopf’s doing, who hasn’t as much as 
acknowledged our presence here.” 
 “He doesn’t want us.” 
 “Yeah, well, the feeling’s mutual.” 
 McBride grinned. 
 “I hate to admit it but I’d rather be back in the Bajoran sector and helping out those poor 
kids shot to pieces by the Dominion. Even cleaning up after those battles filled me with a 
greater sense of doing my part than sitting on my ass and watching Schwarzkopf get himself 
into another mess.” 
 “The irony, sir, is that we might be the ones having to clean it up afterwards again.” 
 Akinola stood so abruptly, for a second McBride thought he was going to leap at him. 
The feeling seemed even more plausible when he noticed for the first time that the skipper was 
wearing his white karate ghi. “Mark my words. I will not allow any of my crewmembers to die 
or come to harm because of that man’s single-minded attitude. Not again,” he said and glanced 
at the holo-vid. “Not again,” he added, his voice as low as a whisper. 
 McBride nodded slowly, fully understanding, fully agreeing. It had been then-Captain 
Schwarzkopf’s recklessness that had led to young Ensign Okonedo’s  death and half a dozen 
other causalities. Losses that could have easily been avoided if the arrogant starship 
commander had only listened to reason. 
 Akinola looked at his first officer. “Not while brave men and women are putting their 
lives on the line every single day to keep us free from oppression. I will simply not allow it,” he 
said, grabbed a towel and headed out of the room and towards the gym, desperate to release 
the pent up aggression.  
 

* * * 
 
Balik-Ait opened the container and removed a brand-new, silver-colored assault rifle, 
inspecting the sight, the barrel and the fire settings. 
 “These weapons are far superior to the carbines we supplied you before. They are 
reliable, are unlikely to jam and have far greater stopping power. They are pretty much on par 
with whatever the government forces are using.” 
 Balik looked at Jarod Singleton for a moment before his eyes dropped towards the 
phaser the Starfleet officer was wearing at his hip. 
 Tazla Star noticed. “We’ve been through this, Balik,” she said. “You got to make do with 
what we can give you.” 
 Singleton nodded. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” 
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  “Yes, you keep saying this,” the rebel fighter said and handed the weapon to his 
companion, a shorter but lanky Tiaitan by the name of Teldro-Ait. Star didn’t know him as well 
as Balik or even Deite but there was something about him she didn’t like. It could have been his 
dark eyes which were always darting, quietly appraising like a bird of prey. “But I still don’t 
understand what it means,” Balik said. “If you want us to win this war all you have to do is give 
us access to some of your sophisticated hardware. I can guarantee that we will take control of 
the government within weeks.” 
  “There is a big difference between what we want and what we can do,” she said. “We 
have to be very careful or all this will come to nothing.” 
 Balik shook his head slightly. “I will never quite understand your people. Why is it that 
part of you is helping us and the other is helping our enemy? How could you be so divided?” 
 Star stepped closer to Balik. “I would think that you of all people would understand. 
You are fighting this war because you are a divided people, no? Well, so are we.” 
 “But you are so much more advanced. You control entire star systems and fleets of 
spaceships. You don’t have a society controlled by an archaic religion which tries to dominate 
every aspect of your life and tells you what to do and what to think.” 
 The Trill thought about this for a moment. “In a way we do, Balik. In a way we are not 
so different. It’s just that our religion doesn’t have any gods. Our leaders worship ideals and 
sometimes power and influence. We are divided because we disagree on how to best serve our 
own interests.” 
 This didn’t help to explain anything to Balik and judging from the growing frown on 
Singleton’s face, he was not pleased with the way this conversation was going. “What my 
colleague is trying to say,” he said and shot a chastising glance towards the Trill, “is that we too 
have our disagreements. But you don’t have to worry about that. What you will have to 
consider is that we must be careful. Our people are sending another ship and under heavier 
scrutiny it will be more difficult to meet.” 
 “How will that affect our delivers?” Teldro wanted to know. He had begun to repack the 
assault rifles but had now paused. Teldro didn’t speak much and when he did he was curt with 
a sharp sounding voice. 
 “We’ll still get you what you need,” Star reassured. “All you need to do is make sure 
that you get a grip on your people. Like Deite.” 
 “Don’t concern yourselves with Deite,” Balik said with fierce loyalty. 
 “Oh but I do,” Star shot back. “I do because she nearly had us killed. Now that would 
not have been good for either one of us,” she added with a smirk. 
 Balik nodded slowly, conceding the point. “She’s going through a difficult time. But I 
can handle her.” 
 “See that you do,” Star said and turned away to walk towards a window, all but 
indicating that the conversation was over. 
 Balik and Teldro finished packing up their weapons and left the room. 
 Star looked out of the window overlooking a smoldering city. Balik’s New Light fighters 
were busy trying to help where they could but it was clear that it wasn’t enough. The city was 
lost and most would either die here or surrender to the government troops which would march 



46 
 

in sooner or later. Those who could still walk would probably escape to another New Light 
controlled stronghold. Those who were captured would be treated as insurgents and sent to 
government re-education centers which were nothing more than labor camps and execution 
grounds. 
 She noticed Bane among those helping out. He was giving out all the emergency rations 
he had been able to find on the shuttle to children. The young officer had no idea what his 
girlfriend was up to behind closed doors. 
 “You should’ve never brought him in on this,” said Singleton who had stepped behind 
her and noticing what had caught her attention. 
 “That was the idea though, wasn’t it?” she said without taking her eyes off the man 
outside. “To get Bluefin on our side. We get Nigel to realize that Starfleet is backing the wrong 
horse and he’ll influence his friends and crewmembers to think the same. Another one of 
Altee’s grand schemes,” she said her voice entirely devoid of emotion or conviction for that 
matter. “Isn’t that why he used his influence to make sure the Bluefin, of all ships, would be 
assigned to this mission? He knows of Akinola’s history with Schwarzkopf and hopes to exploit 
it.” 
 “Perhaps,” Singleton said. “But it’s become too personal. I’ve seen how you look at each 
other and I’m pretty sure you are losing your objectivity.” 
 Star didn’t like what Singleton was saying and if she was perfectly honest she didn’t 
much like him either. He was a stiff yes-man, somebody who did exactly what he was told and 
worse yet believed it all too. He was the perfect instrument for Starfleet Intelligence. He was the 
perfect instrument for Altee. But Star wasn’t too different herself, was she? Why else was she 
here, doing Altee’s bidding all over again? But there was one important difference between her 
and Jarod Singleton, she convinced herself. Tazla Star was doing this because she thought it was 
the right thing to do not because she had been told to. 
 She turned away from the window. “I’ll do my job and you do yours. Let’s leave it at 
that.” 
 Singleton shrugged and walked back towards the table on which the now empty 
containers stood. “I couldn’t care less how you do your job as long as things get done. The 
stakes here are too big as to mess it all up because you suddenly develop a conscience.” 
 “And what stakes would that be?”  
 Singleton looked at her. “You know what we are trying to do here.” 
 “Maybe I need to be reminded.” 
 “Don’t even think of playing that game, Commander. We are here to correct a mistake 
and you know it. We are here to ensure that the right people are leading this world which is the 
only way we will win a dependable ally against the Dominion. If Schwarzkopf has his way 
we’ll have a neat little dictatorship in our own backyard. Something like that would tear the 
Federation apart if people ever found out about it.” 
 “Yes that’s right, Altee is doing all this because he’s so worried about what John Q will 
think of the Federation Council while we fight for our survival against the Dominion,” she said 
sarcastically. “Come on, Jarod, don’t insult both our intelligence. You know as well as I do that 
something else is going on here.” 
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 Singleton began to close the containers, making them ready to return them to the shuttle. 
“Maybe.” 
 Star took a step closer to the man. She was supposed to be in charge of this operation 
and yet she couldn’t fight the feeling the Singleton knew more about it than she did. “Come on, 
what is it?” 
 The SI agent looked away for a moment to consider if he should reveal what he knew. 
He made his choice and looked back at Star. “There’s a rumor—and that’s all it is, a rumor—
that Altee and Schwarzkopf used to be close. Very close. Pretty much best friends and all. But 
they had a falling out, a really bad one. I wouldn’t know what happened but ever since they’ve 
been trying to destroy each other. Nothing as obvious as killing each other. But they are out to 
ruin each other’s reputation, trying to expose each other. I think Altee might be trying to bring 
Schwarzkopf down on this and keep him from using this treaty as a stepping stone to further 
his political ambitions,” he said and then turned back to the crates. “As I said, that’s all just a 
rumor.” 
 “And you don’t find this at bit discomforting?” she said. Even if it was just a rumor it 
certainly made sense to her. Altee had been her mentor once and she knew the Deltan man 
could keep a grudge. It also helped to explain a lot about the mission which had cost her her 
rank and her reputation. Schwarzkopf had tried to expose Altee by capturing one of his former 
agents. As a counter-move he had turned to her to extract the man before Schwarzkopf could 
get his hands on him. 
 Singleton closed the last of the containers. “Altee might have a more personal motive 
but in the end, what he’s doing is best for the Federation. Schwarzkopf is a menace and he must 
be stopped.” 
 Star glanced out of the window once more. If Schwarzkopf was a menace than what was 
Altee? Her eyes wandered over the war torn city one last time. But her mind was focused on 
their very own civil war now. 
 

* * * 
 
“Admiral Schwarzkopf, may I present Captain Michael Owens.” 
 Owens stood from his chair, walked around his desk and extended his hand. “Welcome 
aboard, Admiral.” 
 Schwarzkopf smiled broadly and shook the captain’s hand. “Please, we’ll be working 
together quite closely, I’m sure. Call me Mel,” he said with a glimmer in his eyes. 
 Michael Owens hesitated just a split second in which an expression of confusion crossed 
his face. It was instantly dispelled. “Very well, Mel,” he said and pointed to the chair opposite 
his. “Can I get you something?” 
 “I’ll have some mint tea, if you don’t mind. No sugar,” he said and sat.  
 “Certainly. Commander,” he said addressing his Vulcan acting first officer, “why don’t 
you have a seat as well?” 
 Xylion nodded curtly and took the chair next to the admiral. 
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 Owens ordered the mint tea and a tonic water for himself—he already knew Xylion 
would prefer no beverage—then placed the tea cup in front of the admiral before sitting behind 
his desk again. He didn’t miss the admiral’s discomfort as he slightly adjusted in his chair. 
 Schwarzkopf did not appear much older than he was, in fact some might have 
considered him to be younger thanks to his long black hair which he wore openly and reached 
just passed his shoulders. It was perhaps not the most commanding hairstyle Owens had ever 
seen. In fact very little about Mel Schwarzkopf appeared impressive and even his friendly 
mannerisms seemed somewhat forced. 
 Ever since Leva had brought attention to the man’s ambiguous past Owens had decided 
to read up on him. He had been the captain of the Galaxy-class Heracles for some eight years, 
accumulating a great number of commendations and medals for his dedicated service that often 
enough went above and beyond the call of duty. Schwarzkopf could have been very much on 
his way to be named among the great legends of Starfleet had it not been for an incident a year 
ago. The official reports were not entirely clear on what had transpired but rumor had it that he 
had rushed into an apparently dangerous situation entirely unprepared and as a consequence 
nearly lost his ship. 
 The Bluefin, the border cutter that had also been drafted for their current mission had 
played a vital part in that episode as well. The official reports on their involvement had been 
sketchy but it was said that it had been Akinola and his Border Service crew which had 
prevented the situation from becoming a complete disaster. 
 Owens didn’t know if he had lost his command due to that incident. Regardless, he had 
made admiral afterwards and Owens was certain that not everyone was entirely happy about 
this, Schwarzkopf himself possibly amongst those. 
 The admiral sipped his tea and found the Botticelli painting which Owens had moved to 
his ready room. “That is a beautiful piece of art you have there, Michael.” 
 Owens smirked. “It’s currently on loan to us.” 
 “Most impressive,” Schwarzkopf said and studied it a moment longer, before he placed 
his teacup back on the saucer and faced the captain. “I will not take too much of your time. I 
have plenty of important work to do still and I’m certain you are equally eager to get started.” 
 Owens nodded. 
 “As you can appreciate time is a factor. Quite frankly Starfleet isn’t too happy about 
having you out here while the Dominion seems to make new inroads into Federation territory 
every day. Thankfully I’ve been able to convince many of those stubborn folks at Command 
that we need to think of alternative means to win this war. Trying to match Dominion military 
power is simply not a realistic solution.” 
 “It hasn’t worked too well so far.” 
 “Exactly,” the admiral said. “What we have here is a chance to not only bolster our 
dwindling resources but also lay the foundations for a deadly strike against Cardassia. And if 
Cardassia falls the entire Dominion war effort in the Alpha Quadrant will crumble along with 
it.” 
 Owens noticed an almost imperceptible flicker of doubt in Xylion’s Vulcan eyes. He 
wasn’t surprised, he himself was not entirely convinced that Schwarzkopf’s plan had a great 
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chance of success. But he understood something else. The Federation was becoming more 
desperate with each passing day. Considering only options with a guaranteed success rate was 
a luxury nobody could afford anymore. Maybe, just maybe this unlikely plan was their one 
chance to turn this war around. Schwarzkopf certainly seemed to believe so. 
 “Make no mistake, Captain, this will not be easy. It will take dedication and hard work. 
We must also honor our agreements with the Tiaitans who have agreed—by accepting great 
peril to themselves, I should add—to make this possible. Tiaita is by no means a perfect world 
and a lot of the customs and traditions will seem strange to you but they are a good people who 
have chosen to make their mark in the intergalactic community.” 
 “Admiral, if I may,” said Xylion who clearly had no intention whatever to call him by 
his given name. 
 Schwarzkopf nodded for him to proceed. 
 “I certainly understand the larger implications of this mission and its long term goals 
but you must be aware that we have set the Tiaitans on a course towards Federation 
membership with little investigation into their culture or history.” 
 “I’m fully cognizant of this, Commander,” the admiral said only slightly masking his 
annoyance. “I am the person who has drafted the treaty we have signed and therefore know 
exactly what we have put on the table. So far the Tiaitans have made no overtures towards full 
membership and it would certainly be too early to discuss these possibilities. But as I said, they 
are a remarkable people and if they would choose some day to join us, I think we would be 
richer for it.” 
 Owens did feel that Schwarzkopf was sounding just a little bit too proud of the Tiaitans. 
He spoke of them with a fondness a father would hold for his child. “From your reports I have 
gathered that they still require a large amount of assistance.” 
 “That is correct and us providing it is a small price to pay for what they have given us in 
return.” 
 “I am more than happy to help these people with whatever humanitarian assistance 
they require. I guess I’ve just been curious what exactly our role here is,” said Owens. After all 
the supplies for the Tiaitas were already here. 
 “Mostly, Michael, it is going to be organizational. That is what is missing here. To be 
frank the supply convoy is not ideally situated for this task and there have been complaints 
from the local government that supplies have not been delivered when and where they have 
been requested. I need you to work with government representatives and make sure they get 
what they need swiftly. A lot of Tiaitans depend on it.” 
 “Admiral, from what I’ve seen so far some of the problems might stem from the 
government’s reluctance to allow us direct access to the planet,” said the Vulcan. “I estimate 
that we will increase efficiency by thirty-eight percent if we could negotiate direct planetary 
access.” 
 Schwarzkopf didn’t seem to like the idea. 
 “Admiral … Mel,” Owens corrected himself and quickly noticed that he didn’t like the 
sound of it. “I have to agree with my first officer. We need to get a first-hand impression of 
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these people and what they need. It would also be prudent to learn more about a planet which 
might become a long-term ally or possibly even a candidate for membership.” 
 “The treaty has been signed, Captain,” said Schwarzkopf quickly, sounding defensive 
and his eyes sparkling with a flash of impatience. “I would not have pushed for this if I didn’t 
think these people were ready for such a commitment.” 
 “Sir, the captain did not mean to imply that you have not carefully studied the Tiaitans 
before considering the treaty. We merely believe that we would be in a better position to assist 
their needs if we were allowed a more direct role.” 
 Schwarzkopf didn’t say anything for a few moments and Owens had the distinct 
impression that he needed the time to calm himself. His eyes found the Birth of Venus again and 
apparently that did the trick. “I will speak about this with Prias Oldar, the head of the 
government,” he said. “There is another matter I would like to discuss with you however,” he 
added and then looked at the acting first officer. “If you could excuse us for a moment, 
Commander.” 
 The Vulcan nodded and left the ready room. 
 Schwarzkopf waited for the doors to close shut behind Xylion before continuing. “You 
have no doubt noticed by now the presence of the Border Service vessel.” 
 “The Bluefin.” 
 Schwarzkopf nodded. “Her presence here was not my decision and I have good cause to 
believe that she was sent here for other reasons than to assist with the Tiaitans.” 
 Owens couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow in surprise. “What other possible reason 
could she be here for?” 
 The admiral seemed to consider his reply carefully. “I don’t know. But I’m sure you 
agree that ordinarily you wouldn’t rely on the Border Service to assist in planetary relief 
missions.” 
 “Ordinarily, I would,” Owens said. “But these are hardly ordinary times. Besides, I was 
under the impression the Bluefin is also here as an escort for the freighter fleet.” 
 “You may be right and I hope my concerns are unwarranted. But now that you are here 
I’d rather not involve Akinola and his crew. I just wanted to make you aware of the situation.” 
 “Understood,” Owens said. In reality he didn’t. He had no idea why Schwarzkopf could 
have been so concerned about the small border cutter. Owens didn’t know Akinola and had not 
had the chance to speak to the man. Considering how busy he would be over the next few days 
and how concerned Schwarzkopf was about involving the Bluefin, he doubted he would get the 
chance. 
 Schwarzkopf on the other hand had dealt with Akinola before and Owens could only 
assume that he had made his decision based on their previous encounter. 
 The admiral stood. “It was good to meet you, Michael. I should return to the surface at 
once.” 
 “It was my pleasure meeting you,” Owens said. “And please remember to reiterate our 
request for direct access to the government. I believe it would be in the best interest of the 
people of Tiaita.” 
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 “I will do my best to convince them of that,” said Schwarzkopf and then smiled as if to 
show Owens that they had reached a comfortable working arrangement during their short 
meeting. 
 Owens wasn’t quite there yet. “Commander Xylion, please report to my ready room.” 
 The Vulcan had apparently been waiting outside as he entered momentarily. 
 “I’m certain I’ll be seeing you again soon,” said Schwarzkopf and then turned to the 
Vulcan. “If you would show me back to the transporter room now.” 
 Xylion nodded, exchanged a brief glance with the captain and then lead the admiral out 
of the room. 
 Owens sat down behind his desk only after they had left the room. He couldn’t suppress 
a sigh coming over his lips. The meeting had not gone as smoothly as he had hoped and Owens 
was sure that Schwarzkopf had been equally uncomfortable, no matter how much he had tried 
to hide it. He had even felt a certain sense of resentfulness coming from the admiral which 
Owens couldn’t quite account for. Perhaps to some degree Schwarzkopf had felt so ill at ease 
because he longed for those times when he had sat in Owens’ chair. He had noticed the glimmer 
in the admiral’s eyes when he had first set foot in the ready room. 
 As Owens turned to look out of the viewport and caught a glance of the sandy-brown 
planet and the Bluefin in synchronous orbit he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to 
Schwarzkopf’s apprehension than met the eye. 
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FOUR: THE VISIT 
 
 
It had been so easy for the young junior lieutenant to be added to the away team that he 
wondered why he had never tried it before.  
 Mostly this was thanks to DeMara Deen. 
 Lif Culsten had wanted to join the away mission to the surface of Tiaita as soon as he 
had found out that the local government had acquiesced to Captain Owens’ request. 
 As acting first officer, Xylion was to lead this away mission consisting out of Nora Laas, 
Doctor Ashley Wenera and DeMara Deen. Culsten whose command ambitions were well 
known on board had made careful inquires into the possibility of joining the away team in 
order to, as he had put it: gain valuable insights and experiences in the execution of planet-bound field 
operations. 
 Deen had initially laughed out loud when he had said this, much to his scorn. She had 
then quickly made it clear that she was only amused by his overly intricate manner of saying 
that he wanted to be included in an away mission. She had willingly suggested that he take her 
spot and had even put in a good word with Xylion. 
 The young helmsman who had studied every single report ever filed on Tiaita—it 
turned out to be a lot fewer than he had expected—was utterly surprised with what he found 
when he actually materialized along with the others in the center of Tiaita’s capital. 
 The reports, and their mission parameters for that matter, indicated that the planet was 
close to ruin, experiencing widespread starvation that had caused hundreds of thousands to die 
of hunger, a failing economy that left a vast majority of inhabitants without work and a severely 
damaged infrastructure which struggled to meet the needs of a population stretched thinly over 
thousands of miles of two desert continents. 
 He had not expected to arrive in a city with the glitz and glamour rivaling that of 
contemporary Paris, France. 
 Dar Nu Al was as impressive as any city Lif Culsten had ever seen. The cobblestone 
streets were clean and in impeccable condition, the cityscape was dominated by marvelous 
buildings topped with golden domes which shimmered under the bright and hot sun and the 
denizens were dressed in clean and colorful robes which regardless of the heat covered their 
entire bodies. 
 Their arrival was treated like a great festival. 
 The streets were cordoned off and people of all ages were crammed onto the sidewalks 
to get a glimpse of these aliens visiting their world. Streamers of various colors decorated the 
houses and some people, Culsten discovered with some surprise, were waving Federation flags. 
 While the away team walked down one of the streets, a formation of seven military 
aircraft streamed by overhead in close formation and released thousands of tiny styrofoam 
specks, which made it appear as if it was snowing in the middle of summer. A somewhat alien 
and perhaps even a bit disturbing look to some members of Eagle’s away team. 
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 Culsten had seen old photographs of soldiers on Earth coming back home after victory 
at war who were being celebrated in similar fashion. 
 “It’s like we’re being greeted as liberators,” he said to his fellow crewmembers. 
 Wenera scowled at him. 
 He shrugged his shoulder innocently. “What?” 
 Most amazing perhaps was the fact that the crowds were entirely quiet. There were no 
noisy jubilations of any kind. Instead everybody watched the curious aliens with silent awe. Or 
perhaps it was apprehension. Culsten couldn’t quite tell. He knew from the reports that they 
were not the first aliens to visit this world but they were the first to be so openly exhibited, for 
that was what it felt like. 
 At least fifty black-clad soldiers took part in the away team’s procession through the city 
and perhaps it was their presence, along with their weapons, which gave the crowd such pause. 
They wore visored helmets under their dark hoods, completely concealing their faces and 
somewhat reminding Culsten of villains in a below-average holo-adventure. 
 None other than the leader of the military himself, a First Marshal Trelt-Ait, was leading 
them through the city. He didn’t wear a helmet, dispelling any notion Culsten might have held 
that there were no faces under those masks. In fact the marshal appeared to be a quite pleasant 
man and their Bajoran security chief had easily struck up a conversation. 
 “So you are saying that your culture is divided into two castes?” she said, clearly quite 
interested in this partly because she knew that her own people had once followed a rigid caste 
system. 
 The soldier didn’t seem to like her choice of words however. “It is not a caste system,” 
he said. “We have the Tia and the Ait,” he added and carefully gestured skyward where a speck 
of bright light glared with prominence. “We are now in the Tia cycle as Tia is more prominent 
in the skies. Soon and after Changeover, Ait will become more prominent, that’s when the Ait 
cycle commences.” 
 The military man clearly possessed a limited ability to make foreigners understand their 
cultural intricacies as was evident from his uncomfortable speaking style and Nora’s lack of 
understanding.  
 The Vulcan was quick to assist. “I believe the First Marshal is referring to the Twin 
Pulsars prominent in this sector of space and visible with the naked eye from Tiaita.” 
 Trelt nodded. “The Brothers.” 
 “The two pulsars symbolize your gods?” Culsten said. 
 “Yes, Tia and Ait. Only one rules the skies during the day. Those born under the 
blessing of Tia are the children of Tia. Those, like me, born during Ait’s reign are children of 
Ait.” 
 “A fascinating religion,” said Nora. 
 “But only the Tia make up the ruling class. So those born while Ait is visible will never 
have the chance to partake in the decision making process.” 
 The First Marshal threw the young Krellonian a dark look. Perhaps because to him he 
sounded not unlike the rebels he and his military had been fighting for generations. 
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 Nora also chastised the junior officer. “You would do well to show more respect, 
Lieutenant. We are guests here,” she said in a voice so stern one would have thought she was 
addressing an enemy in battle. 
 Lif Culsten suppressed an urge to gulp. 
 “I apologize for the Lieutenant’s comments, First Marshal,” Nora said, paying Culsten 
no more mind. “He is inexperienced in these matters. I would love to hear more about your 
beliefs.” 
 This seemed to appease Trelt who quickly grew more comfortable in opening up to the 
Bajoran who appeared very receptive to what he had to say. 
  “I want to make it clear that through faith, dedication and hard work, my fellow Ait 
have a perfectly good chance to take on positions of great responsibilities. I myself—if I may be 
so bold to say—have achieved great things by becoming the First Marshal.” 
 “A great example indeed,” said Nora. 
 The away team continued across the marvelous city for the better part of the day. They 
stopped at numerous landmarks most of which appeared to have a religious function or 
meaning. There were a great number of statues dedicated to their gods. Culsten noticed that 
when the Brothers were shown together, Ait always appeared to be smaller and more 
diminutive then his brother. Sometimes he appeared downright subservient. 
 But the others didn’t pay it much attention. Nora was too involved discussing 
theological concepts with Trelt who had begun to treat her like a close friend while Xylion 
studied everything he saw quietly and without showing any kind of inclination one way or the 
other. Doctor Wenera on the other hand looked anxious and impatient as if she was waiting to 
be shown what she had come for. 
 Then just after dusk the procession stopped. A number of dull bells rang throughout the 
city and every single man and woman on the streets turned to look towards the sky where the 
speck of light which had been quite prominent all afternoon was beginning to dim significantly. 
 Trelt had explained earlier that this ceremony was called Changeover, the celebration of 
the Brothers changing watch over their world. During this time the light of one of the pulsars 
would grow fainter and the other would grow stronger so that eventually only one would be 
visible. Changeover took place during the short time at which both were visible. This would 
happen twice a day, even though the reign of Ait was significantly longer than that of his 
brother. 
 During Changeover every Tiaitan was required by religious dogma to face the Brothers, 
drop to one knee and utter a short prayer. 
 “In ancient times the prayers were long and complex, taking many hours to complete,” 
Trelt had explained earlier and laughed good-heartedly. “Of course nowadays we are much 
more enlightened and understand that the Brothers love us no matter how long our prayers 
are.” 
 Culsten had never known what it sounded like when hundreds of thousands of people 
knelt down and spoke in unison until that day. 
 It was a startling and yet also a strangely beautiful experience. 
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 The members of the away team were the only ones for as far as the eye could see who 
had remained on their feet—they had been asked not to join the ceremony—and a gentle 
murmur rose as one towards the heavens. 
 And then as quickly as it had all begun it was over. Everybody stood and surprisingly 
stared right at the Starfleet officers with expecting eyes. 
 Culsten wondered if they were waiting to be congratulated for their ceremony. Or 
perhaps they were expecting judgment of some sort. 
 “Absolutely marvelous,” said Nora quietly. 
  
 Their last stop that day was to visit a local hospital. Ashley Wenera had insisted on it 
and Trelt had seen no reason not to grant the request. 
 From what they had seen so far it was little surprise to find that the hospital was a clean 
and orderly place with only a small number of patients being cared for by a large staff of nurses 
and doctors. Wenera found that most of the patients were suffering from minor conditions or 
injuries some of which caused by exhaustion or dehydration common on worlds with high 
median temperatures. 
 Medical technology was advanced and no reflection whatsoever on Tiaita’s theologically 
dominated society. Treatment for the sick appeared unquestioned and surgeries were 
performed safely and efficiently. Even when asked, the patients appeared in good spirits and 
had nothing but praise for those who cared of them. 
 Upon concluding their tour of the facility, Trelt looked particularly proud of what he 
called the most advanced hospital on Tiaita and soon one of many more. 
 Wenera on the other hand looked annoyed. Not because of what she had seen but for 
what she had not. “Marshal Trelt, this has been a completely pointless exercise.” 
 The military general was not the only one to shoot the doctor a blanched expression. 
 “Doctor, I have to disagree,” Nora said, coming to Trelt’s defense. “This has been an 
extremely insightful—“ 
 Wenera had no qualms about cutting the security chief short, differently to Culsten she 
was not intimidated by the fierce woman. “If this had been a cultural observation I would 
agree,” she said and then focused on Trelt again. “You have a wonderful city here, Marshal, 
with what appears to be an excellent medical care system and an all around satisfied 
population.” 
 Trelt nodded slowly, unsure which part of her assessment had put her in such a sour 
mood. 
 Wenera clarified. “As you may or may not be aware, we have been sent here to evaluate 
exactly what kind of assistance your people require and to make sure it is applied as efficiently 
as possible. But from what I’ve seen so far, there is absolutely no justification for the massive aid 
program the Federation has approved. To be frank with you, there are planets out there in 
much more dire need than yours especially since the Dominion has caused havoc in the Alpha 
Quadrant.” And Wenera knew exactly what she was talking about. After working for the 
Starfleet agency tasked in assisting worlds in dire health emergencies for three years she had 
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seen the worst of the worst. And so far the worst medical emergency she had found here was 
the equivalent of a bad case of the common cold. 
 The First Marshal seemed to consider those words for a moment. “You must understand 
that we are not used to foreign visitors. His Excellency, the prias and the Reverend Council of 
Tia have allowed you to visit so that you may witness the great pride we take in our world.” 
 Nora nodded in agreement. “And you have certainly not failed in that regard, Marshal.” 
 Wenera shot the Bajoran a glare. She was not helping. Laas was unimpressed however 
and simply glared right back. 
 “Alright, let me make this as clear as I can,” said the doctor. “After what I’ve seen today 
I will complete a report to my superiors as well as to Starfleet Medical on Earth and strongly 
suggest to redistribute the large amounts of supplies which have been allocated for Tiaita as 
they are obviously not required here.” 
 This startled the general profoundly. He had been tasked by none other than the simas 
himself—the leader of the Council of Tia—to show their foreign guests all the glory of Tiaita 
and not to bring their mission of desperately needed humanitarian aid to a premature end. 
Speechless he looked to Nora for help. 
 The Bajoran had clearly taken offense by the doctor’s harsh words, after all she had 
come to appreciate these people a great deal, convinced that they had found the delicate middle 
ground between modern technology and a spiritually centered life not too different than her 
own people. But she had no words to offer. If she liked it or not, Wenera was right and there 
was nothing she could do or say that would influence her report. 
 Trelt turned towards the Vulcan, hoping to find some logical counterbalance to 
Wenera’s somewhat emotional reaction. 
 Xylion calmly clasped his hands behind his back. “I concur with Doctor Wenera’s 
assessment. What we have seen appears to be in direct contradiction to the assistance you seek.” 
 “First Marshal,” Wenera said, taking on a much gentler tone. “Is there something you 
haven’t shown us? Something perhaps that could justify why you require our help as 
desperately as you claim?” 
 Trelt appeared to be unwilling to discuss this particular matter. He was a stoic military 
man but it was perfectly obvious how uncomfortable this line of questioning was making him. 
“There … there might be.” 
 “Then show us.” 
 For the next few seconds the general remained quiet as he seemed to consider the 
request carefully. He had not been given orders to take the Starfleeters anywhere besides the 
capital. He had followed orders all his life, he was not about to disregard them now. But he was 
also not going to doom his entire world because he had refused a seemingly reasonable request. 
 “Please, return to your vessel. I will contact my superiors and pass along what we have 
discussed today.” 
 Wenera sighed. 
 “In the meantime I sincerely hope you have enjoyed your visit.” 
 “Contrary to what you might have perceived,” Nora said. “We have all greatly enjoyed 
this day.” 
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 The other officers nodded in agreement albeit Wenera did so only hesitantly. 
 “Brother’s Blessing be upon thee all,” Trelt said just before he escorted them back to 
their beam-out point. 
 

* * * 
 
What Bluefin’s wardroom lacked in size it made up with character. The panels of thick oak 
veneer and the many paintings of long passed vessels of the same name saw to this. 
 And on a ship on which the captain had vehemently ignored all calls for modernity and 
install a food replicator like was common on other Starfleet vessels, it was not surprising that 
the mess hall was always filled with the pleasant smell of fresh food and coffee. 
 But T’Ser had not come here for either. She had come to make up for some of her earlier 
stubbornness. Even though she was still convinced that Dale McBride had made too much of a 
big deal out of Nigel Bane’s controversial relationship, she could also not completely ignore his 
point either. 
 T’Ser had the deepest respect and admiration for Captain Akinola. Something that came 
almost naturally to anyone who’d had the privilege to serve under the veteran skipper. And as 
such she perfectly understood the pain it would cause him once he found out about Bane’s 
transgression. 
 She did not share Dale’s illusions that somehow the skipper could be protected from this 
ostensibly embarrassing situation. Akinola was the smartest man on Bluefin, if he had not found 
out about Bane and Star yet he was bound to. 
 But this didn’t mean she couldn’t try to talk to the Australian officer and try to get a 
glimpse into what had made him decide to place his own desires above the welfare—in a 
sense—of his own crew. 
 “You know I somehow expected that the commander would come down on me,” he 
said and chuckled without humor. “I knew that he wouldn’t understand. But you?” he added 
shaking his head. “I wouldn’t have thought this from you, T’Ser.” 
 The Vulcan felt silly for just a brief moment. She hadn’t come here to talk him out of his 
relationship but simply to understand it better and make sure that he understood what it meant 
to his colleagues. Bane had taken it as an attack. 
 “I remember reading Romeo and Juliet in school,” he said. “I always thought it was an 
hopelessly outdated story. Who in their right mind would try to tell somebody who to befriend 
or to love? You don’t choose these things, they choose you.” 
 The Vulcan sighed, not appreciating of being cast in the role of the villainous Capulet 
family in this little tragedy. “I think you are being a bit overdramatic.” 
 “Am I?” he said. “So McBride did not send you to talk me out of seeing Star?” 
 “Of course not,” she said. “Listen, I do not care who you get involved with. I just wanted 
to make sure that you understood how your off-duty activities might affect the people you 
work with on a daily basis. You must have thought of this Nigel, I know you’re smarter than 
this.” 
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 “Well maybe I’m not,” he said, sounding almost petulant now. “Or maybe everyone on 
this ship finds it much easier to mistrust somebody they don’t know than to trust one of their 
own.” 
 T’Ser considered this for a moment. Could there be some truth to that, she wondered. It 
was not easy to forget the people who had died and had been injured on that fateful day over a 
year ago. She herself had badly dislocated her shoulder during the battle and only her Vulcan 
physiology had allowed her not to pass out from the pain. She also remembered Nigel’s 
screams when a loose fragment had punctured his leg.  
 He leaned in closer to her, sensing that maybe he could bring her around and see things 
from his perspective. “She has changed, T’Ser. She knows that she made mistakes in the past. 
But everyone makes mistakes. It’s just that in some cases they are so big that people suffer and 
die because of them. But in the end they’re just mistakes. And everyone deserves a second 
chance, don’t they?” 
 She couldn’t argue with that. Not entirely. “Yes they do,” she said. “But how certain can 
you be that she is not playing you the way she played those people who followed her last time? 
I’m not proposing that you don’t have feelings for her, all I’m saying is how certain can you be 
that she is being honest with you?”  
 “Because I’ve seen it.” 
 That startled T’Ser. “Seen what?” 
 Nigel looked out of the viewport and she followed his gaze towards the sandy-brown 
planet below. She turned back to look at the younger officer. “You’ve seen what, Nigel?” 
 “I can’t talk about it,” he said slowly, realizing that he had steered himself into an 
impossibly awkward situation. The truth was he wanted to talk about it badly. He wanted to 
tell her everything he had learned about Tiaita. About the real extend of the suffering on the 
surface, about their civil war and about Star’s attempt to help those who needed it the most. He 
wanted to lay it all out for her, he wanted to tell McBride and even the skipper. But what would 
that accomplish? They didn’t trust Star and they didn’t trust him anymore. He feared they 
would move to have her arrested and maybe him along with her. It wasn’t that he was worried 
about his career but what would become of those people the Federation had decided to turn a 
blind eye towards in order to appease a cruel government and gain their help in winning the 
war with the Dominion? 
 Bane could tell that she didn’t like his response. Her deeply furrowed brow made it clear 
that she had grown quite concerned and he could hardly fault her for that. He had already 
revealed too much and T’Ser would not be able to let it go easily. “There are things happening 
on Tiaita that we don’t know about. Bad things, T’Ser,” he said in a hushed, conspiratorial 
sounding tone. 
 She leaned in closer. “What kind of things?” 
 Nigel sighed heavily. “I have good reason to believe that the situation on Tiaita is much 
worse than the government led us to believe. I think they are hiding something from us. 
Something that should change everything about us helping them in the way that we have. I 
don’t know if Schwarzkopf and the Council know about this but even if they do, I doubt that it 
would change much considering what we are getting out of this deal.” 
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 “Did Star tell you this?” she asked, barely managing to keep the skepticism out of her 
tone. 
 He nodded. “She made me aware of this situation at first,” he admitted. “But this is not 
about her, T’Ser. This is about us possibly helping a corrupt government bankroll their own 
civil war.” 
 The last word struck home. “Civil war?” 
 Bane wished he could have that one back. He had already violated the promise he had 
made to Star and while he had absolutely no reason to mistrust the Vulcan, he knew he could 
have made a bad situation worse by revealing too much at the wrong time. 
 “I have to go, my shift is about to start,” he said, stood and walked towards the exit. 
 T’Ser jumped out of her chair. “You have to tell me what’s going on, Nigel,” she called 
after him, causing the few other officers in the wardroom to look her way. She didn’t seem to 
care. 
 Nigel however did care and quickly covered the distance between them. “I can’t tell you 
more than I did. Not now. Even if I wanted to, I just can’t. But the truth is right there,” he said 
in a hushed tone and pointing towards the planet, “for anyone to see if they are just willing to 
open their eyes to it. But by looking away we might be accomplices to dooming an entire 
people,” he added and then quickly left, leaving T’Ser confused and exhausted in trying to 
puzzle together what she had just learned. 
 She slowly took her seat again, her glance drifting to the suddenly mysterious globe 
outside. Now she understood why Bane had appeared so contemplative recently. His 
accusations carried some significant implications that couldn’t be ignored. Her first instinct was 
to let Akinola know what she had learned but she decided against it considering the source of 
the information. Bane had also implied Schwarzkopf in this plot. She didn’t know much about 
the man besides the tragedy he had caused Bluefin and Akinola and that was enough to get an 
impression of the man’s character. She knew that Akinola wanted nothing to do with the 
admiral or his mission here. But if Bane was right, something had to be done. 
 She had to learn more. 
 The door to the wardroom opened and Dale McBride and Delta Simms entered. The 
young woman who accompanied the first officer was a pretty redhead and T’Ser noticed the 
tiny twinkle in her eyes when she spotted the Vulcan. It was almost as if she was disappointed 
to find her here. 
 Simms and McBride had history, she was certain of it. She didn’t know the details—and 
she didn’t want to—but the brief look in the young woman’s eyes spoke of a well hidden 
jealously. It was gone momentarily and the good-natured Delta Simms returned to the surface 
before anyone could have suspected otherwise. 
 McBride excused himself from Simms and approached T’Ser. 
 “Is this seat taken, Lieutenant?” 
 She smiled at his overly polite manner and then gestured towards the place where Bane 
had sat only moments ago. “Be my guest, Commander.” 
 He sat. “I came to apologize for my behavior on the bridge yesterday.” 
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 “Commander Dale McBride, apologizing. I should mark this day in my calendar for it 
may never happen again,” she said with a sweet little smirk. 
 “This would be much easier without the sarcasm.” 
 “Easier, yes. More fun, no.” 
 “Alright, I probably deserve it. It’s just that I was worried about—“ 
 She nodded understandingly. “I know, Dale,” she said and placed a hand on his. 
 He looked very uncomfortable all of a sudden and discreetly glanced up to see if anyone 
had noticed T’Ser’s gesture. 
 “Relax, Dale. Everybody knows.” 
 “They do?” 
 She nodded firmly. “It’s a very small ship. How long where you hoping to keep us a 
secret?” 
 He shrugged. “December at least.” 
 T’Ser smiled but McBride didn’t seem to notice that it wasn’t quite the same honest 
smile which usually came over her lips. There were too many other things on her mind to allow 
for it. 
 The first officer instead produced a small gray box which he had carried somewhere 
hidden under his uniform. 
 T’Ser’s eyes opened wide and for a moment she panicked without letting it show. She 
prayed it wasn’t what she thought it was. This was not a good time for a proposal. It was way 
too soon, surely McBride knew this and more than that, it was not something T’Ser had ever 
considered before. She genuinely liked the charismatic Texan and she wanted to be with him, 
but marriage? That was a concept way too large for her to contemplate at present. 
 “I wanted to give this to you in a more … uh … private setting but seeing that we are 
forgoing the secrecy I thought I could give it to you now.” 
 “Dale, I—“ 
 He opened the box to reveal a sliver necklace with a large black stone attached to it. 
T’Ser had to force herself to suppress a sigh of relief. She silently chastised herself for the 
irrational fear that had gripped her. 
 “I bought this when we were docked at Deep Space Two,” he said and removed the 
necklace. “The man who sold it to me didn’t even realize what he had. The stone is a Rigellian 
sapphire which are only found in mines deep under the surface of their moon. They emit a low 
level of harmless teteron radiation which gives them some very unique attributes,” McBride 
explained and handed it to her. 
 She took it and found the sapphire felt warm in her hand. The dark stone grew brighter 
when she touched it and to her surprise she noticed that the smooth surface mirrored a number 
of different, ever changing shapes. “It’s beautiful,” she said, astonished by the display.  
 “They say that everyone who looks at a Rigellian sapphire sees a different set of shapes. 
It’s suppose to tell you about your future.” 
 She kept looking at the stone but the shapes seemed chaotic blotches of dark colors, 
making no discernable sense to her. She thought one of them looked a little bit like a mushroom 
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or perhaps, for somebody with a more macabre sensibility it could have been the cloud of a 
massive explosion. 
 “Of course that’s nothing more than superstition,” he added. 
 “Superstitious nonsense or no, this is beautiful, Dale. Thank you. I’ll wear it under my 
uniform,” she said and easily placed the necklace around her neck and then under her shirt. 
“You do know how to make it up to a girl.” 
 He shrugged. “I have a few talents.” 
 She laughed softly and wondered if she should press the issue of when he had 
purchased this gift for her. They had been docked at Deep Space Two almost three months ago, 
well before they had embarked on their relationship. She decided to let it go. Then she caught a 
glimpse of Tiaita again and her thoughts almost instantly returned to her earlier discussion with 
Nigel Bane. Her smile faltered. 
 This time McBride noticed. “Are you alright?”  
 “Yeah,” she said, trying to put some effort into the smile again.  
 The first officer didn’t buy it. “You sure about that? You seem a bit distracted.” 
 She considered her next words very carefully. “I have a favor to ask you.” 
 “Anything.” 
 She grinned at how quickly he had agreed to help her without knowing anything about 
her forthcoming request. This kind of power was scary, if not also a bit alluring. “I want to visit 
Tiaita,” she said and looked towards the planet. 
 McBride did likewise before turning back to the Vulcan. “That would be difficult. We 
have not been cleared to land any personnel on that planet. Only the relief crews have been 
allowed down there.” 
 T’Ser was aware of that. She had played with the thought of asking for permission to 
transfer to the transport fleet temporarily in order to be allowed to visit Tiaita. But that meant 
that besides McBride’s or Akinola’s permission she would also need Commander Star’s. 
Considering what the Trill was hiding it seemed extremely unlikely that she would allow an 
outsider to join her crew, especially somebody from Bluefin. 
 “How come you want to go down there anyway?”  
 T’Ser had been afraid of that question. She didn’t want to answer it. Not yet, not before 
she knew for certain that Bane had been right.  Now she realized what the Australian officer 
must have felt like when she had demanded answers from him. But she was adamant not to 
make the same mistake he had done. She would not allow this unverified rumor to continue to 
spread unless it could be confirmed somehow. No matter how much she trusted McBride. 
 “I want to see what’s down there. We don’t get the chance to go on many away missions 
other than boarding parties,” she said, feeling guilty about the lie almost immediately. Vulcans 
after all weren’t suppose to.  
 But McBride had no reason to distrust her story. “Why, I had no idea you had a little 
explorer in you.” 
 “There is a lot of things you don’t know about me,” she said with a smirk. “Yet.” 
 He took that as a challenge, determined to eventually discover all of the enticing 
Vulcan’s secrets. “Well there might be another way,” he said. “I’ve heard that the Eagle has 
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begun to send people to the planet. If you can get their permission to join one of their away 
teams I see no reason why you couldn’t go.” 
 She considered that for a moment. The Border Service and Starfleet didn’t mix much. It 
wasn’t so much a rule but consequence of circumstances. The two services had their own 
dedicated personnel and there rarely existed the need for joint operations. As such T’Ser didn’t 
have many friends serving in Starfleet and none she could think of who served on Eagle. But 
maybe somebody on that ship knew somebody she knew. It was a small galaxy after all. 
 “Thanks, Dale,” she said and stood. “I owe you.” 
 But he simply waved her off. “Nah, you don’t. Just make sure you don’t get yourself in 
trouble. These regular fleeters do things differently and I would hate to have to go over there 
and defend your honor.” 
 “Something tells me you would love to do just that,” she said with a widening smirk 
and headed for the exit. 
 “Don’t tempt me.” 
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FIVE: THE MISSION 
 
 
The Central Command and Information Center was the pride of Tiaita’s military and for good 
reason. The spacious room deep within the Sanctuary which along with the Holy Tower formed 
the apex of Tiatia’s government, was filled with enough computer processing power to closely 
control even the smallest operation of the twelve million strong military. 
 For Simas Sindron-Tia it was the perfect tool to continuously monitor their war effort 
against the rebellious New Light faction. As final victory over these troublesome insurgents had 
become the single most important priority during his tenure the leader of the Council of Tia, he 
spent many hours looking over the massive screens and formulating new battle plans with or 
without the help of the marshals under his command. 
 The simas had to admit that he had once underestimated the New Light. Ait rebels and 
their continuous fight against the well established order on Tiaita was nearly as old as 
civilization itself. But for a long time the Ait had been little more than rabble-rousers, causing 
trouble for the more prestigious Tia on local levels, their ragtag gangs usually quickly dispersed 
or arrested by the mighty military. 
 But those were nothing but myths, propagated by those in power to avoid giving their 
enemy too much credit or influence. As far as a large part of the population, especially the Tia 
but also a great number of Ait were concerned, the New Light and their struggle was an 
inconsequential uprising by vile heretics. 
 The truth which Sindron himself had only learned after coming to power some thirty 
phases ago was that the New Light’s struggle had never been anywhere as negligible as the 
authorities had made it appear. 
 The New Light was a grave threat to Tiaitan society. 
 They were also an embarrassment to previous administrations and their failure to use 
Tiaita’s impressive military to purge this ugly stain from their world. It was a mistake he vowed 
to correct. 
 “They appeared quite adamant, Simas. They demanded to be shown parts of our world 
which are in desperate need of their help. These people are different to the ones we dealt with 
before. They will not just hand us over their supplies without knowing exactly how we will use 
them.” 
 Sindron listened to First Marshal Trelt-Ait report quietly while he toured his facility 
with the general at this side. 
 “They have threatened to withdraw any more aid until we have agreed to their 
demands.” 
 “Threatened?” said Sindron without slowing his pace, a tiny smile playing on his thin 
lips. 
 Trelt nodded. “It certainly sounded like a threat to me. I have no reason to doubt that 
they will make good on such a threat if we fail to appease them.” 
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 The simas stopped in his tracks and turned to look at his First Marshal. “How dare 
Starfleet threaten us in this manner?” he said but apparently was not looking for an answer. 
“Do they not depend on our graces and good will to mine our ores? Do they not require our 
permission to construct the facilities they need to continue their own war?” 
 Trelt nodded slowly. “But do we not also require their help?”  
 The green-robed simas turned to face the massive screen which dominated the entire 
room, displaying a map of Tiaita, filled with numerous signs and markers which indicated 
troop deployments and ongoing military operations. Most of these markers were concentrated 
in the western hemisphere, thousands of miles from their location. 
 “Your problem, Trelt, is that you do not understand Starfleet. I on the other hand have 
studied them carefully, as you should have done. One must know everything there is to know 
about one’s enemy before battle.” 
 “I was not aware they were the enemy.”  
 The other man made a dismissive hand gesture. “Enemy or ally,” he said. “The same 
rules apply. Knowledge of the way they think and do is crucial.” 
 “Of course.” 
 “The Federation is a desperate ally and it is above all else, fractured. It is too large for its 
own good, with too many individuals allowed to make decisions and given too much leeway. 
The supplies we need are not controlled by those who made the threats and there is much 
disagreement between these groups. But in the end they all know one essential truth.” 
 “And what truth is that, my lord?” 
 “They need us.” 
 The large doors of the command center opened to allow a most unexpected guest to 
enter. The secure facility was only accessible to key military members and even though the 
guest had no such credentials, nobody would have dared to stop Prias Oldar-Tia. 
 The two men quickly turned to face him, surprised by his unorthodox visit. The leader 
of Tiaita had never been prone to make inspections of the military facilities. 
 “You will mind your own counsel and not reveal what you’ve told me, Marshal,” the 
simas whispered while Oldar approached them. 
 “He is the prias, my lord.”  
 “You would do well in remembering how you came to be in your current position, Ait,” 
he shot back sharply, using his class suffix as a stark reminder of where he came from and 
where he could easily return if the simas so wished. 
 Both men lowered their heads and dipped their shoulders as a sign of their respect as 
their leader approached. 
 “Your Eminence, you honor us with your visit. But you should not have troubled 
yourself with coming to seek me out. I would have gladly come to you,” Sindron said, his head 
still lowered. 
 “Of that I have no doubt, old friend,” responded the old man with a degree of good-
natured humor. “Please, lift your heads,” he said and made a lifting gesture with both his 
hands. 
 The two men complied. 
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 “This goes for everyone,” said the prias and widened his gesture to include the entire 
room and dozens of soldiers who had stood from their stations to pay their respect. “I have not 
come here to disrupt your important work. Please, continue.” 
 They did not have to be told twice. Ancient customs called for severe punishments for 
those who did not obey the word of the one true prias. 
 “If you allow me to be this forward, Your Eminence, may I inquire how we can be of 
assistance to you?” the simas said. 
 Oldar took in the room for a moment, paying particular attention to the dominatingly 
large world map. He was unfamiliar with the meaning of the many symbols displayed there but 
its purpose seemed clear enough even to him. “I do not wish to isolate myself in the tower,” he 
said slowly. “Perhaps that was one of the mistakes of my esteemed predecessors. Perhaps in 
order to affect real change and bring about new prosperity for our people, Tiaita will require a 
prias who is more involved in the fate of all the Brother’s children.” 
 The simas and the marshal exchanged a quick glance with each other while Oldar was 
taking in the large screen. They didn’t quite know what to make of this unexpected decision. 
 “Your Eminence, the role of the prias has always been to serve as the earthly voice of the 
Brothers. It has always been the role of your humble servants such as myself and the Council of 
Tia to follow the prias’ orders and ensure the prosperity of the people. As you are aware, Your 
Eminence, the prias has never directly involved himself in the daily affairs of the government.” 
 “Yes, and maybe therein lays the problem,” said the prias and turned to face his most 
trusted advisor once more. He noticed the flicker of doubt on his face. “Do not worry yourself, 
simas. I have not come to question your work or to do it for you. That is not my intention at all. 
But please allow my indulgence in regards to this odd requests.” 
 The simas dipped his shoulders again. “Your wishes, Your Eminence, are equal to the 
wishes of the Brothers themselves.” 
  The prias nodded. “It is fortunate that I have found both of you at the same time. May I 
ask what our progress has been in dealing with our enemy?” 
 There was absolutely no way the simas could have refused such a request here, in front 
of the entire military leadership. The thought alone was scandalous. But the truth of the matter 
was that the simas had enjoyed a certain autonomy which he had used to carefully choose the 
information he forwarded to his master. It wasn’t an abuse of trust, he argued, but simply a 
necessity to ensure the prias was in a position to make strong and unquestionable decisions. But 
now he was exposed and unable to filter anything. He did not much like being put in such a 
situation. 
 His momentary hesitation caused Oldar to glance towards the first marshal, who had no 
similar compunctions and was forced into action by the prias’ demand. “Our recent strike 
against Ald An Lek was a complete success. The new weapon we utilized for the attack has 
performed beyond our expectations. Our initial estimates point towards a destructive rate of 
eighty-five percent, which is ten percent above our predictions. The casualties are in the one-
hundred thousand.” 
 The simas frowned at the uncensored report but kept his thoughts wisely hidden when 
he noticed the prias’ painful expression. 
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 “And we are certain that it was a New Light stronghold?” 
 The simas answered this before the marshal could. “Without a doubt, Your Eminence. 
The population consisted out of New Light soldiers, their families and sympathizers. Their 
destruction will severely cripple their abilities to threaten neighboring territories.” 
 Prias Oldar seemed to contemplate this for a moment in silence. Then, when he spoke 
again he did so with the uttermost confidence. “I have spend many hours in meditation, 
praying to the Brothers to endow me with the wisdom to bring an end to our long crisis. I now 
believe I might have finally found it. I firmly believe that a softer approach may be required. 
Our systematic eradication of children of the Brothers has caused me great pain for a very long 
time.” 
 The simas could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Children of the Brothers? Your 
Eminence, these Ait are godless heretics who have renounced the Brothers. How could we 
consider them children?” 
 “Estranged children, my friend. Led down the wrong path by foolishness and ignorance. 
It should be our role to make them see the truth again. I want us to reduce our military 
operations and instead focus on re-education. Let us be the light in the darkness, my friend. Let 
us be the ones to bring great change, great unity and great hope to all of Tiaita.” 
 Sindron of course recognized the reference to the Prophecy immediately. He also knew 
that the prias had somewhat of an obsession with the ancient text and sometimes liked to cast 
himself in the role of the Anointed One, the great savior of the people according to the 
Prophecy. Sindron did not disagree with the holy text, doing so would have been blasphemous. 
But he was certain that Prias Oldar-Tia was not the Anointed One. But he hadn’t entirely ruled 
out the possibility that the title could one day fall to him instead. 
 For now Sindron simply nodded. “It shall be as you command, Your Eminence. We will 
increase our efforts at the monasteries and increase the number of missionaries. Our military 
forces will support in any way they can,” he said. The monasteries he spoke of served as the 
principle re-education centers for captured Ait who were suspected of having turned against 
the Brothers. In reality they were nothing more than forced labor camps with unnaturally high 
death rates. There was of course no need to remind the prias of this. 
 “I shall take no more of your valuable time then.” 
 “Your Eminence, before you depart may I be allowed to bring another matter to your 
attention?” Simas Sindron said. 
 “Certainly.” 
 “As you may know we have recently hosted a Starfleet delegation to the capital with 
great success. However they have expressed a desire to visit the places where their assistance is 
required the most. I have therefore suggested to invite them to Al Tre Nek in the Western 
Desert.” 
 The first marshal shot the simas a puzzled look but managed to retain his composure 
almost instantly. 
 “Al Tre Nek has seen much violence recently. Are you certain it will be safe for them 
there?” 
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 “Starfleet’s military ability and expertise far exceeds our own, Your Eminence. We will 
of course provide adequate protection but I have no doubt that they will be able to defend 
themselves in the unlikely event that the New Light will attack the city. Al Tre Nek has been the 
focus of New Light aggression for years. Their cowardly terrorist attacks have decimated the 
population and Starfleet assistance would be of enormous help to our overextended relief 
workers.” 
 The simas nodded slowly. “You make valid points, my friend. Have Starfleet visit Al Tre 
Nek and help in any way they can. But only if their safety can be guaranteed. We cannot afford 
Starfleet to take casualties on Tiaitan soil.” 
 “Certainly, Your Eminence,” said the simas and once again dipped his shoulder and 
lowered his head. The marshal followed suit. “The Brother’s Blessings be upon thee.” 
 “And to thee.” The prias turned and slowly left the command center, feeling as if for the 
first time in his short tenure as leader of his people he had affected real change. 
 The first marshal turned to the simas the moment oldar had left the room. “I was under 
the impression you did not wish to share Starfleet’s request with the prias.” 
 A soft chuckle escaped Sindron’s lips. “Sometimes I wonder if it wasn’t a mistake to 
promote you, Marshal. You may be a decent tactician on the battlefield but an Ait could never 
hope to fully grasp the intricacies of politics.” 
 If Trelt had been offended he knew well how to hide it behind a stern mask of stoicism. 
 “Starfleet will get their wish and see firsthand what the New Light is capable of. But 
they will get more than they have bargained for and in the end they will have no choice but to 
play their part in helping us to remove this abominate cancer that has inflicted our world for far 
too long.” 
 “How do you plan to achieve this?” 
 “You will see soon enough, First Marshal. Soon enough.” 
 

* * * 
 
The warmly-lit and pleasantly carpeted, wide corridors of the USS Eagle made the Starfleet ship 
look like an interstellar cruise liner compared to the cramped interiors of the utilitarian Bluefin. 
 T’Ser mused that nobody would be able to get much work done in this kind of 
environment. Too much luxury bred complacency in her mind. 
 And yet the ship had some very useful amenities, one was the ubiquitous computer 
which promptly directed her to her destination once she had gotten lost on one of the massive 
decks. Even if it was a bit disconcerting that it watched over her so closely, alerting her every 
time she threatened to make a wrong turn. 
 It was an efficient system though and she soon stood in front of the door she had sought. 
 She took a small breath, bracing herself for what would have to come next—truth be 
told she wasn’t entirely comfortable with this encounter—and then activated the annunciator. 
 There was no response. 
 T’Ser had done her research before boarding Eagle. She had accessed the ship’s duty 
roster before hand—entirely legitimate for a fellow Starfleet officer—and found that the 
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crewmember in question was off-duty and given the time unlikely to be asleep. Of course crew 
rosters were not always a hundred percent reliable. Some crewmembers switched duty shifts or 
put in extra hours in their free time, a practice T’Ser was sure was as usual on Starfleet ships as 
it was in the Border Service. But considering the person she had come to visit, she found it 
unlikely that this was the case. 
 A small sigh escaped her lips and she was about to turn away. 
 “Enter.” 
 She froze. T’Ser slightly tugged on her uniform and stepped into the personal quarters. 
 The light levels inside were dimmed but a few candles were providing sufficient 
illumination for her to make out a Vulcan man kneeling on the floor in front of a small lamp 
near the center of the living room. He wore a long black robe decorated with golden Vulcan 
script. 
 The man showed no surprise upon seeing her enter his quarters, his facial features 
remained perfectly neutral. 
 T’Ser forced herself to mirror the expression but she had hardly any training in Vulcan 
mannerisms. Her parents had turned from Vulcan logic a long time ago and as such she had 
been born on Earth, a long way from most of her kinsmen. 
 “Lieutenant T’Ser, Starfleet Border Service, currently operations manager on the USS 
Bluefin,” she said, knowing full well that the Vulcan would appreciate factual information up 
front. “I apologize for the intrusion but I wished to speak to you.” 
 “I have heard of you, Lieutenant.” 
 This slightly surprised T’Ser. What interest could the science officer of a Starfleet ship 
have had in her? Xylion on the other hand was not an unknown. Not so much for his exploits 
on Eagle but he had made a name for himself through his research at the Vulcan Science 
Academy. He had written a number of fascinating, if as expected rather dry, research papers 
and as far as she knew had been honored a number of times for his findings. 
 “You are a member of a growing faction of our people which have decided to ignore the 
teachings of Surak. You are v’tosh ka’tur. Vulcan without logic.” 
 She had never particularly liked that term. Yes, she and her parents did not follow the 
teachings of Surak, they were convinced that suppressing their emotions was not the right way 
for them to live their lives but that didn’t mean she had no logic. Xylion’s voice had remained 
even while he spoke and yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was accusation in his tone. 
That wouldn’t have been the first time that she had felt a certain degree of animosity from a 
fellow Vulcan. 
 She decided not to dwell on it. “Sir, I’ve come to request permission to join your next 
away mission to Tiaita.” 
 To that, Xylion raised an eyebrow. “That is an unorthodox request, Lieutenant. For what 
purpose do you wish to visit Tiaita?” 
 T’Ser considered sharing the truth for a moment. That she had good reason to believe 
that they were being duped by the government to help them fight their own war. But she had 
no proof besides a few cryptic remarks from Nigel Bane most likely influenced by the well-
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known Starfleet renegade Tazla Star. Proof was what she hoped to find on Tiaita. “I have a 
scientific interest in the people of that world,” she said, only half lying.  
 “The Border Service does not conduct scientific studies. If you are interested in such you 
should consider a transfer to Starfleet Science.” 
 She knew he had seen through her lie. 
 “Regardless, your request is not compatible with protocol. You are not a member of this 
crew and therefore you are not eligible to join an away mission unless it has been authorized by 
the commanding officers of both vessels.” 
 “I have authorization from my commanding officer,” she said a little bit too quickly. 
“You are the acting first officer of this ship, surely if you were to approve than protocol would 
be satisfied.” 
 She thought she had him. 
 But Xylion shook his head fractionally. “You have no skills to add to the away team,” he 
said. “Your presence would be superfluous.” 
 And then T’Ser realized for the first time that for all of Xylion’s claims to be without 
emotions he did genuinely dislike her. It was of course very well hidden and she doubted that a 
non-Vulcan would have noticed the subtle hints but they were there nevertheless. Xylion did 
not agree with her lifestyle and as such he didn’t want her to be part of his away team. In that 
regard Xylion was not too different to most other Vulcans she had met over the years. To them, 
T’Ser and her kind were a danger to Vulcan and possibly even the galaxy. By turning away 
from logic, they argued, they risked of reverting to the old and violent ways of their kind which 
had almost annihilated the Vulcan race. T’Ser found this argument to be silly. Just because she 
didn’t want her life to be dictated by logic and rationality, didn’t mean she was going to become 
a Romulan. As far as she was concerned she was as unlikely to turn into a homicidal maniac as 
the many non-Vulcans who served in Starfleet. 
 “I don’t think you are correct, Commander,” she said but holding no more hope for him 
changing his mind now. “I am a capable officer and I think I’m damned good at what I do. I’m 
convinced I’d be an asset to your away team but you are too narrow minded in your ways to 
admit to that.” She had not planned on sounding so defiant, it had simply slipped out. This 
would not have happened to a Surak Vulcan. 
 Xylion of course did not rise to the bait. “You are entitled to your opinion, Lieutenant. 
Unless there is something else you may now leave my quarters.” 
 T’Ser’s carefully maintained expression cracked for a frown and when Xylion diverted 
his glance she spun on her heels and headed towards the door. She stopped before reaching it. 
“You know I knew a Vulcan once who wasn’t all too different to the way I am. She was a dear 
friend of mine, actually.” 
 Xylion didn’t speak and T’Ser turned around and continued. “I believe you knew her as 
well. Her name was K’tera.” 
 Xylion’s eyes found hers quickly.  
 “Maybe you didn’t know this but she lived on Earth for a number of years, that’s where 
I met her. She was a wonderful and kind person, a real delight to be around and I grieved 
greatly once I learned of her tragic death.” 
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 “Lieutenant, if you are trying to exploit your friendship with my late betrothed in order 
to make me reconsider—“ 
 Angrily T’Ser took a step towards the still seated Vulcan. “Commander, I might be as 
you say without logic but I would not stoop that low and quite frankly I don’t appreciate the 
insinuation. I’m simply trying to make a point, sir.” 
 “What point is that, Lieutenant?” 
 “K’tera spoke very highly of you. That is the reason I came to speak to you in the first 
place. If she was so fond of you I assumed that it was mutual. You dislike me for what I 
represent and yet K’tera shared a similar philosophy and you were willing to marry her.” 
 “K’tera was not v’tosh ka’tur.” 
 “Maybe not. But like us she had rejected many of Surak’s teachings, had she not? She 
displayed some of her emotions openly. In a way she was more like me than she was like you.” 
 “You knew K’tera well?” 
 T’Ser nodded. “She was a friend. We spent some time together on Earth and I treasure 
those memories.” 
 “Regrettably I never had the opportunity to learn more about K’tera. If she had not 
perished I am certain that we would have married and that I would have learned much about 
her which was hidden from me before.” 
 She took another, smaller step towards the Vulcan. “I can tell you about her if you 
wish.” 
 “And is your condition for sharing your knowledge that I allow you to join the away 
team?” 
 T’Ser smiled and sat down cross-legged on the floor opposite Xylion. “No. My condition 
is that you reconsider the preconceptions you seem to have of me. I think I deserve the same 
respect you once extended to K’tera.” 
 “Your condition is acceptable.” 
 And then T’Ser began to talk about her old friend. Shared everything she had ever 
learned about her with Xylion. She even mentioned his name a few times, giving further 
credence to the fact that K’tera for all her confusion and conflicting feelings had thought about 
him many times. And pleasantly so. 
 T’Ser never once exaggerated or added to the truth, something she was sure Xylion 
would have noticed. She had not come here to talk about K’tera, it hadn’t even been a backup 
plan. But she was glad that she had a chance to do so, as she soon found that speaking about her 
friend was as gratifying to her as listening appeared to be for Xylion. He never spoke but his 
facial expressions had noticeably relaxed. 
 When T’Ser was done, when she had shared every single anecdote and memory she’d 
had of the late Vulcan woman they remained in silence for a few more minutes. Then she stood 
and walked towards the exit. 
 “Lieutenant.” 
 She stopped short and looked at him. 
 “I appreciate you sharing your experiences with me.” 
 “It was my pleasure.” 
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 “I will see you tomorrow at 0800 hours,” he said and smoothly stood for the first time 
and began to extinguish the candles in the room. 
 “What’s at 0800?” 
 “That is the time the away team will depart for Tiaita. Transporter room two. I trust you 
will be punctual,” he said after the last candle had been put out, drowning the room in near 
darkness and then retreated to his bedchamber. 
 T’Ser’s beaming smile found no witness. “Good night, sir,” she said and left his quarters. 
 

* * * 
 
She felt a tinge of trepidation before she entered the captain’s ready room. Truth be told, it was 
an altogether new feeling for the young Tenerian who was undeniably the captain’s closest 
confidant and friend for many years. But ever since their mission to Ligos IV months earlier she 
had spent much less time with him alone. 
 It was easily explained. After all the war had kept them all busier than usual. Personnel 
shortages had forced many, including herself, to pull double shifts and the little spare time she 
had was usually best served by partaking in combat and readiness drills. 
 The other reason was a lot more complicated however. DeMara Deen was scared that 
she may have been in love with Michael Owens. 
 She had only admitted those feelings to one other person. And Eugene Edison had been 
perfectly willing to discuss them and maybe help her make sense of those confusing emotions. 
Michael Owens was her friend and mentor, had been since she had been a child. He had been 
the first official alien visitor to her home world and he had been the man who had begun to 
train her as a Starfleet Officer. He had continued to be there at the Academy where he had been 
her academic advisor and after she had graduated she had served under him first on the 
Columbia and now on Eagle. It was difficult to imagine a life without Michael Owens. And 
perhaps Edison would have told her that being so close to another person for as long as she had 
been it was only natural to develop feelings beyond friendship. She would never know what 
Edison’s advice would have been as he was killed before he could give it. 
 She did her best to ignore these feelings for now. She had been ordered to report to the 
captain and she had already put if off longer than she should have done. Besides, he needed 
her. As a clear-headed advisor, as his conscience and as his moral anchor. Especially now and 
after all he had been through. 
 “Come in,” his voice invited her. 
 She entered the ready room with such a serious expression on her face, she didn’t even 
realize how awkward it looked to the captain. 
 “Dee, are you alright?” 
 She walked up to the middle of the room and squirmed uncomfortably. 
 The captain frowned. “What’s going on?” 
 “I’m here to express my regret for the manner I spoke to you earlier.” 
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 He smirked at her official tone. It had always been understood that behind closed doors 
they were friends first and Deen had always enjoyed the privilege of speaking her mind, no 
matter how blunt. Sometimes even in front of the crew.  
 “Is that so, Lieutenant. And may I ask what you are apologizing for?” 
 She shot a quick look at the Botticelli painting which still adorned the ready room. 
 Owens followed her glance and then looked back at her. She avoided direct eye contact. 
Deen was a remarkable woman of that there was no doubt. Beautiful—spellbinding even, 
thanks to the enigmatic aura of her people—incredibly smart and surprisingly wise for her 
young years. And yet, apparently, apologizing was not one of her strength. Owens took a small 
bit of pervasive comfort in realizing this.  Even DeMara Deen was not perfect. 
 “My tone and behavior during the mission briefing was not appropriate as I failed to 
show you the proper respect that you are entitled to as my commanding officer,” she said in 
what sounded like a carefully planned speech. 
 “Yes,” he said, “come to think of it, you are right. You didn’t.” 
 She frowned. “Could you try not to make this more difficult for me than it already is?” 
 He leaned back in his chair with an easy smile. “Please continue, Lieutenant.” 
 She took a deep breath. “I assure you, sir, that this will not happen again and I sincerely 
hope that you will accept my apology,” she said and locked eyes with him, remaining ramrod 
straight. 
 He let her stand there for a moment. Then after a few uncomfortable seconds had passed 
he said: “Apology accepted. Take a seat.” 
 She did, obviously relieved. 
 “So what brought this on?” 
 “A certain Vulcan officer approached me after the meeting and in his stern voice—and 
his stern voice is pretty intimidating by the way—he told me in no uncertain terms that I had 
been out of line and that I needed to apologize to you. In fact I was ordered to. His exact words 
I believe were: your relationship with the captain does not entitle you to forgo Starfleet protocols or 
show a lack of respect for your commanding officer.” 
 “Well said.” 
 “I am genuinely sorry if I sounded disrespectful in front of the crew.” 
 “Seing you squirm like that almost made it worth it.” 
 Deen crossed her arms in front of her chest in a defiant posture. “Everybody’s happy 
then,” she said and after requiring a few moments to collect herself, she found the painting 
again. She felt her eyes always being drawn to it. It was a beautiful sight of course but to her its 
presence here was also an exotic clash between the modern sterility of a Starfleet starship and 
the imaginative and artistic vision of a bygone era. “I thought you wanted to put it up in the 
Nest,” she said, keeping her voice free of any hint of accusation this time. “Give the whole crew 
a chance to appreciate it.” 
 Owens nodded thoughtfully. “That was the idea. I had two crewmembers here earlier 
who were going to take it down.” 
 “What happened?” 



73 
 

 “They nearly dropped it. So instead of risk leaving it in the care of a pair of 
butterfingered ensigns to carry it halfway across the ship I told them not to bother and leave it 
where it was. I’m glad you weren’t here to see it, I nearly lost my temper.” 
 Deen knew that Owens hardly ever lost his temper. This admission alone meant that he 
had truly been concerned. “You could always beam it there.” 
 “You know, this painting has never been beamed as far as I’m aware. My father was 
very strict about that. He may have trusted the transporter to pick him apart molecule by 
molecule but never his prized painting. Ever since he inherited it, it has always been 
transported manually. And now that I’m in charge of it, I can’t really get myself to do it either,” 
he said as his eyes remained locked on the artifact. 
 She had never quite heard him talk like that. There was concern in his voice, of course. 
But there was something else there as well and she couldn’t quite place it. “I guess it is quite a 
burden. But you are a starship captain. The responsibility of an entire crew rests on your 
shoulders and you’ve never let that fact stun you into indecision before.” 
 “But being a starship captain is what I do. What I’m trained for. I’m not a museum 
curator. And while a life, any life, maybe more significant than a piece of art, no matter how old 
or how significant, I wouldn’t want to be the one responsible for losing it. It is just so … fragile.” 
 “Lieutenant Commander Xylion to Captain Owens.” 
 He looked towards the ceiling as he heard the Vulcan’s voice. “This is Owens, go ahead, 
Commander.” 
 “Sir, I wanted to make you aware that the De Gaulle has just cleared the ship. The shuttle is 
carrying Major Wasco and thirty-two of his Marines. They will secure the landing area in the city of Al 
Tre Nek and set up pattern enhancers to allow our landing parties to beam down.” 
 “Very good, Commander. When do you expect to beam down?” 
 “The first team is scheduled to leave Eagle at 0800 hours.” 
 “Understood. Will the interference allow you to remain in contact with the ship once 
you are on the surface?” 
 “The background radiation from the twin pulsars interferes with our sensors and transporters. 
Additionally much of the local area is laced with kelbonite and fistrium deposits which may also interfere 
with communications. However the subspace transmitter on the De Gaulle will prove sufficient to 
maintain a communications link with Eagle,” Xylion said. 
 “Very well. Report back once you are on the surface. Owens out.” 
 “If I were a superstitious person I’d say the planet itself does not want us to be here,” 
said Deen and gave the captain a meaningful look. “And doesn’t it strike you as odd that we 
need to use Marines for a purely humanitarian mission?” 
 “They are merely a safety precaution. Every aid mission needs to be protected especially 
if it is in unfamiliar territory. And the Tiaitan government has made us aware of a few minor 
security concerns. This isn’t a Federation world. There’s bound to be some crime and 
delinquency.” 
 “I guess what worries me is that we have signed a treaty with a world we know so little 
about.” 
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  “It isn’t an ideal situation,” he said. “But you’d be hard pressed to find any of those 
these days. We’ve lost so many people in this war already and right now it looks as if it could 
get a lot worse. We owe it to them to make sure that their deaths were not in vain.” 
 “And you think that Schwarzkopf’s plan might be able to do that.” 
 “I honestly don’t know. But if there is even the smallest chance that this might lead us to 
a course to victory do we not owe it to those who have already died and those who surely still 
will that we try our best to make it work? It might seem like grasping at straws but maybe it’s 
all we have left.” 
 And then Deen saw for the first time what had really been on Owens’ mind. It was the 
sacrifices of Eugene Edison and Jana Tren and all the others. It had been the fear that they could 
all have died for nothing in the end if they didn’t win this war. He wanted to believe more than 
anything else that they could win. Even if he needed to trust a plan he wasn’t entirely 
convinced of himself.  
 Deen prayed that believing was going to be enough. 
 

* * * 
 
T’Ser arrived at Eagle’s transporter room ten minutes before eight and was not surprised to find 
that Xylion and the rest of the away team had already assembled. 
 Introductions were done quickly and efficiently. T’Ser found most of Eagle’s officers 
either cautious or reserved. She hadn’t expected a warm welcome, fully aware that she was the 
unknown outsider and that besides Xylion nobody had met her before. 
 Doctor Ashley Wenera offered a small smile but said little. She seemed entirely 
preoccupied with last minute reports about the city they were to visit, the medical facilities she 
wanted to tour and the coordination of the thirty-five man strong medical and support team 
which would follow the away team moments later. 
 Nora Laas was the Eagle’s chief of security and like many individuals she had met over 
the course of her career, she found the Bajoran as uninviting as was to be expected from the 
person in charge of security. T’Ser was sure she saw something else in the woman’s intense 
eyes. If she had been a counselor or an empath she may have been able to identify what it was. 
Without those special skills there was no way to know for sure. 
 Lieutenant Lif Culsten was a Krellonian, a race she knew very little about. His fine silver 
hair and the lack of any ears on his smooth head took a moment to get used to. Otherwise the 
young man seemed very quiet and the Vulcan was sure he was studying her suspiciously. 
 Rounding up the team were two Marines, both of which were strongly built human 
males. They barely even acknowledged T’Ser and didn’t interact with the Starfleet officers. They 
wore full combat gear and heavy assault rifles which could not be confused with the Starfleet 
phaser carbines which looked like toy guns in comparison. 
 She had learned that the two Marines were but a small part of the detachment which 
had already made planet fall by shuttle earlier to secure the beam-in sites. She questioned the 
need for that much security until she remembered Bane’s unsatisfactory warning which had set 
her on this course in the first place. 
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 Wenera had raised some concerns over the military presence as well but Xylion 
reiterated that it was a necessary precaution. Neither Major Wasco who was already on the 
planet, awaiting their arrival, nor the first marshal in charge of the local security forces expected 
any trouble. 
 But even T’Ser understood that not expecting trouble was commonly the first step to 
getting into some. 
 As she stepped onto the transporter platform, flanked by regular fleeters and Marines, 
she realized for the first time that all three main branches of Starfleet would be represented on 
this mission. It would fall to T’Ser alone to represent the Border Service. 
 

* * * 
 
Al Tre Nek was nothing like the capital city halfway around the globe. 
 There was absolutely nothing glorious about this place. It was a city close to collapse. 
 And yet at least seven hundred-thousand people lived here. Most were Ait and lived in 
or close to poverty. 
 Decorations and monuments to Tiaita’s monolithic religion had crumbled a long time 
ago. What remained of what probably had once been a city filled with culture, were crippled 
buildings and torn up streets. Recent battle scars were evident everywhere. Collapsed houses, 
burned out vehicles and large blackened craters were common sights. 
 Work crews did what they could but they were too small in number and ill equipped to 
tackle the vast amount of damage they faced.  
 Vehicle traffic was sparse. Most people walked, their clothes had seen better times and 
signs of any kind of prosperity were far and few in-between. The second most preferred mode 
of transportation was on horseback or what passed as horses on Tiatia. 
 “Tre Nek,” First Marshal Trelt-Ait had tried to explain to the away team while they had 
toured the city, “has once been a great center for commerce, culture and science. In fact two of 
our most important research facilities are located right here in the city. Most of their operations 
have since moved underground. Al Tre Nek has been the target of unbridled and cowardly 
attacks of an atheist terrorist organization which is determined to destroy our way of life. They 
target civilians, schools and hospitals, they make no distinction between military targets and 
civilian ones.  The population must fear surprise attacks daily. In a place like Al Tre Nek it has 
brought economic or cultural affairs to a near standstill. It saddens me to admit it, but here it 
almost appears as if these terrorists have won.” 
 The general went on to assure Commander Xylion that while Starfleet was visiting and 
providing supplies, the terrorists would be kept at bay thanks to an unprecedented security 
arrangement. 
  
 Lif Culsten kept his eyes open while he toured the city along with the other members of 
the away team. He wasn’t overly concerned with security. The local military was almost 
omnipresent and Wasco’s thirty-something Marines who had arrived here on the De Gaulle, 
kept a watchful eye on Starfleet’s medical and support personnel. 
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 He was surprised at the state of the city. Wenera had made a decent point to demand to 
be brought here after their visit to the capital city which judging by all he had seen so far might 
as well have been on a different planet. 
 It would have been evident even to the most ignorant observer that their help was 
desperately needed here. Wenera and her people had switched into full assistance mode the 
moment they had arrived. Frustrated by the long-winded tour Trelt-Ait had provided, she had 
cut it short by assessing the people’s most pressing needs and delegating her staff accordingly. 
It would have been clear to anyone that Wenera was now in her element. She had started her 
career as a member of Starfleet Medical’s interstellar relief agency whose sole task it had been to 
identify planets in great need and dispatch personnel and supplies. Often regardless of the 
planet’s political affiliation, be it a friendly Federation member or a distrusting Gorn colony 
world. 
 As such Culsten’s main concern was not security which was being aptly handled by 
Nora and Wasco, nor was he too worried about the relief process as Wenera and her people 
appeared to know exactly what to do. 
 Culsten had made the stranger from Bluefin his top priority. Galven’s warning was still 
fresh in his mind. Somebody on this mission was a potential traitor, working against them. And 
now this rather unusual Vulcan woman had appeared out of seemingly nowhere. She had not 
made her motives for joining the away team clear and Xylion had done equally little to explain 
his decision to allow her to take part. That she was nothing like Xylion, or most other Vulcans 
for that matter appeared to be quite clear when he had noticed her emotional reactions to the 
impoverished state of the people they had encountered. 
 It was very feasible then that this woman had something to do with what Galven had 
warned him about. In fact it was not out of the question that she worked for Starfleet 
Intelligence, trying to bring down Schwarzkopf even if it meant sabotaging a desperately 
needed relief mission and wartime alliance. 
 The young Krellonian needed to inform Xylion of his suspicions. He found the acting 
first officer by himself but close enough to observe a small group of Marines who were talking 
casually with the local soldiers. Major Wasco was speaking to First Marshal Trelt-Ait, 
apparently exchanging military tactics. 
 “Commander Xylion,” said Culsten as he stepped up to the Vulcan. 
 Xylion didn’t look his way. Instead he simply raised a hand. “Not right now, 
Lieutenant,” he said and continued to study the exchange between Marines and government 
soldiers. 
 One of the soldiers had shown an interest in the heavy assault rifle carried by the 
Marines and the Andorian private apparently had no qualms about handing over the weapon 
to his comrade-in-arms once he had activated the safety. 
 “Lieutenant Nora,” Xylion said, finding the Bajoran woman close by. 
 She came over to join Xylion and Culsten. “Sir?” 
 “Please remind Major Wasco that his duties here are to provide security for the Starfleet 
away teams and not to exchange combat practices with the local military.” 



77 
 

 Nora followed Xylion’s glance. “I don’t see anything wrong with that. It’s the job of 
every soldier and Marine to make sure they know their allies.” 
 “Lieutenant, we are not here to assist the Tiaitan people in any military capacity. Our 
assistance is strictly limited to humanitarian efforts.” 
 “With all due respect, Commander,” Nora said. “If worse comes to worse we might 
have to fight alongside these people to defend ourselves. If that should be the case we need to 
know who is fighting at our side and how they’ll be fighting.” 
 “You objections are duly noted, Lieutenant. Now please carry out my order.” 
 Nora Laas was about to make another point but when she noticed the determined look 
in the Vulcan’s eyes she knew it would be to no avail. Like a good soldier she trotted away and 
did as she had been told. 
 Culsten who had observed the interchange quietly took the opportunity to speak up. 
“Commander, I’m concerned about Lieutenant T’Ser.” 
 Xylion continued to watch the group of soldiers and Marines as Nora took Wasco aside 
and passed along the order. Wasco made eye contact with Xylion and gave him a sharp nod 
even if his body language made it obvious that he agreed with Nora. 
 “Please elaborate, Lieutenant.” 
 “Well,” he said, all of a sudden not so sure anymore how to make his point without 
giving away his source. “I mean, what do we know about her?  Don’t you find it a bit 
suspicious that a Border Dog shows a sudden interest in this mission? Do you find that logical?” 
 Within moments the government soldiers and the Marines had separated and Xylion 
turned to give Culsten his full attention. “Lieutenant T’Ser is a v’tosh ka’tur. It would not be 
alarming if she were to partake in any action which is not logical.” 
 “Right. But there must be a reason why she wants to be down here. All I’m suggesting is 
that we keep a closer eye on her.” 
 “The lieutenant has given me no reason to distrust her. If you are concerned about her 
presence here I suggest you monitor her activities,” he said and turned away again, clearly 
indicating that he had better things to do with his time than to engage in the young man’s 
paranoid tendencies. 
 “I’ll do that.” 
 “Very well, Lieutenant,” said Xylion and walked away. 
 

* * * 
 
Al Tre Nek’s main medical facility was not much more than a camp of tents and hastily put 
together prefabs. In a city in which the average temperature hardly ever dropped below ten 
degrees Celsius an outdoor hospital made a certain kind of sense. The other bright side to this 
was that the provisional facility would not soon exceed capacity as new buildings were 
constantly added. 
 Whatever its current capacity however, it was quickly reaching it. Tent after tent 
contained patients. Most could be divided into two general categories. Those suffering from 
serious physical traumas which were more likely to be found in a battlefield clinic than in an 
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inner city hospital and those who were suffering sickness and disease brought on by the 
weakened immune systems of those who did not get enough food or medicine. 
 Doctor Wenera, her young colleague Doctor Barry Nelson, Lieutenant T’Ser and a group 
of Eagle’s medical staff were being guided through the hospital by a corps of medical 
professionals all of which wore crisp military uniforms except for two civilian technicians. 
 “Unfortunately we do not have the expertise or the resources to assist patients with such 
severe injuries. We have experimented with different kind of prosthetics but to be honest we 
don’t have the rehabilitation facilities to assist patients in using them properly,” one of the 
doctor’s explained, as they hovered over a young man who had lost both his legs. 
 Doctor Nelson had inquired about their plans for him. 
 “He will have to rely on a wheelchair,” the doctor continued. 
 “What roles will he be able to perform once he is reintegrated into society?” said Wenera 
who was studying her padd, making notes, even while she spoke. 
 There was no reply from the group of doctors. 
 Wenera looked up and into the blank faces of her Tiaitan counterparts. Then she looked 
down at the young man who had only until very recently been a boy. He was excited to see the 
alien visitors, the first he had ever seen. But there was little hope in those bright eyes. On the 
contrary, he had made peace with the fact that his life was essentially over. 
 “Wait,” said T’Ser, “are you telling us that you don’t have any programs to assist the 
physically disabled?” 
 One of the medtechs spoke up. He was not much older than the patient and fidgeted 
nervously with his fingers. “Most people with such obvious handicaps will have to try and 
make the best of their situation. Some may find employment in fields that don’t require any 
physical labor but most will end up on their own.” 
 The other technician, this one older and physically more impressive, threw the younger 
man a chastising glance as if to remind him that it was not his place to speak. 
 The doctors were equally unimpressed. “The Brothers will guide him,” one of them said 
sharply. 
 “In other words,” said T’Ser, “he’ll end up in the streets, begging for his next meal.” She 
turned to look at the Starfleet doctors. “It shouldn’t be too difficult to issue them with cybernetic 
prosthetics. I’ve heard a lot of good things about them.” 
 But Wenera shook her head. “Cybernetics are not part of our supply list.” 
 “Fair enough,” said the Vulcan. “But surely it wouldn’t be too difficult to add them. We 
could replicate the necessary items as and when they are needed.” 
 Doctor Wenera turned to the Vulcan woman. “Lieutenant, I appreciate your input,” she 
said even while her facial expressions didn’t quite support her words. “But why don’t you leave 
the medical assessments to me?” she added and then moved on to the next patient.  
 T’Ser was not ready to quit. “I know I’m not a doctor but I can see when people suffer. 
And I believe it is our job here to alleviate suffering, or am I mistaken on that point?” 
  “You’re not. That man will live,” she said and then held up her padd. “According to the 
patient register there are at least four hundred people in here who might not if we don’t 
provide them with the right treatments within the next forty-eight hours. So excuse me if I don’t 



79 
 

have the time to consider how people will adapt to their lives once they are released. My 
primary concern is to get them well enough to be released at all.” 
 T’Ser glared at the younger woman. Maybe Wenera made a decent point but she didn’t 
have to be so blatant about it. 
 Wenera moved on. 
 “She’s upset,” said Doctor Nelson to T’Ser once her boss and most of the others had 
walked out of earshot. “Don’t take it personally.” 
 “I’m not,” she said, half-lying. 
 “She just found out that more than half of the supplies that were to be delivered here 
have either never arrived or were stolen by terrorists,” he said. “That really affected her mood. I 
think she just realized that she won’t be able to save as many people as she had wanted to.” 
 T’Ser nodded and Barry Nelson followed Wenera. She was just about to do the same 
when she noticed another Starfleet officer close by. He was not part of the medical staff and he 
was trying a little too hard to pretend he was not looking her way. “Can I help you?” 
 “Huh? I’m just—“ 
 “You are watching me, aren’t you?” 
 “Me?” said Culsten and forced an awkward chuckle. “Of course not. What would give 
you that idea?” 
 T’Ser put on a smile and was quite pleased to find that it irritated the young officer even 
more. “You’ve been keeping to the shadows, Mister. Like somebody who doesn’t want to be 
seen. You’re not doing a very good job at it.” 
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said and then pretended to look at a 
patient’s chart. 
 “Alright. But I tell you right now, I don’t appreciate that sneaking around stuff. If you 
have a problem with me just tell me now and get it out of the way.” 
 “There is no problem here, Lieutenant,” he said and walked away. 
 T’Ser was sure he hadn’t left however. She slowly shook her head at the absurdity and 
then caught up again with the rest of the team. 
 They had reached the wing of the hospital which held the patients with the smallest 
chance of survival. Most of them had contracted serious illnesses which their battered immune 
systems were unable to fight anymore. 
 T’Ser noticed that even Wenera, who had appeared like an emotional iceberg through 
most of the tour, had begun to crack at the sight of so many people who could have been helped 
easily if only they had received the right medications sooner. 
 “The supplies that were to arrive here a few days ago should have been enough to help 
most of these people,” Wenera said and she put down her padd and administered a pain 
reliever to  a woman in agony. She appeared very thankful indeed and her eyes soon closed to 
allow for her first calm sleep in days. “Now all we can do is try to make them as comfortable as 
possible.” 
 “The New Light cares nothing about the suffering their actions cause. The convoy 
carrying your supplies was ambushed before it could reach us. The attack hadn’t been designed 
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to steal anything. Instead they killed without abandon and destroyed everything,” the senior 
doctor said. 
 Wenera looked up at him, anger brimming in her eyes. 
 “This New Light,” T’Ser said, “what are their ultimate goals? It can’t be just to destroy 
your way of life. There must be other motivations driving them.” 
 “I’m just a doctor,” he said. “I’m not a politician and care little for their reasons to try 
and kill us. I just do my best to heal those who are lucky enough to escape those butchers with 
their life.” 
 T’Ser’s keen eye did not miss the skeptical look in the young technicians face. There was 
obvious tension here between the military doctors and the civilian staff. “It seems to me that we 
need to look at the root causes of this conflict if we want to bring a permanent end to this 
suffering.” 
 “We will not yield to terrorists,” said another doctor with frustration quite evident in his 
voice. 
 Wenera was becoming annoyed herself. “And you shouldn’t. Not if their only aim is to 
cause death and destruction. There is absolutely no justification for this kind of terrorism.” 
 “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter,” said the Vulcan. “You might see 
them as monsters but you can’t really get the whole picture without trying to understand both 
sides of the conflict.” 
 “We’re not here to discuss politics,” Wenera said. 
 “No I guess we’re not. Instead we’re going to fix up these people as best as we can so 
that they can continue to be victims or perpetrators in this ongoing conflict. Does that sum up 
our overall strategy?” 
 “I don’t have a strategy, Lieutenant. My responsibility is to try and save anyone who 
needs my help.” 
 As the two women stood off against each other the rest of the team was being careful to 
stay out of their way. The Tiatian doctors looked on with a sense of disbelieve to find those who 
had come to help them in such disaccord. The few Starfleet officers were equally surprised. 
 “Maybe that’s the problem then, maybe you should—“ 
 T’Ser was cut off by the sound of a massive explosion which was so forceful that it 
caused the ground to tremble mightily underneath their feet and flung some of the patients out 
of their beds. 
 The doctors scrambled to help their charges. 
 “What the hell?” said Wenera and looked around, trying to find answer to what had just 
happened. 
 “It’s the terrorist, they’re attacking the city,” she heard some of the Tiaitans cry. 
 “That’s just great,” said Wenera. 
 A group of Marines arrived from seemingly nowhere and took on a protective position 
around the Starfleet officers. “You need to come with us,” a female sergeant told Wenera. She 
appeared mostly calm but not calm enough to wait around for them to make up their minds. 
“Now!” 
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 The young medical technician who had spoken out of turn earlier came running towards 
the Starfleet officers. Distress evident in his trembling voice as he spoke. “I’ve just got the word. 
They attacked a school in the Bakery district. They have a lot of injuries.” 
 “Well then that’s where we need to go,” said Wenera and for the first time found T’Ser 
agreeing with her. 
 But the sergeant determinately shook her head.  “My orders are to get all Starfleet 
personnel to a safe zone. That includes you.” 
 There was another explosion. This one felt a lot closer. 
 “They’ve moved out of the Bakery district now,” reported the tech who was monitoring 
military channels nearby. “But they might be closing in on our location next.” 
 “The hospital is well protected,” said one of the doctors, even while he was busy 
calming down a patient who had started to scream uncontrollably, unnerved by the explosions. 
“We should be safe here.” 
 “I’m going to get to that school,” Wenera said with ironclad determination. 
 The Tiaitan doctor nodded. “You can take some of our men. They’ll protect you.” 
 “Good enough for me.” 
 But the sergeant was not happy. “Ma’am, I’m afraid that is not an option. My orders 
allow for no compromises. I am to escort all Starfleet personnel to a designated safe zone 
immediately.” 
 It was T’Ser who stepped up to the heavily armed Marine, entirely unimpressed by her 
larger stature. “You need to get our people to a safe zone. We need to get to that school. It looks 
like we part ways here, Sergeant. Any further delay will endanger both of our goals. It would be 
illogical for you to cause any more delay.” 
 T’Ser’s colleagues on Bluefin would have been impressed by her near perfect imitation of 
a rational Vulcan. It did the trick. The Marine sergeant knew better than to try and argue with 
her. She signaled to her people and to the remaining Starfleet officers. “Let’s move out.” 
 “Doc?” 
 Wenera turned and was surprised to find Lif Culsten standing behind her. She hadn’t 
even known that he had been in the hospital. Less surprising perhaps was the worried 
expression on his face. “Maybe we should go with them.” 
 The Starfleet doctor grabbed all the medical gear she could carry. “I can’t do that.” 
 Lif grabbed her by the arm so firmly that it gave her pause. When she looked at him she 
noticed that he wasn’t looking back at her. Instead his glance seemed to be focused on T’Ser 
who was helping the techs with the medical supplies they would surely need. “I don’t think 
you should go with her,” he said quietly. 
 Wenera didn’t have time for this. “Don’t be ridiculous. Now if you would kindly let go 
of me.” 
 He did but only hesitantly. 
 “You need to get going,” she said as she strapped on a medkit. “Make sure my people 
are safe. I’m counting on you.” 
 He nodded. “Be careful.” 
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 “This isn’t my first battlefield, Lif,” she said, managing to sound a lot more confident 
than she felt. The truth was that she had been in a lot of dangerous situations in her albeit short 
career as a medic. But she couldn’t really claim a lot of battlefield experience. But as a doctor, 
one of the advantages of her profession was that she was never in doubt of what exactly she 
needed to do. It was an almost comforting simplicity. 
 By the time Wenera and T’Ser were ready, the Marines had already evacuated the 
remaining Starfleet personnel. When they stepped outside and where greeted by the always 
bright and hot Tiaitan sun Wenera noticed the thick plumes of smoke rising into the air not too 
far from the hospital. 
 The hospital itself was brimming with military activity now and yet in the end only two 
government soldiers were tasked to accompany herself, T’Ser and the two medical technicians. 
For just a short moment she felt ill at ease at the prospect of leaving the well-guarded facility 
behind to venture into the streets where she had no idea what they would find. For just a short 
moment she wished she had followed the sergeant’s orders and joined the rest of the evacuees. 
 It didn’t help that they were unable to contact Xylion or Eagle to let them know of their 
whereabouts. Their combadges didn’t work in this city and they would have to rely on the 
Tiaitan’s unreliable radios. 
 The two soldiers were heavily armed and appeared to be ready to take on an entire 
regiment of enemy fighters even while their black uniforms and visored helmets gave them a 
somewhat sinister impression. 
 Wenera quickly and efficiently shook off all her doubts. She had come here to help these 
people and that was exactly what she was going to do. The techs that were carrying most of the 
supplies didn’t show any apparent concerns either, even if the younger one had not been able to 
quite shake his earlier nervousness. 
 T’Ser was equally determined and even though Wenera had become somewhat vexed 
by her assertiveness earlier she had developed a newfound respect for the unusual Vulcan for 
her willingness to put herself in harm’s way. It was her poise under pressure that helped 
Wenera to feel a lot more comfortable with what they had set out to do than she had any right 
to be.  
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SIX: THE BATTLE 
 
 
Xylion watched with a close scrutiny as Nora Laas and two Marines crossed the wide open 
space between the bunker and the burning remains of the De Gaulle. The artillery bombardment 
which had begun moments before had hit a gas main near the parked shuttle and flipped it onto 
its side. 
 It was still in one piece and the flames which had failed to find purchase were already 
receding but the shuttle would not be able to take off again anytime soon.  Unfortunately De 
Gaulle had also served as the communications link to Eagle which had abruptly terminated after 
the shuttle had been hit. 
 It was too early to tell if the shuttle had been targeted. So far the bombardment had 
appeared random and initial reports suggested a handful of explosions and a few injuries. The 
fate of the two Starfleet crewmembers who had been posted inside the shuttle was yet to be 
determined. 
 “Commander, I can confirm that all Starfleet personnel has been evacuated to 
designated safe zones deeper inside the city,” said Major Wasco who had been in 
communication with his Marines via their more reliable mobile com-systems. 
 Xylion nodded to acknowledge his report as he watched Nora’s team having reached 
the shuttle and attempting to enter it.  
 The bunker was ideally situated, just four hundred meters from the shuttle’s landing site 
and overlooking a large plaza which had also served as the beam-in location for the away 
teams. The initial attacks had toppled the transporter enhancers which had been required to 
beam through the interference prevalent on the planet’s surface. Xylion had opted not to try and 
rebuild them during the attack and attempt to beam everyone back to the ship. The plaza was 
far too unprotected and a large group of evacuees would have made an easy target. 
 The first officer turned to look to Trelt-Ait who had also been busy delegating his 
soldiers. “First Marshal, what can you tell me about the current situation?” 
 He seemed slightly flustered, perhaps embarrassed about the surprise attack. He had 
after all guaranteed Starfleet’s safety and appeared confident that he had things under control. 
Something that seemed like a far-flung illusion at this point. “These are nothing more than 
potshots. We get these from time to time, we’ll be perfectly safe in here.” 
 “I was under the impression that you had secured the entire city and the surrounding 
area,” Xylion said. Not even the Vulcan was able to keep his voice entirely free of accusation. 
 “We … we must have missed something,” said Trelt. “I have ordered the majority of my 
forces to sweep the area again. It’ll be a matter of minutes until they find the attack site and 
have it neutralized. I guarantee this will be over before you know it.” 
 Xylion looked skeptical but the first marshal knew too little about Vulcan mannerism to 
be able to tell. 
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 “Sir, we’ve got Ensign Brees. She’s got minor injuries but should be able to walk back to the 
bunker. Lieutenant R’shock is dead,” said Nora’s disembodied voice which came through Wasco’s 
com-unit. 
 The major handed Xylion the com-unit’s handset. “Lieutenant, have you been able to 
locate the auxiliary communications beacon?” 
 “We found it alright. It’s going to take us a minute to remove it though. Once we have it we’ll 
high tail it out of here. Nora out.” 
 “Sir, I’ve got movement on the western perimeter,” said Sergeant Shin-Ja Moon, one of 
Wasco’s Marines who was scanning the area with a pair of binoculars while their tricorders 
remained as useless as the combadges. 
 Wasco stepped up the Korean Marine and spied through his own pair.  
 “At least half a dozen bogeys are approaching our location. Wait,” Moon seemed 
startled for a moment. “There’s more, much more.” 
 Now Trelt-Ait moved up to the window as well, using one of the binoculars from his 
own soldiers he took a look for himself. 
 Wasco had already lowered his as he turned to Xylion. “This isn’t somebody taking 
some potshots at us, Commander. This is an all out assault.” 
 “That’s impossible,” said Trelt even while the visual evidence became more difficult to 
deny by the second. On the other side of the wide public square, at least thirty armed soldiers 
had appeared and were beginning to make their way across. Their approach was methodical, 
using whatever cover they could find and firing at government soldiers which were still out in 
the open, trying to reestablish order. 
 Wasco was under no illusions however. He picked up the receiver of his com-device. 
“All units, we are under attack and the LZ has been compromised. I say again, the primary LZ 
has been compromised. Fire teams Alfa, Charlie, continue to secure all Starfleet personnel. Fire 
team Bravo, Delta, converge on my position and prepare to defend the LZ.” 
 “This shouldn’t be happening,” Trelt said under his breath, still unable to look away 
from the incoming wave of soldiers. 
 “First Marshal, the facts cannot be changed. I suggest we concentrate on defending 
ourselves. Will this building be able to withstand an attack of this magnitude?” 
 The man began to nod slowly, finally turning away from the window. “Yes, yes of 
course. This bunker has been designed for this kind of situation. Besides, my sweep teams are 
still out there. They should be able to flank the enemy and rout them easily,” he said and 
headed for the back of the bunker to get in touch with his soldiers. 
 Wasco looked after him and then back at Xylion. “If he is as certain that this place will 
hold as he was that the city was secure, I’d say we’re going to be in it pretty deep.” 
 “Major Wasco,” Xylion said, “it is already apparent that we are.” He then reached for 
the com-unit again. “Lieutenant Nora, you have to return to the bunker on the double we have 
incoming—“ 
 “Frak, where did these guys come from?” her voice interrupted.  
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 Xylion looked out and to the shuttle to see that the Bajoran security chief had just 
reemerged from the De Gaulle along with the two Marines, one of whom was helping an injured 
crewman and the other carrying a com beacon on his back. 
 The attacking rebels took that moment to begin their charge. 
 

* * * 
 
“Something isn’t right.” 
 Michael Owens stood from his chair to approach DeMara Deen at the operations 
console. “What is it?” 
 The young lieutenant’s fingers danced over her controls but the frown on her face was 
evidence that her efforts remained fruitless. “I’ve just lost contact with the De Gaulle. She was 
there one moment and gone the next.” 
 The captain turned to look at Lieutenant Commander Leva, the half-Romulan manning 
the tactical station. 
 He nodded slowly to confirm Deen’s report. “The uplink is gone. It was terminated 
abruptly less than half a minute ago.” 
 “Reason?” 
 “Unknown,” said Leva.  
 “Can we raise the away team?” 
 Leva shook his head. “The uplink to the shuttle’s subspace receiver was our only means 
to maintain communications with the away team. Sensors, transporters and communications 
are severely affected in the area due to the kelbonite and fistium deposits beneath the surface.” 
 “The gamma wave interference from the Twin Pulsars doesn’t help our sensors either,” 
said Deen. 
 “That’s not good enough, people. I have to know what’s happening down there.” 
 Deen turned from her station to face the captain. “We can still contact the capital. The 
kelbonite deposits are only prevalent on the western continent.” 
 Owens nodded and straightened his uniform jacket. “Mister Leva, hail the planetary 
government. Let them know it’s a priority request.” 
 It took five agonizing minutes to get somebody on the screen who had any idea what 
was going on. It was Simas Sindron-Tia, the government’s number two man. 
 His overly polite smile felt overdone. “Captain Owens, I presume. How can we be of 
assistance?” 
 “Simas Sindron, we have just lost contact with our away team in Al Tre Nek. Would you 
be able to shed any light on what is happening on the surface?” Owens said, trying to sound as 
polite as he could even while keeping his rising anxiety in check. 
 “Certainly, Captain,” the man replied. “Let me have a look at our military network,” he added 
and began typing away at a computer nearby. “Ah,” he said and turned back to look at the 
starship captain. “It appears we had a minor incident in Al Tre Nek. But our security forces are 
responding to it as we speak. Everything is under control.” 
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 “What kind of incident?” Owens said. If security forces had been dispatched it couldn’t 
have been as minor as Sindron was making it out to be. Especially considering how much 
security had been on site in the first place. 
 “As you may know, we’ve been having a little bit of a problem with a small group of insurgents 
in the Western Desert. It’s a ragtag band of rebel-rousers who are not afraid to use violence to make their 
point on occasion. I assume they tried to stir up anti-government sentiment among the people of Al Tre 
Nek.” 
 Owens had been watching Sindron’s dark eyes intently while he spoke. They didn’t 
match his smile at all. There was something much deeper going on here and it didn’t take a 
telepath to know that this man knew exactly what that was. “And how do you assume they tried 
to do this?” 
 “Possibly a small vehicle bomb. Sadly those acts of terrorism are not unheard of. I myself have 
warned that Al Tre Nek could be a dangerous place for foreign visitors. But you were quite determined to 
go.” 
 “After you guaranteed our safety. How exactly are you responding to this incident?” 
 Sindron leaned back in his chair. “As I said, additional security forces have been dispatched 
from nearby cities. They should arrive on scene shortly. I would be happy to keep you updated on their 
progress.” 
 Owens had just about enough. “See that you do, Eagle out.” 
 There was a flicker of surprise on Sindron’s face, no doubt not having expected to be 
spoken to that briskly, before his image disappeared from the screen. 
 “I don’t like this,” said Deen. “The only way that our uplink could have been terminated 
is if somebody turned it off intentionally or destroyed the shuttle.” 
 “Either way,” said Leva, “it means our people are in trouble.” 
 “Agreed,” said Owens. “But how do we get them out of it?” 
 “Shuttles,” the tactical officer said. 
 Deen nodded to this. “Yes. The interference is mostly localized and less severe at close 
range. If we send shuttles not only could they land and get our people out, if they are close 
enough to the surface they should be able to beam them out as well.” 
 “And if we equip the runabout with additional sensors modules we should be able to 
establish a new uplink which will tell us exactly what is happening on the surface,” said the 
tactical officer. 
 Owens sat down in his chair only hesitantly. Not knowing what was happening to an 
away team was every captain’s worst nightmare. But all he could do was to give the orders and 
wait. It was nothing short of excruciating. “Instruct shuttle bay control to launch the 
Nebuchadrezzar, the Osiris and the Chen’tek. Let’s run with all our contingency plans. I’d rather 
be safe than sorry on this one.” 
 Leva carried out his instructions. “The Nebuchadrezzar and the shuttles are prepping 
now. ETA fourteen minutes and twelve seconds.” 
 

* * * 
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The streets were so empty, Wenera felt she was walking through a ghost town, if it hadn’t been 
for the window shutters which were hastily closed as they passed by. 
 The citizen of Al Tre Nek had been through this a million times before. They knew that 
when the shooting started, the best thing to do was to keep your head down and pray nobody 
would come tearing down their front door. 
 Then she heard the sounds of gunfire and she froze. 
 Or at least she thought it was.  
 She glanced over at T’Ser who had also stopped, her superior Vulcan hearing much 
more attuned to picking up sound waves.  
 “That sounds like gunfire.” 
 T’Ser nodded. 
 More battle noises followed. 
 “And that’s phaser fire,” the Vulcan said. 
 “Where is it coming from?” 
 She concentrated for a moment. They were on a narrow street surrounded by tall 
apartment buildings, causing the sounds to echo and distort. But she had it pinned down in 
seconds. “About four hundred meters west from here, I’d say,” she said and pointed out the 
direction. 
 “That’s the landing zone. Our people are under attack.” 
 The Vulcan’s silence was sufficient response. 
 “What do we do?” asked Wenera. 
 At that T’Ser looked surprised. “That’s your call, Doctor.” 
 Wenera struggled with that thought. If their own people were under attack she had to 
go back and see if they needed medical help, that was her duty. But they had set out to help a 
school that had been attacked with potentially dozens of victims. Children, no less. 
 The younger medic, his name was Vekte-Ait they had found out earlier, had scouted 
ahead and now returned. “We’re almost there,” he said. “And the rebels are gone, they must 
have moved on.” 
 “To the landing zone, no doubt,” said T’Ser and kept her eyes on Wenera, silently 
demanding she made a decision quickly. 
 The doctor wasted no more time. “Let’s go,” she said and followed Vekte. The choice 
hadn’t been easy but she would have been damned before she’d turn her back on injured 
children who needed her help. 
 T’Ser offered no protestations and the two government soldiers who hadn’t spoken a 
single word since they had set out, continued to follow them also. 
 Vekte had remained right. The streets they entered were as empty as the ones they had 
crossed before. Neither friend nor foe had lingered behind. Wenera managed to push the 
receding sounds of battle out of her mind while she pushed on. 
 After a few more turns they reached their destination. 
 The other medic—Wenera hadn’t been able to catch his name—was waving them over 
to a large building which had apparently taken a direct hit from a few mortar shell not too long 
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ago. Part of the façade had collapsed and a few flames were sprouting thick black smoke into 
the sky.  
 “My god,” mumbled Wenera as she approached the building, keeping her head low just 
in case the enemy was still hiding nearby. 
 The building was in bad shape but it still looked structurally sound. At least for a little 
while longer. But whoever had been in the building when it had been hit would need 
immediate medical attention. 
 “They’re on the second floor,” said the older medtech and disappeared inside. 
 T’Ser shook her head slightly. “They should have evacuated.” 
 “I just hope we won’t be too late,” said Wenera as she rushed into the building with 
T’Ser and the soldiers close behind. She found a narrow staircase and even before she had 
reached it she could feel the smoke attack her eyes and nostrils. She did not let that deter her. 
 They made it up to the second floor where Wenera found the two medtechs already 
unloading their supplies. 
 “Where are they?” asked Wenera who quickly began to unburden herself. 
 “Right over here,” the medic said. 
 The Starfleet doctor grabbed her medkit and looked around. A large hole had been 
blown into the wall which allowed a glimpse onto some of the cities lower rooftops. Otherwise 
the building looked old and decrepit. Most of the interior walls had buckled some time ago. 
 There was still some smoke but it was beginning to clear. 
 She could not see any children. 
 “Where?” she asked again, starting to get frustrated. 
 The older medic who had his back towards her turned around. “Right here,” he said. 
 Wenera froze. 
 He was holding a large gun in his hand. 
 “What is the meaning of—“ 
 She never got the chance to finish her sentence. 
 What happened next took place so quickly that she wouldn’t be able to accurately 
remember it afterwards. 
 The gun in the medics hand went off with four or five loud bangs. Wenera, frozen in 
shock was not hit. At least she thought she wasn’t. 
 It was one of the soldiers who fell to his knees. 
 The gun fired again and the second solider was hit but even as he went down, his 
automatic assault rifle began to spray bullets. 
 Wenera didn’t know how she did it but somehow she managed to jump out of the way 
while both civilians were being riddled by gunfire. 
 The doctor landed awkwardly though, banging her head against an unmoving object, a 
wall perhaps, and stumbling over loose rubble. 
 Then, just before her vision cut out, she felt something bite her sharply in the chest. She 
wanted to cry out but the air had already been forced out of her lungs. Darkness claimed her 
before she could fully register the pain. 
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* * * 
 
A solid concrete screen had sealed off the bunker with enough gun ports to allow Wasco’s two, 
eight-man strong fire teams to engage the approaching enemy.  
 “New contacts, six o’clock, eight-hundred meters.” 
 “I got ‘em,” said Sergeant Moon and opened fire. “Alfa, keep your side busy, we’ll deal 
with the others.” 
 “We’ll do what we can,” replied Corporal Masters, even if her voice betrayed her lack of 
confidence. “There is a lot of them coming at us, Sarge.” 
 “Just keep firing.” 
 Xylion tended to agree with Masters as he watched the plaza turned battlefield through 
one of the free gun ports. Their smoldering shuttle was now surrounded by enemy combatants 
with Nora, the two Marines and an injured ensign using its tough duranium hull as a shield 
from the relentless enemy fire. There had been a close call just moments before when a group of 
four rebels had tried to rush the pinned down Starfleet fighters.  
 Nora and the Marines had fought them off but it appeared unlikely they would be able 
to fend off another such attack. 
 Meanwhile the Marines in the bunker tried their best to contain the enemy advance and 
while they had the superior firepower they simply lacked the numbers to put an end to the 
assault. The rebels just kept coming and if things continued that way, not only would they 
overrun Nora and her people but eventually they would take the bunker as well. 
 Xylion marveled at their resilience. These were not the kind of cowardly terrorists the 
government had made them out to be. These people refused to back down even in face of 
certain death. 
 “First Marshal,” Xylion said and turned away from the discouraging battlefield to find 
the general. “Have you had any success contacting your sweep teams?” 
 Trelt-Ait stood at the back of the bunker around a few of his officers who were 
desperately trying to reach reinforcements with their radios and unsuccessfully trying to track 
the enemy movements on computer screens. 
 The first marshal looked deflated, nearly defeated as he faced the Vulcan. He shook his 
head. “Nothing. I cannot understand it.” 
 “Considering the scope of the attack we have to assume that your soldiers were 
ambushed.” 
 The first marshal didn’t reply but the look in his eyes gave proof that he could no longer 
deny that possibility. One of his subordinated approached him and whispered into the 
marshal’s ear, causing his disposition to brighten significantly. “We’ve just got word that 
reinforcements have been dispatched,” he said with newfound confidence. “We will beat this 
rabble back.” 
 Rabble, Xylion thought, was hardly the right term to describe their attackers. “What is 
their estimated time of arrival?” 
 The general looked over the screens. “They’ll be here shortly. We just need to hold out a 
little while longer.” 
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 Xylion nodded and then glanced back and out onto the battlefield. The bunker could 
possibly holdout until government reinforcements arrived but Nora and her team would not. 
To make a bad situation worse, she was pinned down along with the communications beacon 
and their only means to contact Eagle. The only way to set it up and use it was for her to safely 
return it to the bunker. 
 Major Wasco who had left earlier to check on the rest of the Starfleet team returned with 
a few of his men who carried a large metallic case. 
 “Right over here,” said Wasco and cleared a table by unceremoniously dumping the 
content onto the floor. 
 The Marines placed the case onto the table and opened it to reveal what looked like a 
heavy, shoulder-mounted weapon of some sort. 
 “This should help us to try and get Nora out of there,” said Wasco as he watched one of 
his men equipping the weapon and stepping to a gun port. “Soften them up first,” he told his 
man. 
 The Marine nodded and activated the controls of his weapon, a slim visor extended over 
his face, shielding his eyes and allowing him to aim more precisely. “Target acquired.” 
 Wasco nodded. “Unload on them.” 
 The weapon fired a massive bolt of bright orange energy which ripped into the ground 
close to where a number of rebels had taken cover behind a shot-out vehicle. The cover erupted 
and was blown high into the air along with dirt, smoke and the poor souls who had been 
caught in the kill zone. 
 “Get a new target and fire at will,” Wasco said. 
 The second blast had the same effect, obliterating half a dozen enemies in one ear-
shattering explosion. 
 Enemy fire nearly stopped for the first time since it had begun as the rebels desperately 
tried to rally themselves. They adapted surprisingly fast, spreading themselves out and making 
them less inviting targets. 
 “Alright,” said the Marine commander. “Time for the light.” He picked up his com-unit. 
“Wasco to Nora, do you read me?” 
 “Nice to see you brought out the fireworks,” she said. “I bet they’ll feel that in the morning.” 
 “With any luck they get the message and back off.” 
 “I don’t think we’re going to be that lucky,” she said and as if on cue the rebel fighters began 
their assault anew. “These bastards are nothing if not persistent.” 
 “Copy that, Lieutenant. We’re going to try and see if we can slow them down. On my 
mark cover your eyes.” 
 Nora’s smile could be felt across the comlink. “I hear you loud and clear,” she said with a 
good idea of what was to come. 
 Wasco addressed the men and women in the bunker. “That goes for everyone. Turn 
away from the battlefield.” 
 Once he was sure the message had been received he gave his man with the big gun the 
go ahead. “Mark!” he said and turned away, covering his face with one of his hands. 
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 The sound of impact was dull but the immense brightness could have blinded anyone 
who had been unlucky enough to look directly at it. It had come so sudden, Xylion could hear 
some of the rebels scream in pain and surprise. 
 As a Vulcan with inner eyelids he may have been safe from the blinding flash but he had 
decided to take no chances. When he looked back all he could see was the shuttle. Anything 
beyond it was covered in thick white smoke, completely obscuring the view. 
 “That was a neat trick,” said Nora. 
 “This is your chance, Lieutenant,” said Xylion. “Return to the bunker.” 
 “Don’t need to be told twice, we’re on our—“ 
 “Grenade!” 
 It was Sergeant Moon who had spotted the small round shape coming out of the smoke 
and landing close to the shuttle. 
 There was no more warning. 
 The explosion was diminutive compared to the ones the Marines had provided but the 
effect was no less deadly. It was enough to whirl up enough dirt and smoke to entirely engulf 
Nora and her team. 
 The Marines in the bunker instantly opened fire into the white cloud again, firing 
blindly and hoping to keep the rebels hidden within it at bay. 
 Wasco reached for the handset and pressed it against his ear so hard it had to hurt. 
“Lieutenant! Come in, Lieutenant.” 
 The smoke from the grenade dissipated quickly and Xylion reached for a pair of 
binoculars. At first he could see nothing but dirt.  
 “Nora, come in. Are you there?” 
 One of the upturned nacelles of the shuttlecraft had come loose form the force of the 
explosion. A small crater had formed just next to it and only a few meters from where Nora’s 
team had been taking cover. 
 “Damnit, Lieutenant, respond.” 
 Then Xylion could see some movement. He zoomed in and found a boot. He followed 
the length of the leg and the rest of the sprawled out body until he located a head with 
strawberry-blonde hair face down in the dirt. It stirred. 
 “Lieutenant Nora,” Wasco cried into the handset. 
 She slowly turned onto her back and wiped the dirt off her face. 
 Xylion didn’t show it, nor would he have admitted it openly but he felt immensely 
relieved to see her alive.  
 Wasco had now spotted her as well and stepped closer to the viewport. “Lieutenant, 
what’s your condition?” 
 The tough Bajoran was back on her feet quickly. Xylion knew that her head was 
probably feeling as if it was about to explode. When she spoke she expertly managed to hide 
any such pain. “I … I think I might be alright,” she said and began to search around. She found 
the others soon enough. “Ensign Brees is dead and so is Private Fershok. Corporal Saunders has been 
injured. He’s losing a lot of blood.” 
 “Lieutenant, what is the status of the beacon?” said Xylion. 
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 There was a momentary pause while Nora investigated. “It’s undamaged. Fershok … 
Fershok’s body shielded it from the explosion.” 
 Xylion and Wasco exchanged a look but no words. Wasco’s thoughts were clear 
however. Marines would do whatever it took to ensure the success of a mission even if it meant 
their own death. Every time. No questions asked. 
 “I’ve got a medkit here,” said Nora with apparent difficulties, clearly still shell-shocked. “I 
can field-dress Saunders’ injuries.” 
 “Stand by, Lieutenant,” said the Vulcan and looked at the major again. “How long will 
the smoke shield last.” 
 Wasco shook his head. “It’s already dissipating. Another minute, maybe less.” 
 Xylion acknowledged with a sharp nod. “Lieutenant, remove a stims package from the 
medkit and administer it to yourself. Then take the com-beacon and return to the bunker as 
quickly as you can.” 
 There wasn’t a reply. 
 “Lieutenant, do you understand?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 Xylion caught Major Wasco’s stare. He kept any verbal objections to himself. After all he 
was a Marine. He’d do whatever it took. No questions asked. And he knew that Nora wouldn’t 
be able to carry the beacon and Saunders at the same time. 
 And apparently so did Nora. “I’m giving him one too,” she said. “We’ll come back and 
get him,” she added with lacking confidence. 
 Moments later Nora Laas was on the move with the com-beacon strapped to her back. 
She stumbled at first, still disorientated by the blast she had survived just moment ago. She 
steadied herself quickly enough and made her way back towards the bunker. 
 “I’ve got a new contact, three o’clock high,” said Sergeant Moon who continued to scan 
the perimeter through the dissipating smoke. “It’s a vessel of some sort.” 
 This caught First Marshal Trelt’s interest. He moved up to one of the gun ports and 
quickly recognized the design. “It’s one of ours,” he said, his voice near jubilation. “A troop 
transport. This is all about to be over.” 
 But Moon shook his head slightly. “I don’t like this, she’s not going steady.” 
 Trelt raised his binoculars for a closer look. He wouldn’t need them as just moments 
later a strobe of bright light shot out from the surface and hit the black transport ship in its 
underbelly. The vessel veered wildly but to no avail. It was unable to evade the other missiles 
that had already locked onto its heat signature. 
 “It’s under fire,” Trelt cried. 
 “She’s not going to make it,” said Wasco. 
 They watched helplessly and with great dread as the heavy vessel began to plummet 
uncontrollably towards the unyielding ground. 
 

* * * 
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It felt as if he was literally sitting on pins and needles, so Captain Owens stood from his chair 
and walked towards the screen but stopped halfway. 
 His bridge felt empty. Of course as a starship captain he was used to that. Ever since 
regulations had begun to curtail ship commander’s freedoms and instead had shifted away 
mission responsibilities to first officers, captains throughout the fleet had been doomed to sit 
quietly and alone in their command centers while waiting for any sign from those they had sent 
into harm’s way. 
 So naturally the feeling of helplessness was not new to Owens. But this time it had not 
been supposed to be a dangerous mission. Of course that’s what they always said. 
 The wait, as always, was the worst part. “Owens to Nebuchadrezzar, what’s your ETA?” 
 “Nebuchadrezzar, Ensign Srena here,” replied the young Andorian pilot. “We are 
approaching the coordinates now. We’ll be taking up position nine thousand five hundred meters above 
ground, engage the sensor net and then establish an uplink to Eagle. Ten more minutes, sir.” 
 “You’ve got five. And have the Osiris do visual reconnaissance on the surface in the 
meantime. I want to know what’s happening down there yesterday.” 
 “Copy that, sir.” 
 “We’ll keep the channel open,” said Owens and stepped next to Deen who was 
preparing the uplink with the runabout. “What kind of telemetry will we be able to receive?” 
 The Tenarian looked up at him. “Visual, biotic, infrared, thermal, whatever you ask for. 
The Nebuchadrezzar has been equipped with a full sensor suit. Once the uplink is established 
she’ll be our eye in the sky.” 
 “Sir, I’ve got a report from Ensign Lely on the Osiris,” said Srena’s voice coming through the 
speakers. 
 “Patch it through.” 
 “It’s a warzone down there,” said the voice of the clearly agitated pilot. “Sir, there are signs 
of movement and weapons fire all over the place. I’m having trouble to distinguish who’s who but they’re 
definitely firing on each other.” The connection was poor, laced with static due to the Osiris’ close 
proximity to the surface. 
 Owens felt his teeth grind against each other involuntarily. He had hoped for the best. 
He had just received confirmation that instead his worst fears had come true. “Ensign, can you 
isolate our people’s signatures and try to beam them out?” 
 There was a momentary delay. “I can’t get life signs from the shuttle’s sensors. I do register 
combadges but they’re faint. I would have to go in lower to … hang on … “ 
 “Ensign,” said Owens sternly, not at all pleased at being put on hold by one of his pilots. 
 “Sorry, sir. We just got a visual on what might be a government troop transport. It is taking 
heavy fire from the surface. Sir, it will crash. Request permission to tractor them out of there.” 
 The captain didn’t like it. He would have much rather continued to explore any possible 
way to get their own people to safety first. But he had to try and help if he was in a position to 
do so. “Permission granted, Ensign. Do what you can. Eagle to Chen’tek, I want you to follow the 
Osiris. Get down there and try to beam our people out.” 
 “This is Ensign Palmer on the Chen’tek. I copy, Eagle. I’m taking her in.” 
 “Srena?” said Owens, hardly masking the urgency in his tone. 



94 
 

 “We’re almost there. The sensor net is coming online as we speak.” 
 Palmer’s static distorted voice filled the bridge again, but he wasn’t addressing Eagle. 
“You gotta get out of there, Mike, you’ve got weapons locks all over your signature.” 
 “We almost got ‘em,” replied Lely from the Osiris. “That’s one heavy bird we’re trying to tow 
here.” 
 “Negative, Osiris, you have to cut her loose, now,” Palmer shot back. 
 Deep ridges began to ripple Owens’ forehead as he witnessed the unfolding drama over 
the speakers. “Eagle to Chen’tek, what the hell is going on down there?” 
 “Sir, whoever these people are, they have the entire air space over the city covered with anti-air 
weaponry. We have to pull back up to a higher altitude.” 
 Frustrated, Owens nodded slowly but to nobody in particular. “Understood. Osiris, 
Chen’tek abort and return to Nebuchadrezzar.” 
 “Sir,” this was Lely on the Osiris. “If I cut her loose now she’ll crash for sure. Give me another 
few seconds and I’ll get her out of … damn, break, break—“, his voice cut off. Then static, a scream 
followed by a whole lot of unintelligible noise. Then nothing at all. 
 “Osiris, come in,” said Owens but received no reply. “Osiris, this is Eagle, report your 
status.”  
 Deen looked up at him and her saddened eyes left no doubt to what she was thinking. 
But he didn’t want to believe it. “Chen’tek, report.” 
 Palmer didn’t speak right away. “She went down, sir. Along with the transport. East 
quadrant of the city.” 
 The captain turned away from the screen which still showed nothing more but the 
planet itself. “Goddamnit,” he said quietly. 
 “Sir, we’re reassuming position by the Nebuchadrezzar now,” said Palmer, his voice clearly 
deflated by just having been forced to watch helplessly as his friend and colleague crash into 
the city below. Everybody knew that any kind of rescue attempt now would most likely be met 
by the same fate that had befallen the Osiris. 
 “This is Srena,” the Andorian said, her voice equally strained. “We’re getting a signal from 
the surface. I’m putting it through.” 
 “… please respond. I say again, this is Lieutenant Commander Xylion calling USS Eagle, please 
respond.” 
 A tiny sigh escaped the captain’s lips. Finally some good news, he thought. “This is 
Owens, we hear you, Commander, what is your status?” 
 “We’ve been attacked by rebel forces. We estimate their numbers to be between one hundred and 
two hundred well-armed fighters. We’ve had five Starfleet casualties and are under heavy enemy fire.” 
 “Understood, Commander. We are working on a way to extract you now. We cannot 
beam you out without the transporter enhancers and the enemy surface-to-air missiles are 
making a landing impossible. You have to find a way to re-activate those enhancers.” 
 “That will not be possible, sir. The transporter enhancers have been irreparably damaged by the 
attack. Sir, it is my assessment that we will not be able to counter the current assault.” 
 That stunned Owens and he could tell from the expressions on Deen’s and Leva’s faces 
that they were equally taken aback by that blunt evaluation of the away team’s chances. He 
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forced himself to snap out of it. He wouldn’t give up, no matter how bleak or hopeless the 
situation, he would get his people out of there alive. “Commander, tell me what you need?” 
 “Sir, this is Nora speaking. There is one option.” 
 “What is it?” he said, already dead certain he wasn’t going to like it. 
 “We were softened up down here by artillery fire. We could pay them back in kind. And our 
artillery is a whole of a lot bigger than theirs.” 
 Owens didn’t follow right away. 
 It was his tactical officer who put the pieces together. “Orbital bombardment,” the half-
Romulan said. 
 “It’s all we’ve got left.” 
 The captain had remained half right. Not only did he not like it, he hated the idea. To 
open fire on an allied planet to which they had been dispatched to help with humanitarian aid 
was going against the very fiber of is being. “This isn’t a military operation,” he said but his 
voice failed to even convince himself. 
 “Tell that to these terrorists who are about to overrun us,” the security chief said a little bit 
more heated than she might had intended, “sir,” she added hastily. 
 “Commander Xylion, do you agree with Lieutenant Nora’s assessment?” 
 “I agree that it is the only remaining option to ensure the safety of the away team,” he said and 
somehow Owens felt that there was more to it. His voice seemed as neutral as always, even in 
the face of death. But there appeared to be a well-concealed subtext to his words. Almost as if to 
say that even if it was the only thing left to do, it didn’t mean it was the right thing to do. 
 “Whatever you’re going to decide, sir,” said Nora and Owens could hear the increasingly 
prominent sound of weapons fire in the background now, “you have to decide soon. We won’t last 
much longer.” 
 “Understood, Lieutenant. Stand by,” said Owens and looked back to his tactical officer. 
“What’s our best and most effective option?” 
 “Low intensity and precisely directed phaser fire should work,” said Leva. 
 “Cold we try to neutralize the attackers without killing them?” Deen said and promptly 
received an agreeing glance from the captain for asking the question. 
 “No. The beam intensity we would have to utilize to be effective at this distance and 
against the interference on the surface will be deadly for whoever will be exposed to it. But if 
we receive exact coordinates we could minimize any collateral damage.” 
 Owens glanced towards the ceiling. “Lieutenant, did you hear that?” 
 “Yes, sir. We’re getting you coordinates now.” 
 “Helm, take us into optimal firing position. Ensign Srena, we need that sensor uplink. I 
want to know exactly what we’re shooting at.” 
 “Seconds away, sir.” 
 Against his better judgment Owens took his chair again. He hated himself for what he 
was about to do but in the end he couldn’t deny that his main priority had to be the safe return 
of his people. Implications be damned. 
 “Sir, we’re being hailed by the Bluefin. They want to know what we are doing,” said 
Leva. 
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 Owens didn’t have time for this. “Not now, Commander. Tell them to stand by.” 
 Nora’s voice once again filled the bridge. “Target coordinates: 4-Qubec-Foxtrot-Juliett-2-3-4-
3-4-4-8-5,” she said. “The sooner the better.” 
 “Mister Leva?” Owens said. 
 “Target locked and ready to fire.” 
 The captain looked at the screen but there was still nothing there but the sandy-brown 
planet. He had the coordinates but they were otherwise blind, depending entirely on the 
accuracy of the security chief’s instructions. 
 “Srena, where’s my uplink?” 
 “We’ve got it,” said Deen, her fingers racing over her console. “The feed is coming 
through now. It’s strong and stable.” 
 “Put it on screen, focus in on the provided coordinates.” 
 The image on the viewer changed to show a bird’s eye view of the Tiaitan city. Owens 
quickly found that the earlier reports had not exaggerated. It looked like a battlefield. He was 
tempted to search the city for other hotspots but he had to force himself on their first target. He 
could spot what looked like the remains of a Starfleet shuttle, the De Gaulle. There were small 
figures moving all over it and Owens assumed it was the enemy which was moving at a 
determined pace towards what appeared to be a reinforced building at the far end of a wide 
open space. Many were cut down but it didn’t seem to deter the bulk of the attacking force. 
 “I’d hate to pressure you, sir,“ came Nora’s voice again, the chaotic background noise of 
weapons fire, screams and shouts seamlessly corresponding to the images on the screen now, 
“but if you don’t do it now, you won’t have to bother.” 
 The enemy combatants had nearly reached the bunker. 
 Owens took a small breath of air. “Fire.” 
 

* * * 
 
Nigel Bane double-checked his sensor readings one more time to be absolutely certain. The 
persistent gamma-wave interference from the Twin Pulsars made accurate sensor readings in 
the Tiaitan system difficult but he was certain he had made no mistake. 
 The junior lieutenant turned to face his captain and first officer. “Confirmed, there are 
no other contacts in the system besides the freighter flotilla and the Eagle.” 
 Akinola continued to watch the main view screen where the large Starfleet ship had 
inexplicably begun to move just moments ago. “Then what are they doing?” 
 “Maybe they’re chasing ghosts,” said McBride with a smirk. “Fleeters can be awful 
jumpy.” 
 Bane’s console sounded an insisted warning beep. “They’ve just powered up their 
weapons.” 
 The first officer’s smirk dropped off his face. “Shields?” 
 Bane shook his head. “Negative. Just phasers.” 
 The XO exchanged a worried look with his skipper. 
 “Hail them,” said Akinola. 
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 McBride had reached the controls before anyone else had an opportunity. He 
immediately tried a standard greeting and a request for a situational update. Starfleet wide 
protocols required every ship to reply to such an inquiry with little delay. Eagle did. Via a text 
message which was so short and ambiguous, McBride’s eyes almost fell out when he read it: 
Bluefin, Please Stand By. 
 “They’re shrugging us off,” said the first officer with disbelieve. 
 But Lieutenant Delta Simms, the young woman manning the bridge engineering station 
showed little surprise. “Pretty damn typical,” she mumbled. “Starfleet is waltzing around as if 
we weren’t even here.” 
 “Could this be an exercise?” asked Bralus, the Bolian helmsman. 
 Akinola shook his head. “They would have to alert all ships in the sector before 
engaging in a training exercise. What does their flash message read?” the skipper said, referring 
to a simple code every Starfleet starship openly transmitted to alert nearby friendly vessels of its 
current status. 
 Bane accessed the requested information. “Maneuvering.” 
 “They’re maneuvering all right. But to what end?” said the skipper, his eyes still glued 
to the saucer shaped vessel on the screen. 
 “They’ve stopped,” said McBride and stepped back into the command well to stand next 
to the skipper. 
 “I’m reading a massive energy build-up. They’re preparing to—“ 
 On the screen, Eagle’s huge, lateral phaser bank lit up the underside of her saucer section 
just before the concentrated energy discharge was released and hurled directly towards the 
surface of Tiaita below. 
 The crew of Bluefin watched stupefied. 
 “They’re firing on the planet,” said Dale McBride slowly as if he couldn’t quite trust his 
eyes. 
 Akinola jumped out of his seat. “Hail them again, XO.” 
 The first officer remained frozen in place, garnering him an impatient look from 
Akinola. “Commander.” 
 He looked at his skipper and then as if startled he almost leaped to the communications 
console. Eagle’s reply was still the same. He looked up and shook his head. 
 Akinola glanced at the screen again, studying the Starfleet ship carefully. “What the hell 
are they thinking?” 
 “Sir,” McBride began but the rest of the words got stuck in his throat.  
 “What is it, Dale?” 
 “T’Ser,” he said slowly. “She’s down there.” 
 “What?” both Akinola and Bane shouted in unison. 
 Bane had actually stood from his seat. “We have to get her out of there.” 
 The skipper and the first officer looked at the young Australian, surprised by his 
unusual assertiveness in front of his superiors.  
 “Mind you station, Lieutenant,” Akinola said, keeping his voice low and soft but leaving 
little doubt to his resolve. 
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 “But, sir—“ 
 “Now, Mister Bane.” 
 The junior lieutenant relented, albeit hesitantly. 
 Akinola took his first officer by the arm and they both walked off towards an empty 
corner of the bridge which was too small to afford any real sense of privacy. “What the hell is 
going on here, Dale?” he said.  
 “I don’t know. All I know is that T’Ser seemed interested for some reason to visit the 
planet. And the dumb fool that I am, I suggested she speak to somebody on Eagle so she could 
join their away team. I didn’t really think they would let her. I’m sorry, sir, I should have 
conferred with you in the first place. I should have never allowed it to happen.” 
 Joseph Akinola had been around long enough to know that a guilt trip was amongst the 
most paralyzing feelings a person could experience. But he was also angry. He was angry that 
Bane had made a person he had no respect for whatsoever the target of his affections, he was 
angry that McBride had allowed T’Ser to visit the planet and he was angry that Eagle was 
shooting on said planet with not so much as a word as to what had motivated this 
extraordinary measure. Most of all he was angry that he had been dragged into yet another 
Schwarzkopf made mess.  
 It wasn’t really Nigel Bane’s or McBride’s or even T’Ser’s fault, he decided. It was his 
own, for deciding to stick his head into the sand and not to pay attention to what was 
happening all around him, foolishly thinking that he who didn’t see evil, would not be made to 
feel its repercussions. 
 It was all his own damned fault, he thought, just before he remembered the problem 
with guilt trips. 
 “What’s done is done, Commander,” he said and walked back to sit in his chair. 
 Eagle hadn’t fired again but her weapons were still running hot. A sure sign that 
whatever crazy scheme they had embarked on was not over yet. 
 “Inform them that we are launching a rescue mission to retrieve our crew member from 
the surface of the planet. If their people need to come back too, I’m sure we can arrange a pick-
up.” 
 McBride nodded and send the message nearly verbatim. 
 The response was surprisingly quick. “They’re saying that the situation on the surface is 
volatile,” he said and then looked up from the monitor and towards the skipper. “We are 
advised not to send any vessels to the surface under any circumstances,” he added. 
 “Bastards,” said Delta Simms. 
 But Akinola remained quietly in his chair, studying the larger vessel carefully as if he 
could see right through the duranium hull and onto her bridge. 
 Both Bane and McBride stared at the man in the center seat, begging him wordlessly to 
take actions. But the captain seemed oblivious to their requests. 
 The first officer walked up to Akinola’s chair. “We have to get her back, sir,” he said, 
keeping his voice low and yet firm as steel. “Let me go down there.” 
 The veteran Nigerian captain looked his first officer directly in the eye. “Fools rush in 
where angels fear to tread, Commander.” 
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 “But we can’t just sit here and—“ 
 “Find Chief Brin and have him stand by with a strike team and a Stallion. Tell them to 
be ready on my order.” 
 “Yes, sir,” said McBride and made an immediate beeline to the turbolift.  
 

* * * 
  
She wasn’t entirely sure where she was even while she tried to get back onto her hands and 
knees. 
 It were the sounds which made her remember. The insistent noise of a nearby battle 
jarred her memory. She had been on the way to a school which turned out had not been a 
school at all. There hadn’t been any injured children. But then why had she been brought here? 
 Somebody had started firing and people had been shot. 
 She tried to stand, prompted into action by the realization that her skills would be 
required. She moved too quickly and stumbled back to the floor. 
 Somebody had been with her, she recalled. 
 “T’Ser?” she said, immediately surprised to find her voice sounding faint and distant to 
her ears. “Lieutenant T’Ser,” she tried again, louder this time. 
 “Over here, Doctor.” 
 She attempted to stand again and this time used a nearby wall to steady herself. She 
moved slowly towards the voice. 
 T’Ser half stood next to a pile of rubble, trying to pick herself up. Her uniform was 
covered with dirt and dust. She had wisely hit the ground when the shooting had started. 
 “Are you alright?”  
 “I think so,” she said and tried to stand up fully. Her eyes widened when she spotted 
Wenera. “You’ve been hit.” 
 Wenera looked down to notice a prominent tear along the side of her uniform jacket and 
a few inches below her chest. She slowly removed the jacket and carefully felt around the 
wound. Her blue shirt was also torn and had absorbed a decent amount of blood. She winced 
when the pain finally reached her central nervous system now that the initial shock had worn 
off. 
 “Let me treat you,” said T’Ser and rushed off to get the medical supplies. 
 And even though the pain was formidable, Wenera shook her head. “Just hand me one 
of those first aid patches,” she said. Something else had captured her attention. The two soldiers 
who had accompanied them were lying nearby and at least one of them was still breathing. 
 The Vulcan returned with the patch and Wenera took it, zipped open her blue shirt, 
placed it wincingly over the bleeding wound and zipped back up. 
 T’Ser looked on skeptical. “That’s not going to be enough.” 
 “It’ll have to do for now,” she said, reached for a medkit and knelt next to the solider. 
“Check on the other one.” 
 T’Ser nodded and did as she was told. 
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 Wenera knew right away that the man was in a serious condition. Many Starfleet 
physicians had little familiarity with ballistic traumas but Ashley Wenera had seen her share of 
them when she had worked for Starfleet Medical’s interstellar relief agency. Sadly, on many 
worlds, people still insisted on trying to kill each other with these barbaric weapons.  
 The solider was bleeding profusely from three large bullet holes, he was already lying in 
a quickly growing puddle of his own blood. 
 She removed his armor which had failed to fulfill its purpose and cut open his uniform 
shirt underneath. She also removed the helmet to find the face of a much too young man 
underneath. 
 He was looking at her pleadingly. 
 There was blood already coming out of his mouth. 
 Too late for dermal regeneration, Wenera quickly assessed. She didn’t need the tricorder 
to tell her that he was bleeding internally and that his lungs were being flooded by his own 
blood. 
 She injected him with a stabilizer, hoping to slow the bleeding and giving her enough 
time for a thorough scan. She knew she had seconds, not enough time to call for help or do 
much of anything.  
 The tricorder confirmed her worst fears. One of his lungs had been ruptured and was 
threatening to collapse if he didn’t go into hemorrhagic shock from the blood loss first. 
 She went to work with the limited supplies in her medkit, making his lung a priority, 
she tried to use an organ mender to repair the internal injury, a battle against time. 
 “Doctor,” T’Ser said from the other end of the room. “The second soldier is dead. So is 
one of the medical technicians. The other is still alive. But barely.” 
 Wenera nodded. “Try to stabilize him with twenty ccs of inaprovaline for now,” she said 
and continued her administrations which refused to improve the condition of her own patient. 
She heard T’Ser rummaging through the medical equipment but couldn’t afford to help her. 
 The young solider began to ramble and Wenera had difficulties understanding what he 
was saying until she realized that he was praying. He had stopped looking at her and instead 
his gaze was focused on the ceiling above him. 
 “Don’t you give up now,” she said and tried to increase her pace. Stemming the blood 
flow now becoming her number one priority. 
 “He’s not responding to the inaprovaline,” T’Ser said after she had found and injected 
her patient with the drug. 
 “Tricorder,” she said. Frustrated with her limited progress she dug her fingers into the 
largest whole to get to the bullet which prevented her from closing the most serious wound. 
The fact that her patient hardly even reacted to the intrusion was a bad sign. 
 As advised T’Ser ran a medical scan on her patient. “I think one of the bullets is lodged 
against his spleen.” 
 The soldier’s eyes were closed now and he was no longer praying. Wenera could feel the 
offending foreign object inside the wound. “Stay with me. I almost got it. Stay with me now.” 
 “Doctor, I can’t do this on my own,” T’Ser said softly. 
 “Goddamnit, I’m trying to save this one.” 
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 And then T’Ser stood next to her with a medical tricorder in hand. “Does he have a 
chance?” 
 Wenera didn’t speak, her hands deep inside the dying body, mere millimeters away 
from removing the bullet. If she could get it out perhaps she could stop the internal bleeding. 
She knew it was a fool’s hope at best. 
 “I think the other one has a good chance if you tend to him now. This one …” T’Ser 
looked up from her tricorder and shook her head. She was no doctor but from her scans it was 
clear even to her that he wasn’t going to make it. He was too far gone. 
 But Wenera didn’t want to hear it. “I’m not leaving this man to die to save one of those 
damn monsters,” she said. 
 “You’re a doctor,” T’Ser shot back. “You said it yourself, you have a responsibility to try 
and save anyone who needs your help. Do your triage. Who has the better chance of survival?” 
 Wenera had the bullet and lodged it free only to open up a new geyser of blood which 
instantly drenched both her hands. 
 “Doctor.” 
 Wenera looked at the calm face of the young soldier. He wasn’t quite dead yet but his 
empty eyes did a pretty good job to try and convince her otherwise. She allowed herself to turn 
away and to look at the injured Vekte-Ait at the other side of the room. He was also bleeding 
but not as severely. The other civilian was lying nearby, dead. 
 “Get some morphine,” she said, stood and pointed at the dying solider. “As soon as he 
goes into shock, give it to him.” 
 T’Ser nodded. 
 The Starfleet doctor grabbed more medical tools and supplies—the only thing they had 
in abundance—and knelt next to the injured civilian. 
 As predicted the solider went into shock soon after and T’Ser applied the morphine as 
instructed. Then came cardiac arrest and death. 
 The Vulcan closed the dead solider eyes and then quietly joined Wenera at her side. 
 “Hand me that large, fork-like device,” said the doctor and held out her hand. 
 T’Ser complied without hesitation. 
 For the next few minutes Wenera worked like possessed to remove six bullets, mend 
two ruptured arteries and removed something akin to a kidney which had threatened to burst 
from the gunshot trauma. 
 T’Ser had remained by her side, dutifully handing her every instrument and drug 
compound requested, removed blood from the patient and continuously sterilized the wound. 
 Neither of them paid attention to the chaos which was raging just a few hundred meters 
away. The battle outside was heating up but as far as they were concerned their own battle was 
taking place right in front of their eyes. 
 Once Wenera had patched Vekte-Ait back up they helped each other to the far wall were 
they sat down exhausted and thankful for a little bit of rest after the harrowing events of the last 
minutes. 
 “You should have considered a career in the medical field,” said Wenera. “You make a 
decent nurse.” 
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 She smiled sweetly. “And my work is not yet done,” T’Ser said and presented a dermal 
regenerator. 
 Wenera didn’t understand at first until the Vulcan gestured towards her wound. She 
had entirely forgotten about it in the excitement, ignored the pain while she had feverishly 
focused on trying to save a life. 
 The doctor nodded at T’Ser and opened her shirt. The emergency bandage underneath 
was thoroughly drenched by her blood now and she flinched when she tried to remove it. 
 “You were lucky. The bullet only grazed you,” said T’Ser as she wiped away the blood 
with a towel, cleaned and sterilized the wound and then used the dermal regenerator to close it. 
 “Lucky would have been not to get shot in the first place.” 
 The procedure was quickly finished. Wenera inspected the work and apparently 
satisfied she closed her shirt again. “Not bad.” 
 Vekte-Ait stirred back to consciousness and almost immediately tried to sit up. 
 Both women stood. 
 “Take it easy,” said T’Ser. “You need to rest.” 
 “Which one …” he began, his voice weak and his memory still fuzzy from his traumatic 
injuries, “… is the doctor?” 
 “If you want to know who saved your life,” T’Ser said and looked at Wenera. “Direct 
your gratitude her way.” 
 The doctor felt a momentary sting of shame considering that she had nearly not treated 
the man at all. 
 “You?” Vekte said and looked at the Starfleet physician. “You are the doctor?” 
 Wenera nodded slowly. “Yes. But there is no need to thank me. I was just doing my job 
and I couldn’t have done it without—“ 
 It turned out Vekte-Ait had absolutely no intention on showing his appreciation. 
 Instead he removed a gun hidden somewhere in the rubble beside him and pointed it at 
Ashley Wenera, forcing her to swallow her words. 
 

* * * 
 
The last time Nora Laas had witnessed an orbital bombardment of this scale had been one and a 
half decades ago when she had been a resistance fighter on her native Bajor. 
 The Cardassians had used their superior firepower to punish the Bajorans for their 
relentless resistance, killing thousands with a minimum amount of effort. 
 Eagle’s bombardment was a lot more precise and localized, wiping out the terrorist 
fighters who just moments ago had threatened to overwhelm the bunker they had taken refuge 
in.  
 There were cheers from the Marines as they watched the enemy disintegrate right in 
front of their eyes. The blinding light and intense heat from the phaser blast nothing more than 
a minor inconvenience to them. 
 Nora did not celebrate their apparent victory. It left too much of a bitter taste in her 
mouth. She forced to remind herself that these rebels were nothing like the resistance fighters 
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she had once led into battle. These people wanted to destroy their own kind and bring down 
their way of life. These were nothing more than atheistic anarchists, dead set on brining chaos 
to their world by targeting soldiers and civilians alike. They were like the Jem’Hadar or the 
Cardassians, or so she tried to convince herself. It made it easier. 
 She looked over at Major Wasco who continued to provide Eagle with coordinates to 
push the attacking force back. A desperate situation had turned into absolute child’s play. 
Wasco referred to his data padd which was being updated constantly, showing enemy troop 
movements and positions courtesy of the sensor net on the Nebuchadrezzar, then spied out of the 
bunker for visual confirmation before forwarding the next coordinates directly to Commander 
Leva on Eagle. 
 Within seconds the starship phaser banks responded by unleashing precisely aimed 
phaser burst within a square meter of where Wasco had directed it. 
 “Lieutenant.” 
 Nora turned to see Lif Culsten who had come into the bunker. She acknowledged him 
with a short nod. “What’s the status on the rest of the away team?” 
 “I think they’re safe,” said the young Krellonian. “The rebels have disengaged and are in 
retreat.” 
 “Good.” 
 “But I’m concerned about Wenera. She is not with the others.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 Culsten looked visibly ill at ease. “She went off with the Bluefin officer and some Tiaitans 
to find a school which had been attacked. That was shortly after all this started. I haven’t heard 
anything from her since.” 
 Nora could hardly believe what she was hearing. “You let her go out there?” she said in 
a sharp accusatory tone of voice. 
 “I tried to talk her out of it,” he said and shook his head. “But she was determined.” 
 “Come with me,” said Nora. She grabbed a padd and quickly brought up a map of the 
city. She showed it to him. “Where did she go?” 
 But the junior lieutenant looked lost. “I’m not sure. They said it was a school in the 
Bakery district.” 
 Nora nodded. She found the first marshal. “We have some people missing. They went to 
find a school in the Bakery district.” 
 Trelt-Ait looked skeptical. “A school? There are no schools in the Bakery district.” 
 Nora shot Culsten a dark look. 
 But the Krellonian was stunned by the revelation and had nothing to say. 
 “I think there may be an old school building there but it hasn’t been used in quite some 
time,” said Trelt and took the padd from Nora. “It’s right here,” he said and showed her on the 
map. 
  “We’ll have to get there, now,” she said and pushed the padd into Culsten’s hands. 
“And you’re coming with us. We’ll need a guide.” 
 The helmsman wanted to object but didn’t find the courage. After all, to some degree 
this was his fault, he argued with himself. He could have tried harder to stop Wenera. He could 
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have brought this to Nora’s attention sooner. No matter that Wenera had made it clear that she 
was not going to be stopped and that Culsten had been so preoccupied with trying to make sure 
the away team was secure that he never got the chance to contact the security chief. He was 
going to make up for this even if it meant following her onto the battlefield. 
 Nora in the meantime had broken the news to Xylion and Wasco. 
 “I’m going to get them back but I need some of your men,” she told the Marine major. 
 “You can have Bravo team,” he said. “We’ll need the others for search and rescue 
operations. We just got word that we lost a shuttle somewhere over the eastern part of the city.” 
 The Vulcan had apparently already made all the necessary arrangements in his mind. 
“Alfa team will attempt to locate the shuttle and any survivors. Their secondary objective is to 
secure any survivors from the downed government transport vessel. Bravo is with you, 
Lieutenant. Charlie team’s primary objective is to locate and neutralize any remaining anti-air 
installations. Delta will remain behind and secure the away team.” 
 Wasco nodded in agreement. 
 “Let’s move out,” said the Bajoran and reached for her phaser rifle. 
 
Nora knew that time was not on their side. Wenera’s last known position was at least one 
kilometer away and at the other side of the wide plaza turned battlefield.  
 There was no time for subtleties and so she had her team consisting out of eight Marines 
and Culsten move as fast as she deemed was safe across the wide-open space now filled with 
burning vehicles and large craters.  
 Only a few enemy fighters remained and they were easily picked off by Nora and the 
Marines. 
 Culsten clutched the padd tightly and directed the team towards their destination which 
at their current pace they were going to reach in a matter of minutes. 
 That was before a whole group of enemy fighters walked straight into their path. 
 “Cover, now,” shouted Nora and dove into one of the craters. Everyone followed suit. 
 Not a second later a hailstorm of bullets began rattling over their heads. 
 Nora crawled to the top of the crater. “Return fire. Take them out,” she said even while 
she tried to bring her own rifle to bear. She barely managed to squeeze off two shots before she 
was forced back down. She noticed that the Marines were equally unsuccessful, the enemy had 
entrenched themselves somewhere above them, handing them the clear advantage. 
 She considered her options quickly. Their situation was untenable, it was only a matter 
of time until somebody on the other side would think of throwing a grenade into the crater, 
taking out her entire team. There was no time to call in for reinforcements and try to flank the 
enemy. 
 She spotted one of the Marines carrying a mobile com-unit which was linked to the unit 
back in the bunker which in turn linked them to Eagle via the Nebuchadrezzar. Nora took the 
handset and passed it on to Culsten who wasn’t quite sure what she wanted him to do with it. 
  “Relay their coordinates, Lieutenant and blow them out of our way.” 
 The young helmsman looked at her as if she had lost her mind. 
 “Now Lif, or would you prefer for this crater to turn into our grave?” 
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 He nodded slowly, took the handset and referred to his padd. “Culsten to Eagle, new 
coordinates: 4-Qubec-Foxtrot-Juliett-2-3-4-3-4-5-3-2. I say again: 4-Qubec-Foxtrot-Juliett-2-3-4-3-
4-5-3-2.” 
 They didn’t have to wait long for a response. The sky above them lit up and a lance of 
pure energy descended from the firmament, flooding the area with heat and light for just a few 
seconds. 
 Their enemies never even got a chance to cry out in pain. Death came too quickly. 
 Nora was the first to jump out and press on. She didn’t pay attention to the 
unrecognizable remains of their enemies. “Lif!” 
 He crawled out of the crater hesitantly, looking around cautiously before fully revealing 
himself. He found Nora standing tall before him, seemingly unconcerned by potential threats 
nearby. She looked at him impatiently. “Which way?” 
 He consulted the padd and then pointed eastwards.  
 She nodded and moments later she was leading the team into the narrow city streets. 
 After about a hundred meters they reached an intersection where they found the enemy 
again, apparently trying to regroup after the devastating counter-attacks. The rebels opened fire 
instantly, forcing the Starfleet team into a narrow alleyway for cover. 
 Nora, pressed against a wall, spied onto the intersection and noticed two of the soldiers 
preparing what looked like a shoulder-mounted rocket propelled grenade. 
 “Get back!” 
 The Marines moved quickly deeper into the alley. Culsten was the slowest of the bunch 
and Nora pushed him hard just before she heard the telltale sound of an incoming missile. She 
grabbed the young lieutenant and threw him to the ground, she herself landed just a couple feet 
away. 
 The far wall exploded and showered them with rock fragments, luckily none of them 
large enough to cause serious injuries. 
 Nora was the first one back on her feet and even before the dust had settled. Once again 
she focused on Culsten. “Take them out, Lieutenant.” 
 This time he understood right away. He pushed himself into a sitting position against 
the fractured wall and looked at his padd. “Eagle, new coordinates: 4-Qubec-Foxtrot-Juliett-2-3-
4-3-4-3-3-1” 
 The security chief didn’t wait for the phaser discharge. She determinedly stepped out of 
the alleyway and before any of the rebel fighters could fire a single shot they were all gone 
alongside the entire façade of a nearby building. 
 Culsten and the Marines reassembled within moments. 
 The Krellonian seemed startled by the destruction he had caused and inspected the 
fractured building closely. “My coordinates were off,” he said. “I should have been more 
careful.” 
 “It was empty,” Nora said. “Besides, it’s hardly noticeable. Not in a city that has started 
to fall apart long before we ever came here.” 
 It seemed to be little consolation for the helmsman. 
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 Nora decided she didn’t have time to placate his conscience and instead walked right 
into the middle of the intersection and looked around, trying to spot anyone else stupid enough 
to try and stop them. Apparently something caught her attention. She spoke to the others even 
while she continued to look into the distance. “Let’s get moving.” 
 Culsten nodded. “We’re almost there. Two more blocks, that way,” he said and pointed 
to her right. 
 Nora made a ‘go’ gesture with her hand and the Marines moved on without question or 
delay. She herself remained frozen in place, still looking into the opposite direction. 
 Culsten joined her carefully. “What is it?” he said after he had failed to see anything 
besides an utterly deserted street. 
 “One hundred meters, two o’clock.” 
 He directed his gaze and found a small patch of overgrown vegetation which had been 
allowed to grow seemingly unmaintained between two large buildings. It could have been a 
recreational area at some point. It was also, he had to admit, a good place to hide. 
 “Get a fix on those coordinates and stand by to fire.” 
 The helmsman wiped the sweat off his face, leaving behind a trail of dirt and then 
located the coordinates on the map. “Eagle, 4-Qubec-Foxtrot-Juliett-2-3-4-3-4-3-8-3, stand by.” 
 The Marines behind Nora and Clusten were now crossing the open street, making them 
an easy target. 
 Then, sudden movement up ahead. It came so abruptly Culsten flinched when he saw 
the dozen or so figures emerge out of nowhere. His second instinct was to run for cover but 
Nora reached out for him and held him firmly by the arm. She wanted him to stay, to see this. 
 The rebels had their weapon up and were ready to fire, only momentarily stunned by 
finding their enemy surprisingly exposed in the middle of the intersection. 
 “Take the shot,” said Nora almost casually. 
 Culsten held his handset so tight his knuckles turned white. “Eagle, fire, fire, fire!” 
 It was over before it had even begun. 
 Nora didn’t give the scene a second look, turned around and followed the Marines. 
 Culsten hung back a moment longer, his eyes fixated on a spot where moments before a 
dozen fighters had emerged and commenced their charge. Now there was nothing left but a 
crater. 
 “Double time, people,” he heard Nora shout behind him. 
 

* * * 
 
 Wenera shot T’Ser an icy look as if to say: see what it got us trying to save this one. 
 The Vulcan woman ignored the silent accusation however and focused on the gun 
wielding man on the ground. He still appeared weak, prominent perspiration was covering his 
forehead and he held the heavy gun unsteadily in his right hand. 
 “You can’t be serious,” she said. “We just saved your life.” 
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 Vekte-Ait looked around the room to find that his partner was dead. The realization that 
he was now all alone apparently didn’t help his confidence and the gun began to wobble in his 
hand. 
 T’Ser noticed this and pressed her advantage. “What are you trying to achieve?” she 
said. “Think about this for a minute. You’re injured, you have nowhere to go.  You’re going to 
shoot us to make a statement?” 
 He focused on her intently. “We’re not killers.” 
 “Yeah, right,” mumbled Wenera. 
 “We didn’t bring you here to kill you,” he said, his voice falling short to emphasize any 
kind of poise on his part. 
 T’Ser frowned. “Then what?” 
 “You are our prisoners. You will come with us,” he said. 
 There was little humor to their predicament but that didn’t stop Doctor Wenera from 
uttering a short laugh. “Come with you? You can’t even walk. If anyone is to surrender here I 
suggest you do. I promise, you will not be mistreated.” 
 “Of course I would, I’m an Ait,” he spat back as if it was the most obvious thing in the 
world. Then he tried to stand but quickly realized that the doctor had remained right. He was 
too weak to get off the floor by himself. 
 Out of natural instinct the Starfleet physician wanted to help or at least ensure he didn’t 
injure himself further. She took a step forward but stopped when Vekte waved his gun in her 
direction. 
 “Give me some of that cordrazine,” he said and gestured towards the medical supplies. 
 Wenera was surprised that he knew of the drug. Then she remembered that the 
terrorists had managed to steal most of the supplies which had been intended for the city. In an 
act of defiance she crossed her arms. 
 Vekte cocked the gun. “Now.” 
 A small voice in the back of her mind told her that he wasn’t going to shoot her. He 
wanted her alive. Cleary he wanted a Starfleet physician as a hostage. The voice remained too 
small however to override her survival instincts. She slowly walked over to the supplies and 
removed a hypo with the requested stimulant. 
 He opened the palm of his left hand and she tossed it to him. “Don’t take more than two 
ccs or you’ll risk your internal injuries to reopen,” she said. 
 Vekte caught the hypo easily and looked at her with a degree of puzzlement. Wenera 
realized she could have recommended the higher dosage but causing intentional harm to a 
patient went against her morale code not to mention the Hippocratic oath.  
 T’Ser’s scowl however showed that she had abandoned her earlier compassion. 
 Vekte quickly adjusted the hypospray and gave himself a shot. The drug took effect 
almost immediately. Within moments he was back on his feet, even if he still appeared a bit 
unsteady. 
 “Load up as many supplies as you can,” he said. 
 T’Ser and Wenera exchanged another look and they came to an unspoken agreement. 
They would make a stand. They both stepped away from the gunman. 
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 He extended his gun towards Wenera. “You will come with me,” he said, trying hard to 
sound stern. 
 Wenera mustered up all the courage she could find and shook her head. “No.” 
 The uncertain expression on Veke’s face gave further proof that it had been his deceased 
partner who had been the brains of the operation. With him gone, the young man seemed 
somewhat lost. For a moment he simply looked at the two women who were being encouraged 
by his indecisiveness. 
 When he spoke again he did so very slowly. “I was told to bring back a doctor,” he said 
and aimed the gun at T’Ser. “They didn’t say anything about a second hostage.” 
 Wenera’s eyes opened wider. “You said you were not a killer.” 
 He glanced at her. “We do what we have to. Believe me, I don’t want to do this but our 
cause is more important than one life. You either both come with me or I will shoot her where 
she stands. Make your choice.” 
 Wenera looked at T’Ser who now appeared as stoic as any Vulcan she had ever met. Her 
facial expressions were unreadable. She wrecked her brain for a way out of this. Then she took a 
small step towards Vekte. “Listen, there is no need for this,” she said. “We’ve come here to help 
all the people of Tiaita.” 
 If there had been doubt in his eyes before it had now been replaced by pure venom. 
“Help?” 
 Just then the stand-off was interrupted by the sound of a massive phaser blast shooting 
out of the skies and striking the ground just a few hundred meters away from the building in 
which they stood. The powerful impact forced the ground to tremble, shaking loose dust and 
small debris from the ceiling above them. 
 Startled, they all looked outside to see the bright flash of light. 
 Vekte pointed at it. “That is not the help we need!” 
 Wenera was at a loss for words. 
 “Your time’s up,” said Vekte and moved closer to T’Ser, pointing the gun squarely at her 
head. 
 The Vulcan woman didn’t close her eyes, refused to even flinch. If she was going to be 
shot, she would look the person pulling the trigger dead in the eye. 
 “Wait,” said Wenera, feeling panic gripping her now that a life depended on her next 
words. “Wait,” she said again. And then she thought she could hear faint voices and footsteps 
closing in. Was it the rescue party? If so she just needed a little more time. But that was the one 
thing she didn’t have. 
 “I’ll go with you but leave her.” 
 Vekte who had transformed from a shy med tech into a dangerous would-be killer 
astonishingly fast shook his head and pressed the muzzle of the gun against T’Ser’s forehead. 
“Not an option.” 
 Wenera gritted her teeth. “Fine, you win. We both come with you.” 
 The terrorist looked at T’Ser for acknowledgement. 
 She bobbed her head fractionally, being very careful not to provoke the man whose gun 
was still pressed against her head. She had already calculated the chances of trying to disarm 
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him or rendering him unconscious by using, perhaps, the neck pinch before he had a chance to 
discharge the firearm. No matter how quick she’d be, all possible outcomes she could think of 
had ended with a bullet lodged between her eyes. 
 He stepped back to give them both room. “Pick up all the medical supplies you can. We 
leave now.” 
 Wenera wanted to hesitate, to slow down and give the potential rescue party as much 
time as she possibly could.  
 “You will hurry or only one of you comes out of here alive.” 
 

* * * 
 
“It’s that one over there,” Culsten told Nora as they approached a building which had seen 
better days. Even in a city in which the infrastructure had come close to collapse, the building 
looked to be in bad shape. 
 Nora waited for all the Marines to form up around her. “Two teams,” she said. “Team-
one on me, we take the front. Team-two, circle around and find another way into the building.” 
 The Marines acknowledged sharply and then split up. 
 “Lif, your with me,” she told the Krellonian. 
 He too nodded then secured the padd and reached for his phaser rifle. He was 
determined now. Any hesitation now washed away after their brushes with death earlier. They 
had come this far, he would not falter now. 
 Nora led her team to the front door and they stacked up against the outside wall. She 
spied around the corner and found the staircase behind it empty. She gave her team the order to 
breach. 
 The Marines had trained this kind of maneuver a thousand times. 
 The first man in covered the far angle, the next one the opposite side and so on. Within 
just a few seconds the team was inside. 
 “Clear,” said Nora and proceeded to the next room, using the exact same procedure. 
They continued to clear one room after the next but the ground floor appeared to be completely 
empty. 
 Then they heard phaser fire coming from outside. 
 “We’ve got enemy contacts,” the voice of one of the Marines in team-two confirmed over 
the com-unit. “They appear to be withdrawing.” 
 Nora wanted to head back for the exit but Culsten stopped her short. He pointed 
upwards where loose debris was now raining down from the ceiling. It was not much more 
than dust but Nora listened intently. She thought she heard footfalls. 
 She gestured the team to follow her upstairs. 
 They quickly climbed the staircase and entered the upper floor. 
  Most of the walls had already collapsed, turning the second story into a mostly open 
plan floor. But there were still plenty of places to hide. 
 Nora gestured her team to spread out and sweep the entire floor. 
 Moments later Culsten called in. “Over here, Lieutenant.” 
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 The security chief joined him in the west side of the building where he had found three 
dead bodies and used up medical supplies. “Those two look like government soldiers,” he said, 
pointing at the black-clad men on the floor. “That one over there is one of the medical 
technicians from the hospital.” 
 Nora nodded impatiently. “But where are our people?” she said and then noticed 
something disturbing on the floor, half buried in the dust. 
 Culsten’s handset cracked to life. “Fire team Alfa to Command, we have located the Osiris. 
Two survivors, both injured. Request immediate medical evacuation.” 
 Moments later another fire team reported in. “Charlie, Command, all anti-air installations 
have been neutralized. Air space is cleared, I say again, air space is cleared.” 
 “This is Wasco. Alfa, standby for the Chen’tek approaching your position for immediate med-
evac. Nora, what’s your status?” the major said over the comm. 
 The rest of their fire team regrouped around the two Starfleet officers. Their report was 
discouraging. There was no more sign of the enemy. They had fled. 
 Nora acknowledged and then took a knee on the dirty floor with an increasingly 
sickening feeling in her stomach. 
 “Wasco to Lieutenant Nora, please advise of your status?” 
 Culsten stepped up to Nora to see what she had uncovered. She picked up something 
from the floor and placed it into her open palm. A Starfleet and a Border Service combadge. 
 “Fire team Bravo, do you read?” 
 Culsten hesitantly reached for the handset. “This is Culsten,” he said, allowing himself 
to take a breath for the first time since they had started their mad dash across the city. His long 
silver hair now hung loose and he brushed it out of his sweat-covered face.  “We were too late. 
Doctor Wenera and Lieutenant T’Ser are gone.” 
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SEVEN: THE MEETING 
 
 
“This mission is over.” 
 The bald-headed Deltan man on the screen smiled good-naturedly, making Tazla Star 
forget for just a moment how cunning, ruthless and dangerous he really was. Altee was the 
kind of man who would have looked perfectly at home at a high-class dinner party, mingling 
with the guests and entertaining them with funny anecdotes while people of importance and 
power mistook his smile and inviting demeanor as signs of trustworthiness. And while they 
whispered all sorts of secrets into his ear, they never realized that he filed each one of them 
away carefully, in order to use them against them the moment it suited his own goals. Using 
intimidation, backdoor deals and coercion were second nature to him even if on first impression 
nobody would have been able to guess. But Altee was that kind of man. 
 “And how exactly have you arrived at that conclusion?” he said, that smile never dropping 
off his face as if he was engaged in the most amusing conversation. 
 Tazla Star had long learned to put up with the façade. “You got my report,” she said. 
“Eagle fired on Tiaita. The away team they send to the surface took casualties from a full out 
military assault and was nearly wiped out in the process. Whatever pretenses existed that this 
was a purely humanitarian mission have been squelched. Surely the Federation Council will 
realize that Schwarzkopf’s mission here was a failure either because he has been misled to 
believe that this world is something that it is not or because he has conveniently omitted the 
part about their civil war in his earlier reports. Either way he is sure to face repercussions from 
this. His career is most likely over and you’ll get what you wanted all along.” 
 The bemused look remained on the Deltan’s face as he steepled his fingers on his desk. 
“You have never failed to impress me, Taz,” he said and the glimmer in his eyes the only indication 
that he was possibly being sarcastic. “You mean to tell me that you have already figured out exactly 
what my plans for Tiaita were?” 
 The Border Service commander hesitated. Altee had an amazing tendency to make 
people second-guess themselves. “I know about you and Schwarzkopf.” 
 “That we were once friends?” he said and almost chuckled. “My dear, that’s hardly a secret. 
Neither is the fact that we had a few professional disagreements over the years.” 
 “But he has become a threat to you,” she said and all of a sudden felt as if the ice she had 
treaded on was rapidly thinning. It was never a good thing to be too forward with your boss. 
Especially in this line of work. 
 Altee waved his hand dismissively. “I wouldn’t put it into such dramatic terminology. But 
yes, he and his approach are a danger to Federation interests. It would be difficult to deny that after recent 
events.” 
 She nodded along slowly. “Alright then. After recent events, wouldn’t it be safe to say 
that he’s done? Starfleet will have no choice but to recall him.” 
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 At that he smiled again. “Nothing is safe to say in these days, Taz. You should know that 
better than most.” 
 Star didn’t like where this was going. The truth was that she was relieved that the 
situation on Tiatia had escalated. She was not happy about the casualties and the Starfleet 
hostages that had been taken but at the very least, she thought, the secrecy was over. The civil 
war had been blown wide open, impossible to ignore by anyone. And with a Starfleet retreat, 
her mission would come to an end as well. She had developed sympathetic feelings for the 
struggle of the New Light and she still hoped that they would be able to overthrow the yoke 
under which the Ait had been kept for generations but she hated herself for running guns for 
Altee and behind Starfleet’s back. Especially if these guns were going to be used against her 
own people. 
  She wanted to be done with this, ride out the remainder of the war in whatever 
insignificant administrative role Starfleet would allow her to carry out and then resign her 
commission with the small shred of dignity she had left. 
 “Starfleet and the Federation are both desperate enough to look the other way when the potential 
rewards of this little alliance of ours could mean a way to win the war. Schwarzkopf could still turn this 
around to his advantage and reap all the rewards in the process.” 
 “I don’t see how.” 
 “Never underestimate an injured animal, Taz. He’s been backed into a corner and he knows it. He 
is more dangerous now than he has ever been before.” 
 “Fine, but how do you plan on ending this now?” she said and in all honesty feared an 
answer. She had no doubt that he had one. Altee always had an answer. 
 He shook his head fractionally. “This has never been about ending this. Schwarzkopf is 
misguided but his ultimate goals are sound. We need Tiatia as an ally. The system is bursting with 
resources which could greatly alleviate our strained war effort. And getting a foothold this close to 
Cardassian territory would open up numerous strategic opportunities for this conflict or the next.” 
  Star could hardly believe it. They were close to losing the war with the Dominion and 
Altee was already thinking ahead to the next war. She wasn’t sure if it spoke of his confidence 
towards victory or his lack thereof. 
 “But not with the current administration.” 
 He nodded with the kind of smile a teacher would give to a student after she had finally 
understood her lessons. “Regime change remains our best option for a stable and cooperative 
government.” 
 “It’s a big gamble.” 
 “Everything in life is a gamble. You just have to make sure you control the odds.” 
 “What do you expect me to do? I don’t think I can be very productive in my current role 
anymore. Not with Eagle lingering right next door.” 
 “You are absolutely correct.” 
 Star was glad to hear this. She had no desire to sneak around any longer. The chances 
her illegitimate dealings with the New Light were discovered had more than doubled now that 
Eagle was involved. And the last thing she needed was to return to the Starfleet stockade. A 
place she had sworn she’d never go back to.  



113 
 

 She was startled by a beeping noise coming from a padd sitting next to her computer. 
 “You will find that your new role will put you into a much better position to carry out your 
mission,” he said and his smile appeared to grow a few inches. “I think you will find it quite 
satisfactory.” 
 Tazla Star picked up the device and looked over the new data that had been uploaded. It 
contained her new assignment. She could hardly believe her eyes. 
 “You got to be kidding me.” 
 “Congratulations, Taz. You’re back in the game.” 
 

* * * 
 
Akinola had been invited to meet Captain Michael Owens immediately after he had learned 
that T’Ser and one of Eagle’s crewmembers had been abducted by a criminal faction on Tiaita. 
 He had been determined to give the Starfleet captain a piece of his mind in regards to 
the way he had handled the situation and more importantly the way he had apparently decided 
to keep him and Bluefin at an arm’s length while the crisis was unfolding on the surface. 
 The situation had been entirely unacceptable and he was going to make sure to let 
Owens and his crew know in no uncertain terms. He would not allow them to waltz around as 
if they owned this part of space. Not while the life of one of his crewmembers hung in the 
balance. 
 When Joseph Akinola materialized on the transporter platform of the Nebula-class 
starship he found a very young lieutenant—she couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, he 
ventured—waiting for him, wearing an impossibly inviting smile on her stunningly attractive 
face. 
 “Welcome aboard, Eagle, sir.” 
 And just like that all that anger and bitterness he had felt associated with his trip melted 
away. He couldn’t quite explain it but the smile on her face simply made things seem a whole 
lot less desperate than they had seemed previously. For just a few moments Akinola felt an 
incredible rare sensation. Speechlessness. 
 The lieutenant appeared perfectly patient, almost as if she had expected this kind of 
behavior. “I’m Lieutenant DeMara Deen, it is a pleasure to meet you, sir. I only wish it could 
have been under better circumstances.” 
 Akinola’s captivation didn’t last long. He had met too many Deltans and more than his 
share of Orion women in his time to be easily enthralled by a siren. But he had to admit that she 
was like no other woman he had ever met. This weren’t mere pheromones doing their work. 
This was something else entirely. Owens had to be an ace on diplomatic missions with a woman 
like that around, he thought. With a bit of an effort Deen could probably have tamed an entire 
Klingon army. 
 “Permission to come aboard, Lieutenant,” he said, trying to keep this as professional as 
possible. 
 She nodded without hesitation. “Of course, sir.” 
 He stepped off the platform. 
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 Deen had apparently noticed that the veteran captain was not particularly interested in 
wasting time. “If you would like to follow me, sir, Captain Owens is expecting you in his ready 
room.” 
 “Lead the way, Lieutenant.” 
 They left the transporter room and soon after entered a turbolift and Deen asked for the 
bridge. 
 “Lieutenant, if you don’t mind my asking,” Akinola said, “I do not believe I’m familiar 
with your species.” She looked human enough but there was no doubt that she wasn’t. Her 
purple eyes were too radiant and her golden hair too shiny to be human. She almost glowed. 
 “Tenerian, sir,” she said with that smile again. “I’m the only one serving in Starfleet. The 
first out of many someday. At least I’d like to think so.” 
 Akinola had heard of Tenerians in the same way people had heard of elves or dragons. 
He allowed himself a small smile himself. “If you are any indication on the rest of your people, 
I’d say Starfleet would be enriched immensely by more of your kin.” 
 “That is kind of you to say, sir.” 
 The Nigerian captain forced himself to put on a sterner visage again. He had come here 
to talk tough and not to complement the crew, he reminded himself. 
 Moments later they both entered the captain’s ready room. Akinola felt momentarily 
disappointed when she excused herself but then quickly realized that not having such a calming 
influence in the room would make it much easier to maintain his disposition. 
 Michael Owens had stood from his chair, walked around his desk and extended a hand 
in greeting. “Captain Akinola, it’s good to finally meet you,” he said. 
 Akinola took the hand and shook it firmly but briefly. He measured up Owens and 
found nothing extraordinary about the man himself. His smile seemed honest enough but his 
blue eyes appeared guarded, like somebody who knew that he was facing a man of equal 
stature and intelligence.  
 “Captain Owens,” said Akinola in a clipped tone which he was surprised to find, didn’t 
throw Owens off in the slightest. 
 “Please take a seat,” he said. “Would you mind for something to drink? I’ve taken the 
liberty to remove a bottle of scotch whiskey from the ship’s stores,” he said and pointed at the 
bottle of liquor on his desk. Two empty glasses next to it.  
 Akinola sat and looked the bottle over. Glenfiddich. Fifty Year Old, Single Malt Whisky. 
Pretty damn good stuff and not replicated. He knew it was a cheap trick to offer a disgruntled 
guest a good drink up front in hopes to mellow his mood. He didn’t know if Owens had 
learned of his staunch abhorrence to replicators or if it was a coincidence he was being offered a 
genuinely alcoholic beverage, something Starfleet was not exactly known for. 
 In the end he couldn’t quite resist the temptation. It had been too long since he had 
sampled a good scotch. “I’ll have drop, thank you.” 
 Owens nodded, opened the bottle and poured each of them a single. “We have a 
common acquaintance by the way,” he said, put the bottle down and sat in his chair. 
 “Is that so?” 
 “Yes,” Owens said. “I believe you’re quite close to the Donners.” 



115 
 

 “Cicero and Sheila?” 
 Owens nodded. 
 Akinola couldn’t help but smile. Cicero Donners and his wife were very close friends of 
his. The two of them had served in the Border Service for many years before they had made the 
foolish decision—in his view at least—to settle down on Earth and live a quite life. Like him, 
Cicero had been a mustang officer, had climbed that ladder from enlisted crewman all the way 
up to captain. They had served together, fought together and bled together. It was a powerful 
bond almost impossible to break. He had a lot of good memories of Cicero and Sheila. 
 “I went to the Academy with their daughter, Amaya.” 
 He remembered Amaya well. In fact she had been the reason Cicero had married Sheila 
at a very young age. It had been one of those foolish things that people still did but which later 
on had turned into a blessing. Amaya had been so unexpected that Cicero had turned to the 
least likely person to become her godfather. Least likely because in those days Joseph Akinola 
had been as young and foolish as his friend had been. Well, maybe not quite as foolish, he 
thought with a smile. 
 “Maya,” he said quietly as if to bring back the memories. They still wrote each other 
from time to time but it had been less frequent in recent years and since the war had begun. In 
his mind she would always remain that, energetic little girl, impossibly out of place on a border 
cutter which for many years had doubled as her playground. “I haven’t seen her in quite some 
time. She has always been such a bright kid.” 
 Owens smiled good-naturedly. “She’s hardly a kid anymore. She made captain about 
two years ago and got her own ship. The Agamemnon.” 
 “Yes, of course,” he said as he began to recall. “She told me about this and the unusual, 
some would say, cruel manner in which she got her command.” 
 Owens nodded. 
 Akinola took a sip from his glass, savoring the taste. “Cicero must have bounced off the 
walls when he found out she didn’t accept a border cutter instead.” 
 Owens chuckled. “I would think there was some discussion on that subject.” 
 “Well, I’ll have to make sure to get in touch with old friends again. It has been far too 
long,” he said and put down his glass. His eyes wandered for a moment. Owens’ ready room 
wasn’t quite like that of most other captains he had seen. There were no starship models here. 
Instead he found a number of old, leather-bound books, a large watercolor painting of an 
American country house and most prominent of all, a Botticelli sitting by itself on an easel. 
Akinola assumed it was a copy but it still felt somewhat pretentious for Owens to have it in his 
ready room. 
 He had to admit that the captain of the Eagle had done a pretty good job at distracting 
him from the reason he had come in the first place, bringing up common friends and offering 
him a good drink which he only now realized Owens himself hadn’t even touched. Akinola was 
not willing to stall any longer. 
 Michael Owens registered the mood change immediately and took preemptive 
measures. “Captain, I realize you haven’t come here to discuss old friends. First of all let me 
apologize to you for the way we have treated you recently. We should have met sooner and we 
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should have involved you immediately once we learned of the crisis developing on the surface. 
But to be honest everything happened so quickly there was little time to even think of 
cooperation nor was I consciously aware that one of your crewmembers was part of the away 
team. My people were ambushed so suddenly that, had we not taken immediate action, I fear 
the consequences would have been far worse than they already are.” 
 The man was a born diplomat, Akinola acknowledged. But he was not. And he was not 
going to be put at ease by pretty words. “Arguably we’ve both made mistakes. What I want to 
know is; what are we going to do to get our people back? I have rescue teams standing by as we 
speak and I don’t want to waste any more time.” 
 “I appreciate your concerns, Captain, trust me I’m right there with you. But we have to 
be extremely mindful of our next steps. No matter the actions we have already taken, we are not 
here to put soldiers onto the ground.” 
 “Then what do you suggest we do?” 
 Owens leaned back in his chair and for the first time his carefully maintained expression 
seemed to slip slightly. Perhaps because he didn’t have an answer himself. Or maybe because 
he didn’t like the one he had. “Admiral Schwarzkopf is having an emergency meeting with the 
planetary government as we speak and then will return to Eagle to brief us. I’m sure we will 
come to some sort of decision quickly.” 
 “I don’t like it. And I’m not willing to put the life of one of my crewmembers into the 
hands of Admiral Schwarzkopf or his local allies. Let me be perfectly clear. I trust Schwarzkopf 
just about as much as I’d trust a Romulan Tal’Shiar agent.” 
 Michael Owens’ eyes hardened. “I understand that you have a previous history with the 
admiral but surely you can appreciate the need for everyone to keep a cool head in this 
situation and not to proceed with any rushed actions until we know exactly with whom and 
what we are dealing with here.” 
 Akinola uttered a short, humorless laugh. “Rushed actions are what Schwarzkopf does 
best and I’m willing to bet latinum it’s what got us into this whole mess into the first place.” 
 “Still,” Owens countered, “this mission is important to Starfleet and the Federation. And 
as such we need to respect that there might be greater implications here than—and forgive me 
for saying this—two Starfleet crewmembers. Don’t get me wrong, I will not give up on them but 
I will not commit us on a course that will doom this mission.” 
 “Captain, with all due respect, you just fired your phasers onto that planet. If this 
mission is not doomed already we’re pretty damned close to it.” 
 Owens leaned forward slightly. “I need to believe that it still has a chance. Now, I need 
you to be patient just a little while longer,” said Owens and didn’t miss the skepticism burning 
in the Nigerian man’s eyes. “At least until after our meeting with the admiral.” 
 “Captain, I have not been invited to any such meeting.” 
 That left Michael Owens momentarily at a loss for words. 
 Akinola on the other hand was hardly surprised. Maybe Owens wasn’t as much of a yes-
man as he had feared but it was clear to him that Schwarzkopf was still calling the shots. And as 
such he had not deemed it necessary to involve him in any dealings. Not even now that one of 
his crewmembers had been kidnapped. 
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 “An oversight, I’m sure,” Owens said. “We’ll be holding the meeting at 1600 hours in 
the observation lounge right here on Eagle. I think it would only be appropriate if you joined 
us.” 
 “I don’t much see the point, Captain, but I’ll be there. And you have my word that I will 
put off any decisions until then.” 
 Owens nodded. “That’s all I ask.” 
 And then something on Owens’ computer screen captured his attention. Akinola didn’t 
know what he was looking at but it was quickly becoming obvious from the growing frown on 
Owens’ face that he didn’t like it. He didn’t like it at all. 
 Eagle’s captain had become so involved in what he had been reading that he had 
appeared to have all but forgotten his guest sitting across from him. 
 “Bad news?” said Akinola, concerned that Owens was reading a report regarding the 
missing crewmembers and keeping it to himself. 
 Owens looked at his counterpart as if seeing him there for the first time. “I beg your 
pardon?” 
 Akinola gestured towards the screen, the content hidden from his view. 
 “Oh,” Owens said, realizing that he had kept the Bluefin’s captain waiting. “I’m sorry it’s 
nothing concerning our people but it will require my immediate attention, I’m afraid.” 
 Akinola got the hint and stood. “I understand.” 
 Owens stood as well. “It was a pleasure meeting you and I hope that together we will be 
able to resolve this situation as quickly as possible.” 
 “From your lips, Captain.” 
 They both shook hands again. 
 “I will see you at the meeting.” 
 Akinola nodded and then was quickly whisked away by Lieutenant Deen. It had been 
impossible not to notice Owens’ much more concerned demeanor. Whatever he had just learned 
had clearly disturbed him significantly and Akinola couldn’t help but wonder what could have 
fazed the man to such a degree. Especially after he had appeared so focused throughout their 
conversation. 
 Except for that last incident Akinola had come away from his initial meeting with Eagle’s 
captain with a decent impression. Owens was a smart man, there was no doubt about that. He 
had not given Akinola any reason to further perpetuate the notion that he was incompetent as 
he had feared after he had allowed T’Ser to be kidnapped on his watch. But his clear deference 
to Schwarzkopf had him worried. Owens had appeared more concerned about the admiral’s 
failing mission than retrieving the abducted crewmembers. And that was something Akinola 
could not allow to happen. 
 On the way back to the transporter room, Lieutenant Deen made some casual 
conversation by displaying a seemingly honest curiosity for the Border Service. It was such a 
pleasant experience that Akinola had joked that she should consider joining Bluefin’s crew to get 
a feel for the service. 
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 She had laughed softly at the suggestion and said that she’d love to give it some thought 
but something made him believe that she was merely humoring him and that she had heard 
countless similar offers in her short Starfleet career. 
 Akinola would have left Eagle with a rather agreeable disposition considering the 
circumstances had it not been for the last person he encountered before reaching the transporter 
room. 
 Deen had led the captain out of the turbolift and on their short walk to the transporter 
room he noticed a red-haired Trill coming along from the opposite direction. Akinola had never 
met her face to face but knew immediately who she was. She nodded to him respectfully as she 
passed by but he never afforded her more than a cold stare.  
 He wondered what possible dealings Captain Owens could have had with Tazla Star 
and the thought consumed him more than any other even after he had returned to the familiar 
surroundings of his own ship. 
 

* * * 
 
“Commander Tazla Star, reporting for duty, sir.” 
 Michael Owens looked the Trill woman standing at attention in front of his desk over 
carefully. She possessed almost fire-red hair which had been pulled back tightly into a bun, 
powerful green eyes and a splendidly maintained physique. She was an attractive woman, of 
that there was little doubt and she carried herself like somebody who knew it too. Like 
somebody who was not afraid to use this to her advantage if necessary. Owens had a feeling 
that she had no scruples over doing such a thing if it could further her own agenda. 
 He of course would not pay any attention to that. He would not be swayed by her in any 
way. On the contrary, he would have used any kind of improper behavior, no matter how 
subtly implied as a perfectly legitimate reason to have her relieved of duty immediately. He did 
hope however that she would try, giving him any excuse whatsoever to send her packing before 
she had even fully arrived. 
 He knew of Tazla Star. Or at least he knew what most people knew of her. The former 
starship captain had disobeyed orders, she had gotten people killed, court-martialed, demoted 
and thrown into prison where as far as he was concerned she still belonged. He didn’t know the 
details of the acts which had led to this disgraceful path but the punishment spoke volumes 
about the crimes. Not many Starfleet officers and very few captains had ever fallen in such deep 
disgrace. 
 And now she had been assigned as his temporary first officer. The assignment had come 
out of nowhere and had caught him completely by surprise. And yet here she was, just minutes 
after he had received word himself. 
 Star remained at attention. If she had expected to be asked to relax or even sit she was in 
for her own surprise. Owens had no qualms about leaving her in this uncomfortable position. 
He had never much cared for strict discipline or for many of the more archaic military traditions 
but in this instance he was a firm believer. 
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 When Owens hadn’t said a word for nearly a minutes, Star shot him a puzzled look. 
“Sir?” 
 He wanted to reprimand her for speaking out of line but ultimately decided against it. 
“I’ve just received your assignment, Commander. You can imagine my surprise at the 
suddenness of this order.” 
 “Starfleet has a tendency to work quickly when it has to, sir.” 
 “That’s a load of crap and you know it.” 
 Star appeared momentarily dumbfounded by the captain’s abrupt tone but didn’t 
comment any further. 
 “Starfleet is a slow and unwieldy bureaucratic machine,” he said. “And they sure as hell 
don’t make sudden reassignments in the middle of an ongoing mission and in-between two 
separate branches no less,” he added, eying her Border Service combadge. “Not while there is a 
war going on. Not while we’re on a mission beyond the edge of Federation space.” 
 The Trill didn’t make eye contact but kept her glance fixed at a point somewhere above 
Owens’ head. “I’m not sure what you are implying, sir.” 
 “Really? I have a hard time believing a smart woman like yourself would not be able to 
follow my drift. Maybe I misjudged you. Maybe the several lifetimes of experiences 
accumulated in your symbiont are not having any effect on you.” 
 But Star didn’t rise to the bait, disappointing Owens somewhat. She remained ramrod 
straight and perfectly calm. At least as far as outward appearances were concerned. 
 Owens gave up for the awaited verbal slip up and instead looked over Star’s assignment 
brief on his screen for what felt like the one-hundredth time. Besides of the implausibility of the 
orders everything else looked right. The text was brief but clear, the tone was correct and it had 
all been signed off by the right people, showing the proper authorization codes. Owens had no 
grounds whatsoever to disregard the order. “According to this,” he said, “you will take on your 
duties of acting first officer right away.” He gave her a cold stare. “But let me be perfectly clear, 
Commander. You have not been requested by me nor do I want you here as my first officer. 
This is a temporary assignment which has been decided by Command with absolutely no prior 
consultation with myself. I seem to have little choice in the matter. But understand this. If you 
give me any reason—any reason at all—to believe that you may be a danger to my ship or her 
crew I’ll have you relieved of duty multiple times faster than the time it took to get you this 
assignment. Do I make myself sufficiently clear?” 
 “As crystal, sir.” 
 “Why do you think you are here, Commander? What do you think you can do on my 
ship?” 
 The irritated look in her eyes showed that this had not been a question she had expected. 
“Sir?” 
 “I want to hear from you why you think you would make a good first officer on this 
ship.” 
 “Sir, I just follow my orders and—“ 
 “I’ve read the orders, Commander. Trust me, I’ve read them very closely. But what these 
orders don’t say is why you are here.” 
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 “You do not currently have a first officer, sir,” she said in a very careful tone of voice. 
 “So I exchange one acting first officer for another? That doesn’t make any sense. Let’s 
drop the pretenses, shall we?” 
 “Do you wish me to speak freely, sir?” 
 He really didn’t. But it was clear that if he wanted to get anything out of Star he had to 
extend a certain degree of latitude. “Yes.” 
 Star relaxed slightly but kept her rigid pose, fully aware that Owens had not given her 
permission to stand at ease. “The mission to Tiaita is considered a vital strategy by Starfleet 
Command to improve our overall chances of winning the war. Your first significant away 
mission under the command of your former acting first officer resulted in severe collateral 
damage and the abduction of two Starfleet officers. I would therefore say that this mission is in 
acute danger of failing unless we are able to salvage this situation quickly.” 
 Owens leaned back in his chair with a small, entirely humorless smile on his face. “And 
you honestly think that you can do better? You think you can salvage this situation?” 
 “I’ll try my best, sir.” 
 The captain studied her closely, her eyes, her facial features and her body language to 
find any clues that would have given her away, to make him doubt what she was telling him. 
But as hard as he looked, he couldn’t find any such evidence. She didn’t even seem to flinch 
under his meticulous gaze.  
 “But you don’t really want to be here, do you, Commander?” he said and smiled again 
when he noticed the flicker in her eyes. He had managed to crack that impenetrable mask for 
just a second or so, but it had been enough. “Let’s both be honest. You already know my 
feelings about your assignment. You might as well come clean yourself. And for heaven’s sake, 
stand at ease already before you get a cramp.” 
 She looked noticeably relieved when she could finally put her feet apart and place her 
hands behind her back. “Sir, I’ll be carrying out my duties to the best of my abilities as long as I 
am your first officer.” 
 “Anything less would be unacceptable,” he said in a dismissive tone. “But that’s not 
what I asked. I want to know if you want to be here.” 
 “No, sir.” 
 Owens steepled his fingers in front of him, satisfied that he had pried the truth out of 
her. It was something he hoped he could use against her at some point. “Please, elaborate.” 
 She clearly didn’t want to but Owens was not going to give her a choice. “You know my 
history, sir,” she said. 
 “I know what most people know. I’ve heard rumors.” 
 She nodded. “I won’t be able to go into details, sir. But I can tell you that I have long 
since made peace with the fact that I do not have a future in Starfleet. After the war started they 
came to me and gave me the choice of staying on Jaros II and smolder in my cell until old age or 
to serve and accept a dismissal after the end of the stop-loss order. I took the deal, sir. And I 
intend to stick to it. I’ll do whatever is asked of me and when Starfleet sees it fit to let me go, I 
will. That’s all there is to it.” 
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 Owens felt the slightest tinge of compassion for Star but he forced himself to brush it 
aside almost immediately. She had never served her time for what she had done. Instead her 
punishment had become to do what was expected of any Starfleet officer. Not only was this a 
morally questionable decision, he thought, it was downright dangerous. 
 “We’ll have a meeting in two hours,” he said, now willing to quickly move on and get 
her out of his ready room. “You’ll be introduced to the senior officers then. Make sure you catch 
up with crew profiles and ship specs as much as you can until then.” 
 She nodded sharply. 
 “Dismissed.” 
 Star turned on her heels and left the ready room. 
 

* * * 
 
“Have you completely lost your mind?” 
 Balik-Ait walked into the room, finding Deite sitting at a table and sorting through a 
number of papers and images. She barely acknowledged her compatriot, correctly recognizing 
that he was not in fact looking for an immediate response. He had managed to keep his voice 
relatively calm but the eyes were burning with barely contained anger. 
 “We lost two-hundred good fighters in this insane attack on Al Tre Nek and for what? 
We gained nothing but provoke another government attack on one of our settlements. What 
happened to restraint and tactic, Deite? What happened to carefully planned and executed 
surgical strikes? You know we don’t have the numbers for this kind of fight. You led our people 
to be slaughtered.” 
 The female insurgent leader didn’t look up from her papers, not even when Balik’s voice 
grew louder with every word he spoke. 
 “They died for nothing, Deite.” 
 At that she did make eye contact. “No. Not for nothing,” she said in a chilly tone. 
 He looked at her as if she had just confirmed his initial prognosis that she had in fact 
gone completely mad. “Two hostages? You cannot be serious.” 
 “Oh, but I am. Those hostages are more valuable to us than any military or government 
officer we have taken in the past. These two hostages just might help us bring an end to the Tia 
tyranny for once and for all.” 
 “Really?” he said and sat down in a chair at the opposite side of the table. “And how 
exactly do you think they’ll do that? Why don’t you enlighten me, seeing that we are supposed 
to be working together?” 
 Balik could tell from the look on her face that she had no intentions of being completely 
honest with him before she even spoke. He had known Deite for nearly twenty phases, had 
fought alongside her for fifteen and in all that time the two of them had been so close it was 
almost as if they were an extension of each other. They had led their resistance movement as 
one. Sure, there had been disagreements before but never secrets. Never anything that could 
have cast any kind of doubt over their shared leadership and the ultimate goals of their cause. 
Something had changed. Something very fundamental. 
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 “I have plans for them,” she said and looked at her papers again, signaling that the 
conversation was concluded. 
 It wasn’t for Balik. “What kind of plans? What do you think you are doing here, Deite? 
Are you trying to anger Star and her people on purpose? Have you forgotten that we need their 
help if we want to win this battle.” 
 “We have fought the Tia tyranny long before the off-worlders and her weapons came 
along. They are toying with us, Balik, can’t you see that? We are like insects to them,” she said 
in a voice that had now taken on a dangerously steely edge. “I’m done playing along their rules. 
This is our fight and they’ll soon learn what exactly that means.” 
 “And you are willing to sacrifice our people to make that point?” 
 “I’ll sacrifice whoever I must for the cause.” 
 Balik stood again but held her gaze. He could see the ironclad determination in her face. 
But he could see much more. The anger, of course but also the pain. The pain that had been 
there ever since she had lost the man she had loved. “We all mourn Gonde’s loss, Deite. He was 
indubitably a great man and a firm believer of restoring equality on Tiatia. Perhaps the both of 
you could have made a real difference together. But you can’t use your grief and your anger to 
dictate your—“ 
 Deite shot up so quickly, she knocked over half the papers on her desk. “Don’t you dare 
bring Gonde into this,” she yelled at him, the fury no longer contained. “Don’t you dare 
disregard my plans as some sort of fleeting emotional reaction to his death. I won’t let you do 
that.” 
 For a moment there was silence between them as if they had both been caught by 
surprise by the sudden outburst. 
 “You have changed Deite. Look at what you’ve done and tell me you haven’t?” 
 She sat down again, slowly. “I have done what is necessary and I will continue to do 
what is necessary,” she said and then locked eyes with her compatriot. “I guess you will have to 
ask yourself where you stand, Balik. You have to decide if you are with me or against me.” 
 This stunned him. Perhaps what surprised him even more was his hesitation in 
responding to her. “I’m for the cause, as I’ve always been,” he said. 
 “Good,” she said simply as she began to pick up her papers. “Now if you wouldn’t 
mind, I have to go through these figures to get an assessment of our current strength. Why 
don’t you go ahead and tend to our new guests. I’m sure we can come up with something to 
keep them occupied,” she added with a vicious smirk. 
 Balik hesitated again, waiting for some sort of sign that his long time friend had 
anything else to add which could relieve the tension she had created between them. Something 
to reaffirm that they were indeed still equal partners in their ancient struggle to overthrow the 
Tia elite. When he realized that he would wait in vain, he walked away. 
 Not a moment after he stepped out of the room, Teldro-Ait stepped out of the shadows 
where he had remained concealed from Balik during his visit. “I am concerned about his 
dedication to the cause,” he said, looking after Balik. 
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 “I can vouch for his dedication and you should be more mindful of your accusations, 
Teldro. I’ve known Balik nearly all my life. Much longer then either one of us has known you, I 
might add.” 
 The man nodded, acceding that point. “Of course. But his recent behavior warrants a 
certain degree of concern, wouldn’t you agree? His hesitation and his apparent unwillingness to 
make sacrifices for our cause might become problematic in the future. After all, the prias has 
made his intentions clear by escalating this conflict to new heights. We have to respond in kind 
or our cause is certain to fail.” 
 Deite found Teldro’s darting eyes. “Oh, we will. Make no mistake. The New Light will 
not be extinguished under my leadership. On the contrary. We will more than match Tia 
aggression. We will make them suffer on a scale they would not have thought possible. And 
once we have driven them to the point at which they will beg us for peace, we will take what is 
rightfully ours. Mark my words. Nobody will stand in our way. Nobody.” 
 

* * * 
 
The senior officers of the starship Eagle which had arrived on the observation deck had come 
there with the expectation to discuss the recent events on the surface of Tiaita and formulate a 
strategy to quickly retrieve the kidnapped crewmembers. 
 They had however not expected to be introduced to their new first officer. 
 Nora Laas had jumped out of her chair in protest almost immediately after the captain 
had made the announcement and gestured towards the Trill commander with whom he had 
arrived. 
 “This has to be some sort of joke,” she said and completely ignored the glare she 
provoked from Star. “We lose one of our own and Starfleet’s response is to bring aboard a new 
first officer? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 “Acting first officer,” said Owens softly who didn’t appear to be fazed by the security 
officer’s vocal outburst.  
 The heated Bajoran looked at her captain but received no further reaction. Her eyes 
found Xylion next; but as expected the Vulcan kept his facial expressions so neutral that it was 
impossible to tell what was going through his mind after learning that he had been replaced.  
 Unsatisfied with the non-responses she turned to look at the others for support. Leva 
nodded along slowly, apparently agreeing with her sentiment. Culsten looked cautious and the 
same could have been said for the chief engineer. Major Wasco was difficult to read and 
DeMara Deen appeared unpleased. But not about Star’s presence. Instead she remained the 
only person in the room besides the Trill who didn’t seem to appreciate Nora’s blatant 
objections. 
 The Bajoran turned back to look towards the captain. “Sir, with all due respect, we don’t 
need a new first officer, temporary or otherwise. Commander Xylion has been perfectly capable 
in that position.” 
 To that Xylion raised a single eyebrow as if he had not expected this offhand 
compliment. 
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 “May I remind you, Lieutenant,” said Star sharply, “that your mission to Tiaita ended in 
complete failure. It was a simple humanitarian operation which ended in your team almost 
being overrun by enemy troops and Eagle forced into opening fire from orbit. Two 
crewmembers were taken hostage from right under your nose.” 
 Owens shot Star a disapproving sidelong glance but didn’t speak. 
 “You weren’t down there. You have the luxury of basing your judgments on the after 
action reports you’ve read. The initial threat analysis gave no indications to the actual 
conditions on the ground. You’re telling me you would have done better under the 
circumstances?” Nora sat down in her chair again. “Give me a break,” she said and then added 
under her breath. “You’d probably have us sold out the first chance you got.” 
 “You’re way out of line, Lieutenant Laas,” Star shot back angrily at the insult and her 
insolent tone, to say nothing of her entire attitude. 
 The security chief held the Trill woman’s hard stare. “That’s Nora to you,” she said. 
“The ridges not prominent enough?” 
 That caught Star by surprise and she flushed slightly. She took a small breath. 
“Lieutenant Nora,” she corrected herself. “I apologize.” 
 The Bajoran shrugged, making it clear that she couldn’t have cared less. 
 “I’m still waiting on yours.” 
 But if Star wanted an apology she was going to wait for hell to freeze over first. Nora 
completely disregarded her and looked back at the captain who had remained quietly in his 
seat throughout the entire interchange. “This is a mistake,” she told him. 
 “Sir, I’m with Laas on this one,” said Leva, purposefully calling his friend by her given 
name. “I have looked over the reports and all the data available to us. It is my assessment that 
the situation was unavoidable and certainly doesn’t justify a change in leadership.” 
 Star was clearly still too upset to address the issue again. Or perhaps she realized that 
the crew was not going to be on her side no matter what. Nor was Owens for that matter. 
 “I understand your concerns,” the captain finally said and looked at his former acting 
first officer. “And Commander, I would like you to know that I fully agree with that 
assessment. You’ve done the best you could under the circumstances. I will make sure your file 
will reflect this.” 
 “Thank you, sir,” he said with a fractional nod. “I do however regret the way in which 
events have unfolded.” 
 “Of course,” said Owens, “we all do.” He looked at Star as if to include her presence as 
one of those regretful events. 
 “Sir, what are we going to do about the doctor?” said Deen who seemed eager in 
moving this discussion forward.  It wasn’t difficult to pick up the general animosity in the room 
directed against the new first officer and she was disappointed that even the captain seemed 
content to add to Star’s discomfort. No matter how subtly. 
 Deen wasn’t ignorant of Star’s reputation. She knew that she had turned against her 
own and disobeyed orders. She knew that people had been killed because of her. But she 
couldn’t deny a certain sympathy for the disgraced officer especially now that nobody else was 
willing to give her the light of day. 
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 It had always been much easier for her to believe in the common decency of her fellow 
man than to give into apathy and cynicism. She wasn’t worried that others might have 
considered her naïve or gullible for thinking that way. 
 Owens turned to look at his friend and confidant and for a moment he could sense 
exactly what she was thinking just by looking into her bright purple eyes. For just a moment he 
felt ashamed over his own actions.  
 Mercifully the feeling was fleeting. “Commander Xylion,” he said. “Would you like to 
give us an update on the progress of our search efforts?” 
 “Certainly,” the Vulcan said. “We have currently allocated eighty-five percent of our 
sensor capabilities to high resolutions scans of the surface of Tiaita. Additionally, we are 
utilizing eight shuttle pods, five shuttle craft and the Nebuchadrezzar for close surface 
reconnaissance and visual scans. However, sensor data analysis has been severely limited due 
to the gamma wave interference prevalent in this star system and due to the kelbonite and 
fistium deposits which lace much of the western desert and those areas that are most likely to 
contain rebel strongholds.” 
 “We’ve been experimenting with improving our sensor effectiveness by using the lateral 
arrays for quark resonance and high frequency EM band scans to isolate possible unique 
identifiers,” said Louise Hopkins. The chief engineer did not miss that she had lost half the 
room by her technical explanation. “Basically we’re trying to identify something uniquely alien 
to Tiaita which our sensors could pick up more easily.” 
 “We’re looking for a human and a what?” said Culsten and then answered his own 
question. “A Vulcan. A human and a Vulcan on a planet without any off-worlders. Isn’t that 
pretty unique?” 
 She shook her head. “Sadly we’ve had no luck isolating different life signs. No matter 
what configuration we’ve tried, we haven’t been able to distinguish bio-signatures at all,” 
Hopkins said and slightly squirmed in her chair, uncomfortable at having to state her obvious 
failures. 
 “Visual scans have also remained unsuccessful as we do not have sufficient personnel 
and vehicles to cover the entire search area,” continued the Vulcan science officer. “We have 
also not been cleared for the majority of the air space over the western continent.” 
 “Why not?” said Major Wasco. “You’d think they would give us all the help they can in 
order to find our people considering that it’s largely their fault we lost them in the first place.” 
 “The government appears to be concerned about possible intrusions onto their 
sovereignty,” the Vulcan said. 
 “Understandable,” said Star. “We just fired on their planet.” 
 “I like how you’re leaving out the part in which we saved their own people by doing 
that,” said Nora coolly, apparently treasuring every opportunity to attack Star. 
 Owens spoke up before the Trill had chance to escalate another argument. “We will be 
meeting with Admiral Schwarzkopf shortly. He has been in negotiations with the planetary 
leadership since this started. Hopefully we will have a better idea of what we’re up against 
afterwards. For now we’ll continue all our present efforts to locate the missing crewmembers 
while honoring all territorial considerations. That’s all people.” 
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 One by one the senior officers vacated their seats. But it was clear that nobody was 
particularly happy with what they had learned. Not only was one of their own missing and 
possibly in mortal danger while their hands in trying to bring her back had been tied, now they 
also had to deal with an unwanted new first officer. 
 Owens and Tazla Star remained in their chairs while everyone else filed for the exits. 
 Deen stood but hung back for a moment as well. “Commander Star,” she said. 
 The Trill woman looked up at her, not having expected to be addressed. 
 “I just wanted to say, welcome aboard.” 
 Star certainly didn’t feel it but she couldn’t help but return the young woman’s smile 
which she realized was quite infectious. “Thank you, Lieutenant. I appreciate that.” 
 Deen nodded and before she left she shot a quick glance at Owens. But the captain 
avoided the eye contact in an attempt to spare himself another tug at his conscience. 
 He spoke again only after Deen had exited the room. And when he did, he never as 
much as glanced at the woman still seated next to him. “No matter how brief your assignment 
on this ship, these are the people you will have to be able to work with. You understand this, 
don’t you?” 
 Star tried to hide her irritation at that statement by replying instantly. “Yes, sir.”  
 “This won’t be easy for any of us but it will have to work.” 
 “I understand, sir,” she said again but didn’t voice what she was really thinking. She 
didn’t say that even if she tried to be as accommodating as possible, she couldn’t order his crew 
to respect her. She couldn’t make them like her and if this meeting had been any indication she 
couldn’t even make them follow her orders. And then there was the other problem. Tazla Star 
had never been particularly accommodating in the first place. It just wasn’t her style.  Not for 
the first time she wondered what the hell Altee had been thinking. 
 “The admiral should be here shortly,” said Owens, picked up a padd and began to read. 
 Star could do nothing but sit quietly by his side and wait. 
  

* * * 
 
Michael Owens hadn’t thought it possible for his second meeting of the day to be any more 
combative than the first. He was to be proven wrong quickly. 
 Problems began the moment Admiral Schwarzkopf entered the observation lounge to 
find Michael Owens and Tazla Star waiting for him. He had clearly not expected the Trill to be 
there. He didn’t mention her presence at all but his body language spoke volumes all by itself 
and his disdain for the commander was perfectly obvious. 
 Star for her part had apparently learned from the disastrous senior staff meeting 
minutes before and kept her head down this time, barely even acknowledging the admiral. 
Owens couldn’t tell if feelings for Schwarzkopf were mutual as she maintained a near 
unreadable poker face. 
 “I have just returned from a lengthy meeting with both the prias and his key advisors. 
We have spoken at length about the incidents on the surface and I think we have come to an 
understanding on how we should proceed,” Schwarzkopf said, as he stood in the middle of the 
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room, in front of the large panorama windows and facing Captain Owens who sat at the head of 
the conference table. 
 “Admiral, if you don’t mind waiting for just a moment. We are still expecting the other 
participants,” said Owens. 
 Schwarzkopf gave him a puzzled expression. “What other participants?” 
 The door to the observation lounge opened just then to allow Captain Akinola and 
Commander Dale McBride to enter. 
 If Schwarzkopf had appeared irritated before, it was nothing compared to his reaction 
upon seeing the Nigerian Border Service skipper enter the room. “What is the meaning of this?” 
he said but directing his question at Owens. 
 Eagle’s captain didn’t need a counselor to tell him that the tension level in the room had 
just reached explosive heights and for the first time he wondered if it hadn’t been a mistake to 
try and put Captain Akinola, Admiral Schwarzkopf and Commander Star inside the same four 
walls. He was faintly aware that all three had history together. Neither one of them knew each 
other personally, he was sure of that, but they had all been involved in an episode which had 
led to dire consequences for all three parties. 
 Akinola was tense and became impossibly more uncomfortable upon seeing Tazla Star, 
sitting next to Owens. Schwarzkopf was close to furious, not just because of Star’s presence but 
because Akinola had seemingly intruded on a meeting which he himself had called but with 
apparently no intentions whatsoever to include the Border Service captain. Star shifted 
nervously in her seat, for the first time showing the slightest hint of not being entirely at ease 
with the situation herself. 
 Owens stood to face the admiral. “Seeing that one of the missing crewmembers is part of 
Captain Akinola’s crew I thought it would be prudent to keep him involved and updated on the 
situation,” he said and tried a small smile. “I believe he has every right to be here, wouldn’t you 
agree, Mel?” 
 The admiral winced slightly as if he had suddenly come to regret the intimacy he had 
invited with Owens. He shot a quick glance towards the opposite side of the room where 
Akinola and Bane awaited Schwarzkopf’s response. The admiral relaxed somewhat even while 
it remained obvious that it was an entirely forced reaction. “Of course,” he said with a smile 
infinitely less honest then Owens’ had been. “If you’d like to take a seat, Captain, Commander. 
I’ll be briefing all of you.” 
 The two Bluefin officers sat at the opposite end of the table. But Akinola avoided eye 
contact with Schwarzkopf. Instead he looked at Owens to give him a short and guarded nod of 
acknowledgment. Then he looked at Star. “Before we begin,” he said coolly. “I would like to 
know what Commander Star is doing here.” 
 The Trill looked up at the mention of her name, her green eyes looking at the Bluefin 
skipper for just an instance. She couldn’t hold his intense gaze any longer. 
 “My apologies, Captain,” said Owens. “And to you as well, Admiral, for not explaining 
sooner. Commander Star has been re-assigned to be Eagle’s first officer for the time being. As 
such I have asked her to attend this meeting.” 
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 Neither Schwarzkopf nor Akinola seemed happy with that development. Owens knew 
exactly how they felt but managed to keep his own reservations well hidden. He hadn’t realized 
how much these two men seemed to disapprove of her. Had he known, he may not have 
insisted on her presence in the first place. 
 “I cannot say that I’m happy with that arrangement,” Akinola said in a surprisingly 
blunt tone to which Owens took offense for just a moment. He disliked the idea of Star being 
there just about as much as Akinola did, possibly even more but that didn’t give Bluefin’s 
captain the right to criticize the way he ran his ship. 
 “I agree with Captain Akinola,” Schwarzkopf said and immediately appeared as if he 
wished he had phrased that differently. “Commander Star’s presence here is neither requested 
nor required and to be frank I do not trust her.” 
 Star glared at Schwarzkopf but kept her peace. 
 Owens understood that rank had its privileges but as far as he was concerned a line was 
being crossed here. He stood from his chair again. “Gentlemen, I understand your concerns but 
allow me to be frank also. Commander Star has been assigned to this ship as acting first officer 
effective immediately. It was not my decision but that doesn’t mean that I will not respect it. 
Whilst you are guests on my ship I will not accept anything less but for everyone to afford the 
commander with all the respect due to a person of her position, regardless of her past or your 
previous experiences,” said Owens in a tone so firm it surprised himself. His eyes were so 
focused on the three men in the room that he didn’t notice the astonished expression on Star’s 
face. 
 Schwarzkopf appeared taken aback for a moment by Owens’ bluntness. 
 Akinola took a moment to read his counterpart’s determined expression before he 
slowly nodded. “Very well, Captain. Perhaps it is time then to focus on why we are here in the 
first instance instead of reliving painful memories.” 
 Owens noticed the look between Akinola and Schwarzkopf which was anything but 
amicable. They still didn’t trust each other or Star for that matter but at the very least they were 
willing to ignore those personal feeling for the moment. Or at the very least would pretend to 
do so. 
 Owens sat down again. “Mel, you were just talking about your meeting with Tiaitan’s 
government officials.” 
 Schwarzkopf nodded hesitantly, requiring a few moments to return to his earlier train of 
thought which had begun back when everything had appeared to be going as he had 
envisioned it. It was a long way from where they had ended up. “Yes,” he said finally. “I have 
spoken to the prias at length about the recent events on the surface. Firstly, he has been kind 
enough to absolve us of any wrongdoing in regards to how we have reacted to the events in Al 
Tre Nek,” he said and looked directly at Owens, making it clear that he wasn’t particular happy 
about his decision of bombing the planet earlier. “He has also asked me to convey his sincere 
apologies that his security forces were unable to protect our people and prevent the abduction 
of our crewmembers.” 
 “Apologies won’t bring them back,” said Akinola. 
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 Schwarzkopf shot him a sharp glare. “I’m fully aware of that, Captain,” he said. “And so 
is His Eminence. He has pledged to use his entire military apparatus to locate our people and 
return them to us safely as quickly as possible.” 
 “Forgive me Admiral,” said Owens. “But we have been using a fleet of shuttles, 
equipped with high-powered sensor units for the last two hours to comb half of a continent 
without finding a single clue to their whereabouts. How exactly are the Tiaitans proposing to 
find our people?” 
 “The Tiaitans are naturally far more familiar with the terrain and with these criminals 
than we are. This is not the first time people have been kidnapped and the government has had 
a high success rate in returning abductees. That’s why I have agreed to leave this matter entirely 
in their hands.” 
 “You can’t be serious?” said Dale McBride, the first words he had spoken since entering 
the room. “These are our people, you can’t entrust their safety to a foreign government.” 
 “I can and we will, Commander,” said Schwarzkopf. “Trust me, this is not an easy 
decision for me to make. There are many considerations here however, including the Prime 
Directive.” 
 “The Prime Directive?” said Akinola in an almost bemused tone. “You’re bringing that 
up now? After Captain Owens decided to bombard the planet from orbit? If there ever were any 
Prime Directive considerations here they have gone out of the airlock long ago.” 
 “Two wrongs don’t make it a right,” the admiral shot back. “I don’t agree with Captain 
Owens’ decision to fire on Al Tre Nek and I sure as hell will not condone any further violations 
of the Prime Directive. The abduction of your crewmembers has become an internal Tiaitan 
matter the moment you decided to go to parts of that planet that had not been deemed safe for 
off-worlders.” 
 “I made no such decision,” Akinola said. 
 “Be that as it may, I will not allow anyone to jeopardize this treaty by utilizing any more 
strong hand tactics. This is more important than two Starfleet crewmembers,” he said and let 
that last statement sink in for a moment. Clearly he had not expected to win any popularity 
contests with the two starship captains but the ensuing silence—stemming from disbelieve—
was maybe more than he had anticipated. 
 It was Owens who finally broke it. “Mel, I have talked to my officers after they returned 
from the planet and I got the distinct impression that the government would not be disinclined 
to our help. If that is true than why are we not more active in trying to locate these rebel 
strongholds where our people might be kept? Surely we could negotiate some sort of joint 
search operation.” 
  “Because this isn’t just about what the Tiatians want or about what we want or about 
what we can do for that matter. This is about creating a lasting relationship with Tiaita with 
which not only their government will be comfortable with but ours as well. If the Federation 
Council learns that we are actively using military assets to assist the Tiaitans in their internal 
security matters this entire treaty might fall apart like a house of cards. This is about 
appearances as much as it is about securing a wartime alliance which might win the war for us. 
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Now, I will remain in close contact with the government and update you on any progress being 
made. In the meantime you both have your orders.” 
 “Orders? You mean to sit on our asses and twiddle our thumbs?” said Akinola. 
 Another glare. “If that’s how you like to put it, Captain, be my guest. I will return to the 
surface to keep a close eye on the situation. Gentlemen,” he said, shooting Akinola and McBride 
the briefest glance, giving Owens a short nod and ignoring Star entirely as he walked quickly 
out of the room. 
 Not a moment later Akinola left his seat and addressed Owens at the opposite end of the 
table. “You can’t be seriously considering going along with this?” 
 “I don’t see how we have much of a choice in the matter, Captain.” 
 “There is always a choice.” 
 Owens shook his head sadly. “Not if we are trying to reach the same goal.” 
 The two men looked at each other intensely for a moment, each of them trying to get a 
glimpse into the other’s mind. 
 “Then maybe our goals are not compatible,” Akinola said and walked towards the door 
with his first officer in tow. 
 “Captain Akinola.” 
 The Nigerian man stopped short to look back at Owens. 
 “I want to get our people back as much as you do.” 
 He nodded. “I’m sure you do, Captain. For what it’s worth I appreciate your invitation 
to this meeting even if it was about as productive as I had expected. Good day, Captain,” he 
said and left the observation lounge along with McBride. 
 Michael Owens sighed as the doors had closed and he was left alone with Tazla Star at 
his side. “He was right about this meeting,” he said quietly but without glancing at his first 
officer. Then he looked at her almost as if he had only just remembered that she was still there. 
“You’ve been rather quiet.” 
 She shrugged. “It seemed to be the wise thing to do considering my current level of 
popularity.” 
 Despite of himself a small smile crept onto his lips. There was certainly no denying that 
point. 
 “Sir,” she said. “Akinola won’t be sitting by quietly and trust Schwarzkopf or the local 
government to return his crewmember. Sooner or later he will be making a move.” 
 Owens nodded slowly. “I know. But what do you suggest we do about it?” 
 “I’m not sure yet but we have to be ready.” 
 “I don’t like where this might be going, Commander.” 
 Star didn’t reply. 
 He looked out of the window to catch a glance of the small Albacore-class border cutter 
gliding along in a parallel orbit. The last thing he needed now was to worry about an internal 
battle between Eagle and Bluefin. “Make whatever preparations you think are in order.” 
 She nodded sharply. “Sir,” she said and stood to head for the door. She stopped before 
she had reached them to look back at her new captain. 
 Owens noticed. “Is there something else, Commander?” 
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 She appeared uncomfortable which Owens had already realized was not one of her 
traits. Even when surrounded by people who cared little for her, she had always maintained a 
certain confidence about her. How much of that was an act, he didn’t know. “About what you 
said earlier. I wanted to thank you for your faith in me. I know you have no reason to trust me.” 
 “Let me be perfectly clear in order to avoid any future misunderstandings between us. I 
still don’t. You will have to earn that.” 
 Star nodded and left. 
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EIGHT: THE ENEMY 
 
 
“This would never have happened if you hadn’t insisted I treated that man,” said Wenera 
frustrated and tried unsuccessfully to pull at one of the steel rods again which were barring the 
small window, effectively keeping them contained in a twenty-by-twenty foot cell. She had 
tried the metal door earlier but given up on any attempt to open it almost immediately. 
 T’Ser sat cross-legged on one of the two cots which were lining the dirty walls and 
looked at the doctor with Vulcan like curiosity. “Are you suggesting that you should have let 
him die?” 
 Wenera sighed with apparent frustration. “No, of course not,” she said and tried to push 
harder. For just a moment she thought the bar was giving in slightly. It had merely been her 
fingers slipping. “But you could have made sure he didn’t have a damn gun within arm’s 
length.” 
 “Yes, in hindsight that would have been a pretty good idea.” 
 The Starfleet physician whirled around to face the woman, infuriated not only by her 
tone but also by her ostensibly lackadaisical attitude as if this entire episode was nothing more 
than a minor inconvenience. “Are you just going to sit there?” 
 “What would you like me to do, Doctor?” 
 “How about using your superior intellect to try and get us out of this cell? That would 
be a good start.” 
 T’Ser cracked a small, amused smile. “My intellect isn’t all that superior. Surely you 
have realized by now that I’m not your garden variety Vulcan.” 
 Wenera turned back to the barred window. “You could have fooled me for a minute 
there. But Vulcan or not I’m pretty sure it is our duty as Starfleet officers to attempt to escape 
captivity,” she said and resumed her efforts to loosen one of the bars. “And I would appreciate 
if you could use some of your muscle to lend a hand.” 
 “That would be pointless.” 
 Wenera gritted her teeth. “And how would you know that?” 
 “Because,” she said softly, “I’ve already used all my superior muscle and intellect to try 
and find a way out of here earlier and determined that we have no means to force ourselves out 
of here on our own.” 
 That gave the doctor pause and she turned back to look at the Border Service officer. 
“You did? When?” 
 “About one hour ago when you were still asleep. I’ve tried the door, the window, the 
walls, I even considered the option of digging a hole into the floor or escaping through the 
ceiling and I’ve come to the simple conclusion that there is no way out of here with the means at 
our disposal.” 
 Wenera’s shoulder sagged noticeably and she sat down on the only chair in the room. 
“And you say you aren’t Vulcan. Did you calculate our survival chances as well?” 
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 She smirked again. “I’m good at math,” she said apologetically. 
 But Ashley Wenera did not feel like smiling at all. Truth be told she was downright 
scared. She had seen first-hand what these people were capable of. She had seen the patients in 
the hospital which had come to know the rebel’s cruelties and she feared that they would end 
up their next victims. Wenera had spent her entire adult lifetime treating the sick and injured 
with the luxury of never having to be among them and share their sufferings. She had visited 
planets on which people had been nearly tortured to death and yet she’d never had to fear 
similar treatment. Until now. 
 “We’re going to get out of this, Doc, I promise you that,” said T’Ser. 
 Wenera looked up and was surprised to find T’Ser’s facial expression a mask of 
confidence. She didn’t know much about the Vulcan. In the short time they had been together 
she had found out that she was the senior operations manager on the Bluefin. She wasn’t a 
command officer and yet the firmness of her voice and the hard look in her eyes gave her such 
an authoritative demeanor, Wenera was sure she would make a damn fine captain someday. 
 The bleakness of their situation won out over T’Ser’s assertive declaration however. 
Wenera shook her head slightly. “You have no way of knowing that. For all we know they 
might come in here to execute us any minute now.” 
 T’Ser stood up from the cot. “No they won’t.” 
 “How could you possibly know that?” 
 “Think about it. We are too valuable to them. These rebels have just nabbed their 
greatest prize yet. Two representative of a powerful foreign government. The first aliens to ever 
officially visit their world. They’ll be eager to use us to broker some kind of deal for better 
weapons or equipment to support their cause.” 
 “Oh great,” said Wenera, not in the least bit comforted by T’Ser’s words. “In that case 
we’re in real trouble. Starfleet would never hand these people advanced weaponry in exchange 
for our lives. It goes against the Prime Directive which we’ve all taken an oath to protect. With 
our lives if necessary.” 
 “Maybe not but it will buy us some time. And I don’t know about your crew but I know 
my skipper will not give up until he’s got me back. If for no other reason than to give me a 
proper chewing out for having been foolish enough to come down here in the first place. I have 
complete faith that my people will find a way.” 
 This time the conviction in the Vulcan’s voice showed some effect and Wenera nodded 
slowly. But then another thought took seed in her mind. “Why did you decide to come down 
here anyway?” 
 T’Ser, not having expected that question turned away slightly in an attempt to hide her 
face. She didn’t reply right away. “I … I was curious about this world.” 
 Now Wenera stood. She had noticed right away that the flawless conviction was gone. 
“You’re a terrible liar.” 
 She shrugged. “Vulcans don’t lie.” 
 “No,” Wenera shot back. “They don’t. But when it suits them they have a tendency to 
twist things around until it hardly resembles the truth anymore. And they do it so well nobody 
ever notices. I guess you must not have had a lot of practice.” 
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 “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 “So?” 
 T’Ser turned to look the doctor in the eye and immediately sensed the futility of trying to 
keep things a secret any longer considering their current predicament. “A friend of mine alerted 
me to the possibility that the situation on Tiaita was not as it seemed. That perhaps the 
government was using Starfleet to fund their own civil war. That we were being duped into 
being an unknowing aggressor. I had to see for myself.” 
 Wenera looked doubtful. “Who told you that?” 
 “What does that matter? I think we have pretty much proven by now that he was right.” 
 “We’ve proven nothing,” said Wenera. “We’ve been taking prisoner by a criminal gang 
of terrorists who don’t shy away from bombarding the center of a city, killing whoever might be 
unlucky enough to get in their way.” 
 “You really think that the attack was carried out by a mere gang? Those were soldiers. 
Open your eyes, Doctor. We are in the middle of a civil war.” 
 Ashley Wenera wanted to protest that she had seen no refutable evidence of that. It 
wasn’t just that she found the idea of Starfleet assisting a faction in a civil war too distasteful to 
consider, she had to believe that they had come here to do the right thing. To help a people get 
back onto their feet after having been victims of unprovoked violence and aggression. She had 
to believe that they were the good guys. 
 But before she could respond she heard somebody beginning to unlock the door. The 
sound startled her so much she instinctively jumped back and towards the far wall. She was 
surprised that T’Ser did the exact opposite and moved in front of her, shielding Wenera from 
whoever was entering the room. 
  The door opened slowly and Wenera could see how the Vulcan visibly tensed, as if she 
was getting ready to jump whoever was going to come through. 
 They were too careful to allow her the opportunity however. 
 The burly man who slipped inside held a dangerous looking handgun and motioned for 
T’Ser to step back. She did so hesitantly. 
 The second man who entered looked a whole lot less intimidating. And it wasn’t 
because he was small or diminutive. On the contrary, he had an undeniable physical presence. 
But he possessed an equally undeniable serenity. His eyes seemed calm and there was an utter 
lack of tension on his face as he quietly measured up the two Starfleet women. Wenera was 
determined not to be fooled by his outward appearance. 
 “Welcome to the New Light,” he said. “My name is Balik and it would appear the two of 
you will be our guests for the time being.” 
 “Guests,” said Wenera and laughed sarcastically. “That’s rich.” 
 He gave her a short nod, acknowledging the sarcasm. “I do appreciate that you both 
cooperated in coming here.” 
 “We didn’t have much choice,” said T’Ser in a stern tone. “And let’s make this perfectly 
clear. We did not cooperate in the least. We were brought at gunpoint and against our will. You 
have kidnapped two Starfleet officers and you will face harsh repercussions for your actions. 
Our people do not look kindly on abductions.” 
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 Again Balik appeared understanding as if he had expected those exact words. 
 “What are your plans for us?” the Vulcan demanded to know. 
 “I am not certain.” 
 This seemed to anger Wenera and she took a step closer to Balik but shrunk back again 
when the other man pointed his gun at her. “What kind of kidnappers are you?” 
 “Desperate ones,” Balik said in a deadpan. “You are the doctor, right?” 
 Wenera nodded hesitantly. 
 “We will be requiring your services.” 
 She looked at him as if he had lost his mind. “You really expect me to help you? You 
killed countless innocent civilians in your raid and probably thousands more in similar attacks. 
We’ve come here to help your victims. I have no intention to fix up your soldiers so that they 
can go on taking innocent lives for whatever ridiculous cause you follow.” 
 “And yet you saved my man back in Al Tre Nek. I understand he would have died if 
you hadn’t treated him.” 
 “It wasn’t my idea,” she said so quietly it was almost a whisper. 
 But Balik ignored it and took a step towards her. “I think you were compelled to help 
him. I think your moral code forces you to take action when you see somebody who needs your 
help.” 
 “Well, I think you’re insane,” she shot back and then exchanged a glance with T’Ser. She 
wasn’t quite able to read her expression but something told her that she wanted her to help 
these people. 
 “I’ll be honest with you,” said Balik. “I do not know what your fate is going to be. It 
simply hasn’t been decided yet. We might use you to try and bargain with your people or 
perhaps one or both of you will be executed in order to send the government and your 
Federation a message.” 
 Wenera couldn’t help but flinch noticeably at the bluntness of Balik’s words. “But if I 
help you we might get away with our lives, is that it?” 
 “I cannot promise that,” he said. “I would not like for you to be killed but I might not be 
the one to decide.” 
 Wenera shook her head slowly. “I’m not going to do it.” 
 T’Ser grabbed Wenera’s arm and pushed her into the far corner of the room for a private 
conversation. “Think about this, Doctor. Refusing his request serves no purpose whatsoever.” 
 “And complying will? You heard it yourself, we might still be executed. Our primary 
responsibility is to attempt to escape, not assist our enemy.” 
 “I am thinking of escape. But we can’t do it if we are locked in this cell waiting to be 
executed. If you can get out of here you might find another option,” she whispered. “Besides, it 
sounds to me as if these people might be divided amongst themselves. That’s something we 
should try to exploit.” 
 Wenera shot a glance over her shoulder to look at Balik who appeared entirely content 
to wait them out until they had made a decision. She focused on T’Ser again. “I’m not going to 
help them kill more people.” 
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 “All I’m asking, Doctor, is that you go out there and have a look. If they have injured 
and you don’t want to help them, fine. But at least try to get out of this cell.” 
 Ashley Wenera thought that over for a few seconds and then nodded with a sigh. She 
turned and walked towards Balik, this time entirely ignoring the armed guard. She had found a 
new sense of entitlement. Maybe they were going to kill her, but not yet. Not until she had 
given them what they required. “Where’s your hospital?” 
 

* * * 
 
Akinola and McBride had hardly spoken a word after they had left Eagle’s briefing room.  There 
had really been no reason to voice their mutual disappointment over Schwarzkopf’s decision to 
maintain a hands-off policy in regards to Tiaita. There was no need to put into words that 
neither of them agreed in the slightest. 
 The silence had carried on even after they had rematerialized on Bluefin and it wasn’t 
until they both stood side by side in the turbolift on their way to the bridge that McBride broke 
it. 
 “We can’t just leave her down there,” he said without glancing at the skipper. 
 “I know.” 
 “We can’t just leave her safe return in the hands of an unknown foreign government.” 
 “I know.” 
 McBride glanced at the captain. “Sir, we have to—“ 
 He cut him off. “Don’t you think I know all that, Dale? But what would you have me 
do? Disregard direct orders from a superior? Take on a Nebula-class starship?” 
 “Do you really think they would try to stop us if we attempted to get T’Ser back 
ourselves?” 
 “Oh, I’m absolutely certain that Schwarzkopf wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever he can to 
keep us from interfering. He wouldn’t even think twice of escalating this whole mess. Can’t you 
see what’s going on here? We’ve done some considerable damage to his inflated ego the first 
time we bailed him out. He won’t allow for that to happen again,” said Akinola. “As for Owens, 
he’ll probably do whatever he’s been ordered. He does not know the man as well as I do.” 
 McBride wanted to counter that even Akinola didn’t really know Schwarzkopf that well. 
The extent of their familiarity after all was a single previous encounter which nevertheless had 
left deep scars and immense mistrust between the two men. In the end McBride didn’t say 
anything because after all he had witnessed, he himself could not deny that his captain was 
probably right about the admiral. 
 “And even if Schwarzkopf was not the issue, how exactly do you suggest we try and 
find her? Even Eagle with all her fancy sensors has not been able to locate any trace of our 
missing crewmembers. It be like trying to find the needle in the haystack.” 
 The doors to the bridge opened and Akinola stepped out of the turbolift. 
 McBride however remained behind for a moment, the skipper’s last words still on the 
forefront of his thoughts. 
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 Nigel Bane nearly jumped out of his seat upon seeing Akinola having returned from his 
meeting. He didn’t say a word but his entire body was mirroring anxious anticipation. Akinola 
could tell he wanted to take actions quickly, almost as eagerly as McBride. 
 The first officer finally entered the bridge. “What if we had a metal detector?” 
 Startled Akinola turned to look at his executive officer. “I beg your pardon?” 
 “You said it would be like trying to find a needle in a haystack,” he said with a sly grin, 
his Texas drawl more prominent than usual. “Well, back where I’m from we’ve got a whole lot 
of hay. That sort of makes me an expert, I guess.” 
 Akinola’s irritation persisted. “Commander, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 “Suppose you were to try and find the literal needle in a haystack. You’d use a metal 
detector. Something that is tuned just right to find what you’re looking for.” 
 “We have sensors, Commander,” said Akinola with the slightest bit of impatience in his 
voice. Clearly this was not something his first officer needed to be told. “And they’ve been 
rather useless.” 
 McBride nodded in agreement. “Yes, but maybe because we’re not looking for the right 
thing,” he said and turned towards the Australian acting operations officer instead. “Mister 
Bane, could you recalibrate our sensors to scan for teteron radiation? And if so, do you believe 
you could locate a small source on the planet below?” 
 Bane considered the strange request for a mere moment but then nodded quickly. “Sure, 
I don’t see why not. Teteron radiation is rare and has very unique characteristics. If there is 
some down there it should stand out like a mob of roos in the Vulcan’s Forge.” 
 “Commander, how is locating a teteron source going to help us find T’Ser?” Akinola 
said. 
 McBride smirked again. “If we’re lucky our needle is wearing a small teteron source 
around her neck.” 
 But Akinola wasn’t quite satisfied with that reply. 
 “I gave T’Ser an amulet made of an Rigellian sapphire. It emits low levels of teteron 
radiation,” said the first officer quietly and with a lot less cockiness than before. He had not 
wanted to share that information openly and felt slightly embarrassed to having to do so in 
front of the entire bridge crew.  
 It was Akinola’s turn to grin. “Well done, Commander. I assume of course you did this 
purely for security reasons should a situation like this arise.” 
 “That’s exactly right, sir.” 
 Still grinning, amused by his first officer’s sudden awkwardness, Akinola turned to look 
at Bane who stood in front of his station with a small smirk of his own. “So, Mister Bane, do you 
think you would be able to find it?” 
 He nodded without hesitation. “Yes, sir. It’ll take me a few minutes but if we localize 
our search area I think we stand a good chance of locating any such radiation.” 
 “Well then stop standing there wasting time.” 
 Bane nodded sharply and practically jumped into his seat, his hands racing over his 
controls. 
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 McBride stepped closed to the captain. “Sir, when we find T’Ser’s location do we share it 
with Eagle?” 
 Akinola sat in his chair without replying. 
 “If we do,” McBride said, “they might try to stop any attempt for us to try and retrieve 
her ourselves. To be honest, that is a risk I am not comfortable with.” 
 “Neither am I, Commander,” he said and looked directly into his first officer’s eyes. 
“Solly still standing by with that Stallion?” 
 Dale nodded. 
 “Get to the shuttle bay, assemble your team and be ready to go at a moment’s notice.” 
 “Yes, sir,” said McBride and headed off. 
 “Commander.” 
 The first officer stopped to look back at the captain. 
 “We are treading on waver thin ice. Be extremely mindful of your steps and make sure 
you bring T’Ser back. And yourself.” 
 “We’ll get her back, sir.” 
 

* * * 
 
In the end Ashley Wenera did not require any additional motivation to begin treating the 
rebel’s sick and injured and Balik had remained true to his word. He had made no threats nor 
had he promised any rewards for her cooperation. 
 After seeing their makeshift hospital—this one impossibly more improvised and lacking 
than the one she had attended in Al Tre Nek—and the many patients being treated there she 
had acted out of instinct. Her first realization had been that treatment didn’t mean much here. 
The fact that most of the patients had cots appeared to be a luxury.  Sanitation, sterilization and 
medical equipment were nearly non-existent and medical supplies were scarce. They had 
brought a number of supplies with them when she and T’Ser had been taken but those had 
quickly run out. 
 Wenera was not entirely unaccustomed to working with the bare minimum thanks to 
her experience in field medicine. But the minimum here often meant fresh water and a small 
vial of antibiotics.  
 The second discovery was much more startling for the Starfleet physician. A number of 
the patients were young men and women with apparent battle injuries. But an even greater 
percentage was made up by young children or the elderly who suffered from a wide variety of 
inflictions which were often not related to the exposure to combat. Like in Al Tre Nek these 
people suffered from malnutrition or other diseases which were easily avoidable or treatable 
with the right medicines.  
 The difference lay in the numbers and the seriousness of the conditions. Here, medical 
personnel were limited to a handful of entirely overworked doctors, some without any kind of 
formal training. And these few volunteers were responsible for a staggering number of patients 
with such easily cured afflictions as pneumonia or common viral diseases. With the limited 
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supplies available these were often terminal. The survival rate for the sick at the settlement was 
shockingly low. 
 Ashley Wenera worked tirelessly through the entire day, ignoring the skeptical or 
mistrusting stares from patients and staff alike. She was assertive when she had to be and 
comforting when she could. She was left almost entirely alone by Balik and the guards and yet 
she could always feel his presence nearby, watching her. She didn’t care. She had much more 
important work to do than to worry about her guardians. 
 She barely allowed herself any breaks at all, a few sips of water and a slice of bread to 
maintain her strength from time to time, she secretly injected herself with a stimulant when 
nobody was looking to fight off the oncoming fatigue. 
 It didn’t take long for the staff to realize that she was not only being honest about her 
intentions to help them, she was also incredibly effective. Soon everybody had fallen in line, 
deferring to her judgment on medical procedures and listened carefully to her explanations and 
treatment methods. 
 One of her last patients for the day was somebody who needed no introduction. 
 The young man—and she realized for the first time that he was merely a teenager, 
really—seemed hesitant to approach her. He also appeared rather shy considering the ordeal he 
had put her through. 
 Vekte-Ait was not alone either. He had brought a young woman about his age, possibly 
even younger. And an infant. 
 He inched towards her while the woman with the child in her arms remained at an even 
safer distance as if Wenera had magical powers which she could use against them if she so 
wished. 
 “I am glad you are unharmed,” he said. 
 Wenera worked on a fresh bandage for a man whose leg she had been forced to 
amputate just a few minutes earlier. Thankfully he was calmly sleeping now, a stark contrast to 
the mind-numbing screams he had produced earlier. 
 She didn’t pay her kidnapper much attention, determined that she was not going to give 
him the light of day. “No thanks to you.”  
 “I … I’m sorry that we took you like that.” 
 The doctor stopped. “You’re sorry?” she said and then looked at him. “You’re sorry?” 
she repeated as if maybe she had misunderstood. 
 But he nodded firmly. “I don’t think you’re a bad person,” he said. “I don’t think you 
are like the others. You had no reason to save me after I was shot but you did it anyway.” 
 “That’s right,” she said, conveniently leaving out the part in which she had wanted to 
refuse to help the man partly responsible for killing her escort in cold blood. “And you repaid 
us by shoving a gun into our faces. Is that how things are done here? Because I have to be 
honest, this is not the kind of gratitude I’m accustomed to.” 
 “I am grateful, I really am.” 
 “That’s a funny way of showing it,” said Wenera and went back to finish the bandage, 
making it clear that as far as she was concerned, this conversation was over. 
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 The young man got the not so subtle hint and turned to leave. But he changed his mind 
halfway through. “You could have left me to die and I’ll always be thankful that you didn’t. But 
our cause is more important than my life or even yours. After what you’ve done, and after what 
you’ve done here today it is hard to believe that you are an ally of the Tia. That you could 
condone what they’re doing to us.” 
 Wenera finished up with the bandage and walked over to a nearby basin to clean her 
hands. “You are terrorists. You kill the innocent just to make a point. I’ll always be against those 
who kill for the sake of killing.” 
 “But you are wrong about that,” Vekte said with rising passion in his voice. “We did not 
start this war. The Tia did.” 
 “Of course they did. And they’ll say you guys did and round and round we go. But 
whoever started this and whatever your intentions might have once been you have become the 
aggressors and now you are paying the price for it,” said Wenera as the cold water washed over 
her bloody hands. 
 “How can you say that?” he said with such anger in his voice it gave Wenera the chills. 
He moved up to her, grabbed her shoulder and violently twisted her around only to push her 
back into the wall with such force that she winced in pain. “How can you make such statements 
without knowing anything about us? You have been here a few days, you’ve learned whatever 
the Tia have chosen to tell you. Have you ever attempted to study our history or our culture? 
What do you know about us that you can sit in judgment over an entire people?” 
 The young woman with the child stepped closer, her face twisted with concern after 
witnessing the outburst. “Vekte, please,” she pleaded. 
 But he just stared at the doctor with cold eyes. 
  Wenera stared right back. 
 “Have you ever been to a re-education monastery?” he said with such a sharp edge in 
his voice it could have cut through steel. “Have you seen the mass graves of the labor camps? 
Have you witnessed first-hand how the Tia treat the Ait day in and day out? Have you been to 
the ruins of Ald An Lek after it was leveled by government forces?” 
 This apparently gave Wenera pause as her mind tried to come to grips with the 
information it was receiving. Trying to understand if this was cheap propaganda, circulated by 
terrorist leaders in order to keep the troops dedicated to commit mass murder or if perhaps 
there could be a shred of truth to the young man’s charges. If judged solely by his brimming 
eyes the decision would have been an easy one. 
 She soon found that his eyes were by far not the only ones fixing her now. Almost 
everyone was staring at her and she could tell that whatever inroads she had made with her 
tireless dedication to treating these people were slowly eroding. 
 “Please,” the young woman pleaded again, apparently not wishing to be part of any of 
this. “Let’s just leave.” 
 But Vekte shook his head. “No,” he said and continued to stare at the Starfleet doctor. 
“You may be too blind to see the truth and too comfortable with the lies fed to you by the Tia. 
But you are our prisoner now. And I have come here so that you can have a look at my little boy 
and make him better.” 



141 
 

 Wenera was still stunned by the young man’s intensity. Then she nodded slowly. “Place 
him on that cot over there.” 
 The young woman—presumably the mother—only did so after being prompted by 
Vekte and even then only hesitantly. 
 “She won’t hurt him,” he assured his wife. “She might have you fooled but she is not 
really a monster. Just misguided.” 
 Wenera did her best to pay no attention to Vekte’s stinging accusations and went to 
work on the infant. 
 He had a simple ear infection which was easily treated. What scared Wenera was that 
with the untrained staff and the few supplies at the rebel’s disposal the chances had been good 
that nobody would have been able to correctly diagnose and treat the child and that he would 
have eventually died from an affliction that took her mere minutes to treat. 
 After she was satisfied that he was going to be alright she picked him up and held him 
in her arms for just a moment, surprised how comforting it felt to hold him. His big eyes were 
staring right at her as if to thank her for making the pain go away. He grasped her finger with 
its tiny hand. 
 The mother on the other hand was nowhere near as calm and when Wenera was holding 
on to the child for too long she moved closer. 
 Realizing the agony she was putting the young mother in, Wenera quickly handed him 
over. “He should be alright now. Make sure to keep him warm for the next few days and place 
him on his back when he goes to sleep.” 
 The mother took him greedily but with much care. She nodded hesitantly. “Thank you.” 
 “Of course. You have a beautiful child. He clearly takes after his mother,” she said, 
making sure Vekte overheard her. 
 The young woman quickly left, not even waiting for her husband to follow her. 
 “If you are the victims here then why abduct us at gun point?” she said. “Why go 
through all this trouble? Why didn’t you just come to us to tell us about what was really 
happening here?” 
 Vekte shot her a surprised look but then quickly followed up with an utterly sarcastic 
laugh. “You know you remind me of a the mystical resktu.” 
 “A resktu?” she said, not sure if to be flattered or offended. Judging by his tone it was 
probably the latter. 
 “It’s a creature from our old legends. It has two bodies, two personalities. One does one 
thing and the other does the exact opposite. It has two heads and two minds, just like you and 
your people,” he said and walked away. 
 “What is that suppose to mean?” she said but received no response as she watched him 
leave the hospital. 
 Vekte’s final words remained on her mind even after he had left and she once again had 
immersed herself in work. 
 It wasn’t long however until another matter became the focus of her attention. She had 
just finished diagnosing one of the older patients and come to the sad realization that there was 
little that she could do. She estimated his age at about seventy-five standard Earth years but he 
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was frail, unnaturally thin and had long since lost most of his teeth and hair. He was also 
suffering from acute liver failure probably brought on by a viral hepatitis. Perhaps a new liver 
could have saved him but she had no means to produce one artificially or the necessary 
equipment to consider a transplant. If she had been on Eagle, he may have had a good chance of 
survival but here, he was destined to die. 
 The rest of the small medical staff had apparently come to the same conclusion and left 
him mostly in peace. On Tiaita he had already reached the average life expectancy in any case. 
 For Wenera who was used to seeing people live twice as long and die with a lot more 
dignity, it wasn’t quite that easy. At least the drugs she had administered would ensure he 
would go peacefully. 
 But for the moment he was still awake and to her surprise he managed a large, toothless 
smile.  
 She knelt next to him. “I’ve given you something for the pain. It will help you sleep,” 
she said. 
 “Sleep,” he said, still smiling at her. “That’d be nice for a change.” 
 “Is there anything else you’d like? Something to eat perhaps? I might be able to 
scrounge up something.” 
 “You must be new around here, young one,” he said with sparkling eyes. “Food is more 
difficult to come by than a good night’s rest.” 
 Wenera was surprised. He apparently hadn’t even noticed that she wasn’t the same 
species. “Well, I’m the new doctor and if I prescribe you a good meal I’m sure something can be 
arranged.” Wenera had absolutely no idea what had compelled her to be this personal with the 
patient. Good bedside manners were a good trait for a physician serving on a nice and orderly 
starship but here it was a liability. Time wasted which could be put to much better use. And yet 
here she was, exchanging pleasantries with a man she knew would not survive the night. 
 “What purpose would that serve, young one?” he said. “It isn’t as if I’ll need the 
strength anymore. Let the young fill their bellies. If they can find the food that is.” 
 “The young also have the responsibility to look after the old,” she said. “Don’t sell 
yourself short. You might not be fighting in anymore battles but you still have your wisdom, 
your experiences and your knowledge to share.” 
 “My dear, I don’t believe I am in a situation to share much of anything anymore.” 
 Wenera understood then that this man had already made his peace with the universe. 
He knew he was going to die and he was prepared for it. For whatever reason that bothered 
her. “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 “Sorry? Why would you be sorry? I’ve watched you, young lady. Your first day here 
and you’ve already thrown yourself into the work. I’ve seen the faces of the men and women 
you’ve healed. You are making a great difference here. You’re dedication to our cause is no 
reason to apologize. It should be celebrated.” 
 “The cause,” she said quietly but could not get herself to look at the dying old man.  
 “The Tia say that we are barbarians because we don’t believe like they do. They say we 
eat our young and leave our old to die because we have no morals. But just because we don’t 
worship their false gods doesn’t mean we are not good people. I do not need to believe that the 
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Brothers are awaiting me with open arms in the Celestial Realm. I know that I have lived a good 
life and that I have left behind my mark on the world. I have no regrets and I die with 
happiness that I have found the New Light and fought side by side with my brethren and 
against the Tia tyranny,” he said and then stopped himself when his strength gave out 
momentarily. 
 Wenera felt touched by the heartfelt declaration. There was no arrogance or spite in his 
tone. He was not angry or upset. He was simply at peace now. She almost envied the feeling. 
But what gave her real pause was the meaning of his words. This was not a mere terrorist; this 
was man who had fought back against religious prosecution. 
 “But enough of the ramblings of an old man. I’m sure a young and pretty woman like 
yourself has much better things to do than to listen to a dying old man,” he said and closed his 
eyes. 
 She didn’t say anything then. Her mind was still occupied with the possibility that 
perhaps she had been wrong after all. Perhaps they had indeed landed in the middle of a civil 
war. And perhaps these so called terrorists had a good reason for their war. Had she judged 
these people too soon after all, she wondered. She hadn’t allowed for the possibility, mostly 
because she couldn’t conceive that Starfleet would have sent them to a place that stood against 
everything that the Federation was supposed to mean. She couldn’t conceive that Starfleet 
would knowingly place her into a situation which would let her doubt that she was doing the 
right thing. 
 “The Ait are not subjugated or persecuted. They have rights just like the Tia. The highest 
ranking member of the Tiaitan military is an Ait,” she said without really considering those 
words. As if to convince herself. 
 The old man’s eyes opened again and he seemed to think about her words for a 
moment. Then he nodded slowly, understandingly. “Many young Ait tend to think like you 
do,” he said in a tone befitting a father speaking to his child. “And even many old ones who are 
afraid of change. I was never one of them. I wanted more for my family and myself. I wanted to 
see my young ones grow up to be able to take public office someday. Maybe even practice a 
learned profession like a healer or a legal advisor. I wanted us to be able to live our lives how 
we saw fit and express our opinions openly even if they were not sanctioned by the Council of 
Tia. Some of you younger ones might find that thought to be idealistic nonsense. But let me tell 
you something. Making up your own mind and having your own ideas is a battle worth 
fighting for.” 
 Wenera’s head was beginning to spin and she felt a sickening sensation in her stomach. 
 “You will find out yourself soon enough,” he said. “And once you had a taste of 
freedom you’ll never be able to go back to live under the yoke of the Tia, treated no better than 
a slave. I never could.” He uttered a short laugh as if he was amused at the prospect of Wenera 
learning the truth. “I’m tired now. I think I’ll try to get some of that rest. You take good care of 
yourself, young one,” he said and within moments he was a sleep. 
 The Starfleet physician watched him quietly as he calmly began his final slumber. She 
was anything but. She made it back onto her feet but stumbled almost instantly, nearly falling 
on top of another patient. 
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 The entire hospital felt very restrictive all of a sudden and she was beginning to have 
trouble breathing. She had to get out, that was all she could think about as she rushed towards 
the exit. 
 

* * * 
 
She had gone through her cell square inch by square inch and once again found nothing. She 
hadn’t expected to but she had been left with very little else to do. 
 The doctor had been gone for over eight hours and except for two extremely short visits 
by a guard to bring her food and drink she had been left completely to her own devices.  
 She had finally resolved to simply sit on the hard floor, trying to mediate, in the hopes 
something ingenious would come to her. Perhaps some incredibly clever plan to construct a 
simple communications device by using an empty plate and a few strands of her hair.  
 Despite of her situation she giggled to herself at the thought. Life was not anything like 
those cheesy holo-novels she had enjoyed when she had been younger. A person in a prison cell 
did not always find a way to escape. 
 With a heavy sigh she also came to realize that meditation didn’t work for her either. 
Perhaps if she had been raised in a strict Vulcan household she would have mastered the 
meditation techniques that so many of her kinsmen relied upon but for her it was simply a 
phenomenal waste of time. 
 Not that she didn’t seem to have enough of that. But every time she closed her eyes and 
tried to focus on a way to escape she couldn’t help but think of Ashley Wenera. She had taken a 
liking to the stubborn doctor, probably due to their mutual predicament and now couldn’t stop 
herself from worrying about her. She wasn’t the survivor type. If she had tried to make a run for 
it and if they were surrounded by desert as she assumed they were, T’Ser knew Wenera 
wouldn’t get far, no matter how determined she was. But then perhaps finding death in the 
desert was a more merciful end then being killed by whatever cruel plans these rebels held in 
store for them. 
 When she heard the door being opened, she immediately jumped to her feet, ready to 
exploit any opportunity that would present itself. In the back of her mind however she secretly 
wished that Wenera had returned. 
 It wasn’t the doctor who stepped inside. It was the same guard who had brought her 
food earlier. But this time he had brought company. 
 She could see another armed man standing in the corridor outside but both of them 
seemed to defer to a woman who briskly stepped inside the cell. She wore a stern expression on 
her face like somebody who had come to get some business done. And T’Ser was sure it wasn’t 
the kind that would do her any favors. 
 The woman was a fighter, T’Ser could tell right away. She had a fierceness to her that 
was impossible to deny. And she hadn’t even said a single word yet. Instead she was simply 
measuring up her prisoner with the kind of curiosity a hunter would have had for an animal 
never before encountered. 
 “Where is Doctor Wenera?” T’Ser said, breaking the silence first. 
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 The woman took a few more steps into the room but didn’t make the mistake of 
approaching the Vulcan woman directly. Instead she kept her distance, trying to get a good 
look from all angles. 
 “You are a Vulcanoid,” she said. 
 “Vulcan is fine. And you haven’t answered my question.” 
 “You don’t look that dangerous. I’ve been told Vulcans possess amazing strength and 
ingenuity, making them formidable fighters. And yet we captured you quite easily.” 
 “You caught me on an off-day.” 
 The woman stopped. “I was also told that Vulcans adhere to strict pragmatism. Don’t 
smile, don’t even joke.” 
 T’Ser smiled purposefully but with no humor. “I guess you’re pretty badly informed 
then.” 
 “It would appear that way.” 
 “Are you going to tell me where the doctor is?” 
 “She has been quite useful,” said the woman. “Helping us with our sick and injured in 
the hospital. She’s efficient too. I think we might keep her.” 
 “You will find that that won’t be an option.” 
 The woman took a small step towards T’Ser. “Is that so?” 
 She nodded. “You have made a grave mistake by bringing us here. Our people will stop 
at nothing to get us back. They will find your little hiding place and they will find us. You and 
your people will be held accountable for your actions. If you release us now you might be able 
to avoid any unpleasant consequences that might arise from this unfortunate 
misunderstanding,” said T’Ser in a perfectly calm and even tone. She had exaggerated of 
course. But there was nothing like a bit of dramatic flair to emphasize one’s point especially 
when one was being held against their will and was facing possible execution. 
 Unfortunately for T’Ser it didn’t quite work. “Somehow I don’t think that will happen.” 
 She shrugged. “Your funeral, I guess.” 
 The puzzled expression on the woman’s face was evidence that she didn’t understand 
the human adage. 
 T’Ser moved on. “What do you want from us? I find it difficult to believe that you 
brought us all the way out here for just a house call.” 
 “I don’t think you quite understand your situation. You are our prisoner. You do not get 
to ask the questions. I do.” 
 T’Ser nodded, acceding the point. The holo-novels had at the very least prepared her for 
that response. “Ask your questions then.” 
 The woman smiled for the first time and T’Ser had to suppress the urge to shudder. It 
was that kind of smile. 
 “I want to know what your plans are.” 
 T’Ser was startled. She had expected all sorts of questions but not that one. In fact it 
didn’t even make sense. “I beg your pardon?” 
 The woman stepped even closer. “Why are you here?” she said, her voice rising almost 
to the point of shouting which caught T’Ser by surprise yet again. 
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 “The Federation signed a treaty with Tiatia, surely you—“ 
 “Wrong!” 
 Stunned by the woman’s intensity, T’Ser had no words to offer. 
 “The prias and his Tia lackeys signed the treaty. A treaty to get your assistance in 
wiping out the Ait. Don’t even try to deny it.” 
 T’Ser wondered if that was what Nigel Bane had been so concerned about. She 
wondered if it could be true. There was little denying by now that Tiaita was at war with itself. 
Not after the battle she had witnessed and which had led to their capture. But they had not 
come as aggressors that much was absolutely certain. “Seeing that you will not give me a 
chance to even make my—“ 
 The woman lost it. Her eyes flared with raging fire as she rushed T’Ser grabbed her by 
the neck and with impressive strength slammed her into the wall. “You are playing with us and 
I’m sick of this game. We’re not some pieces on a chatuk board that you can manipulate at your 
every desire. You will tell me why you are really on Tiaita. You will tell me what your end 
plans are. Are you trying to eliminate both sides so that you can claim our world for 
yourselves? Tell me or you will die.” 
 T’Ser had hardly registered the pain in her back but it did trigger her adrenaline to kick 
in, infusing her with strength and determination. The woman had made a significant tactical 
error by attacking her so blatantly, leaving her wide open for a counter-attack. 
 T’Ser didn’t hesitate. 
 She balled her fist and drove it into the woman’s unprotected solar plexus with such 
might that she doubled over instantly. Her eyes grew the size of saucers from the unexpected 
attack and the resulting pain. 
 The Vulcan never gave her a chance to react. In one swift motion she swiped the gun 
which was stuck in the woman’s belt and used it like a bat, connecting with her opponent’s 
right temple. The woman was down before she ever even knew what had hit her. 
 T’Ser knew she had to move fast. And so she did. 
 The guard by the door was still trying to draw his own weapon when T’Ser had closed 
the gap between them in two large strides and struck out with her right, aiming at his chin. She 
caught him just under it with such force that his entire body jerked upwards. She followed up 
with an open palm strike against his breast plate which forced him backwards, slamming him 
into the solid wall behind him. 
 It wasn’t a particularly graceful attack and if she’d had more time, perhaps she would 
have tried something along the lines of the neck pinch. The truth was that she wasn’t especially 
skilled in the classic Vulcan maneuver which could render an opponent unconscious instantly. 
Inherent physical strength however, was something she had been born with. 
 The guard sagged to the floor and without giving him much thought, she stepped 
around him and into the corridor where she expected another guard had been posted. 
 In fact, as far as she knew, an entire army could have been lying in wait just outside her 
cell. She had to take the chance. She didn’t have much of a plan. Instead she was trying to use 
the only advantage she really had. Surprise.  
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 Perhaps if she could get out of the building, she could try to locate Wenera and then 
make a run for a shuttle or another vehicle that could take them into orbit or at least into a 
nearby city. 
  The hallway appeared empty at first glance. It wasn’t. The second guard had taken a 
crouched position behind a number of barrels, waiting for the wrong person to emerge from the 
cell. When he spotted T’Ser, he took aim and fired. 
 The Vulcan avoided the bullets by a hair’s length by falling backwards. She scrambled 
back into the cell and brought up the gun she was still holding in her hand. It was a projectile 
weapon without a stun setting and therefore she had not wanted to use it but now she was left 
with no other choice. 
 She looked over the gun carefully. She had no familiarity with these kind of weapons 
but its basic function and simplicity did not allude her. Weapons designers the galaxy over, for 
hundreds of years, had ensured that their products allowed their users to try and kill each other 
in the simplest possible manner. Usually this translated to point and shoot. 
 She stuck out the gun into the hallway, aimed it into the direction she believed her 
opponent to be, and pulled the trigger. She didn’t expect the kickback but her strength allowed 
her to keep the weapon steady even while it spat a swarm of bullets. 
 When she stopped firing, she waiting another few seconds before peeking around the 
corner. When she did, she found that the guard was gone. Dead, injured or retreated to find 
more help, she couldn’t tell. 
 She heard the footsteps too late.  
 They had been muffled, like somebody trying to sneak.  
 She was hit in the back of her head even before she could fully turn to face the attacker. 
 The woman punched her in the head a second time, even more forcefully. T’Ser brought 
up an arm to defend herself but couldn’t avoid a third blow which caused her head to be 
smashed into the metal door. The gun cluttered to the floor and her feet were giving out under 
her. She never fell. The woman caught her before she could. 
 It hadn’t been out of concern for her well-being however. The woman dragged the 
dazed T’Ser back into the cell and dumped her onto the only chair. Then just when the Vulcan 
was beginning to come around again she was hit once more, her head jerking sideways and her 
vision exploding with bright lights. 
 T’Ser wasn’t entirely sure how long she had been out but when she opened her eyes 
again, the headache was nearly unbearable. Her feet were tied to the chair and her arms behind 
her back with solid steel wire. She didn’t have all her strength back yet but she doubted that she 
would be able to get free even once she had regained it.  
 She looked up to see the woman hover over her. The guard she had taken out earlier 
was still sitting on the floor, slowly recovering from her attack.  
  The woman herself did not look particularly injured and T’Ser now regretted that she 
hadn’t used more ferocity to neutralize her. Her right hand was scraped and bleeding, 
testament to the powerful blows she had landed and also to T’Ser’s remarkably thick skull. 
 “You shouldn’t have done that,” the woman said as she wrapped some cloth around her 
injured fist. 



148 
 

 “I was trying to live up to my reputation,” said T’Ser, forcing herself to appear much 
more collected then she really felt. In truth she couldn’t get the room to stop spinning. “You 
wanted a formidable fighter, no?” 
 The woman ignored her. “I’m going to make this very simple for you. You will tell me 
exactly what I want to know or I will kill you. But first I’m going to make you wish you were 
dead. Understand?” 
 “I make you a counter-offer,” said T’Ser. “You untie me and we settle this by old-
fashioned hand-to-hand combat. You win and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. I win 
and you let me and the doctor go. That way you won’t look like a complete coward in front of 
your people.” 
 The blow came so fast, T’Ser never even saw it coming. It felt as if her head was trying to 
separate itself from her shoulders. 
 “You call me a coward?” she fumed. “Me? You are the ones who sit in your powerful 
spaceships and kill us by pressing a single button. You are the cowards.” 
 “It’s a no to my proposal then?” 
 The woman moved closer to T’Ser. “I want to know what your plans are exactly. You 
will tell me.” 
 “You want to know what Starfleet wants on Tiaita?” T’Ser asked through clenched teeth. 
 “Yes. Tell me.” 
 “I don’t know about any plans. I am not the one who can give you the answers you are 
looking for. I’ve come to this world to find answers myself. And so far all I have found is a 
world torn asunder by civil war. And right now, from where I’m sitting, it looks like you are the 
bad guys.” 
 The woman turned her back to her captive and walked up to the guard who was back 
on his feet by now. He handed her something T’Ser couldn’t see. 
 “Nice try,” she said and turned back around, slipping something onto her hand. “You 
sound so honest I almost tend to believe you. Almost. But I know you are trying to keep 
something from me and I will find out what it is,” she said, stepped closer and began to flex her 
left hand. T’Ser could see that she was wearing metallic knuckles now. 
 “And what if you’re wrong?” she said. “What if I don’t know anything?” 
 “Then you will die. Either way, I’m going to enjoy myself,” she said and without 
preamble struck T’Ser again, the knuckles connecting with the side of her face, jerking her head 
violently to its left and leaving behind a gushing wound. 
 “Green blood?” said the woman surprised. “How alien.” 
 

* * * 
 
It was warm when Wenera stepped out of the hospital even though the sun had long since 
begun to set, something that apparently took a few hours on Tiaita. She never stopped to 
appreciate this. Instead she continued to walk slowly away from the hospital and onto one of 
the dirt streets. The unpaved roads criss-crossed the settlement which was almost entirely 
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surrounded by mountains. An ideal location for a people who were trying to stay hidden from 
the authorities. 
 Nobody tried to stop her as she walked down the road by herself. On the contrary, the 
inhabitants moved out of her way, some with caution, some downright scared by her alien 
appearance. She also found that there was hardly a solider among them. Most of them were 
children or old and sick people.  
 She could not find the admiration that had been so prevalent in the eyes of the crowds 
which had greeted them in the capital a few days earlier. Whatever these people had been told 
about their alien visitors, it certainly could not have been flattering. Some behaved as if just 
being close to her could be poisonous. In the hospital her patients and the staff had put their 
preconceptions behind them after she had proven herself but apparently words of her deeds 
had not yet spread to the general populace. 
 Wenera had no conscious idea as to where she was going, for the moment it was simply 
sufficient that she had plenty of fresh evening air to breathe. Her head was still bustling with a 
million questions. What exactly was the nature of the struggle of this Ait faction? Was it indeed 
a civil war? And if so, was it justifiable? She had made her position clear before. There was no 
cause significant enough to kill the innocent. Or was there? And for that matter, had she 
actually witnessed these so-called rebels ever killing a civilian or had she simply accepted a well 
rehearsed propaganda line? 
 The more she thought about it the worse it got. Was it possible that she had aided those 
who were perpetrating the real crimes? Crimes against an entire segment of the population. She 
couldn’t fathom such a thought. The Federation, even Starfleet were entirely built upon the idea 
of advanced moral and ethical responsibility. These weren’t just slogans but deep-set principles 
which every Starfleet officer had sworn to protect at some point or other. 
 Had she taken those for granted? Had she simply been unable to allow for the 
possibility that her superiors might make mistakes and take the wrong side that she had 
ignored any evidence to the contrary? 
  And so the questions continued to rattle through her mind without any answers 
forthcoming. The truth was, she was scared of the answers.  
 She had lost track of time and when her feet finally stopped she realized that she had 
walked just about as far as she could. The road had ended some fifty yards back and she now 
stood overlooking one of Tiaita’s massive deserts below her. It went on as far as she could see, 
all the way to the horizon. The setting sun painted the landscape into a dreamy crimson color 
and the beauty of it struck her for a moment as the complete antithesis of the dilemma that was 
playing out in her mind.  
 “What do you think you’re doing here?” 
 The voice coming from behind her scared her half to death. She lost her footing and 
nearly slipped down the sharp downward leading ridge, a fall which most certainly would 
have ended with a broken neck. She caught herself just in time, causing only a few small rocks 
to tumble down the slope in her stead. 
 She soon found that she was not out of danger yet. 
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 The man who was approaching her was holding a gun, pointing it straight at her and his 
darting little eyes gave the impression of a person ready to kill. “You were not supposed to 
leave the hospital.” 
 “I’m sorry,” she said and couldn’t think of anything else. 
 “I should shoot you where you stand for trying to escape,” he sneered, still approaching. 
 Wenera’s heart began to beat faster as she noticed the thin man’s determination. He had 
killed before, she was certain of it and he would do so again with little compunction.  
 “I wasn’t trying to escape,” she said entirely truthfully. She hadn’t even thought of it 
until now and in a small measure she chided herself for not having entertained the notion 
earlier. It was after all her duty as a Starfleet officer to try and escape. But she had been so 
engulfed in her thoughts that the possibility had never even entered her mind. 
 The man was not convinced however. He came ever closer and with the steep ridge 
behind her there was nowhere for her to go. Then he stopped just a few short yards from her, 
the gun still held in front of him. He didn’t speak, instead he studied her closely. 
 Too closely, Wenera thought. She had shed her uniform jacket and blue shirt earlier in 
the hospital, leaving her in a gray tank top and black trousers. She was showing a lot more skin 
than was customary on Tiaita and she was never more uncomfortably aware of this then under 
the man’s persistent scrutiny. 
 His eyes lingered too long over her body and his facial expressions turned almost 
lecherous. Wenera felt a cold shudder running up her spine and she instinctively crossed her 
arms in front of her chest. “Look, I’m sorry I left the hospital but I needed some air, I’ve worked 
without rest for the last nine hours. I’ll go back now,” she said and tried to step around him. 
 He didn’t let her. Instead he moved to block her path. Wenera knew then and there that 
he was not interested in taking her back. At least not straight away. 
 “I don’t believe you. I think you did try to escape and I think you need to be taught a 
lesson so that you will not try again,” he said, that slimy look now fully extending to his eyes. 
 Wenera noticed another man approach them, taller and commanding a more impressive 
physique than the person threatening her. She felt a great sense of relief when she realized that 
it was Balik-Ait. She had no valid reason to think that way but he had made a very trustworthy 
impression on her. 
 “What’s the meaning of this, Teldro?” 
 She could see clearly the annoyance—maybe even disappointment—in the man’s eyes 
when he heard Balik’s voice behind him. He turned slowly. “I found our prisoner attempting to 
escape.” 
 Wenera used the opportunity to slip passed Teldro and approach Balik. “As I explained 
to your man, I was merely taking a break from my work at the hospital. I had no intentions of 
escaping.” 
 “Of course,” Teldro said. “You were merely taking an evening stroll.” 
 Balik considered Wenera for a moment and noticed the pleading look in her eyes. Then 
he turned to Teldro. “I doubt the doctor is foolish enough to try and escape on foot,” he said 
and pointed to the desert void. “She would die out there long before she would reach any other 
settlement. Leave this to me Teldro, I’ll make sure she is returned to her cell.” Balik’s words 
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were spoken softly and yet there was never any question that he was given Teldro clear orders 
which he expected him to follow. 
 “As you wish,” Teldro said, nodded hesitantly and then trotted off but not before giving 
the Starfleet doctor a disturbingly dishonest smile.  
 Wenera watched as he disappeared behind a few boulders and then looked towards 
Balik. “Thank you,” she said. 
 He smiled. “You don’t hear that from a prisoner every day.” 
 “That man,” she said. “I don’t trust him.” 
 “Who Teldro? He’s a shady character I give you that. But he has his uses. Treating others 
with respect is probably not one of them.” 
 The ambiguous encounter with Teldro was quickly forgotten as Wenera marveled at 
Balik’s surprising warmth and charisma. If these people really were freedom fighters, then Balik 
was their George Washington.  
 “I’m not surprised you came here,” he said and turned to look towards the horizon were 
the sun was beginning to be swallowed up by the endless desert. I often come here myself when 
I’m trying to think. The view is inspirational.” 
 Wenera followed his gaze and nodded. “It is.” 
 “There is some sad news to report, I’m afraid. Deltrus died a few minutes ago. I believe 
you were the last one to speak to him.” 
 She looked at him surprised. 
 But Balik kept his eyes forward. “He was a great man. In many ways he’s the father of 
the modern New Light. He was a role model to many of us and myself especially.” 
 “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 “We get used to our friends and loved ones dying. Most of us who fight for our right to 
be equals, like Deltrus did when he was younger, will never reach his age.” 
 “Equals,” she said quietly to herself. 
 Balik looked at her. “You don’t think we should be?” 
 “What?” she said. “No, no that’s not it. The Federation believes strongly that all sentient 
beings in the galaxy should have equal opportunities in all things. We don’t believe in 
discrimination or treating certain beings with less respect than others.” 
 “So I’ve heard. And yet part of your people insist on helping the prias in eradicating us.” 
 “No we don’t,” she said vehemently. “Part of us? What does that mean?” 
 Balik smiled at her confusion, possibly finding some amusement in the fact that Ashley 
Wenera was so incredibly ignorant about the dealings of her own people. “You really don’t 
know, do you?” 
 “Know what?” 
 “Some of your own have helped us to fight the prias. I have learned many things about 
your Federation from them. A lot I have come to admire but so many things I still don’t 
understand. For instance why you try to kill us and help us both at the same time.” 
 If Wenera’s head had been spinning before it was coming completely undone now, 
threatening to fall off entirely. “Two headed monster,” she said quietly to herself, remembering 
the strange conversation she’d had with the young Vekte-Ait in the hospital earlier.  
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 He just looked at her quizzically. 
 “Balik, you have to believe me. I have no idea what you’re talking about. And I know for 
a fact that we have not come here to kill anyone. Or help anyone do it.” 
 “Didn’t you witness with your own eyes how your mighty spaceship lit up our world 
from the skies? Their weapons were trained on our people.” 
 “That was self-defense,” she said with more confusion than anger. “You were attacking 
the city, attacking us. And you didn’t seem to distinguish between soldiers and innocent 
people. You took T’Ser and me hostage.” 
 Balik nodded again, slowly, as if he was having the most casual conversation over 
philosophical differences and not about potential mass killings. “Those actions were regrettable 
and not what I had intended.” 
 Wenera could tell that Balik was being honest. She didn’t know why she had begun to 
trust him in the way she had. But she was willing to make something out of it. It wasn’t as if she 
had much to lose anyway. “Maybe we’ve both gone about this the wrong way. We have both 
seen the worst side of each other and maybe we’ve all made assumptions that aren’t entirely 
true. Let us try to resolve this peacefully. Let me go back to my people and tell them what I’ve 
seen. Better yet, why don’t you tell them yourself? I promise you that they will listen to you. 
They will not be able to ignore all this. They can’t.” 
 Balik looked at the sunset again which had turned day into night. One of the bright 
pulsars was shimmering in the skies now, more prominent than all the many stars put together. 
 Wenera kept her eyes expectantly on Balik. 
 “And what do you think would happen then? Would all your people join our cause and 
ensure that Ait and Tia become equals? Will they restore peace to our world?” 
 Wenera’s glance dropped. She desperately wanted to tell him that they would do 
whatever they could to make things right again. That they would use any means available to 
achieve lasting peace on his world. But she knew that it was a promise she couldn’t make. “I 
don’t know.” 
 Balik turned away from the now dark desert and back towards the meager lights which 
illuminated the small mountain settlement. “I will think about what you have said.” He took a 
few steps towards the village but then stopped and looked back at the Starfleet doctor. “I’m 
afraid for now I will have to return you to your accommodations.” 
 “Accommodations is far too good a word for it,” she said with a bittersweet smile but 
followed him without objections. 
  

* * * 
 
“I know people, Michael. Call it a gift or a curse but I have long since realized that I can judge 
the character of a person within minutes of having looked into their eyes. You might find that 
notion to be arrogant or pretentious but I can attribute my entire career on that single skill. You 
see, no matter what you might have heard about me, I’ve never been a great leader or a master 
tactician. I’ve never been able to intimidate somebody by using brute force or outsmart them in 
a pure contest of intellect. No, Michael, I’ve been able to get where I am now simply because I 
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have always been able to know exactly what the people around me were thinking. Except for a 
few, regrettable situations, I’ve always been a step ahead of my enemies.  
 I know what they say about me. I know that they call me ambitious and sometimes even 
reckless. And I won’t make any excuses for myself. When I see an opportunity I take it. And I 
have found one of the greatest opportunities of our time right here on Tiaita.” 
 Owens sat in the chair behind his desk and watched Admiral Melvin Schwarzkopf 
slowly pacing his ready room as he spoke. 
 He stopped and looked directly at the captain. “My enemies do not believe in this 
opportunity. In fact they do not care for it at all, even if it is clear that it is one of our best hopes 
to bring an end to this war. Be very clear about this. Those who stand against me are seeing this 
as an opportunity to bring me down. They couldn’t care less if I had discovered the Fountain of 
Youth, all they are interested in is seeing me fail.” 
 Michael Owens remained silent, deciding that it was best for now to keep the admiral 
talking. 
 Schwarzkopf seemed to agree. “They are right here, Michael. They are actively trying to 
destroy what I have created. But I will not let them stop me. Not when so much is at stake.” 
 Owens steepled his fingers. “And you believe Akinola is one of your enemies?” 
 “I can’t be entirely certain. But I don’t trust him and I don’t trust his crew. I have spoken 
to some members of your away team and I found that your own people had reasons to mistrust 
the Bluefin officer who had joined the away team and is now missing.” 
 “Whom did you speak to?” 
 The admiral waved him off. “What matters is that there is plenty of suspicion and not 
just my own. Commander Star is another one I have reasons to mistrust. And did you know 
that she is involved with a member of the Bluefin crew?” 
 “That’s hardly proof of anything.” 
 Schwarzkopf stepped up to the desk and placed both his hands on it. “I know,” he said 
angrily. “I don’t have proof. These people are too clever and too cunning to allow me to find 
any evidence of their actions but I know that they’re trying to sabotage me. This mission.” 
 The captain leaned back in his chair, trying to mask the skepticism. 
 But Schwarzkopf noticed it nevertheless. “Why do you think a member of the Bluefin 
crew approached you for permission to join your away team? I had not given Akinola or his 
crew permission to set foot on Tiaita for good reason. They had no business being there. I tried 
to warn you about them, Michael. I just wish you had consulted with me before allowing their 
crewmember to join the away team.” 
 “I have met Captain Akinola and with respect to your assertions that you are a good 
judge of character, I consider myself to be proficient in that field as well. And I find it difficult to 
believe that he might be involved in any illicit affairs. And are you seriously suggesting that 
Lieutenant T’Ser is somehow involved in the abduction of my doctor?” 
 “Maybe. Maybe not,” he said and turned his back towards Owens, clearly frustrated 
with his reluctance to entertain his theories. After a moment he faced the starship captain again. 
“We’ve both seen how Akinola reacted to my orders back at the meeting. And we both know 
he’s hatching a plan to go down to Tiaita as we speak.” 
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  “But can you blame him? Would you not consider the same thing if you were in his 
shoes? I can’t say I’m particularly thrilled to stand by and do nothing while a crewmember of 
mine is missing.” 
 “Of course you’re not,” he said quickly. “But you understand what is at stake. Not just 
the life of your crewmember,” he added and walked over to the painting still on display in the 
ready room. He had only recently learned that it was in fact the original. He pointed at it. 
“That’s what’s at stake, Michael. That and so much more. Our culture, our history our very 
existence. You and I understand that this treaty with the Tiaitans could very well mean the first 
step in bringing this war to a swift conclusion.” He turned to look at Owens. “I need to know 
whose side you are on.” 
 “I didn’t realize there were sides to this,” said Owens even though he was already 
painfully aware that it was all building up to exactly that. If there were sides to choose here, he 
absolutely didn’t want to pick one. 
 Schwarzkopf took a step towards the captain’s desk. “When Akinola makes his move, I 
need to know that I can rely on you to do the right thing.” 
 Owens stood from his chair. “I’m a Starfleet officer and while there is a war I’m a solider 
as well. As such I will follow every legitimate order given to me,” he said. “Is that what you 
wanted to hear?” 
 The admiral didn’t look convinced but in the end he nodded shortly. “It will have to 
do.” 
 

* * * 
 

The metal knuckles smashed into her face for the thirty-eighth time. 
 Keeping an exact count helped to divert her focus from the immense pain. She wasn’t 
entirely successful. Her head felt like somebody had ripped it clean off and was playing a rough 
match of parrisses squares with it. Every new blow was like another attempt to forcefully split 
open her skull. And with every new blow she wanted to howl in pain. 
 She never did. 
 T’Ser wasn’t entirely sure if it was her Vulcan endurance that kept her sanity, all she 
knew for certain was that she was reaching the breaking point. She had no way of knowing if 
those of her kind who spent years of training and meditation to purge themselves from 
unwanted emotions would have fared any better under the brutal torture she was receiving but 
at this precise moment she wished for nothing else but to be able to ignore the pain. 
 “What is it you want from us?” the woman said and struck her for the thirty-ninth time. 
 T’Ser’s face was now completely covered in green blood, both her eyes had swollen up 
and she was partially blind. She wished she’d lost her hearing as well but so far her auditory 
senses had remained mercilessly intact. 
 Her head hung limply but with immense effort she managed to look up at the woman 
who stood above her. Through her fuzzy vision she noticed that her fists had begun to bleed as 
well but the woman had taken no notice of this. 
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 T’Ser understood something else. This was no longer about information. It hadn’t been 
for a long time. It had become about inflicting pain. There was no doubt about it, this woman 
had begun taking a pervasive pleasure of seeing her suffer. This had become purely about 
dominance. 
 She spat a big wallop of green blood. “T’Ser,” she said for the thirty-fifth time, even if 
her voice was now barely above a whisper. “Lieutenant. Starfleet Border Service. Two-Eight-
Nine-Seven-One-Charlie-Four-Six-Sierra.” 
 The woman smirked and hit her again. 
 “I can do this all night long, I wonder how long you can last. I wonder what the inside of 
your head will look like.” 
 T’Ser said nothing. 
 The woman knelt down next to her and grabbed T’Ser’s face with both her hands, 
moving it so she could look directly into her swollen eyes. “How does it feel to be the insect? 
You thought you could come here with your spaceships and your technology and manipulate 
us to your every desire. You thought you could come here and take what you want from us. 
You made a big mistake if you mistook us for small and defenseless creatures.” 
 “If it will make you feel better … to kill me,” said T’Ser, each word an obvious effort. 
“Just do it already. You are wasting both our time.” 
 “I have a better idea. You claim that you came here to help us. Well, I know exactly how 
you can do that. You will talk to your people and convince them to give me what I want.” 
 T’Ser managed to raise a bloodied eyebrow. Then her broken lips began to form a smile. 
It wasn’t long until she managed to laugh. 
 “You find this amusing?” 
 The Vulcan managed a tiny nod even if every movement of her head brought her closer 
to passing out completely. “Hilarious, as a matter of fact. You’d stand a better chance of 
catching a snowflake in gre’thor than expect me to help you in any way.” 
 The bewildered look on the woman’s face showed that she wasn’t familiar with Klingon 
mythology. She shrugged it off and stood. “I guess you will need some more convincing then. 
Don’t worry I’ll try to keep you alive as best as I can. No promises,” she said and hit her again, 
this time with such force that blood spatter hit a nearby wall. 
 That’s when T’Ser’s viewing failed completely and her hearing deteriorated so badly, a 
steadily increasing ringing sound was drowning out everything else. 
 She thought she could hear a faint male voice in the distance but was beyond the point 
of being able to discern it clearly. Her mind was beginning to float away. 
 “What is going on here?” Balik repeated. 
 He had stepped into the cell and found Deite standing over T’Ser, bound to a chair and 
severely beaten. 
 The woman had turned around and gave him an almost guilty look. It was gone in an 
instant however, replaced by pure determination. 
 “What are you doing?” he asked and stepped closer. 
 Not a second later Wenera appeared next to him and her eyes sprang open instantly 
upon discovering the gruesome scene. 
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 “Interrogation,” Deite said simply. 
 Wenera rushed towards T’Ser. “My god, what have you done? Get away from her!” 
 But Deite had no intentions of doing so. Still pumped up on the adrenaline of an hour-
long torture exercise, she viciously backslapped the approaching doctor and sent her flying into 
the far corner of the cell. “You don’t tell me what to do.” 
 Balik was on top of Deite in an instant. He didn’t raise a hand against her but he build 
up every single inch of his massive frame and every muscle in his body tensed up for a 
menacing yet unspoken challenge. 
 Deite actually flinched. 
 “This was not part of the plan,” he said in a sharp, accusatory tone. 
 “It was part of mine,” she said but never managed to match his assertiveness. “What 
were you thinking we would do, Balik? Treat them like honored guests? They are prisoners. 
Worse. They’re animals.” 
 “The only animal I see in this room is you,” said Wenera while she picked herself up 
from the floor. Her lip was bleeding from the blow she had received but she paid it no attention. 
It paled compared with what T’Ser had been put through. 
 “You should watch your tongue,” Deite said. “If you weren’t so useful in treating our 
people you’d be sitting next to your friend right now.” 
 Wenera stepped closer. “You want to torture me as well? Go right ahead because I’m 
done doing a single thing for you.” 
 Deite wanted to reply but Balik cut her off. “That’s enough,” he said. 
 The female insurgent leader looked at her compatriot with a hint of betrayal in her eyes. 
“Is she your little pet now, Balik? Is that what it has come to?” 
 “I’m nobody’s pet,” Wenera shot back and knelt down next to T’Ser to determine how 
badly she was injured. “I need my medical supplies, now.” 
 Balik nodded and turned to one of the guards. “Get them.” 
 The man rushed away immediately. 
 Deite began to laugh. “She’s already making demands. You sure she isn’t your pet? 
What’s next? Will you be inviting her into your bed chambers?” 
 “I said that’s enough, Deite.” 
 The woman shrugged. “I was getting tired anyway,” she said and began to remove her 
blood-drenched knuckles. “But don’t you think that I’m done with her,” she added as she 
walked towards the door. She turned back around to look at her handiwork.  
 Balik helped Wenera to cut T’Ser loose. The Vulcan woman didn’t have the strength to 
keep herself upright and would have collapsed to the floor had they not picked her up 
carefully. Together they placed her onto one of the bunks. 
 “You fix her up for me,” Deite said. “I still have use for her.” She caught Wenera’s bone-
chillingly cold glare and smiled some more. “And you better pray to whatever gods you believe 
in that you remain useful as well.” 
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NINE: THE RESCUE, PART I 
 
 
Akinola tapped impatiently on the armrest of his chair. “Mister Bane, despite your earlier boast, 
I would think that if you were to look for a bunch of kangaroos in the middle of the Vulcan 
desert you would have found them by now.” 
 A single drop of perspiration ran down the young Australian’s forehead but his hands 
were too busy racing across the board to remove the offending pearl of sweat. “I might have 
slightly exaggerated earlier,” he said. 
 Akinola stood from his chair and moved behind the operations officer, hoping that his 
physical proximity could somehow hasten the process. 
 Bane never noticed his skipper and it turned out the extra motivation was not required. 
“I think I got something here. There’s a faint teteron signature from a mountainous region near 
the south coast of the western desert. It is deteriorating however, I don’t know how long we’ll 
be able to pick it up.” 
 The captain moved even close, trying to spy over his shoulder. “Can we be sure it’s 
her?” 
 “A hundred percent?” he said and turned to look up at the skipper. “No. But I think it’s 
our best shot. If it is her and we lose the signal we might not get another chance.” 
 “I agree,” said the captain and tapped his combadge. “Akinola to McBride. We may 
have found our needle, Commander. Nigel, is going to send you the coordinates now. You are a 
go.” 
 The response was immediate. McBride had been waiting for it. “Understood. McBride 
out.” 
 
 Bluefin’s first officer terminated the link and looked over his team which had already 
strapped itself into their seats in the Stallion. His men were ready, wearing combat armor and 
armed with phaser carbines. These kind of situations were not new to them. Raiding pirate 
ships and taking down criminals the hard way was second nature to every Border Dog. Except 
for this time, it was all much more personal than usual. 
 Among the assembled team one man stood out. Senior Chief Petty Officer Solly Brin, 
Chief of the Boat and resident Orion security expert. His burly figure and red skin made him a 
frightening sight to his enemies and yet he was so much more dangerous. McBride could not 
have asked for a better man to cover his back.  
 “Alright people,” said the first officer as he stood in the isle while the pilot was going 
through his pre-launch checklist. “You all know why we’re here. But let me make one thing 
perfectly clear from the start. This is a pure rescue mission. Nothing more, nothing less. There 
are no secondary objectives. We’ll be going into a hostile situation with preciously little 
intelligence, find T’Ser and Eagle’s doctor and get the hell out of there. And there is one other 
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thing you all need to be aware of. By doing this we are going against direct orders from 
Admiral Schwarzkopf.” 
 There were some moans and unflattering remarks at the mention of the admiral. Most of 
these people remembered quite vividly the last time they’d had the pleasure of running into the 
former starship captain. 
 “If any of you do not wish to participate in this mission, neither I nor the skipper will 
hold it against you. You can get out of your seat right now and that’s that.” 
 Brin looked over his people as if to dare anyone to be foolish enough to even consider 
that. He wouldn’t have had to bother. Not a single man or woman looked even the slightest bit 
contemplative. He glanced back up at McBride. “With all due respect, sir,” he said, “why are we 
still sitting here and yapping?  We’ve got people waiting on us.” 
 McBride smiled and nodded. He looked towards the cockpit in the front. “Take us out.” 
 

* * * 
 
When he stepped onto the bridge Admiral Melvin Schwarzkopf was already there. 
 Owens had no idea how he had managed to get there before him, especially considering 
that Schwarzkopf had been on Tiaita, liaising with the local government. 
 He didn’t have the time to consider Schwarzkopf’s surprisingly fast response. “Report.” 
 “We’ve just detected Bluefin launching a shuttle craft. It appears to be heading towards 
the planet,” said Star who sat quite comfortably in the first officer’s chair. Owens didn’t 
particular like the sight and turned towards the screen instead where he could see the small 
ship breaking away from the border cutter. 
 Schwarzkopf was watching this with a disapproving frown sketched on his face. “Damn 
that man. He’s trying to go down there against my explicit orders.” 
 Michael Owens had known this was going to happen. He had prayed that it wouldn’t 
but he had known ever since he had first met Akinola that he was not going to sit by quietly. In 
a way he admired him for that. Loyalty was a noble quality. Sometimes however, it could also a 
liability. 
 “Hail them,” said Schwarzkopf. 
 The captain got the distinct impression that the admiral was mistakenly assuming that 
he was in command. Nevertheless he gave So’Dan Leva a short nod to proceed. 
 Moments later the Bluefin skipper appeared on the screen. He looked perfectly 
composed, sitting calmly but fully erect in his chair. He was braced for a confrontation his body 
language made clear he intended to win.  
 “What do you think you’re doing, Captain?” Schwarzkopf said without preamble. 
 “We think we may have located the location where our crewmember is being held. If we act 
quickly we might be able to retrieve her and with any luck the doctor as well.” 
 “You had explicit orders not to attempt any such mission. Call them back now,” 
Schwarzkopf shot back. He wasn’t interested in the why’s or the how’s. All he was looking for 
was unquestioned compliance.  
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 “Listen to me, Admiral,” Akinola said. “This might be the only chance we’ll ever get to retrieve 
our people alive. If we wait any longer, if we leave all this to the Tiaitans, we might lose them both. Help 
me get them back before it might be too late.” 
 “You listen to me,” Schwarzkopf countered. “I have already made my decision on this. 
I’m sorry that you cannot understand the greater implications here but that’s exactly why I was 
the one who made it. Now, bring your people back and I may consider not brining up charges 
for insubordination.” 
 For a moment the two men simply stared at each other as if they were sitting at a poker 
table, trying to call each other’s bluff. Akinola flinched first, making eye contact with Owens but 
failed to find any significant support there either. “I’m afraid I cannot do that, Admiral.” 
 “Damn it, Captain, bring them back now or so help me God I will have them blasted out 
of the skies.” 
 Akinola was unfazed. “You will have to go through us first,” he said and stabbed a button 
on his armrest to cut the transmission. 
 The admiral stared at the screen as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened. His 
eyes quickly located the small support craft again which was refusing to do as he had ordered.  
 “Lock on to that shuttle and fire.” 
 There was silence on Eagle’s bridge for just a moment. Nobody dared to even breathe as 
the implications of the orders sank in slowly.  
 Owens turned to his half-Romulan tactical officer who, to his credit, had taken no 
actions whatsoever but simply looked towards his captain for confirmation. “Belay that, 
Commander.” 
 Schwarzkopf whipped around with hot fire burning in his eyes. “They are disobeying a 
direct order,” he said. “I’ve given them every chance to turn around.” 
 The captain closed on the infuriated flag officer to make sure that there couldn’t be the 
slightest misunderstanding about what he was about to say. “Admiral, I will not have this ship 
open fire on a friendly vessel that has made no hostile move against us,” he said and then 
continued in a softer tone. “Think about the path you are taking us down here. You are 
concerned about saving this mission from failure and about how all this will look to Command. 
Now how do you think this will reflect upon you and this mission if you order a Starfleet ship 
to open fire on another, endangering dozens of fellow officers in the process?” 
 And Schwarzkopf did think about it. It wasn’t enough to dowse those flames entirely 
but he slowly nodded to accede the point. “They have to be stopped. I don’t care how you do it. 
Just get it done or I will.” 
 Owens turned to his operations officer. “Dee, can we get a tractor beam lock on that 
vessel?” 
 She checked her board. “I don’t think so. They’re moving very fast and are using the 
freighter flotilla for cover. Quite clever actually.” 
 “The Bluefin is readjusting position,” said Star and indicated towards the screen. 
 Indeed the small border cutter had begun to move directly in-between them and their 
target, further blocking any attempts to try and stop the Stallion. Akinola apparently intended 
to be literally true to his words. Eagle had to go through her first. 
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 “Goddamn that man,” Schwarzkopf mumbled. 
 “We could fire a warning shot and have it detonate in the shuttle’s flight path,” said the 
tactical officer. “That might convince them to turn around.” 
 Owens nodded. “Do it. Low yield payload.” 
 

* * * 
 
McBride had taken the seat next to the pilot. He was impressed with Bralus’ skill of weaving the 
bulky vessel in between the large freighters. It felt like running an obstacle course at light-
speed. The smallest error and their trip would have come to a most unsatisfying early 
conclusion. 
 “How we doing?” 
 “We’re clearing the flotilla now,” he said and steered the vessel into the open. “Two 
more minutes until we hit the atmosphere.” The Bolian glanced at the first officer. “Do you 
really think they’re going to make a move against—“ 
 A loud warning siren cut him off.  
 “Does that answer your question?” said McBride and turned to shout over his shoulder. 
“Hold on back there, this might get a little bumpy.” 
 No sooner had he uttered the warning, a bright flash of light erupted somewhere right 
in front of them forcing him to cover his eyes. The explosion quickly diminished but the Stallion 
was gripped by the shockwave and thrown slightly off course. 
 Bralus managed to stabilize her quickly enough. “That was too close.” 
 “Bluefin to Stallion One, what’s your status?” Akinola’s voice asked over a comlink. Faint 
static was already lacing his voice. 
 “We were thrown around a bit but otherwise we’re fine. I take it that was courtesy of 
our Starfleet friends,” McBride said. 
 “They appear quite adamant that you come back.” 
 “I so hate to disappoint them,” said McBride and smirked. 
 There was short pause and the first officer had a good idea why that was. Akinola was 
having second thoughts about this. 
 “Dale,” he said, “I want to believe that that’s as far as they are willing to go but I cannot be 
sure. Schwarzkopf might not hold back.” 
 McBride looked at Bralus. The young pilot swallowed but then gave the first officer a 
firm nod. The commander also ventured another look into the back compartment where he met 
the determined expression on Solly Brin’s crimson face that told him in no uncertain terms that 
as far as he was concerned, quitting was not an option. 
 “Sir,” McBride said, “we full well understand the consequences. But there is only one 
way for us to go.” 
 

* * * 
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“They are not coming about,” said Deen who was keeping a close eye on the Stallion’s flight 
path.  
 “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” said Schwarzkopf and looked at the tactical officer. 
“Could you program another torpedo for a direct hit?” 
 Leva glanced at his captain but as he raised no objections to the query, he nodded to the 
admiral. “Yes but not for much longer. Once they enter the atmosphere we won’t be able to 
target them with any accuracy.” 
 Schwarzkopf seemed to consider this for a moment. Apparently he wasn’t quite ready to 
push the issue again and turned to look at the Tenarian beauty sitting at ops instead. 
“Lieutenant, are you able to determine where they are headed?” 
 Deen shook her head right away. “Not really. They’re on a standard atmospheric entry 
approach. Currently that will place them somewhere near the eastern equator. We already 
know that our people are most likely being held on the Western continent however.” 
 “They’ll enter the atmosphere and then head wherever they need to go from there,” said 
Star. “And once they’re close enough to the surface we’ll lose all sensor contact.” 
 “We need to speak to Akinola again and convince him to give us the exact location they 
believe our people are kept. I’m sure if we agree to assist in retrieving them he’ll cooperate,” 
said Deen. 
 But Schwarzkopf resolutely shook his head. “Waste of time. Besides I have no 
inclination to face that man again. That can wait until his court martial.” 
 Owens frowned. 
 The admiral was not paying the captain any attention. He headed up the short ramp that 
connected the front part of the bridge with the aft stations. Xylion was sitting at Science I. 
 “Commander, I want you to retrieve that information directly from the Bluefin’s 
computer core.” 
 The Vulcan raised an eyebrow. “They would doubtlessly detect any such intrusion and 
attempt to block access.” 
 “I’m confident in your superior resources and skills, Commander. Get started please.” 
 Owens approved the measure with another subtle nod and the Vulcan went to work. 
 “What exactly are you trying to accomplish?” said the captain. 
 “You will have to trust me on that, Michael. I know what I’m doing.” 
 But Owens looked skeptical. “Akinola is trying to get our people back and quite frankly 
part of me hopes that he succeeds. If you were sitting in my chair I’m sure you would see it the 
same way.” 
 The admiral stepped up to the tactical station and placed his hands on the console, 
bending forward slightly. “But I do not, Michael. We’ve been through this already. I don’t have 
the luxury of worrying about your crewmembers. You think I want them to be sacrificed? Of 
course not. But do I think this mission is too important to risk everything I’ve accomplished? 
You’re damned right I do. And I will do whatever I can to assure its success.” 
 Owens wanted to fire back. He wanted to tell him that his own faith in this mission was 
beginning to erode little by little. Perhaps they had reached a point where they had to count 
their losses and pack up. A voice in the back of his mind reminded him of what Schwarzkopf 
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had promised at the outset of this undertaking and he couldn’t quite dismiss it. What if this 
truly was their chance to bring this war to end? What if one questionable action could lead to 
preservation and safety of millions of lives? Was that not a sacrifice worth paying? 
 “We may not have a choice but to take out their landing party while we still have the 
chance,” said the admiral in a softer tone. 
 Before Owens could reply, Star spoke up. “Let me go after them. The Nebuchadrezzar is 
within transporter range and I have a contingent of Marines standing by. We can intercept them 
before they can reach their destination.” 
 The captain glanced at her with apparent surprise. “You knew something like this was 
going to happen, didn’t you?” 
 “You asked me to be prepared, sir.” 
 He shook his head. “I don’t like it.” 
 “Consider the alternative,” she said and shot a quick glance towards the admiral who 
seemed even less enthused about her plan. “I can stop them without the need for bloodshed.” 
 Owens thought on that for a moment. Schwarzkopf in the meantime was giving him a 
stern look as if to imply that he thought him insane just for even contemplating the possibility 
of letting her loose. 
 “Very well,” said Owens and looked back at Star before she had a chance to slip out of 
the bridge. “But I want it to be perfectly clear that I do not want them destroyed.” 
 She nodded. 
 “And take Lieutenant Nora with you,” he added. 
 “Sir, I think the Marines will be sufficient.” 
 “Take her with you.” 
 She nodded slowly. “Yes, sir,” she said and headed for the turbolift, already calling 
Wasco and the security chief to assemble in the cargo transporter. 
 “You better be right about this,” said Schwarzkopf after Star had left the bridge. 
 Owens ignored the comment and sat in his chair. Truth be told, he wasn’t so sure he 
hadn’t made a horrible mistake.  
 The admiral turned to face the Vulcan science officer again. “Commander, I want you to 
forward whatever you find to me immediately. I’ll be in the observation lounge. Captain, keep 
me updated on any progress,” he said and without waiting for any further reply he made a 
beeline for the exit. 
 Owens wasn’t sure why Schwarzkopf had decided to leave the bridge at such a critical 
moment but he was not going to ask. He was in fact glad that he could get the admiral off his 
back for a while, especially while he still contemplated the possibility that he had just made a 
bad situation infinitely worse by introducing Star into this already unstable equation. 
 

* * * 
 
Balik had caught up with Deite in the armory where she went through their arsenal of pistols, 
machine guns, grenades and rocket-propelled missiles.  
 “You beat her half to death.” 
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 She had her back turned towards him as she checked the magazine of one of the assault 
rifles which Star and Singleton had delivered a few days ago. “Will she live?” 
 “Yes. Thankfully, with her equipment, the doctor was able to repair most of the 
damage.” 
 “Good.” 
 Balik took a step closer. “Was this necessary?” 
 “Yes,” she said and loaded the rifle with one swift motion. 
 “Really? I don’t think it accomplished anything.” 
 Deite whipped around to face her compatriot. “They are our enemy, Balik. They have 
allied themselves with the Tia. It was my duty to find out what they knew. But this Vulcanoid is 
tough, I give her that. Whatever she knows, she didn’t surrender it.” 
 “Did it ever occur to you that perhaps they don’t know anything?” 
 Deite placed the rifle back into the rack and moved to the next one. “Don’t be so naïve,” 
she said and then shot him another glance over her shoulder. “Or perhaps it is something else. 
Perhaps you are starting to feel more than a bit of sympathy for our prisoners. I’ve heard you 
and the doctor had a private little chat recently.” 
 The sound of ruffling clothing somewhere behind Balik startled him. He turned to see 
that Teldro had entered the armory quietly, almost sneakily. Or perhaps he had always been 
there, Balik couldn’t be sure. What he did know was that Teldro had stayed very close to Deite 
as of late, following her almost like her shadow. He very much doubted that it was romantically 
motivated. Deite had turned impossibly more frosty since the loss of Gonde. It wasn’t a surprise 
of course but Deite had completely refused to go through the proper stages of grief. Instead she 
had skipped right ahead to anger. No, not just anger. Vengeance. She had lost more than the 
man who was going to be her betrothed that day. She had lost part of her soul. 
 As for Teldro, he was an opportunist, looking for influence and power. Balik perfectly 
understood this. But he was concerned that perhaps Deite did not. 
 “So,” she asked him, forcing his attention back onto her. “Are you sleeping with the 
enemy, Balik?” 
 He noticed she held a gun in her hand now. 
 “No,” he said. 
 She looked him in the eyes as if she could judge him solely by that. Then she shrugged. 
“Good enough for me,” she said and then a vicious little smile came over her face. “Maybe you 
should consider it. She is not unpleasant on the eyes for an alien and from what I’ve seen she 
seems to take some sort of liking to you.” 
 “What are you saying?” 
 She turned her back to him again. “A physical relationship would surely make her more 
agreeable to share whatever information she possesses.” 
 Balik couldn’t quite believe his ears. It wasn’t just part of her soul she had lost, it was 
also her conscience or any kind of compunction she might have once had. 
 “I wouldn’t be comfortable with that.” 
 “Suit yourself.” 
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 He took a step towards her and he was sure he could see her tense up as if she was 
preparing herself for a physical attack. “This is not what we do, Deite. Torture for no reason? 
Threats and intimidation? These people came here believing that they were going to help us. If 
they are guilty of any crimes it is the ease with which they’ve been manipulated by the prias.” 
 “We do what is necessary for the cause.” 
 But Balik shook his head. “If we become as ruthless and nondiscriminatory as the Tia, 
Deite, then what are we really fighting for? We are better than they are, isn’t that what this has 
all been about.” 
 “No,” she shot back. “This is about victory, about survival. Don’t you ever forget that. 
We can no longer afford a soft approach in the light of the Tia’s new weapons and allies. We can 
no longer afford to let our struggle carry on for another one thousand phases. I’m willing to 
make the necessary sacrifices. The question remains, are you?” 
 Balik let that hang in the air. They both perfectly understood the significance of this 
moment. They had both known for a while now that it was going to have to come down to this 
sooner or later. Deite and Balik had never quite seen eye to eye on how exactly to conduct their 
war. But since Deite’s lover had perished the differences had mounted rapidly and now they 
were simply no longer reconcilable. Never mind that the two of them had lead the New Light 
for decades, had saved each other’s lives on countless of occasions. All that, forgotten now in 
this one moment of ultimate truth. 
 “The path you have chosen is not one I can follow.” 
 Deite looked visibly hurt by his words. “Don’t do this, Balik. I beg you. Don’t turn away 
from me now that I need you the most.” 
 “You’re not giving me a choice, Deite. I’m not the one who has changed.” 
 She nodded slowly as if to agree with him. But she did not. In fact she could not have 
disagreed more with her longtime friend and companion. She gripped her gun firmer and then 
once more, turned away. “Know that you are breaking my heart.” 
 There was nothing else to say. Balik turned away slowly. He spotted Teldro who had 
seemingly overheard the entire conversation with great interest. Balik paid him no more 
attention as he strode out of the armory. 
 Teldro didn’t waste time. He stepped closer to Deite. “I do not believe it is safe to stay 
here much longer,” he said. “We need to prepare our departure.” 
 She nodded absentmindedly. 
 “What of Balik?”  
 She turned to face him and her eyes were moist. Not quite enough for tears and not 
quite enough to dispel any notion of her ironclad determination. “We will have to take care of 
him,” she said and slid the gun magazine into place. 
 Just outside the armory Balik moved away from the open entrance after overhearing 
Deite’s last remarks. He had already suspected this moment would come. He knew exactly 
what needed to be done next. 
 

* * * 
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The good news for now was that Eagle had seemingly stood down. Her weapons and shields 
powered down, the massive vessel had made no further aggressive moves against his ship or 
the Stallion which was just about to enter Tiaita’s atmosphere. 
 Akinola did not allow himself to relax however. He knew this wasn’t going to be over 
yet. Not with Schwarzkopf calling the shots. 
 He was fully cognizant of what he had done. He had disobeyed an order from a direct 
superior and it mattered little that Schwarzkopf was not a Border Service officer. No court 
martial in the galaxy was going to make that distinction, not while there was a war going on. 
 Akinola was under no illusions. A court martial was going to be unavoidable at this 
point and for a brief moment he chuckled at the inescapable irony of it all. His last encounter 
with Schwarzkopf had resulted in all too similar consequences. Only that back then it had been 
the insufferable Tazla Star who had infuriated Schwarzkopf by disregarding his orders. It had 
of course been Schwarzkopf who had pushed hardest for the subsequent court martial. But 
instead of being a principle witness, this time, Akinola would be the one sitting in the 
defendant’s chair. 
 He tried to ignore the comparisons between his actions and those of Tazla Star. He had 
never learned nor did he particularly care what had led the Trill to do what she had done. One 
thing was clear however. If it was between a court marital and abandoning T’Ser, the decision 
was not something he had to think about twice.  
 “Sir, I’m detecting a security breach in progress,” said Bane from his station at ops. 
 Akinola pushed all his distracting thoughts aside and focused on the Australian 
lieutenant. “What kind of security breach?” 
 “I’m not sure,” he said with obvious irritation as his fingers began to dance faster and 
faster over his controls. “It’s as if somebody is trying to get access to our computer core. 
Externally.” 
 That was more than enough to ring a couple of dozen alarm bells in the skipper’s head. 
He stood and approached Bane. “Can you block them out?” 
 “We have multiple security barriers in place for exactly this kind of situation,” he said 
with mounting nervousness in his tone. “But whoever is behind this, they know exactly what 
they’re doing. I don’t know if I can keep them out.” 
 The skipper glanced towards the view screen. The Starfleet ship was sitting 
unassumingly in orbit without a single offensive or defensive system activated. But 
appearances were misleading. “It’s Eagle. They’re trying to find out where McBride is going.” 
 Bane’s fingers were not moving fast enough. “I … I don’t think I can stop them, sir. 
They’ve already broken through four barriers with relative ease. Another two and they’ll have 
full read access to the core.” 
 “Talk about being violated,” said Delta Simms from the engineering station. 
 Akinola turned to look at the Alabama native. “How can we stop them?” 
 “Short of shutting down the core? I don’t know. We’d need somebody with some 
serious computer skills. The best person for the job I can think of is Lieutenant T’Ser.” 
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 Akinola rubbed his forehead. He couldn’t allow Eagle to find out where they were going. 
Not yet. It would allow them to easily intercept his Stallion before it ever had a chance to 
retrieve T’Ser. “Then we need to shut down the core.” 
 At that Simms’ eyes bulged. “Sir, that is not a good idea. Besides, it’s not like we can just 
flick a switch and turn it off. It needs to be booted down in an orderly fashion or we might risk 
data loss or worse, physical damage to the core hardware itself.” 
 “We’re down to our last security barrier,” said Bane. He hadn’t given up on stopping the 
intruder but he didn’t stand a chance. Slowing down their progress was all he could hope to 
achieve. 
 The skipper was not going to have it. He stepped closer to the engineering officer. “Cut 
the power to the core.” 
 There were a few things no engineering officer ever wanted to hear. Pushing their 
engines beyond their design specifications was one. Shutting down all power to the main 
computer core, the brain of a starship, ranked as a close second. She hesitated for a moment. 
“Sir, we do that and we’ll be defenseless. No shields, no phasers or torpedoes.” 
 “Delta, this is not a battle we can win with phasers or torpedoes,” he said calmly. “Now, 
cut the power.” 
 She nodded and went to work. 
 Bane let out a loud sigh and then lifted his hands off his board. “They’re in.” 
 “Delta.” 
 “Gralt is gonna have me for breakfast for doing this,” she said, closed her eyes and hit 
one last panel. 
 The bridge was plunged into darkness. 
 One by one, every single station died. 
 Akinola could not remember the last time he had seen his command center this lifeless. 
 It lasted for all but one second. Then the emergency lighting came back on. 
 The computer stations however remained dark and unresponsive. 
 Bane, with no more controls to monitor or manipulate, swiveled around. “Now what?” 
 Simms had already removed the maintenance panel beneath the engineering station to 
fiddle with the EPS and ODN conduits within. “The backup core should have kicked in by 
now,” she said, halfway buried inside the hatch. “Emergency power is back so that shouldn’t be 
the problem. The electromagnetic feedback might have short-circuited some of the conduits 
when we pulled the plug. I pray that’s the worst of it.” 
 “Delta,” said Akinola when he noticed a tiny flicker on the engineering station. 
 Simms pulled herself out and looked at the screen. A small dot was flashing in the upper 
left corner of the otherwise empty screen as if it was awaiting to be given a command. A smile 
came to her lips. “It’s a sign of life.” 
 Akinola sat back down in his chair. “How long until we can restore normal operations?” 
 She shrugged. “I’m not sure. To be honest I’ve never pulled the plug on a computer core 
before. It’ll probably take a couple of hours just to stop Gralt from cursing.” 
 “Get down to engineering and make sure to cut that time in half,” he said. “Also, I want 
to know how much information Eagle was able to get away with before we shut down the core.” 
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He turned away in his chair to face the nonfunctional view screen, fully aware that for the 
moment Bluefin would not be in a condition to do much of anything. He had done about as 
much as he could.  
 From here on in, McBride and his team were on their own. 
  

* * * 
  
Commander Tazla Star and Major Cesar Wasco were the first to materialize on board the 
runabout Nebuchadrezzar.  
 They promptly stepped off the two-person transporter platform to allow the next pair to 
arrive. Nora Laas and Marines Sergeant Shin-Ja Moon appeared moments later. The Bajoran 
security chief took up position next to Wasco and Star while Moon headed for the back 
compartment to allow for sufficient room. 
 This continued for the next two-and-a half minutes until a total of fifteen Marines had 
materialized on the runabout. Star had wanted to take no chances and originally had wanted to 
request even more of Eagle’s one hundred fifty man-strong Marines compliment but had soon 
realized that it would have been impractical, considering that they were on a tight schedule if 
they held out any hope catching up with the Border Service Stallion. They were wasting too 
much time as it was. 
 Before the last two Marines had even completely reassembled, Star moved towards the 
front of the cockpit where their Andorian pilot, Srena, had been watching the embarkation with 
some fascination. 
 “Ensign, do you have a fix on our target?” 
 The young officer turned back around to face her station. “They’ve just entered the 
lower atmosphere and are approaching the northern pole. Sensor interference is growing, I’m 
not sure how long we’ll be able to track them.” 
 “Can you catch up with them?” 
 The blue skinned woman nodded. “Sure. But I would have to take her in using a much 
steeper entry angle. It’s not exactly a recommended procedure,” she said with a little gleam in 
her eye. Like every true pilot she delighted in performing non-recommended procedures. 
 “Whatever it takes, Ensign. Just don’t lose them.” 
 “Oh, don’t you worry sir, it’ll be a hot day on Andor before I’ll let them slip away,” she 
said and then immediately went to work, firing up the engines and putting the runabout on a 
direct course for the atmosphere below. 
 Nora Laas had taken one of the back seats in the cockpit without saying as much as a 
word. In fact the security chief had barely opened her mouth since she had met up with Star in 
Eagle’s transporter room. The first officer had not wanted to take her along. She knew perfectly 
well that nobody on Eagle trusted her but Nora had been outright hostile ever since she had 
been first introduced. And she could see the same hostility in her eyes now.  
 Star was well aware that Nora Laas could possibly become a major problem not just to 
her ability to perform efficiently as Eagle’s first officer but possibly also pose a threat to her 
more clandestine mission.  
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 Under normal circumstances, that was to say, if she had been just another first officer, 
she would not have put up with anyone questioning her authority in any manner. She would 
have made sure to put a stop to it, even if it meant relieving the security chief of her position. 
But she was not any other first officer. In her tenuous situation she was pretty certain that the 
rest of the crew and most importantly, the captain himself, would most likely side with Nora 
Laas on any argument that would emerge. In fact Owens had already shown his willingness to 
allow his security chief to defy her.  
 She decided to try and ignore the fiery Bajoran as best as she could and instead focused 
on Major Wasco who had shown very little personal stake in Eagle’s recent personnel changes. 
 “Major, there is a very real possibility that we will have to engage the Border Service in 
combat. Do you foresee any problems with that?” 
 “If you are concerned about the loyalty of me and my men, Commander, you will not 
have to worry. We’re Marines. We’re trained to follow orders,” he said in a crisp tone which 
was devoid of any subtext or hidden implications. It was simply a fact. 
 Star found this refreshing. She shot a quick look at Nora, hoping that the major’s 
assertion would rub off on her. Nora didn’t appear as if she was even listening. 
 “I suggest everybody finds something to hang on to,” said Srena. “We’re about to hit the 
atmosphere at about twenty thousand kph more than we should,” she added with an 
unmistakably playful tone in her voice. 
 The occupants followed the advice and not a moment too soon. The small ship began to 
lurch and buckle like a bull, dead set to throw its riders off its back. The viewports began to 
glow bright red as they shot towards the planet below not unlike a meteor. 
 The Trill acting first officer grimaced slightly and managed to pull herself to the forward 
station, reaching for the pilot’s seat to keep her steady. “You certain she can take this?” 
 “Oh sure, it might get a little hot in here and I’d recommend everybody stays away from 
the bulkheads for a while but we should make it through,” she said with a smirk. 
 Star didn’t particularly appreciate the ensign’s attitude but kept her piece for now. If she 
could deliver, she deserved some leeway. 
 And deliver she did. Within two minutes the Nebuchadrezzar was clear of the upper 
atmosphere and Tiaitan’s bright blue sky opened up before them. A few hundred feet below 
Star could make out a little speck which was rapidly growing as they closed in. She soon 
recognized it for what it was. 
 “The Stallion,” she said. “Well done, Ensign. Put us right behind them.” 
 The pilot nodded and leveled out the ship once they had dropped to the same altitude. 
The slightly smaller and bulkier vessel was just a few hundred meters in front now. “They’ve 
detected us and are increasing velocity. I’m matching speed.” 
 “Hail them, Ensign.” 
 Srena activated the comm system but then shook her head. “They’re not responding.” 
 “Why doesn’t that surprise me,” said Nora.  
 Star opened a channel herself. “Nebuchadrezzar to Bluefin support vessel. You are in 
violation of Tiaitan air space and direct orders by a superior officer. Return to your vessel 
immediately or we will be forced to take action.” 
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 She waited a few moments but silence would remain the only reply she would get. 
 The Bajoran chuckled quietly. “Was that your plan, Commander? Ask them nicely to 
turn around? Well played.” 
 Angrily Star turned to look at the security chief. “What’s your suggestion?” 
 “Are you asking for my help, Commander?” 
 “No,” Star said coolly. “I’m asking for you to do your job and recommend a course of 
action.” 
 Nora stood as if to challenge Star. The Bajoran was about an inch shorter than the first 
officer but somehow she managed to tower over her nevertheless. “Shoot them down.” 
 “I see,” said Star. “And I suppose the captain’s orders not to destroy them are of no 
consequence to you.” 
 “I didn’t say anything about destroying them, Commander, I said shooting them down. 
Take out their engines and force them to land.” 
 But Star shook her head. “What if they crash into a mountain range? I’m not willing to 
take that risk, Lieutenant.” 
 “Your sudden concern for life is touching,” said Nora and sat back down. “You wanted 
a recommendation and I gave you one.” 
 “Major Wasco,” said Star and looked at the Marine. “We might have no choice but to get 
into a ground combat situation. Your thoughts?” 
 “I wouldn’t recommend it.” 
 “Are you saying that you and your men can’t take them?” 
 Wasco shook his head. “No, we can take them. But I know how the Border Service likes 
to fight. Do not underestimate them. They have plenty of practice taking on ruthless Orion 
pirates and the scum of the galaxy. They’re trained to hit fast and hard. If we try to engage them 
directly they will respond in kind and I can promise you, that will not be pretty.” 
 Star sighed. 
 “I told you,” said Nora. “Shoot them down now and you won’t have to worry about a 
nasty ground battle.” 
 The first officer faced forward again to look out of the viewport. She was supposed to 
stop them without bloodshed. Those were her orders and that was what she had promised she 
would do. If she wanted to make any inroads with Owens and win his trust she needed to find 
a way to do exactly that. But now the chances of accomplishing this were rapidly deteriorating. 
 And then there was the other problem. It was pretty clear why Schwarzkopf wanted the 
Bluefin team stopped. He needed to keep the New Light movement and their struggle a secret 
from Starfleet. He couldn’t allow for his mission to fall apart because the Federation Council 
would get cold feet after realizing that they had gotten involved with a world at war with itself.  
 Altee on the other hand wanted the New Light to succeed in order to end the civil war, 
take over the government and hopefully replace it with a more tolerant society more compatible 
with Federation ideology. But just like Schwarzkopf, he too, couldn’t allow for things to be 
blown wide open. Like Schwarzkopf he wanted all this to happen without anyone ever learning 
of his direct involvement. This meant that her real boss was about as interested in saving those 
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abducted crewmembers as Schwarzkopf was. It meant she couldn’t allow the rescue team to 
succeed. 
 It was all part of a dangerous and twisted game which left Star with precious little 
options. 
 

* * * 
 
Commander Xylion entered the observation lounge with a padd in hand. 
 “Ah, Commander, any luck?” said Schwarzkopf immediately. He sat at the head of the 
conference table in front of a desktop computer. 
 The Vulcan stepped up to him. “I’m afraid Bluefin managed to shut down their main 
computer core before I could download all data you had requested.” 
 The admiral looked visibly upset. “So you got nothing?” 
 “I was not able to extract all the data and therefore I am not able to determine the exact 
location where Captain Akinola believes Doctor Wenera and Lieutenant T’Ser are being held.” 
 Schwarzkopf looked impatient. “But you found something?” 
 Xylion nodded fractionally and handed the padd to the admiral. “Based on the data 
available I have been able to approximate an area of one-hundred twenty-five square kilometers 
which I now believe contains the exact destination of Bluefin’s rescue team.” 
 He took the padd and looked the information over with a frown. “One-hundred twenty-
five? That’s not really going to help us now, is it?” 
 “Perhaps it will. I have analyzed the area and found that it is sparsely populated. 
Further comparison with cartographic information and orbital scans show three possible 
settlements in the area.” 
 Schwarzkopf looked up. “You think our people are being held in one of those three 
settlements?” 
 “That would be the logical conclusion to my findings.” 
 “Very well,” said Schwarzkopf. “That’s better than nothing at all, Commander. Thank 
you.” 
 “Sir, may I ask what you intend to do with this information?” 
 The frown returned onto the flag officer’s face. “You may not, Commander. You have 
done your part. Dismissed,” he said and focused his attention on the desktop computer. 
 “Sir, you are of course aware that I will have to inform Captain Owens of my findings as 
well.” 
 With an annoyed sigh, Schwarzkopf looked up again. “That won’t be necessary, 
Commander, I will fill in the captain in due time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have urgent 
business to attend to.” 
 The Vulcan officer turned and left the observation lounge. 
 Schwarzkopf had no illusions that the science officer would keep this knowledge to 
himself. If Owens hadn’t learned of it already he would surely know soon. Of course it mattered 
little. It just meant that Schwarzkopf had to move fast. 
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 He activated the computer and entered the necessary commands to open a secure line. 
Within a few moments the face of Simas Sindron-Tia greeted him. The man put on a large smile 
that never reached his eyes, leaving little doubt that Tiaita’s second most powerful figure didn’t 
care too much for the human. 
 “Admiral Schwarzkopf, it is a pleasure as always. How can I be of service?” the simas 
said in a tone which bordered on sarcasm. 
 “I was hoping to speak to the prias,” said Schwarzkopf, slightly annoyed to have been 
relegated to speak to the simas instead. He didn’t particularly care for the man either. 
 “The prias is presently unavailable. However, I am fully authorized to speak in his 
stead. You may feel confident in bringing any issues relating to Tiaita to my attention and I will 
promise you I will deal with them appropriately.” 
 “Very well. As you may be aware, a Starfleet vessel has entered your atmosphere a few 
minutes ago. This vessel is acting without my approval and will be stopped.” 
 A grin came over Sindron’s face. “Without your approval? How fascinating. Are you 
implying you have lost control over your own people?” 
 Schwarzkopf did not like the apparent pleasure the simas seemed to draw from this. 
“Rest assured that I have everything under control. The vessel will be stopped.” 
 “And where, if I may ask, is this vessel headed?” 
 “They believe that they have discovered the location at which our people are being 
held.” 
 Sindron’s smile vanished and he drew closer to the screen. “In that case you should 
attempt to find out what they know so that we can take action. Surely you are aware that your 
people interfering directly would only complicate matters unnecessarily.” 
 “Yes, I’m fully aware of this,” he said with barely masked annoyance. “We have not 
been able to identify their exact destination but we have narrowed it down to three possible 
settlements. I’m sending you the coordinates now.” Schwarzkopf uploaded the data Xylion had 
provided him onto the desktop computer and then forwarded it to Sindron-Tia on the surface. 
 The man nodded to acknowledge receipt. “I will prepare our military immediately,” he 
said, as he looked over the coordinates. Then he glanced back at the admiral. “I suggest you 
ensure your people come nowhere near those places.” 
 “You do not need to tell me how to do my job. And Simas, I trust your troops will do 
their uttermost to attempt to safely recover our missing crewmembers.” 
 Oldar dismissively waved his hand. “I can make no promises,” he said, barely paying 
any more attention to the admiral and then terminated the connection. 
 Mel Schwarzkopf leaned back in his chair and stared at the now empty screen.  
 “God have mercy on my soul.” 
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TEN: THE RESCUE, PART II 
 
 
The Stallion was within their crosshairs and Tazla Star had to make a decision. 
 “They’re holding steady,” said Srena. “I guess they’re waiting for us to make the first 
move.” 
 “Bring us within fifty meters and hold a relative position of fifteen degrees above them,” 
Star ordered. She hadn’t served in the Border Service long enough to be familiar with all their 
tactics and strategies, in fact she had never even set a single foot onto a border cutter, but she 
had picked up a few tricks nevertheless. 
 “Moving into position.” 
 Moments later they were exactly where Star had wanted them, looking down at the 
Stallion. “Activate tractor beam.” 
 Srena hesitated for a moment. “Sir?” 
 “Tractor beam,” she said. “Now.” 
 The Andorian nodded in acknowledgement and within moments a bright blue beam 
had taken hold of the Bluefin support vessel. 
 “We have a stable tractor beam,” Srena said, “but there is no chance we’ll be able to pull 
them back into orbit. We’d sooner tear them apart. And us along with them.” 
 The first officer slipped into the copilot’s chair. “Fine. Then we push them down.” 
 Srena gave her a puzzled look. 
 “Find a good place to land and force them to the ground.” 
 “They’ll fight us all the way.” 
 Star went to work at her computer console. “I’m transferring all available power to the 
tractor beam emitter and structural integrity. Start lowering our altitude but stay above them no 
matter what. Don’t allow them to come back up.” 
 “Lowering altitude now.” 
 The Nebuchadrezzar began her descent, using the reinforced tractor beam and her heavier 
mass to push the Stallion downwards and through thick white clouds. 
 As expected the Bluefin vessel was not going to go down willingly. The runabout began 
to shake and vibrate as the other vessel was increasing its own engine output, straining to get 
free of the vise-like grip. 
 “The beam won’t hold,” said Srena. 
 Star knew it too. “Increase our speed. Push’em harder.” 
 So she did, driving them downwards at multiple times the speed of sound. The 
increased momentum made it near impossible for the Stallion to free herself but it had another, 
more dangerous effect as well. 
 Nora Laas stepped closer to the viewport. “What are you doing, Commander? At this 
rate we’re going to drive them into the ground and us along with them. You might as well have 
shot them down.” 
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 The Bajoran was right. The desert below was now approaching at mind numbing speeds 
and neither vessel was prepared for a landing at this angle. The Stallion would break up like a 
raw egg upon hitting the ground and Nebuchadrezzar would fare little better. 
 Srena agreed. “Sir, we have to release the tractor beam.” 
 “Not yet,” she said, her eyes sharply focused on her instruments who kept her updated 
on their speed and altitude. 
 The Andorian shook her head. The ground was coming too close, way too fast. “Sir!” 
 “Wait for it.” 
 “Are you insane?” Nora barked. “Are you trying to kill us?” 
 But the Trill ignored the Bajoran, something she was becoming increasingly more 
efficient at. 
 There were less than one hundred meters between them and the desert below when Star 
disengaged the tractor beam. “Level us out.” 
 Srena’s fingers had been hovering over the altitude controls and she pressed down on 
the panels so hard, her fingers were turning white. 
 Both vessels began to fight gravity with all the power they had. Nebuchadrezzar was in a 
slightly better position to do so and managed to pull up just about twenty meters before hitting 
the dirt.  
 The Stallion wasn’t quite so lucky. She managed to pull up her nose but not in time to 
avoid hitting one of the high desert dunes. They had managed to decelerate sufficiently to 
survive the impact with minor damage but the vessel lost all momentum it would have 
required to take into the skies again. Instead it dropped unceremoniously onto the soft desert 
sand and slithered along until her nose drove into another dune, brining the small ship to a 
complete standstill. 
 The Nebuchadrezzar in the meantime had slowed and come around to hover just a few 
meters from the crash-landed Stallion.  
 Without being prompted, Srena checked her sensors. “All life signs on the Stallion are 
strong and stable,” she said. “I don’t think anybody came out of this with more than a few 
bumps.” 
 Star nodded with apparent satisfaction. 
 “You’d wish you’d done worse,” said Nora with her arms crossed in front of her chest. 
“They’re going to be mad as hell.” 
 Star stood from her chair and faced the Marine major who had observed the entire 
spectacle without saying a single word. “Major, ready your men.” 
 “Yes, sir,” he said and headed for the back compartment. 
 “Srena,” she said, facing forward. “Put us down about thirty meters from the Stallion. 
And keep a close eye on them. If they so much has try to lift off I want you to blast their engines 
to pieces.” 
 The pilot nodded and began setting the runabout down. 
 Star reached for a phaser rifle and Nora followed suit.  
 “What are our rules of engagement, Commander?” said the Bajoran, not managing to 
keep her voice entirely free of sarcasm. 
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 The Trill waited for Wasco to return before responding. “Nobody fires until I give the 
order or we are fired upon. Set all weapons to heavy stun mode.” 
 Before adjusting his assault rifle, Wasco turned to the first officer. “Sir, I think you 
should be aware that most Border Service parties wear body armor. Stun settings might not 
prove effective against them.” 
 

* * * 
 
“Is everyone alright?” said Dale McBride, after their vessel had been forced to crash into the 
sand dunes. He himself had been shaken up a bit but was otherwise unharmed. Their skilled 
pilot had managed to bring them down in one piece. 
 Bralus gave him a quick thumbs up. 
 McBride craned back his neck to look into the loading bay. 
 “We’re fine, Commander,” said Solly Brin who was already on his feet to check on his 
men personally. “No broken bones. Can’t say the same for our pride though.” 
 McBride knew exactly how the Orion felt. He understood that the runabout that had 
come after them could have easily tried to use more aggressive means to stop the Stallion. 
McBride and Bralus had been prepared for such a tactic. In fact he had been confident that they 
could have managed to evade the Starfleet ship with a few nifty maneuvers, perhaps even 
disable them by returning fire and taking out their engines. He had however not been ready for 
the tractor beam and the forced landing. In hindsight he cursed himself for the oversight. A 
Border Service ship taken down by tractor beams was so ironic, it bordered on humiliating. 
 The battle was not yet lost however and McBride had no intentions whatsoever to yield 
to Starfleet. Not with so much at stake. 
 Out of the viewport he could see that the runabout was setting down nearby. 
 Brin had come up to the cockpit to watch the other vessel land. “I guess they’re coming 
to take us in,” he said with a predatory grin. “Somebody should’ve told them to finish us up 
while they had the chance.” 
 Dale McBride did not like the grin. “Remember now, they’re not the enemy.” 
 The Orion shot McBride a look. “Really? I beg the Commander’s pardon. Seeing that I 
must have gotten all confused on the account of them firing on us back in orbit and then driving 
us head first into the dirt. I suppose my definition of camaraderie is somewhat outdated.” 
 The runabout had landed and a number of heavily armed troops were disembarking. 
They quickly fanned out and began to surround the Stallion. 
 “I guess nowadays your friends bring out the Marines when you have a little 
disagreement,” continued Brin upon recognizing the military uniforms. 
 McBride was surprised himself. He knew he shouldn’t have been. Admiral Schwarzkopf 
was dead serious in trying to stop them. The question on his mind now was how he could get 
out of this without starting an incident that would no doubt find its way to the highest levels of 
Starfleet and the Federation. How could he rescue T’Ser without having to battle his supposed 
allies? 
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 Solly Brin was clearly on an entirely different train of thought as he measured up the 
Marines outside. “We can take them.” 
 “Without killing them?” said Bralus. 
 “You can’t have your cake and eat it too, kid,” said the Orion. He thought about what he 
had just said and then his face turned into a huge smile. 
 “What is it?” McBride said, hopeful that he had just figured out a way to get them out of 
this after all. 
 “I never really understood that saying until now,” he said, apparently quite proud of 
himself.  
 McBride frowned. He got out of his chair and walked into the back compartment where 
a dozen of his finest men were anxiously awaiting their next orders. He could tell from the 
determined expression on their faces that they would follow him and Brin wherever they would 
take them. They were ready to fight, even if it meant that they had to turn against fellow 
Starfleet personnel. Somebody had taken one of their own and those people outside were all 
that stood in their way to getting her back. 
 Solly Brin stepped up behind his first officer. “Your orders, sir?” 
 McBride didn’t reply right away. Instead he tried to remember what Captain Akinola 
had told him about thin ice. It felt as if it was melting right underneath his feet now. 
 He finally reached for his carbine. “We’re going out there and talk to them.” 
 “Talk?” said Brin as if he had not understood correctly. 
 But McBride nodded. “Yes, talk. But be ready for a fight if it comes to one. Nobody—
and I mean absolutely nobody—fires unless I give the word, is that clear?” 
 Brin nodded. “Of course. But suppose they shoot first?” 
 “Then we defend ourselves.” 
 Solly Brin grinned again. He couldn’t help himself, he just liked a good fight. Normally 
of course he preferred going up against smugglers or Orion pirates but it wasn’t everyday you 
could measure yourself against your own people. The regular fleet had a tendency to look 
down at the Border Service as a refuge for scoundrels and ne’er-do-wells. The ugly stepsister to 
the glamorous and polished Starfleet. Solly had nothing personally against the regulars but 
giving them a bloody nose was mighty tempting after the way they’d been taken down. 
 As for the Marines, the supposedly toughest fighting force in the Federation, he actually 
looked forward to seeing them in action. That he and his men were tougher, of that he had no 
doubt. 
 McBride had the entire team lined up to exit the Stallion. 
 “Sir, with all due respect, but that’s not very wise,” said Solly Brin when he recognized 
McBride’s straightforward plan of getting everyone out in the open. “We’re way too exposed 
this way. We need a combat strategy.” 
 “Solly, I don’t want to fight them.” 
 The Big Red One shrugged. 
 

* * * 
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T’Ser had not been Wenera’s most challenging patient of the day. 
 But unfortunately her injuries had not been superficial either. The severe beating had left 
its mark. Her skin had been ripped open all along her cheeks and temples, her left eye socket 
was fractured and she was halfway blind. She had also suffered a serious concussion and the 
only reason she had not fallen into a coma from the damage to her cerebral cortex was due to 
Wenera’s quick actions. Balik’s people had hastily brought her all the equipment she had 
demanded and the doctor had been able to stabilize the Vulcan shortly thereafter. 
 On a starship she would’ve been able to take care of the cosmetic damage as well but 
here she was severely limited in what she could do. 
 She had worked for hours and stayed awake throughout most the night to monitor T’Ser 
condition who she had kept unconscious with sedatives in order to treat her more serious 
injuries.  
 In the end Ashley Wenera had fallen asleep, kneeling on the floor next to the cot. Hardly 
a surprise after all the work she had done in the hospital over the day, only to return to her cell 
to have another patient await her. 
  It was the insisting beeping noise of her tricroder which brought her out of her slumber. 
She shot up immediately and was instantly wide-awake. She reached for the tricorder to find 
that her patient’s vital signs were growing stronger. T’Ser was waking up. 
 Moment’s later she roused, trying to open her good eye. 
 “Easy now,” Wenera said. 
 But T’Ser didn’t seem to have listened and tried to get up into a sitting position. She 
moaned loudly. “Did a starship land on my head last night?” 
 “Close,” said Wenera and helped her to sit upright. “You can thank your tough Vulcan 
skull that you’re well enough to complain about it.” 
 “I knew my thick-headedness would pay off eventually,” she said and carefully leaned 
against the wall. “How do I look?” 
 Wenera cringed. There really wasn’t a nice way to put it. She wasn’t quite sure how 
much importance the unconventional Vulcan woman put on her appearance but this was one of 
those moments she was glad there were no mirrors around. Her once beautiful face was swollen 
and bloodied almost beyond recognition. It was going to be temporary but it sure wasn’t pretty. 
 T’Ser’s one eye was sufficient to spot Wenera’s pained expression. “I guess I don’t want 
to know, do I?” she said through puffy lips and a burningly painful jaw which made it difficult 
for her to articulate herself properly. 
 “The important thing is that you won’t have any lasting brain injury. You were very 
lucky.” 
 T’Ser placed both her hands carefully on top of her head in a feeble attempt to try and 
stop it from throbbing like a warp core on overload. “Can I have something to drink?” 
 “Sure,” Wenera said and poured some water into a cup and handed it to the Vulcan. 
“Sorry but we don’t have any straws.” 
 She took the cup. “I’ll manage.” 
 She did but not without spilling half the contents onto her shirt instead. 
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 Wenera took the cup off her and handed her a towel to dry herself off. It was tinted with 
dried green blood. She’d had to use it to clean her face earlier. 
 “What did she want from you?”  
 “Want?” said T’Ser and tried to laugh. It turned out to be so painful that she quickly 
stopped any further attempts. “To see me broken. To inflict pain. To satisfy her sadistic 
impulses.” 
 “I’m sorry.” 
 But T’Ser shook her head. “It’s not your fault. To be honest, I might have provoked her a 
little bit,” she said but without the slightest hint of regret. If anything her crooked smile—if 
that’s what it was, Wenera couldn’t be entirely certain—showed she was somewhat proud of 
her defiance. 
 The door opened and Wenera noticed T’Ser flinch noticeably at the sound. 
 The doctor was equally on edge. After witnessing firsthand what these people were 
capable off, she had feared that Deite would return at some point to finish the job or choose her 
as her next punching bag. 
 She couldn’t suppress a sigh of relief when she spotted Balik step inside instead. 
 He glanced at them both for a moment before speaking. “How is she?” 
 “Alive,” said Wenera angrily. “But not by much.” 
 Balik nodded and stepped closer. 
 Wenera was up in an instant, blocking his path with fire burning in her eyes. “Is this 
how you’re trying to achieve your precious equality? Is this part of your fight for freedom? Tell 
me, Balik, how does torture fit into your noble struggle?” 
 The rebel leader didn’t reply, instead he held her penetrating glare for a moment.  
 Wenera was afraid. In fact she had never been more so. But her fear managed to fuel her 
anger in a manner she had not thought possible. She held her ground in the face of the 
imposing man.  
 “It does not.” 
 That left her speechless.  
 “Deite has changed. Understand, she was never a gentle person. She always cared more 
about the cause than the means with which to achieve our freedom. But she has lost something 
very important along the way. And I now fear of the lengths she’d be willing to go.” 
 “Then stop her, Balik,” said Wenera. “She’s a monster. You can’t allow her to go on like 
this. Whatever legitimacy your cause might have, she’ll undermine it with the kinds of tactics 
she has chosen.” 
 But Balik was not swayed by the Starfleet doctor and Wenera could sense it. She had 
immediately understood the rift that had been created between these two individuals. But she 
could also see that Balik still harbored a certain loyalty to his compatriot which could not be 
broken by a few words from a person who had been a stranger and potential enemy until very 
recently. 
 “I will have to think about what to do about her. But not here. For now I have to ask you 
both to come with me,” he said and gestured for T’Ser to get up. 
 The Vulcan did not move. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
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 Wenera nodded in agreement. “Why should we go with you?” 
 “Because it is no longer safe for you here. Deite will be back to finish what she has 
started. And this time I will not be able to stop her. Your only chance is to let me help you.” 
 T’Ser looked skeptical. “You will return us to our people?” 
 “I don’t know yet. Listen to me, you’ve seen what Deite can do. You can stay in this cell 
and try your luck with her or you can come with me. I won’t be able to help you if you stay but 
I can try to protect you if you choose to come with me.” 
 Wenera studied him closely as he spoke, watched his eyes and his every body 
movement. She couldn’t exactly claim to be a great judge of character but for whatever reason, 
she trusted him. She turned to T’Ser. “I think he’s right,” she said and knelt next to her. “We 
should go with him.” 
 “How do you know he isn’t just playing with us? Maybe he’s looking for an excuse to 
have us killed in a staged escape attempt,” said T’Ser. “How can you trust him?” 
 “Because if it comes down to choosing between him and Deite, the choice is pretty darn 
easy, don’t you think? Besides, we’re both getting out of this cell, isn’t that what you said we 
should aim for?” 
 T’Ser’s torture experience had greatly changed her perception of their situation, Wenera 
realized. Whatever confidence she’d possessed before had dwindled a great deal.  
 Wenera stood up and held out her hand. 
 T’Ser looked at it for a moment and then reached for the hand to pull herself up. She 
winced in pain and only managed about two steps before Balik needed to rush in to steady her. 
 Together they managed to carry her outside were two armed guards were already 
waiting for them. One of them, Wenera noticed, was Vekte-Ait who quickly took over for Balik 
so that he was free to lead them. 
 “Where are we going?” Wenera said, trying to avoid eye contact with the young fighter 
who had stepped up to help her with T’Ser. 
 “We’re not the only ones who disagree with Deite’s new leadership style. We’re going to 
leave the settlement and regroup at a hidden location.” 
 “Where?” 
 “A hidden location.” 
 “Fine,” she said with a sigh when she realized he wasn’t willing to give her more details. 
“And what exactly do you plan to do once we get there?” Wenera continued as they stepped 
out of the building and into the early morning sun. 
 Frustrated, Balik turned to face her. “Do you always ask so many questions?” 
 “Yes, actually.” 
 “How about you let me focus on getting us out of here without Deite finding out first? 
We’ll worry about what’s next later.” 
 

* * * 
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As he stepped onto the hot desert sand and under the bright Tiaitan sun, two significant things 
became immediately apparent to Commander Dale McBride. First; he should have packed the 
desert fatigues. The second, were the seventeen phaser rifles pointed at him and his men. 
 They were outmanned and outgunned but that didn’t stop Brin to have his team take 
position around the Stallion in a defensive posture. To their credit the Marines never flinched, 
not even when the Border Service took aim. 
 There were only two Starfleet officers among them. A Trill commander McBride 
immediately recognized as Tazla Star and a Bajoran lieutenant he had never met before. She 
had the kind of fierce look in her eye which reminded him a bit of Solly Brin on a bad day. He 
assumed correctly that she was Eagle’s chief of security. 
 “You are in direct violation of orders by Admiral Schwarzkopf,” said Tazla Star. “Lower 
your weapons and surrender yourselves.” 
 Brin gave her a bemused look. “You’re Star?” 
 “That’s right.” 
 “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Honestly I don’t get what Nigel sees in you.” 
 Solly Brin smirked as she squirmed uncomfortably at the unexpected potshot. She 
glared at the big red man but didn’t say anything. 
 McBride saw an opening. “You’ve been sent to stop us for violating orders?” 
 She nodded. 
 “You don’t find that slightly ironic?” he said and then looked at the Bajoran. “Don’t you, 
Lieutenant? Look who you’re taking your orders from. A known traitor. Somebody who has 
been court-martialed and thrown into prison for doing what? Disobeying direct orders. 
Disobeying direct orders from a man named Melvin Schwarzkopf. And now here we stand, 
roles reversed.” 
 Nora Laas however was not impressed in the slightest. “I don’t give a damn about Star 
or what she’s done in the past. We are here to discuss your surrender, Commander. I suggest 
you put down your weapons. Now.” 
 “And what if we don’t?” said Brin without masking the challenging tone in his voice. 
  “You want to fight it out? Well, that’s fine by me too.” 
 Both Star and McBride shot their respective people chastising looks. McBride was 
slightly more successful with Brin than Tazla Star was with the Bajoran security officer. 
 “Alright,” said the Trill. “I’m not going to deny the irony of this situation. But take it 
from somebody who has been down this route before. You don’t want to do this. If you 
surrender to us now I’ll put in my report that you stood down without hesitation. I will say that 
you followed us back into orbit immediately and we’ll forget about this entire unfortunate 
affair.” 
 “Oh and in the process you make yourself look like a hero while we come out of this like 
a bunch of wussies,” said Brin who like the rest of the Border Dogs never once let his steady aim 
slip. 
 “It’s your egos or a court martial.” 
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 “And how will you explain what happened in orbit?” said McBride provoking a rather 
disapproving look from the Orion. The Texan was sounding as if he was seriously considering 
the offer. 
 “Faulty communications,” she said. “It happens.” 
 “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you, Commander? But it doesn’t matter what 
you put in your report. Schwarzkopf has already made plans for us and our skipper. He’ll have 
us hauled in front of a court martial like he did you. No matter what you say. You don’t really 
think that you will have any kind of influence over him, do you? He thinks of you about as 
much as he thinks of us. Maybe even less.” 
 Star could not deny that he was absolutely correct. Schwarzkopf was going to do exactly 
what McBride had said. At this point there was no way around it anymore.  
 “I make you a counter-offer, Commander,” said McBride. “You let us go and we’ll 
rescue both our crewmember and yours. We’ll say you did everything you could to try and stop 
us. You even attempted to take out our engines and force us to crash but in the end, we 
managed to slip away.” 
 “I like that version much better,” said Brin. 
 “Think about it,” said McBride. “What do you gain to win from our surrender? We 
might lose two of our people. Give us a chance to try and bring them back. We both know that 
Schwarzkopf is wrong on this one.” 
 If Star was being swayed by McBride’s argument she did a good job of hiding it. She 
firmly kept her ground, her facial expressions unreadable, her phaser rifle gripped firmly. 
 Nora did not appreciate the silence which had ensued. “There is no way we’re going to 
let you go,” she said resolutely. “There are only two ways in which this can end. You can 
surrender or we will take you down.” 
 “You’re welcome to try,” said Solly Brin. 
 McBride kept his eyes on his counterpart. Like most everyone on Bluefin he didn’t think 
much of Star and agreed with the notion that she should have stayed locked up for a long, long 
time. But he also thought he saw something else in her now. Perhaps it was whatever Nigel 
Bane had seen. Differently to the Bajoran and even Brin she wanted to avoid a confrontation at 
any cost. She had surprised him by offering them a way out. But now, after measuring up her 
firm voice and uncompromising posture he understood something else. She was not going to 
stand down. Perhaps because it wasn’t in her nature, perhaps because there was more at stake 
for her than her already tarnished reputation. But she was not going to let them go. 
 And McBride was not going to surrender. 
 Once he had realized this, it became unmistakably clear that there was no way to get out 
of this but with a fight. 
 A loud roar in the skies above caught everybody by surprise. 
 It bordered on a miracle that the sudden distraction was not used as an excuse for a 
preemptive strike on either side. Instead, discipline prevailed even while most eyes wandered 
upwards to find the source of the noise. 
 Nora Laas and Solly Brin were notable exceptions. They kept their eyes, and more 
significantly, their weapons trained on each other. 
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 Three black, fixed-winged aircraft were ripping through the sky at super-sonic speeds. 
All three were massive, easily two times the size of the Starfleet runabout and the Border 
Service Stallion combined. They were flying in a tight formation and at a low altitude, possibly 
in order to avoid detection by radar or sensor systems. 
 “What are they?” said McBride. 
 Star recognized them. “Military bomber planes.” 
 The Bluefin’s first officer glanced at Bralus, the Bolian pilot who stood nearby. “Their 
heading?” 
 The young man nodded to reaffirm McBride’s suspicions. 
 “Commander,” the Texan said, addressing the Trill. “These bombers are heading right 
for the location where we believe our crewmember is being held. What do you think the odds of 
that would be?” 
 But Star didn’t have to do the math. If Schwarzkopf had found out about the location, 
she wouldn’t have put it passed the man to provide the Tiaitan military with those coordinates. 
And the government would not think twice to try and reduce the New Light settlements to 
rubble, not only to achieve a military victory and possibly destroy the rebel leadership but also 
to ensure that the Starfleet officers would not live to tell of their newly found knowledge of 
Tiaita’s civil war. 
 “Schwarzkopf to away team.” 
 The voice came from Star’s combadge but now that the planes overhead had passed, 
their roar had been replaced once more with a tense quiet, allowing the admiral’s voice to be 
heard by most of the assembled Starfleet and Bluefin crewmembers. 
 Star kept her eyes on McBride, making no overt move to reply to the admiral.  
 “You know what’s going to happen here, Commander,” said McBride. “You know what 
will happen if we let those planes get to our people first.” 
 “Schwarzkopf to away team, respond.” 
 “How many lives are you willing to sacrifice for this mission?” 
 “Star, answer me!” 
 The Trill removed her right hand from her phaser rifle—making sure it remained steady 
and aimed squarely at her counterpart a few short meters away—and tapped her combadge. 
“This is Star, go ahead, sir.” 
 “About time, Commander. What kept you so long?” he said in an impatient tone, making 
sure she understood that he didn’t appreciate the delay. “Never mind. What’s your situation? Have 
you managed to intercept Bluefin’s landing party?” 
 “We forced them to land on the surface, sir,” she said, never taking her eyes off McBride. 
“However they do not appear as if they are willing to surrender to us.” 
 “I couldn’t care less about their inclinations. If they do not stand down you have my permission 
to use whatever force is required to incapacitate them.” 
 She noticed that the Bluefin crew was tensing slightly upon overhearing the admiral. 
Whatever force she’d use, they would respond in kind. 
 “Am I making myself sufficiently clear, Commander?” 
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 Star hesitated for only a moment. “There is another matter, sir, which might change the 
situation somewhat. We have just spotted at least three bomber aircraft heading towards the 
location where our people are being held. I believe it would be safe to assume—“ 
 “Commander, your job is to stop and apprehend the landing party. That is your one and only 
concern right now.  Everything else is irrelevant to your current objective.” Schwarzkopf was losing 
his patience, his rising tone clear evidence of that. 
 “With respect, sir, may I speak to Captain Owens?” she said, allowing her carefully 
maintained mask of self-confidence to slip for the first time since the mission had begun. 
 “Never mind the Captain. I’m giving you a direct order and I expect you to follow it. What the 
hell is your problem?” 
 And there it was again. A direct order from a superior officer. It always appeared to 
come down to that. They all had their orders and in truth nobody wanted to follow them. 
McBride and his people had obviously already made that decision. Akinola knew there were 
going to be consequences for his actions but he had come to terms with that. 
 Tazla Star needed to follow her orders or her short comeback was doomed. Certainly 
Altee would try to protect her if she acted in accordance with his wishes but even he hadn’t 
been powerful enough to make a court martial disappear. 
 Star made her choice. 
 “Admiral, the interference is worse than we previously anticipated, you are breaking 
up.” 
 A furious Schwarzkopf practically shouted through the nearly perfectly clear comlink. 
“Don’t you dare pull that kind of stunt on me—“ 
 “I can no longer receive you, Admiral,” she said. 
 Nora Laas allowed herself a quick sidelong glance at the acting first officer, giving her a 
disbelieving glare. 
 “I am terminating the connection until we find a way around the interference. Star out,” 
she added and slapped her combadge again. 
 Then she eyed the equally surprised McBride. “Here’s what’s going to happen,” she 
said. “You will provide us with the exact coordinates of the location where our people are being 
kept. We’ll head there ourselves and attempt to extract them before the bombers can destroy 
their target.” 
 “We’re not just going to give you the coordinates,” said Solly Brin. 
 “I’m giving you a choice,” said Star. “Unless you would prefer a battle right here, right 
now, risking more lives and wasting more time. If we’re going to do this, we’re doing this on 
my terms.” 
 The Orion’s eyes sparkled as if he was considering which option he personally 
preferred. Saving T’Ser was of course his priority but he had never been somebody to turn 
away from a good fight. 
 “We’re wasting time just debating this,” said Star and looked at McBride. “What’s it 
going to be?” 
 He nodded slowly. “Alright, but we’ll follow you.” 
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 Star glanced at the crash landed Stallion. “If you can get her in the air again, that’s fine 
with me.” 
 “The only question remaining then,” said McBride. “Who’ll take the first step?” 
 It turned out to be Star. She lowered her rifle. “Major, have your people stand down.” 
 Wasco didn’t hesitate and within a moment the entire contingent had lowered their 
weapons. Everyone except Nora Laas. 
 Star shot her an impatient look. “Lieutenant, stand down.” 
 “You can’t be serious about this,” she said, not able to believe what had happened. 
 But Tazla Star was not in the mood. “Lieutenant, I gave you a direct order.” 
 She laughed at that without any humor. “An order? That’s rich, seeing they don’t seem 
to mean much anymore these days.”  
 The Trill was about to say something else but then Nora lowered her phaser rifle, 
understanding perfectly that she had no real choice in the matter. It was not as if she could take 
the entire Border Service landing party by herself.  
 Star faced the Texan. “Your move.” 
 McBride looked at his people and their expressions had remained so focused on their 
potential enemy that they were mostly unreadable. Perhaps the only exception was Solly Brin 
who had an almost pleading look on his face. ‘Let’s take them down while we have the chance,’ 
he seemed to ask. 
 Dale McBride lowered his phaser carbine. 
 Brin shrugged his shoulders. “Would’ve been too easy anyway,” he mumbled and 
followed suit. 
 “Mister Bralus, give them the coordinates.” 
 The Bolian nodded, swung the phaser onto his back and removed a data padd from his 
belt. He made sure it contained the requested information and then very carefully stepped 
forward as if the short meters between the two parties had been booby trapped with landmines. 
 He moved far too slow for Star. She approached him with large, determined steps and 
snatched the padd right out of his hand. She looked over the data and then back at McBride. 
“Thanks. We’ll get going right away. Follow us if you can,” she said and turned to head back to 
the runabout, Nora and the Marines in tow. 
 McBride allowed himself to breathe for the first time in what had seemed like hours just 
before he indicated for his team to hightail it back into the Stallion. 
 

* * * 
 
A furious Admiral Schwarzkopf trudged onto the bridge with all the subtlety of a nine-
thousand pound elephant, demanding to be noticed by everyone. 
 Owens stood from his chair in one fluid motion. 
 “Your people are disregarding direct orders,” he said with pointed accusation before he 
had even cleared the doors. “I told you not to send Commander Star down there, she is not to 
be trusted.” 
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 The captain did not remember a single instance in which the admiral had made any such 
statement to him. Not that it mattered. He was not going to be told by Schwarzkopf how to run 
his ship. 
 “She has failed to stop Bluefin’s landing party and I suspect she is now purposefully 
ignoring my calls. She’s obviously playing us,” the admiral said. “What do you intend to do 
about this?” 
 Owens faced the somewhat shorter admiral, who was using all of his five feet and 
eleven inches to physically dominate the other man. Truth be told, Owens was getting tired of 
his arrogant attitude. Schwarzkopf was a rear admiral, lower half, which meant he outranked 
Owens and therefore could also claim certain privileges. But the captain didn’t quite respect 
him enough to allow him to speak to him in this manner. “I usually tend to give my officers a 
certain amount of leeway on away missions,” he said. “Star had her orders and as far as I know 
she has attempted to carry them out to the best of her abilities. She was to stop the Bluefin party 
but avoid a violent confrontation. If the situation on the ground has changed I’m sure she is 
doing anything in her power to adapt to the new circumstances.” 
 Deen turned from her station to shoot her captain a surprised look which went 
unnoticed by Owens. The confidence with which he spoke of Star was a long way from how he 
had sounded back during the briefing.  
 What the young Tenarian did not realize was that Owens’ sudden confidence did not 
stem from a new found trust into his acting first officer but because he wanted to establish for 
once and for all who was in charge on Eagle. 
 Schwarzkopf didn’t get it either. “That just won’t do,” he said shaking his head. “This is 
not the time to indulge in confidence building exercises. The smallest mistake could spell doom 
to this mission. I need to know that we have full control of this situation.” 
 “With all due respect, sir, I believe we lost control the moment our away team was 
overrun,” said Owens who by now had made the decision to drop such niceties as using 
Schwarzkopf’s given name. 
 “Don’t make the mistake of giving up on this mission, Michael,” said Schwarzkopf who 
apparently had not abandoned attempts to create a bond with Eagle’s captain. “I have worked 
too hard and too long to get to this point for it all to be undone because a few officers are losing 
their nerves. I need you to contact your people and make sure Bluefin’s landing party will not 
interfere with Tiaitan affairs.” 
 Schwarzkopf preempted any further objections by immediately turning around and 
returning to the turbolift to leave the bridge. 
 Owens watched quietly as he disappeared as quickly as he had come. Maybe 
Schwarzkopf had made a decent point once. Maybe all his original intentions had been 
legitimate and just maybe his mission had once possessed a decent probability to make a 
quantifiable difference in the war against the Dominion. But now, his increasingly overbearing 
manner had made it near impossible to work with him.  
 He glanced at the main view screen were he spotted the Border Service cutter which was 
still partially disabled after they had shut down their core in order to avoid Xylion to be able to 
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hack into it. Owens remembered Akinola’s immense mistrust of Schwarzkopf and for the first 
time he wondered if maybe he hadn’t been right all along. 
 DeMara Deen stood from her station to approach the captain. “I’m worried about 
Admiral Schwarzkopf,” she said quietly enough to make sure nobody else would hear her. 
 “You and me both.” 
 But she shook her head slightly to indicate that she was not quite talking about the same 
thing. She showed him a padd. “If he’s as concerned about Starfleet interference as he claims to 
be, then I don’t think he’s following his own advice.” 
 Owens took the device and his eyes opened wide when he realized what exactly it was 
he was looking at.  
 

* * * 
 
Balik had been well prepared. This much became quite obvious after he lead Wenera and T’Ser 
into a large vehicle garage in which some twenty-five of his men were loading weapons and 
equipment onto three idling cargo trucks. 
 The doctor and Vekte helped T’Ser to sit on some equipment crates where she could 
wait until they were ready to leave. Judging from the expediency Balik’s men showed, Wenera 
was certain that they wouldn’t have to wait long. 
 It was the young Vekte who seemed most agitated. He kept glancing nervously towards 
the door. 
 The doctor noticed. “What’s wrong?” 
 “It’s my wife and child. They were supposed to meet us here.” 
 Balik overheard. “We can’t afford to wait for them. We have to leave now.” 
 The young man visibly cringed at that thought. 
 Wenera shot Balik an icy look. She wasn’t quite sure where this sympathy had come 
from but for whatever reason she couldn’t condone them leaving his family behind. It was a 
surprising turnaround, considering this man had threatened to shoot them just a couple of days 
ago. “I’m sure we can give them another minute,” she said. 
 The rebel leader frowned but ultimately relented. “Very well, but I’m sending the first 
transport out. If they’re not here by the time the next one is ready to go, we won’t be able to 
wait any longer,” he said and walked back to one of the vehicles to send it on its way. 
 Vekte gave the off-worlder a grateful look. 
 She waved him off with a dismissive shake of her head. “I just hate to see ruined 
families.”  
 They had to wait all but two minutes until the girl Wenera recognized from her visit to 
the hospital on the previous day stepped into the garage, her young born child cradled into her 
arms. 
 “Lelta,” Vekte said with obvious relief and immediately began to approach her. He 
stopped after just three steps when he noticed the horrified expression on her face. She was 
slowly shaking her head. There were tears in her eyes. “What is the matter?” 
 The strange entrance quickly drew everybody’s attention. 
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 Wenera instantly knew something wasn’t right. 
 Her suspicions were confirmed just a moment later, when Deite stepped into the 
building behind her. A gun pointed at Lelta’s head. 
 Her eyes found Balik’s. “Did you really think I’d just sit by and watch you go? After all 
we’ve been through together, you should know me much better than this.” 
 “No,” he said without missing a beat. “The truth is I don’t even recognize you 
anymore.” 
 For just a moment Deite’s stern expression slipped. Perhaps she was reconsidering what 
she had set out to do. Perhaps she was developing second thoughts. And then all those doubts 
were suddenly gone, replaced by determination. “You’ve betrayed me, Balik. You’ve betrayed 
the cause.” 
 He just shook his head. “I’ve never betrayed the cause and I’ve never betrayed you. 
We’ve had a disagreement, Deite. That is all it is, a disagreement. We’ve always respected each 
other as equals and now I’ve decided to leave. But I haven’t betrayed anything.” 
 “Haven’t you?” she said and shot Wenera an angry look. “You are taking our prisoners 
without my consent. You are making plans and whisper in the shadows and behind my back. 
You really must think me a fool. Well maybe I am but at least I’m not a liar and a traitor,” she 
said and gave the young mother in front of her a hard shove.  
 She stumbled and fell to the ground but somehow managed to keep her child in her 
grasp. 
 “I’ve learned the truth about you, Balik. She told me everything I had already 
suspected,” Deite said. 
 Vekte rushed to his wife. “What have you done to her?” he cried as he tended to the 
young woman. 
 “I didn’t touch a hair on her body,” she said. “But you’d be surprised how willing a 
mother is to talk when she’s concerned for her child’s safety.” 
 Vekte glared at her with unbridled rage. 
 “Did you know that she is a Tia?” she asked the husband. “I guess you did know, didn’t 
you?” she said when she noticed the lack of surprise in his eyes. She glanced at Balik. “Your 
people are sleeping with the enemy, Balik. How many secrets do you think she passed on to the 
prias? How many Ait do you think died because of this Tia whore?” 
 Vekte jumped to his feet to rush Deite when his rage had reached the boiling point. 
 “Vekte, don’t!” Balik shouted. 
 But the young man was undeterred. 
 Deite was much faster than him. Her gun already at the ready, a single shot rang out 
and struck him in the shoulder forcing him to slump to the ground long before he had any real 
chance to reach his target. Then before anybody else could react, she aimed at his wife and fired 
again. 
 It was that precise moment, pandemonium ensued. 
 Balik and his men had reached for their guns to stop Deite. They had collectively 
underestimated her ruthless resolve and had been too slow to avoid the execution of the young 
mother. 
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 At about the same time, Teldro and the rest of Deite’s men who had apparently been 
waiting outside for the opportune moment to reveal themselves, stormed the building and 
immediately opened fire on their former comrades. 
 Wenera didn’t know where to turn to first as bodies were falling left and right. But 
above all the gunshots she could hear something else. Something that drew her in. It was a 
newborn child, crying. 
 Keeping her head down as best as she could she hurried over to where the boy was still 
wrapped around his dead mother’s arms. Vekte had managed to crawl towards them and was 
trying to get to the child himself. 
 When the doctor reached them, she could see the tears welling up in the young man’s 
eyes. His shirt was soaked in his blood and his face was pale. She didn’t need a tricoder to 
realize that he was dying.  
 “I need to get him out of here,” he croaked as he desperately tried to free the boy from 
his mother’s stiffened limbs. But he simply didn’t have the strength any longer. “I have to …” 
 Wenera, ignoring the hailstorm of bullets whipping over her head, knelt beside them. 
She managed to get the child but wasn’t quite sure what to do with him. She tried to hand him 
over to his father. 
 But Vekte couldn’t take him. The best he could manage was to stroke his tiny head 
which surprisingly soothed the child, stopping him from cryingd despite the chaos all around 
him. Then he looked up at Wenera. “You have to … take him. Get him out of here.” 
 She hesitated for a moment. She didn’t have the slightest idea what to do with the child. 
But one look at the young boy in her arms was enough for some buried instinct to assert itself, 
to immediately understand that she had to protect him no matter what. “I promise, I take care 
of him.” 
 He nodded slowly, his strength almost completely drained now. “I know you will.” 
 “Doctor!” 
 She didn’t hear Balik at first. She was too focused on the unfamiliar feeling of a child in 
her arms and her regret for not being able to help Vekte or his wife. The infant wasn’t heavy 
and yet she felt as if she was carrying a small world in her hands. Vekte’s eyes closed for the last 
time. 
 “Doctor, over here.” 
 When Wenera finally looked up she noticed Balik inside one of the transports, gesturing 
her to join him. The firefight was still in full swing but most of Balik’s men had managed to find 
cover and were now engaged in a life and death struggle with an equally entrenched enemy. 
Wenera became painfully aware that she on the other hand, was dangerously exposed. 
 Realizing there was nothing else she could do for Vekte, she stumbled onto her feet and 
rushed towards the transport.  
 “Give me your hand,” Balik said as she approached, trying to help her onto the vehicle. 
 She shook her head. “The child first,” she said and held him out. 
 Balik quickly reached for the child before he pulled the Starfleet doctor into the back of 
the vehicle. 
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 Wenera instinctively took the child back the moment she was on board. It was then she 
realized that somebody else was missing. “Where’s T’Ser?” 
 
 When the shooting had started, T’Ser had naturally tried to move out of the crossfire as 
much as possible. Unfortunately, still somewhat disorientated from the ordeal she had gone 
through the night before, she had stumbled into the wrong direction. By the time she had 
realized that she was heading towards Deite and her people it was already too late. 
 Deite spotted the Vulcan first. Correctly realizing that Balik’s men had been instructed 
not to endanger their hostages, she jumped out from behind her cover and tackled T’Ser to the 
ground. 
 What she hadn’t expected however was that T’Ser still had plenty of fight left in her.  
 It wasn’t just superior Vulcan physiology, the truth was that T’Ser was mad as hell. She 
had been used as a punching bag and now that she’d had time to think about it, she really 
hadn’t appreciated that treatment at all. 
 She now found the person who had inflicted all that pain and humiliation on top of her 
after she had been wrestled to the ground. Revenge of course was mostly a human emotion and 
in that particular moment in time, she was pleased that she had not been raised as a Vulcan. 
 T’Ser ignored her throbbing  head and let loose with all the strength she could muster. 
 Her elbow connected with Deite’s midsection with such force, the Ait woman spat 
blood.  
 She followed up her initial strike by driving the back of her fist into Deite’s face.  
 The Vulcan didn’t waste time. She pulled her dazed opponent off the ground and this 
time used the lower part of her open palm to smash into her beaten face again. 
 Later on she would admit to herself, a bit shamefully, that she had tried to drive Deite’s 
nasal bone into her brain, killing her instantly. She wasn’t on target however and quite thankful 
for that later on. Of course a very good argument could have been made that if she had been 
successful, the nightmare of Tiaita could have been ended before it ever truly began. 
 The attack was still violent enough to break Deite’s nose as it exploded with dark red 
blood. She jerked backwards but managed to reach out for T’Ser’s throat even while she fell. 
 She missed the Vulcan’s neck and instead her hand found purchase at the collar of her 
mustard shirt. Deite yanked hard, trying to push her down with her. The sturdy material tore 
just a few inches but enough to rip the necklace she wore underneath. 
 T’Ser had no time to worry about it as she had to brace herself for the unexpected fall.  
 She landed painfully next to Deite. Before she could get back up she felt the cold steel of 
a gun barrel against the back of her head. She closed her eyes. 
 “Don’t,” said Deite but had to interrupt herself, coughing hard and spitting more blood. 
“Don’t shoot her,” she continued and managed to pull herself up on wobbly feet. 
 Teldro, the gun man, hesitated. 
 “Get her up,” she said. 
 He did and T’Ser for the moment decided it was in her best interest to comply, Teldro 
never removed the weapon from the back of her skull. 
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 Deite found her own weapon, took T’Ser and pulled her into the open so that Balik and 
his men could see her. She stabbed her gun into the side of her head. 
 “Balik!”  
 He spotted her and gestured his men to cease firing. Deite’s people did the same. 
 “You will come out and surrender or by the Brothers I swear I will decorate the floor 
with her alien brain,” she screamed across the garage. In tremendous pain and barely able to 
stand, the female insurgent leader felt her blood boil.  
 T’Ser knew how that felt. But she couldn’t risk a move against her, not with Deite’s 
finger so close to the trigger. She made eye contact with Balik inside the vehicle. She couldn’t 
shake her head but her eyes were imploring him to get out while they still could.  
 Balik saw it.  
 “We can’t leave here without her,” said Wenera who either didn’t catch T’Ser’s telling 
expression or didn’t care. “We have to get her.” 
 “She’ll kill her either way,” he said, realizing the truth after seeing Deite’s hateful eyes. 
“She’s going to kill us all if we stay.” 
 “I’m not leaving her.” 
 Balik turned to look at the doctor. “Are you willing to sacrifice all our lives then?” he 
said. “How about the child’s?” 
 Wenera cast her eyes on the infant still in her arms. His large, bright eyes were looking 
up at her. He had miraculously not cried again since his mother had died. He had not yet 
realized that he did not truly belong with this alien woman.  
 Loud alarm sirens began to blare throughout the settlement with such intensity, she was 
ripped out of her thoughts. 
 It was also T’Ser’s best chance. 
 The sirens had caught everybody by surprise, including Deite who turned away for a 
split second to attempt to find the source of the alarm. 
 T’Ser shoved her head backwards and connecting again with Deite’s fractured nose, 
eliciting a loud howl of pain from the woman. She lost her balance and the gun fired at the same 
time. 
 The sound of the gun nearly ruptured T’Ser’s eardrum and the flash blinded her 
momentarily. 
 But the bullet went wide. 
 She could feel Deite sagging to the floor behind her and without another thought, T’Ser 
took off towards the transport in which Wenera and Balik had taken cover. Her head, once 
again, felt as if it was going to explode but she focused all her strength and all her attention 
away from the pain and towards pumping her legs as fast as they would go. 
 Upon realizing what was happening, Deite’s people reopened fire while Balik’s tried to 
cover the exposed, running Vulcan as best as they could. 
 She was nearly there. Just a few more meters to go. 
 But there was another sound becoming more prominent by the second. Within moments 
it had become so loud it drowned out even the alarm klaxons. 
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 T’Ser could not remember ever hearing something quite like it before and yet she was 
immediately aware as to what it was.  
 “Incoming!” yelled Balik from the top of his lungs and dashed forward in a desperate 
attempt to shield Wenera and the child from what he knew would happen next. 
 It was then that the world around them tore itself to pieces. 
 

* * * 
 
“We’re approaching the coordinates,” said Srena at the helm controls of the runabout. “It’s a 
small mountain settlement. Should come into visual range any moment.” 
 It had already come into visual range, Star realized. At least thick plumes of dark and 
angry smoke had, rising over the mountain peaks and leading her to a terrible realization. 
“We’re too late.” 
 “What is that?” said Nora Laas who had moved closer to the viewports. She was 
pointing at the sky, somewhere beyond the rising smoke. 
 It was a small black dot. It didn’t take long for them to realize that it was in fact one of 
the three planes they had seen earlier. It became more distinct as they moved closer. There was 
however, another reason it was growing larger. 
 “It’s coming back for another pass,” said Srena. 
 “They’re going to finish the job,” the Bajoran added. 
 “Like hell they will,” said Star. “Ensign, give me all the speed you can muster. Bring 
phasers online.” 
 The runabout was already pushing its thrusters to the limit, propelling the 
Nebuchadrezzar at twice the recommended sub-atmospheric velocity. The Andorian pilot 
managed to squeeze a few more kph out of the overstressed engines. 
 The Bajoran security chief didn’t seem to appreciate Star’s suggested course of action 
however. “What are you planning to do?” 
 Star stabbed a panel on the computer console. “Tiaitan military vehicle, this is the 
Starfleet vessel Nebuchadrezzar. Abort your approach, there are friendlies in the target area. I say 
again, abort your approach, there are friendlies on the ground.” 
 Srena shook her heard. They weren’t listing. 
 “I tried to be nice,” said Star. “Target them.” 
 “Wait a minute,” said Nora. “Those are our allies. You can’t just fire on them.” 
 Star shot the Bajoran an annoyed look. “Lieutenant, I think you need to reconsider your 
priorities. Earlier you were suggesting we open fire on one of our own and now you are 
objecting to fire on a plane which is trying to kill our people. I’m getting the distinct impression 
you are simply taking an opposite position from whatever I decide.” 
 Nora held the Trill’s look defiantly. “Don’t flatter yourself, Commander, I don’t care in 
the least what your positions are. I’m simply thinking of this mission as nobody else here seems 
to be willing to do that. The Tiaitans are our allies and our orders are not to interfere with their 
actions.” 
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 “So you find it perfectly alright then that they are about to kill their own people and two 
of ours along with them?” 
 “I’m trying to follow orders. That’s my duty as a Starfleet officer. You might want to 
consider to give it a try at some point.” 
 “I don’t want to interrupt,” said Srena, successfully masking her own irritation over the 
two senior officer’s deciding to pick this time to argue with each other. “But they’re about to 
drop more bombs any second now. If you want us to do something, now would be the time.” 
 Star focused ahead. “Allies or not,” she said. “What they’re doing is wrong.” 
 “Coming from you that almost sounds like an encouragement,” mumbled Nora Laas 
and took her chair again. 
 As much as she hated to admit it, Star knew that Nora was making a halfway decent 
point. Besides she had quite miraculously managed to get this far without having to fire a single 
shot. This would be a really bad time to start.  
 She watched as the distance between them and the bomber plane was melting away by 
the seconds and another idea began to formulate itself in her mind. 
 “Ensign, put us into their flight path.” 
 “What?” said Nora, apparently not appreciating this new course of action anymore than 
the last. 
 Srena on the other hand didn’t hesitate and steered the runabout right in front of the fast 
approaching airplane. 
 The Trill activated the comm again. “Attention Tiaitan aircraft. If you are determined to 
destroy this settlement you will have to go through us first. I promise you, you will not survive 
the collision.” 
 “Neither will we,” whispered Srena. 
 Nora moved even closer to the viewports. The sky was nearly blocked out entirely by 
the massive black aircraft now. “Do you have a death wish, Commander?” 
 But Star kept her eyes sharply focused on the approaching plane instead as if she could 
somehow will it to change course before it could slam into the runabout. 
 “Sir,” began the Andorian, keeping her voice low. “I hope you are aware that that thing 
is a multi-ton, jet propelled vehicle.” 
 “What’s your point, Ensign?” 
 “They don’t have nearly the kind of maneuverability we do.” 
 “In other words,” said Nora and looked angrily at the acting first officer. “They might 
not be able to avoid a collision at this point even if they wanted to.” 
 “Impact in twenty seconds,” said Srena. 
 Star kept her cool. 
 “Fifteen.” 
 “Are they changing their heading?” Star wanted to know. 
 “Not by enough,” Srena said. 
 And then Tazla Star could see it too. They were trying to turn to their left but the laws of 
physics simply didn’t allow for the massive plane to turn fast enough. 
 “Ten seconds.” 



192 
 

 Star saw nothing but blackness in front of them. 
 “Hard to starboard!” 
 Srena punched her controls.  
 They all ducked instinctively as the loud roar of jet engines engulfed them. For a 
moment it felt as if gravity itself had been suspended. The runabout dropped to its right in a 
near free fall in order to attempt to move out of the way quickly enough. 
 The three women let out a collective sigh of relief when the predicted fiery mid-air 
collision never took place. Instead the military plane broke off so sharply for a moment it 
appeared as if it was losing control. But the pilots managed to stabilize her just in time to avoid 
a crash landing. 
 Deciding that this mission was not worth their lives, the pilots turned the plane around 
to take them back to their home base. 
 “Do I want to know how close that was?” said Star after a few seconds of silence had 
passed. 
 Srena hadn’t quite found her voice yet and simply shook her head instead.  
 “I am getting fed up with these death defying maneuvers,” Nora fumed, trying to turn 
increasing frustration into anger. 
 Star on the other hand simply smirked at her. “Why, Lieutenant, I would never have 
thought that a tough fighter like yourself doesn’t have the nerves. If you would like to consider 
a transfer to a desk job I’d be more than happy to discuss it upon our return.” 
 Nora grunted and took her chair again. “Yeah, I bet you’d love that. You’d have to do 
something a lot more stupid than this to get rid of me.” 
 The pale blue face of the Andorian pilot gave proof that she didn’t need the extra 
challenge. 
 “Ensign, find a spot to set us down before our friends decide to come back with an 
escort.” 
 Srena took a small breath and then checked her instruments to try and locate a landing 
zone. However the settlement below was in shambles. Hundreds of people were scrambling 
around like headless chickens and dozens of vehicles were littering the streets, desperately 
attempting to leave before another attack would flatten the rest of the settlement. The fact that 
any real danger had been averted for now had not yet registered with the panicked inhabitants.  
 “It’s like a hornet’s nest down there,” she said. “I think it be safer if we take her down 
somewhere outside the population center.” 
 As the runabout began its approach Star noticed that the first attack had been 
devastating, reducing many of the larger buildings to rubble. She was however quite relieved to 
find that this attack had been carried out with conventional weapons and not with a potential 
antimatter bomb like the last Tiaitan city she had visited. Casualties were going to be significant 
but at least there was still a chance that their people had survived. 
 

* * * 
 
She felt pleasantly warm sunlight on her face. 
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 When she tried opening her eyes she was forced to squint and raise a hand over her 
head in order to prevent the light to shine directly into her eyes. 
 She thought that to be strange because she distinctly remembered of having been 
indoors. The second thing she noticed was the horrible smell. The previous fresh mountain air 
had turned into something vile and burned. And it stank of death, a smell she was 
unfortunately quite familiar with. 
 Only very slowly did her mind begin to recollect the events that had led to this moment. 
 There had been a battle. Deite’s people pitted against Balik’s.  
 Alarm sirens. 
 That awful, high-pitched noise 
 Balik screaming, trying to reach her. 
 She remember a blast. An explosion. It had ripped her right off her feet. 
 Only then did she feel the pain. It was all over as if every single bone in her body had 
been shattered. As a physician she knew that that was unlikely while she was still alive. Her 
right shoulder felt the worst. Possibly dislocated, she thought. 
 She bit down hard on her teeth in order to ignore the pain and tried to get onto her feet. 
She succeeded on the second attempt which she took as proof that her legs were fine.  
 Her uniform was ripped and covered in dust, turning the predominately black outfit 
into a predominately gray one. As she looked down at herself she felt a fleeting regret over the 
state of her clothes.  
 That was until she realized that the building around her was no longer a building at all. 
The roof and an entire wall had collapsed. She was surrounded by rubble and as far as she 
could tell, she was the only person on her feet. 
 There was a man lying on the floor nearby.   
 “Balik?” she croaked as she approached. She found his neck but there was no pulse. He 
was dead. She turned him over and realized it wasn’t who she had thought it was. She forced 
herself not to feel relieved. 
 There were more bodes littered all over the former garage. Some were still alive and 
coming around and not unlike she had done, were trying to piece together what had happened. 
 Then she heard that cry to which her ears had become so attuned to. The cry of a 
newborn child. And it was close, very close. 
 Gripped with sudden panic for the wellbeing of the child she hurried forward, 
desperately trying to locate the source of the voice. Her steps were unsteady and she stumbled a 
couple of times but it never deterred her. The problem was, she could see nothing but rubble. A 
whole lot of rubble. 
 Then movement. Somebody buried underneath was moving.  
 No, she realized. The rubble itself was moving. Somebody buried underneath was trying 
to push it away. Only a person of immense strength would’ve been able to do this. And the 
child’s cries were coming from exactly that spot. 
 Wenera rushed to the moving debris and pushed it aside to discover a body. Female and 
Vulcan. “T’Ser!” she realized and doubled her efforts.  “T’Ser, are you alright?” 
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 “If I’ll be perfectly honest with you, Doctor, I’ve had better days,” she said as she 
attempted to dig herself out. 
 Wenera uttered a liberating sigh of relief when she realized that the Vulcan was still 
alive. 
 “Careful,” said T’Ser as she pulled away slightly to reveal something she had been 
cradling with her body, trying to protect it from the collapsing building. 
 The doctor’s eyes widened. It was the child. 
 She picked him up carefully and found that he was miraculously unharmed. 
 “He practically flew right into my arms after the blast threw me into the air,” she said as 
she watched Wenera holding the boy close. “The little feller has a guardian angel looking out 
over him.” 
  “So it would seem,” said Wenera and rocked the boy slightly in her arms, causing him 
to stop crying again. It was quite amazing to her how little it took. The child did not seem to 
have the slightest bit of appreciation for the craziness of their situation. She looked at T’Ser. 
“And he’s not the only one.” 
 “We’re not out of the woods yet,” she said. “I can’t move my right leg.” 
 Wenera carefully placed the child next to her—a short little weep of protest from the 
infant making it clear that he didn’t appreciate being put aside—and then checked on T’Ser. A 
heavy cement fragment was partially covering the lower part of her leg.  
 She needed both her hands and all her strength to push it away. Underneath she found 
the pants leg shredded and covered in green blood. T’Ser squirmed noticeably in pain the 
moment she touched it.  
  “It’s broken,” said Wenera, shaking her head. “We need to brace it.” 
 “I don’t think there is time for that,” T’Ser said while she spotted something in the near 
distance. 
 Wenera followed her glance to spot a person she had hoped she’d never see again. Deite 
had also survived and was stumbling a bit aimlessly around among the debris. Whatever 
confusion she was experiencing, she refused to let go of the gun she held firmly in her hand. 
 “There is no justice in the galaxy,” said Wenera. 
 “We survived so far. Let’s be thankful for small miracles at least,” she said with a playful 
smile. 
 Wenera didn’t know how she managed the effort. “We have to get you out of here,” she 
said. 
 But T’Ser shook her head. “That’s not going to work, Doctor, and you know it. I can’t 
walk and you won’t be able to carry both me and the child.” 
 She looked at the infant by her side. He was smiling at her of all things and snickering 
happily at the attention he was eliciting from both women. T’Ser was right. It was her or the 
child. 
 She looked back up at Deite. She had not spotted them yet but it was only a question of 
time. She was recovering quickly and was now busy trying to find those of her people who 
were still alive. 



195 
 

 “Doctor,” said T’Ser sharply, forcing Wenera’s attention back down on her. “Take the 
child and go.” 
 But she determinately shook her head. “I’m not leaving you here.” 
 “That’s an order, Doctor.” 
 “You are with the Border Service, you can’t give me any orders.” 
 “Like hell I can’t.” 
 “I guess we would have to look up regulations.” 
 T’Ser’s patience and good will were running out. There was a time for witty chitchat and 
facetiousness and then there was now. She grabbed Wenera’s arm with surprising strength and 
pulled her down closer towards her face. “Listen to me. If you stay here you risk your life and 
the life of the child. You get the hell out of here right now and try to put as much distance to 
this woman as you can, understood?” 
 The Vulcan’s grip was so strong, Wenera winced. She looked straight into T’Ser’s eyes. 
She was dead serious, she was not going to take no for an answer. 
 Wenera nodded slowly. 
 “Now. And don’t look back.” 
 The doctor picked up the child next to her. She wanted to say something else but T’Ser’s 
cold stare didn’t let her. “Go.” 
 The child in her arms picked that moment to start crying again. And loudly. Wenera’s 
heartbeat nearly stopped. She looked up only to see Deite, still some forty yards away, turning 
to look into her direction. Wenera could see her eyes narrowing. 
 And then she ran. 
 “Get her!” screamed Deite.  
 But the few of the men she had managed to rouse were hardly in any condition to follow 
her orders, or stand on their own two feet for that matter. 
 So she had to do it herself. 
 She ran for a few meters but then stumbled over a large piece of rubble blocking her 
path. 
 Wenera took T’Ser’s advice. Holding the crying child close to her chest, she never looked 
back as she desperately tried to clear the crumbled building and get out of her pursuers’ line of 
sight. 
 Deite found her balance and brought up her gun. The running doctor would make an 
easy target. What she failed to realize however was that the debris she had stumbled over had 
not been debris at all.  
 With her one good leg, T’Ser pushed herself up, ignoring the fiery pain shooting up 
from the broken bone and threw herself at the utterly surprised and unprepared Deite. The 
Vulcan easily wrestled her to the ground before she even knew what had hit her. 
 Wenera cleared the building. And then stopped. She had no idea which way to go. The 
settlement was coming apart by the seams. Buildings were collapsing all around her, the 
panicked inhabitants were running aimlessly into the streets and dozens of vehicles were 
blocking the intersections in a desperate attempt to get out while they still could. 
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 One of the vehicles, a bulky cargo truck which looked surprisingly familiar, came to a 
screeching halt just a few feet away from her. Balik jumped out. His clothes were torn and as 
dirty as hers. He was bleeding from a number of wounds but still managed a firm tone. “Get 
in.” 
 But Wenera was not ready to give up on T’Ser.  She glanced back into the building 
behind her. The Vulcan’s struggle which had allowed Wenera to get away was already over. 
Deite had gotten the upper hand, mostly because her people had since converged on her and 
come to assist their leader. Angrily, Deite kicked the Vulcan woman at her feet who by now was 
unable to offer any more resistance. 
 Balik had to physically restrain Wenera from returning into the collapsed garage. “No, 
Doctor, we have to go.” 
 His words were emphasized not a moment later when Deite, spotting Balik and Wenera 
outside, took aim again. 
 Balik pushed the doctor and the child into the transport just before the vehicle was 
peppered by bullets. 
 “Get them,” shouted a frustrated Deite even as she watched the vehicle rev its engine, 
spin its wheels and then quickly accelerating away and around a corner. 
 Teldro shook his head. “We need to leave. That plane is coming back for another run. 
We stay any longer and we all die.”  
 Deite cursed loudly at the prospect of letting Balik and Wenera slip through her fingers 
but she understood that she didn’t have a choice. She had to let go. At least for now. But she 
made herself a promise. She would make Balik and his alien pet pay for his betrayal.  
 Teldro reached for her shoulder. “I’ve got a vehicle waiting outside. But we have to go 
now.” 
 Deite’s glance dropped to see the near unconscious and incredibly troublesome Vulcan 
lying by her feet. She turned around and began marching towards the waiting transport. “Bring 
the prisoner,” she barked. “I’m not done with her.” 
 

* * * 
 
The runabout had set down not far from the settlement on a piece of empty land which 
overlooked the seemingly endless desert, sprawling out below the foot of the mountain range. 
 The landing had not gone unnoticed by the inhabitants but nobody seemed to have any 
inclination on approaching the strangely unknown craft. On the contrary, most of the settlement 
was trying to get away as quickly as possible. The fact that the bomber had not returned yet was 
no indication that the government attack was over. In fact, most might have mistaken the 
appearance of the Starfleet ship as the second wave. It wasn’t a leap. Everyone on the planet 
knew about the Tia’s new alien allies and news of the Battle of Al Tre Nek in which the sky had 
rained deadly lances of lighting had spread around the globe like wildfire. 
 On the other hand, only a handful of people, even among the Ait and the New Light 
rebels, knew of Starfleet’s other and more clandestine involvement on Tiaita.  
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 Tazla Star was thankful for that fact when she stepped out of the Nebuchadrezzar and 
glanced towards what remained of the settlement. Coming here herself had been a great gamble 
but one she had decided she had to take.  
 She turned to the Andorian pilot who had also disembarked. “Ensign, I want you to 
grab a couple of Marines and dig up all the medical supplies you can find on the runabout. 
Once you’ve run out, start replicating. These people will need them.” 
 Srena nodded and went back inside. 
 “Looks like we’re about to have company,” said Wasco and gestured upwards where 
Bluefin’s Stallion was on approach, preparing to set down just meters away. 
 Star waited patiently for the vessel to set down and McBride and the rest of his landing 
party to emerge. While she had the coordinates of the settlement, she did not actually know 
where to start looking. 
 Dale McBride was quick to provide the answers. “We’re looking for teteron radiation,” 
he said, expecting the question shortly after he and his team had exited the vessel. Then 
glancing down at his tricorder he continued. “I’m picking up a small source, definitely 
emanating from within this settlement. I can’t pinpoint it yet but we should be able to once we 
get close enough to the source.” 
  “Alright,” said Star. “I suggest we split into two teams. You and your people take the 
eastern part of the settlement while my team will comb through the western part.” 
 McBride nodded in agreement. 
 “And remember, we’re here to get our crewmembers and get out. That’s all. Some of 
these people belong to a well organized rebel movement—“ 
 “More like terrorists,” said Nora, her last encounter with these fighters still fresh in her 
memory. 
 Star took no notice of the interruption. “And may put up some resistance. However they 
know that their settlement has been located by the government and they’re more than likely 
going to try and move their operation as quickly as possible and before the military can mount 
another aerial attack or move in ground troops.” 
 “How do you happen to know so much about these people, Commander?” said the 
Bajoran security officer. 
 Star glanced her way for just about a second in which Nora was sure she could spot a 
fleeting sign of insecurity, as if she didn’t quite know how to answer that question. It was gone 
within a flash. “I’ve been here for weeks, Lieutenant. You pick things like that up.” 
 Nora wasn’t quite buying it. 
 But Star didn’t give her a chance to make further inquires in the matter as she quickly 
turned back to the assembled rescue teams. “Tiaitans are also generally more susceptible to 
phased energy than the average humanoid. Keep your weapons on a low stun mode. That 
should be more than sufficient.” 
 McBride was listening carefully but with a hint of impatience. “Understood. Let’s move 
out.” 
 Star nodded and the two teams headed into the settlement. 
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 Progress was slow. 
 Even though many of the larger buildings had been flattened or severely damaged by 
the attack, enough two or more storied structures remained to pose a serious threat to the 
Starfleet teams. Tricorders were a big help but they couldn’t distinguish between harmless 
civilians or possible snipers who may have taken up position in one of the windows. 
 Commander Star had her team of ten Marines and Nora moved in two files, one on each 
side of the road and sticking close to the buildings. The first two in each group were responsible 
to make sure the path directly ahead was clear. The two Marines in the middle kept their eyes 
on the windows on the opposite side, while the last two covered their backs. It was standard 
Marines procedure for urban operations. 
 “I’ve got multiple contacts, three-hundred meters, four o’clock,” said Shin-Ja Moon, the 
Korean Marine in charge of scanning ahead with his combat-issue tricorder. 
 Star signaled her team to stop and take a knee. She turned to look at the sergeant. “Can 
you tell how many?” 
 “I can make out between ten to fifteen contacts.” 
 “Any of ours?” said Wasco who was positioned directly behind Star. 
 “No, I don’t think so.” 
 “Can we go around them?” Star said. 
 Wasco shook his head. “I wouldn’t recommend it. Not only would we be wasting 
valuable time, it’s a bad idea to have a large group of possibly armed forces in our backs.” 
 Star nodded. “Alright,” she said. “We engage them. Let’s see if we can get them to 
surrender. Fire only if absolutely necessary. Understood?” 
 Wasco and his Marines signaled their acknowledgement. 
 Nora, who was heading up the second team on the opposite side of the road, appeared 
to be barely listening at all. 
 Star shot her an icy look. “Lieutenant?” 
 The Bajoran refused to make eye contact. “Take prisoners, fire only if necessary. I heard 
you.” 
 “Good, let’s go.” 
 The team took back to their feet and moved in closer. 
 After some two hundred meters the road opened up to lead into something akin to a 
small town square now surrounded by mostly destroyed buildings many of which had been of 
such a makeshift nature in the first place, they hadn’t stood a chance. 
 Nora, backed by two Marines, moved up all the way to the corner of the road and spied 
around. She signaled back her findings to the rest of the team: Thirteen possible targets, some 
armed. None facing this direction. 
 Commander Star signaled back for Nora to hold position and provide cover while the 
rest of the team moved in. 
 She was the first one to move onto the open square. 
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 There were some six armed men and women standing by a cargo truck which was 
waiting close to a damaged building. Seven others were hastily making their way from the 
building towards the truck, possibly to be evacuated. 
 “Drop your weapons,” Star yelled as she approached with the rest of her team. Her plan 
had been to use shock and awe, to rush them so quickly they wouldn’t have the opportunity to 
respond. 
 One of the armed fighters, a young woman, tried to draw a bead on their attackers but 
was immediately hit by a phaser blast which had originated somewhere behind Star and had 
zipped by her so closely she had felt the heat of the blast on her cheek. It was then that she 
realized that having Nora with a phaser rifle pointed at her back had not been such a great idea. 
 The young woman who had tried to squeeze off a shot sagged to the ground upon 
impact. 
 “Drop your weapons, now,” Star repeated as they closed in on the remaining fighters. 
With at least one phaser rifle pointed at each armed rebel any further resistance was practically 
useless. “Drop them and nobody else gets hurt.” 
 Nora’s team followed and soon every single Tiaitan, armed and unarmed, was staring 
down into an utterly alien and fearsome energy weapon whose relentless power they had just 
witnessed firsthand. 
 “I won’t say it again,” Star said. “Drop them.” 
 There was some hesitation as the rebels considered their options. In the end it was 
obvious that they were outnumbered and completely outgunned. One by one they let go of 
their rifles. 
 “Turn around and get on your knees,” Nora said. “Now.” 
 The rebels complied. 
 The security officer gestured towards the Marines. “Remove their weapons and bind 
their hands behind their backs.” 
 Star watched with a frown as they executed the order. She didn’t like the idea of 
restraining these people. Her original mission on Tiaita had been to assist the New Light in their 
struggle against their oppressive government. Now she was doing the exact opposite. “I’m not 
sure this is necessary,” she said but lacking any real conviction. 
 “They have to be restrained,” Wasco said, agreeing with the order. “We can’t run the 
risk of them coming after us. They should be able to free themselves once we’re gone.” 
 Which of course meant that by the time government forces were rolling in, they’d have a 
whole group of enemy soldiers nicely lined up to be taken prisoner or worse. Star decided not 
to voice her concerns for now as she quietly watched the Marines efficiently tying the rebel’s 
hands. 
 “Arika, no!” 
 The desperate cry forced everybody’s attention towards the building. Somebody was 
running out of the doors and directly towards them. Somebody else, still left inside, had 
unsuccessfully tried to stop that person from doing just that. 
 Nora and the Marines had their weapons back up instantly. 
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 It was then that Star realized that the person running towards them was a little girl, no 
older than seven or eight, she guessed. And she wasn’t running towards them, she was heading 
straight for the young woman who had been shot during the attack. 
 “Hold you fire,” she said. 
 Gunshots rang out. 
 One of the Marines jerked back as he took a bullet to his upper right arm. 
 “Sniper!” yelled Wasco, instantly dropped into a crouch and then grabbed his fallen 
man by the back of his black uniform and pulled him behind a cement embankment for cover. 
 Everyone else followed quickly even while the gunman continued to fire seemingly 
random rounds onto the square. 
 Star and two Marines took up position behind the safety of the bulky cargo truck. 
 “Keep your eyes on our friends over there,” she told them and indicated towards the 
row of still kneeling rebels some of which had tried to use the diversion to stand and try to get 
away. “Any of them move, shoot them,” she added loudly enough to be overheard by each one 
of them. 
 The Marines acknowledged and leveled their rifles. There was no further attempt to 
escape. 
 The Trill could spot the rest of the team having taken cover all over the square. Wasco, 
Nora and the majority of the Marines were behind the cement embankment. “Major, how’s your 
man?” 
 “Flesh wound,” Wasco’s responded. “Nothing serious.” 
 Star nodded and then moved closer to the edge of the vehicle to get a better look at the 
building from which they were taking fire. She spotted the sharpshooter almost immediately. 
He wasn’t doing a particularly good job at keeping himself hidden. He was also not a very good 
shot and wasted his ammunition thoughtlessly by firing without taking proper aim. Star 
quickly realized why. He was just a boy, the rifle impossibly too large for him to handle. 
 Then she spotted the girl who had run out of the building. She was upset, crying and 
sobbing uncontrollably. She had found the woman and was hunched over her now, shaking 
and pulling her in a desperate attempt to wake her. She mumbled something incoherent, Star 
couldn’t understand. 
 Some of the Marines behind the embankment were moving in order to get into a better 
position to return fire. The boy noticed and began firing, trying to hit one of them without 
success. “You’re going to pay for what you’ve done, you Tia bastards,” he screamed with a 
croaking voice which kept breaking up and betraying his young years. But his finger continued 
to squeeze the trigger of his automatic rifle. 
 “Listen kid, we’re not trying to hurt anyone, we’re just here to find some friends of 
ours,” Star said. “That woman down there is not dead, she’s just sleeping.” 
 One of the windows in the truck above her exploded into a thousand shards of glass as it 
was struck by a rifle round. Star figured that the boy had tried to hit her but the window was as 
close as he had managed to get. 
 “You’re lying,” he screamed. “You black devils are all murderers.” 
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 Star looked back towards the Marines. “It’s the uniforms,” she said quietly as she 
realized what he meant. 
 Indeed their black outfits were similar to the ones worn by the government soldiers. 
They didn’t have the helmets and there were obvious differences in the material and the style 
but the boy was unlikely to be able to distinguish them. 
 She tapped her combadge. “Star to Wasco, have your men fall back and out of sight.” 
 “Understood,” said the major, his voice slightly distorted due to the interference 
prevalent in this part of the Tiaitan desert.  
 “Keep your head down and do not take any aggressive actions. Do not return fire. Star 
out,” she said and closed the link by tapping the badge again. Then she quickly removed her 
phaser, sat aside the rifle and took off her black and gray uniform jacket. The red shirt she wore 
underneath would make her a much easier target but that was chance she was willing to take. 
 “Alright kid, I’ll prove to you that she’s just fine, ok? I’m going to come out slowly and 
I’m going to be unarmed,” she said and then noticed that he had stopped firing.  She wasn’t 
sure if that was because she had gained his trust or simply because he had been caught off 
guard by her suggestion. 
 She took the silence as his agreement and stepped out in the open with her hands held 
out in front of her, palms facing forward. “See? No weapons,” she said. She could make him out 
clearly now. He stood on a crumbled balcony on the third floor and he was noticeably shaking 
which was probably helping to throw off his aim. 
 She took a small step forward and towards the young woman lying on the ground some 
fifteen meters ahead. Ignoring all the noise and commotion around her, the little girl had 
refused to leave her side. 
 Nora Laas and the Marines had since moved into a nearby building and out of the 
sharpshooter’s field of vision but close enough to strike again if necessary. Kneeling by the 
window and watching as Star exposed herself, the Bajoran shook her head. “What the hell does 
she think she’s doing?” 
 Wasco also observed the scene. “We could move somebody in position to take him 
down fairly easily,” he said and then looked at the security chief. “Of course there is no way to 
know what kind of effect a direct phaser hit might have on a Tiaitan child this young.” 
 “Have somebody move into position but tell them not to engage,” Nora said. “If he 
should manage to hit her, take him down, otherwise hold your fire.” 
 Wasco frowned, apparently not happy with that plan. 
 Nora noticed. “Those were her orders, Major, remember? Don’t take any aggressive 
actions. If she wants to go and get herself killed than that’s her business.” 
 “Don’t come any closer,” the boy screamed at the alien woman below. 
 But Star ignored him as she took small steps forward. “Look at me. Do I look like one of 
those black devils to you?” She turned her head slightly to show him her spots. “You ever seen 
theses on government soldiers?” 
 “You killed her. You killed my mother.” 
 Another step. “No, we haven’t. Let me show you,” she said and took yet another step 
forward. Just a few more and she would be right by the woman’s side and once she was close to 
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the girl—probably his younger sister—he wouldn’t dare to try and take a shot at her, or so she 
hoped. 
 “I said don’t come any closer,” he screamed and squeezed the trigger again. 
 Star froze as she heard the gunshot. For a moment she thought she had been hit but then 
realized that the bullet had struck the vehicle behind her again. 
 She took another step and there was another shot. This one hitting the ground some four 
feet to her left. She was certain that hadn’t been his target. He was trying to hit her and he was 
getting closer by the second. 
 Star took a deep breath, trying to pay no heed to the growing fear that each step could 
be her last and then moved forward quickly. In no time she had reached the young woman. The 
girl looked up at her with wide, teary eyes, not sure yet if she was supposed to run away or stay 
with her apparently dead mother. 
 “Get away from her,” the infuriated kid screamed from above. 
 But the Trill knelt down next to the frightened girl instead. She gave her a large, friendly 
smile. “Hi there, my name is Taz. What’s yours?” 
 The girl looked at her but wasn’t quite able to form words. 
 “He called you Arika earlier, didn’t he? Is that your name?” 
 She nodded her head fractionally. 
 “And this is your mother?” 
 Another nod. 
 “Give me your hand,” Star said and held out her palm. 
 Arika hesitated. 
 “It’s alright. I’m going to show you that your mother is alright, okay?” 
 The prospect of seeing her mother alive again ultimately convinced the young girl and 
she stuck out her little hand. Star guided it towards the woman’s neck. “Do you feel that?” she 
said. “The steady throbbing right by her neck.” 
 “Y .. yes,” she said and her face began to lighten up slightly. 
 “That means her heart is still pumping blood through her veins. It means she is alive. 
Just sleeping, okay?” 
 “Okay,” said the girl with a small smile. 
 “Do you think you could tell your brother up there so he’ll stop trying to hurt us?” 
 The girl wiped away her tears with one hand while the other remained at her mother’s 
neck as if removing it might also end the pulse of life she had found there. She didn’t 
immediately react to Star’s suggestion. 
 “Arika, do you think you can do that?” 
 The girl nodded. “Yeah,” she said, stood up and looked at her brother above. “It’s okay, 
Reht, she’s okay, she’s just sleeping. I can feel it with my hand.” 
 Reht didn’t look quite convinced. “Stay where you are,” he told Star. “Don’t move,” he 
added and then disappeared from the balcony. 
 “Arika, I’m going to try and wake her up for you but I need the help of my friends to do 
that.” 
 She nodded again. 
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 Star turned around and towards the cargo truck behind which she knew two of the 
Marines were waiting. “Corporal.” 
 Within moments one Marine carefully stuck his head out. “Sir?” 
 “Toss me a hypo with a stimulant package.” 
 He nodded and did as he was instructed. 
 Star caught it easily but before she could apply it, Reht appeared by the door, his rifle 
still in hand and pointed at the Trill. “What are you doing? I said don’t move.” 
 “I’m going to wake up your mother, don’t you want that?” 
 But the boy was still too confused to understand what was happening here. He stepped 
closer and Star took careful notice that at this range he would have little difficulties finding his 
target. She also noticed for the first time that she was quite familiar with the weapon he carried. 
It was one she herself had provided and she knew it was more than adequate to kill her a few 
times over. It would be the irony of ironies if she were to be ended by it, she mused darkly. 
 “Reht, please, she’s trying to help,” pleaded the girl. 
 Star used the distraction to press the hypo spray against the unconscious woman’s neck 
and inject her with the stimulant. The sudden move infuriated Reht, panicking, he rushed 
towards them and jumped Star. “Don’t touch her!” 
 The Trill commander didn’t quite see it coming and the boy’s clumsily thrown up fist 
somehow managed to hit her square in the jaw. She tumbled backwards as he pressed his entire 
weight against her and then found his rifle again. He brought it up surprisingly fast in order to 
shoot her at point blank range. 
 “Reht!” 
 The boy froze and turned around to see his excited sister watching their mother come 
back around.  
 “She’s alright, Reht. Look, she alright,” she said, her words practically pouring out of 
her mouth now. 
 “Mother?” Reht said and all of a sudden Star was forgotten as he dropped the rifle and 
rushed to her side. 
 “Arika, Reht,” the young woman whispered weakly as she tried to get up. “What 
happened?” 
 Star recovered quickly. She took the rifle and removed the magazine and the bullet in 
the chamber. Then she dusted off her uniform and stood, fully aware and maybe even a bit 
embarrassed that she had nearly been killed by a ten-year-old. 
 The woman regained her strength and quickly proceeded to embrace her children, 
astounded herself that she was still alive. Then she found Star. “You,” she said as her face 
revealed a flash of recognition. “I’ve seen you before.” 
 “I don’t think so.” 
 “No,” she said as she stood up slowly. “No, I know I have. You’ve come here before. 
You’re the one who met with Balik and Deite. You’ve helped us get weapons and equipment for 
the cause.” 
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 Star looked around and to her relief found that nobody besides her and the children 
were close enough to overhear the woman. But that was going to change quickly. Wasco and 
Nora were heading her way, now that the threat had been neutralized. 
 Star took a step closer to the woman. “You are mistaken. You don’t know me and you’ve 
never seen me before in your life. Now as long as we are perfectly clear on that I’ll let you and 
the rest of your people get into your vehicle and get out of here before the government troops 
show up. Do you understand me?” 
 The woman looked momentarily confused. 
 Star glanced back to see that Nora and Wasco had almost reached them. She shot the 
woman another urgent. “Do you understand?” she whispered as loudly as she could without 
making herself heard by the approaching officers. 
 She nodded hesitantly. 
 “Commander, are you alright?” said Wasco as he stepped up to the Trill. 
 “I’m fine, Major,” she said and kept her eyes on the still puzzled woman. “Instruct your 
men to help these people board their vehicle so that they can be on their way.” 
 Nora shook her head. “That’s a mistake. We should keep them restraint until we have 
what we came for.” 
 “Your objection is noted, Lieutenant. Now follow my order. The sooner you do, the 
sooner we can get back to our own business. We’ve already lost enough time here.” 
 But the Bajoran didn’t move, instead she had suddenly become quite interested in the 
young woman who stood close to Star. She was giving the commander a most curious look 
which the Bajoran couldn’t quite place. 
 Major Wasco followed Star’s order and his men quickly untied the rebels and then stood 
back as they cautiously entered the cargo truck, not entirely convinced yet that they were being 
let go. 
 Star handed the rifle back to the young woman. “Here, you might need this. Now get 
going.” 
 “Thank you,” she said and rushed towards the vehicle with her children in tow. 
 Nora looked on with a noticeably disapproving expression on her face. “I’ll be putting 
into my report that you are actively assisting a criminal element on this world, Commander. I 
don’t think the captain will be pleased.” 
 “The captain will want us to try and save lives, not risk them. But you are free to put 
into your report whatever you like, Lieutenant,” she said and began to collect the gear she had 
discarded earlier. 
 Sergeant Shin-Ja Moon approached the commander while he studied his tricorder. “Sir, I 
think I have managed to pinpoint the teteron source. We’re close. No more than four hundred 
meters, maybe less.” 
 “Good,” said Star and then addressed the entire team. “Let’s move, people, we’re almost 
there.” 
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 Tazla Star, Nora Laas and the Marines reached what was left of what had once been a 
vehicle garage just shortly after McBride and his team which had apparently run into some 
problems of their own. Two of the Border Service crewmembers had been lightly wounded in a 
firefight with retreating rebels. 
 The teteron radiation they were all looking for was emanating from within this 
destroyed building which was a bad sign as Star immediately recognized that nobody seemed 
to have survived the collapse of the roof. 
 Of course this didn’t stop them to start turning every single piece of rock and rubble to 
find any hint of the Starfleet officers they were looking for. 
 “Over here,” said Solly Brin, causing McBride to nearly leap to his side. Star and Nora 
also converged. 
 The Orion was on his knees and had just cleared some rubble when he had discovered 
something lying on the ground. It was however not a body. 
 Brin consulted his tricoder. “This is our source,” he said. 
 McBride picked up something shiny which at first glance looked like a medallion of 
sorts. Star couldn’t quite make it out because he quickly closed his fist over it. His knuckles 
were beginning to turn white and his facial expressions were unreadable, as if he was trying 
hard not to let it show how exactly this find was making him feel. 
 But Star began to understand for the first time that Dale McBride had a much more 
personal stake in this search than she had previously believed. “What is it, Commander?” 
 When he looked at her she could see the pain in his eyes. “Lieutenant T’Ser wore this,” 
he said without revealing the object. “It’s what we used to track her.” 
 “Her body is not here and neither is Doctor Wenera’s,” said Major Wasco. “That’s good 
news, I suppose, because everyone else here is dead.” 
 Star agreed. “They must’ve gotten out just in time.” 
 “Sir, I’ve got a live one over here,” shouted Bralus from across the building. He was 
hovering over the body of a Tiaitan man. 
 McBride took off in a dash. The man was barely conscious, bleeding from his nose and 
his mouth he probably suffered from severe organ damage and internal bleeding. The Texan 
took no notice of any of that. “Where is T’Ser?” 
 The man looked up at the tall officer but didn’t seem to understand the question. 
 McBride knelt next to him and dangled the necklace in front of the man’s eyes. “The 
woman who wore this. Your prisoner! The woman you abducted, damn it, what did you do to 
her?” 
 The man slowly shook his head but didn’t speak. 
 It wasn’t good enough for Bluefin’s first officer and he grabbed the man by his collar, 
lifting him a few inches off the ground. “Is she dead? Tell me!” 
 “Deite took her,” he croaked. “I don’t know where.” 
 Star, who had followed McBride, moved closer. “What about the other prisoner? The 
doctor?” 
 “I … I don’t know. She ran. Maybe Balik picked her up. There was a fight. Deite and 
Balik turned on each other,” he said with fading strength. He coughed up more blood. 
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 “Where is this Deite? Where can I find her?” said McBride, still holding the man by his 
collar, shaking him, encouraging him to speak faster. 
 But it was little use. McBride was holding on to a dead man. 
 Frustrated he dropped the lifeless body. “Damn it,” he said and turned to look around. 
“Did you find anybody else still alive in here? Anyone else who could talk to us?” 
 But nobody had. 
 Star could see McBride’s shoulders visibly sag like those of a man deflated. A man who 
didn’t know what else to do. He had come here confident that he would be able to find his 
crewmember and bring her back. Instead he had come up empty handed and with no viable 
leads whatsoever to dictate his next move. 
 They had reached a dead end. 



207 
 

 

ELEVEN: THE TRAITOR 
 
 
Melvin Schwarzkopf jumped onto his feet from behind his desk when Captain Owens entered 
his guest quarters unannounced. “Captain, what do you think you’re doing?” 
 But Owens didn’t respond right away. Instead he walked all the way up to 
Schwarzkopf’s desk and then unceremoniously dropped a padd in front of him. Only then did 
he look directly into the man’s eyes. “I was hoping you would be able to provide an explanation 
for your actions.” 
 The admiral held Owens’ cold stare, trying unsuccessfully to make his displeasure clear 
over the unorthodox manner in which he had entered a superior officer’s quarters. “I don’t have 
to explain myself to you.” 
 “Will that be your official response? Because I will note it in my log.” 
 “You think you can simply barge in here with your holier than thou attitude and expect 
me to answer to your accusations?” he said and stepped around his desk. “I am a Starfleet 
admiral.” 
 Owens held his ground. “I know. That is why I’m here. This is a courtesy I am extending 
to you because of your rank and position. I’m here to give you a chance to give me a plausible 
explanation for what you’ve done.” 
 “Who the hell do you think you are?” 
 “I’m the captain of this vessel.” 
 “Not for much longer, I will see to that,” he said and only barely caught himself from 
shouting outright. “This is an outrage.” 
 For a moment neither man spoke. Schwarzkopf seemed desperate to try and dominate 
the room but with Owens refusing to yield his position, the captain continued to tower over the 
shorter man. 
 “Is this all you will say on the matter then?” 
 Schwarzkopf was the first to break eye contact. “Whatever I’ve done was for the good of 
the Federation and I’ll do it all over again if I have to.  
 I have to say though, I’m disappointed in you, Captain,” he said as he stepped up to the 
windows overlooking Tiaita. “Gravely disappointed in fact that you still cannot see the greater 
picture here.” 
 “I can live with that.” 
 He turned around. “Can you really? The next time you look over the weekly causality 
reports, ask yourself what you would be willing to do to ensure the continued survival of the 
Federation. Ask yourself what you would give up in order to save just a few more of the brave 
men and women who die every day for what they believe.” 
 “You know what the problem is with people like you? You spend all your time thinking 
entirely in hypothetical terms that you completely lose track of the very real implications of 
your actions.” 
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 “And your problem is that you cannot understand that without sacrifice you cannot win 
a war.” 
 Owens took a step towards Schwarzkopf. “And who decides who to sacrifice, Admiral? 
Is it you? Who decides how many need to die until you have achieved what you set out to 
accomplish?” 
 “I took an oath to protect the Federation and I—“ 
 “Based on the information you provided the Tiaitan government, three entire 
settlements were turned to rubble, thousands of people have been killed. The Tiaitans whose 
blood is on your hands never took an oath to the Federation. Their deaths were entirely 
unrelated to our war effort and the direct result of your misguided ambitions. You set out to kill 
Starfleet officers and anybody else in your way.  
 You also took an oath, Admiral, to honor the Prime Directive and to never use your 
position and influence to meddle with the internal affairs of another world. What about that 
oath?” 
 “Don’t you think for one minute that I’ve done all this because of personal ambition,” 
said Schwarzkopf, now again fuming with anger. “And don’t you think for one second that I 
don’t regret every single one of those tragic deaths—“ 
 “I’m sure your regrets will be a tremendous comfort to the families you have destroyed 
today.” 
 A small smile formed onto the admiral’s lips. “It is so very easy to be in your shoes, isn’t 
it Captain? You can stand there with your sanctimonious arguments and proclaim to the entire 
galaxy what a horrible person I am and what great suffering I’ve brought to a small group of 
lawless terrorists on a backwater planet. But deep down you knew all along that this was going 
to be an ugly affair and you thanked your stars that you could have me to blame for it all.  
 Because you knew, like I did, that no matter how repulsive this was going to become, in 
the end it would yield results and you’ll be able to sleep just that little bit better knowing that 
for the first time ever, we will have a more than decent chance to win this war. Admit it, 
Captain. You want me to succeed. You need me to succeed.” 
 Michael Owens studied Schwarzkopf carefully as if he was trying to evaluate every 
single word that had come over his lips. Then he walked over to the desk and picked up the 
padd. “I’m sorry, Admiral.” 
 Schwarzkopf nodded slowly. “Of course you are. But it’s alright as long as we 
understand—“ 
 “I’m sorry that I didn’t see sooner that you’ve become so obsessed with your own 
delusions of grandeur that you’ve completely lost any kind of grip on reality. A lot of lives 
might have been saved.” 
 “You son of a—“ 
 “Your mission here is over. Whatever you tried to achieve, you’ve failed. From this point 
forward my one and only concern will be the safe return of the missing crewmembers. You may 
remain in your quarters for the remainder of your stay on my ship but if you make any attempts 
to interfere with our rescue efforts, I will have you placed under guard. Do you understand?” 
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 Schwarzkopf was livid. “You can’t get away with this. I am here at the behest of Starfleet 
Command and the Federation Council. You neither have the right nor the authority to tell me 
what to do.” 
 Owens walked towards the door but stopped short of leaving the guest quarters. “We’ll 
see how much authority you’ve got left once Command learns of the extent of the damage 
you’ve done here. I’m sure they will be very interested to learn of your orders to fire on a 
Border Service vessel without any hostile provocation. And the Council will more than likely 
have to seriously reevaluate supporting your agenda once they find out that you openly 
assisted a foreign government in attempting to kill Starfleet officers as well as hundreds of 
innocents. I’m quite confident Captain Akinola would gladly correlate my detailed report.” 
 “You can’t do this.” 
 “Watch me,” said Owens, turned his back on Melvin Schwarzkopf and headed for the 
doors. 
 “You won’t get away with this, Captain,” he yelled after him. “I’ll have you court-
martialed. I’ll have your head for this. And I’ll have Akinola’s head. You are finished, you hear 
me?” 
 But Michel Owens had long since stopped listening 
 

* * * 
 
For Tazla Star things couldn’t have worked out much better. 
 After taking a landing party to one of the devastated New Light settlements she’d had 
little choice but brief the captain on the realities on the ground. There was now little point to try 
and deny the civil war that was raging on the planet. Exposing it hadn’t been part of the plan 
but so far it had worked in her favor.  
 She already knew that upon learning the truth and finding out about Schwarzkopf’s 
unwisely attempt to hide it by having the evidence destroyed, Owens had confronted the 
admiral and withdrawn his support for his mission.  
 This meant Schwarzkopf was now near powerless to further assist the government 
which in turn would greatly help her own efforts to try and support the New Light to take 
control of Tiaita. 
 It wasn’t however as if she didn’t have her own doubts about the mission. She was still 
convinced that at its core it was the right thing to do. It was the means with which to achieve 
her goals that were increasingly worrisome to her. And there was nobody she could turn to for 
advice. Altee was going to see it as a weakness and she didn’t trust Singleton, the only other 
person who knew of the details of their clandestine undertaking. 
 She also realized that dealing with the New Light had become immensely more 
complicated since they had decided to capture the two crewmembers. An action which didn’t 
sit right with her at all. 
 In the meantime Owens had pretty much decided to sideline her. Even though 
Schwarzkopf was now out of the picture and she had managed to keep a cool head while 
intercepting Bluefin’s rescue team, the captain still didn’t trust her. 
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 So while Nora and a small contingent of investigators had stayed on the surface to try 
and pick up any trail of their missing crewmembers, she had been recalled to Eagle to oversee 
the search operations from orbit. The simple truth was that Owens wanted to keep her close by 
where he could keep an eye on her. 
 “Taz.” 
 Star who had been walking down a corridor, preoccupied with her thoughts, stopped 
upon hearing the voice behind her. There were very few people who would have called her by 
that name. She turned around. 
 “Nigel?” she said with apparent surprise to find the Bluefin officer on board Eagle. She 
quickly glanced down the corridor and was relieved to find that they were alone for the 
moment. “How did you get here?” 
 “Oh trust me, it wasn’t easy. I had to go through one of the freighters and cash in some 
serious favors from an old Academy buddy who conveniently serves as a transporter technician 
on Eagle.” 
 Star shook her head slightly. “Never mind how you got here, tell me what you’re doing 
here.” 
 “You haven’t been returning my calls.” 
 A crewmember passed them by and gave them a curious look which was quickly cut 
short by a disapproving scowl from the Trill. She glanced back at the Bluefin officer. The irony 
of how they had first met didn’t completely escape her at that moment. An awkward encounter 
in a ship’s corridor seemed to be a returning motif for them. But this time the implications were 
far more troubling. She couldn’t afford for people to draw the wrong conclusions. Or even the 
right ones, for that matter. 
 She quickly grabbed him by the elbow and led him into an empty room nearby. 
 “I’ve been rather busy, I’m sure you can appreciate that,” she said once they had some 
privacy. 
 “Yeah, we’ve all been pretty busy. And you notice how we’ve all been busy with the 
same thing? Damn it, Taz, we need to do something about this. You need to do something.” 
 “I’m trying. It’s just not that easy.” 
 That was not what he had wanted to hear. “Your people nearly shot McBride out of orbit 
while your friends on the surface kidnapped T’Ser. What the hell is going on here?” 
 The Trill massaged her temples. “It’s complicated.” 
 “Well, un-complicate it then,” he shot back angrily. “To be honest, I can’t even believe 
you let it come this far. You know these people. Get them to give us T’Ser back before 
something even worse is going to happen.” 
 “Nigel, I’m the first officer on this ship now. I can’t just go up to the captain and tell him 
that I know these people because I happened to help them in their struggle for equality, don’t 
you understand that?” 
 “No, Taz, I don’t bloody understand. But I’m beginning to think that this is all about you 
trying to save your own skin. I’m beginning to believe that they were right about you after all,” 
he said. 
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 Star sighed. “There is more to this than my skin. There is more to this than two people 
being kidnapped.” 
 “You know, you’re beginning to sound a lot like Schwarzkopf.” 
 She grimaced at that. “You just have to trust me, Nigel. Please.” 
 For a moment they didn’t speak. The Australian began to contemplate perhaps for the 
first time, all the things that had happened over the last few days. It was almost more than he 
could handle. He had kept a terrible secret from his friends and colleagues. Form the very 
people he had sworn to serve to the best of his abilities. And it was driving him insane. Of 
course Nigel Bane wasn’t entirely new to the idea of keeping secrets. There was the matter of 
his brother whose own allegiances were questionable at best. He couldn’t help but think the 
same way about Star now. The one major difference that eventually swayed his thoughts 
however was that Star was gambling with the lives of the people he cared about. 
 “I’m sorry, Taz, I just can’t do this any longer,” he said. “You have to get her back or I’ll 
have to go to Akinola and tell him exactly what you—what we—were doing on Tiaita.” 
 “Don’t put me into this position.” 
 “You’re not giving me a choice here.” 
 Star hit the nearby bulkhead with such force, Bane flinched.  
 “You won’t be able to hide this forever. Better to come clean now before this gets any 
uglier.” 
 She gritted her teeth. “Alright, but you have to give me some time.” 
 “Four hours, that’s all I’m willing to risk.” 
 Star walked away. “You’ll hear from me.” 
 “Taz?” 
 She never turned around again. For whatever reason, it scared him. 
 

* * * 
 
She looked down at the calm, innocent face of the sleeping child with a certain degree of envy. 
It felt as if she hadn’t possessed any such tranquility in years. 
 Her last few days had been a never-ending nightmare which appeared to get worse with 
every passing hour. She had come to Tiaita determined to help a people suffering from a 
dreadful famine, poor healthcare and unprovoked aggression by a gang of criminals. 
 Instead she had been placed squarely into the middle of war, had been shot at, captured 
and narrowly escaped certain torture and now had seemingly become the caretaker of an 
orphaned child. It was, quite frankly, a little bit too much to handle and she just couldn’t figure 
out what needed to be done next. 
 After all this wasn’t some medical procedure where she could look at the symptoms and 
apply the appropriate treatment. This couldn’t be fixed simply by making the right diagnosis. 
This was quite possibly unfixable and Ashley Wenera felt as if she was in way over her head. 
 Just about two days ago her main concern had been to find a way—any way—to return 
to Eagle. But now she wasn’t even sure about that simple priority anymore. Somehow Starfleet 
was involved in what was happening on this world and in a much deeper way than had been 
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obvious. She doubted very much that Owens knew anything about it but she didn’t trust the 
admiral who was in charge of this mission. A man willing to hide a civil war was certainly 
capable of manipulating the current situation and possibly even try to keep her from safely 
returning to her ship. 
 And then there was T’Ser. If there was one priority which was perfectly clear to her, it 
was that T’Ser needed to be rescued from Deite’s clutches. The woman had plainly 
demonstrated her vile nature and as long as she held the Vulcan, she was in serious danger. 
 The young child stirred slightly and Wenera knelt down next to the small cot in which 
he lay wrapped into a warm blanket. His full face illuminated by the oil lamps which were the 
only light sources in the dirty, rundown shack. 
 The child presented another problem. Wenera had never thought in a million years she 
would have to care for him. In fact, she didn’t know the first thing about children beyond their 
medical requirements. But it turned out Balik was even more ignorant so it had fallen to her to 
be the stand-in parent. She couldn’t deny that she was actually becoming quite fond of the tiny 
boy. Was that what it felt like to be a mother, she wondered. 
 She didn’t have time to contemplate motherhood for long. Sounds of footsteps outside 
urged her to sneak towards the only door.  
 It had to be Balik. He had left her in the middle of the night to make contact with a local 
New Light cell and had promised to return quickly. He had shown little concerns about leaving 
her by herself. It was Wenera who had not wanted him to leave but he had insisted that it was 
necessary. 
 Relieved that he had finally returned, she opened the door an inch to spy outside. 
 It wasn’t Balik. 
 A dark-clad government soldier was patrolling the neighborhood and the doctor quickly 
closed the door again. She leaned with her back against it and tried to control her breathing 
which had suddenly become much more rapid. 
 The boy stirred again and Wenera prayed he would remain asleep. 
 It went unanswered when he began to cry. 
 She felt her heart pumping furiously in her chest. 
 The footsteps were coming closer now. 
 Wenera took a deep breath for courage and then sneaked back to the cot. “Pssh, little 
one,” she pleaded in an urgent whisper. “Pssh.” 
 Somebody rapped against the door. 
 Her head jerked backwards and over her shoulder. 
 “Who’s in there?” 
 “Please, stop crying,” she begged quietly. 
 But the child did not obey. 
 “I can hear you. Open the door this instance.” 
 Wenera got onto her feet and desperately tried to think of a way out of this. There were 
no other exits to the shack and no places to hide. 
 “You know it is a serious offense for an Ait to defy a military order. Now open this door 
or I will tear it down.” 
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 Left with no options, Wenera walked over to the door and slowly opened it. 
 Too slowly for the soldier who forced it open the moment it gave in, sending Wenera 
tripping backwards. 
 The solider had his rifle out and pointed it at her immediately. “You are not an Ait.” 
 “No,” she said. “I’m not.” 
 The confusion on the man’s face didn’t last. Apparently he had been briefed quite 
extensively on who they were looking for. He noticed the child. “Move into the far corner of the 
room. But keep facing me. Slowly,” he said. 
 Wenera began to step backwards and away from the soldier who in turn moved towards 
the cot. His rifle remained pointed at the Starfleet officer. 
 When he had reached the cot he looked down at the child who by now had stopped 
crying again. Wenera thought he had lousy timing. 
 The soldier glanced up. “Where are Balik-Ait and Deite-Ait?” 
 “I don’t know.” 
 He uttered a harsh and humorless laugh. “You are one of the aliens taken by the New 
Light. Don’t tell me they’ve made you believe their dirty lies. The sooner you tell me where they 
are, the sooner you will be returned to your people.” 
 “Why don’t you let me talk to my people first and then I’ll tell you what I know?” 
 He looked down again. “This child. It isn’t yours, obviously. But I wonder if you’d be 
willing to sacrifice it,” he said as he pointed the rifle at the cot. The muzzle was so close to the 
child that he reached out for it with his tiny hands, mistaking it for a new toy. 
 Wenera took a quick step forward. “Don’t you dare.” 
 In a flash the rifle came back up, freezing her in mid step. “That’s what I thought. The 
Ait scum has completely corrupted you.” 
 “You won’t hurt him. He’s part Tia.” 
 An expression of disgust came over the soldier’s face. The rifle went back to threaten the 
child. “An abomination to the Brothers. It deserves to be killed.” 
 The man spotted the oil lamp flying towards him too late. He looked up at the last 
moment only to have the lightweight vessel smash into his face and covering it with burning 
hot oil. 
 He screamed in pain and stumbled backwards as he reached out for his face with both 
hands, the rifle remaining at his side, secured by a strap around his shoulder. 
 Wenera didn’t think twice and launched herself at the man and they both fell backwards 
and into a wooden cabinet that was so feeble it fell apart almost instantly under their combined 
weight. 
 The soldier landed on his back with the doctor right on top of him. 
 While he tried to fumble for his handgun with one hand—the other still busy trying to 
unsuccessfully wipe the stinging liquid off his face—Wenera reached out for a plank of wood 
which had been part of the shattered wardrobe.  
 She smashed it over his face with such force it split. 
 The solider had given up on removing his handgun and instead tried to bring up his 
hand to stop her from hitting him again. 
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 He wasn’t quite fast enough. 
 The broken piece of spiked wood came down again and lodged itself deep into the soft 
tissue of his Adam’s apple. His throat and mouth erupted with warm blood, his eyes now wide 
open stared back at Wenera whose hands were still gripping the end of the spike. 
 She knew he was dead. All she had to decide was if to remove the spike and thereby 
quickening the inevitable or leaving him to a much slower and painful  demise.  
 Only very slowly did the immensity of the situation catch up with her. She had just 
killed a man. 
 “Doctor?” 
 She turned to see Balik standing in the open doorway with two others. They had their 
guns drawn but Balik now gestured for them to put them away. 
 Wenera couldn’t move, couldn’t even get her fingers to unwrap themselves from the 
wooden pole. 
 Balik approached her carefully. “We have got to get out of here. There’ll be more of 
them soon.” 
 She nodded without being consciously aware of the gesture. 
 He carefully reached for her hands and removed them from the improvised weapon. 
Then he took the spike and dislodged it from the soldier’s throat, allowing the blood to flow 
freely. 
 Wenera looked down at the dying man. “I need to help him.” 
 “He’s dead,” he said and pulled her up onto her feet. She stood uneasy and it took a 
moment before he was confident enough in her own balance to let her go. “There’s nothing else 
you can do. Nothing else you could have done.” 
 But Wenera didn’t appear to be listening. Her eyes remained fixed on her victim who 
refused to break eye contact with her. 
 Balik turned to one of his compatriots. “Take the child, we have to go.” 
 The man nodded and approached the cot. 
 “No,” said Wenera with such sudden intensity that it forced everyone in the room to 
glance her way. “No, I’ll take the child.” 
 Balik nodded. “Fine. But let’s go. Now.” 
 Ashley Wenera moved over to the cot and pick up the boy. He seemed to be smiling at 
her when she took him into her arms, as if to say that everything was going to be just fine. 
 Wenera knew this not to be true. Not by a long shot. 
 

* * * 
 
Her stomach was acting up again. 
 If she had been any other species she might have ascribed her discomfort to something 
she had eaten and which had not agreed with her. She may even have been able to drop by 
sickbay and get a fast working analgesic which would relief her of the discomfort. 
 The problem was that it had absolutely nothing to do with physical pain. At least not 
with the kind that could be cured with an easy fix. 
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 It was her consciousness that was plaguing her. And not just hers.  
 Wexri’s voice, Star’s first host, was as usual the most prominent one. Honorable, faithful 
and honest to a fault, she was in many ways the exact opposite of what Tazla had become.  
 Wexri had never sat alone at a table, nursing a drink and feeling sick to her stomach 
while considering what she had done and what she still needed to do. For Wexri life had not 
been filled with difficult decisions because the moral high ground had always seemed such an 
obvious path that considering any other was out of the question. 
 Tazla admired her for such clarity. 
 She looked up from the table and noticed the crewmembers who were hurrying back 
and forth the Nest in order to set up some sort of screen along the windows. Not for the first 
time she wondered what it was exactly they were doing. 
 Even though technically speaking, Tazla Star was the ship’s first officer, nobody told her 
much of anything around here. She had no idea what these people were up to or on whose 
orders they were acting. The truth was she didn’t much care. And she had much bigger 
problems to content with. 
 When she turned back to look at her drink she was surprised to find that a man in 
civilian attire had taken the liberty of seating himself opposite her. Entirely uninvited. She 
couldn’t quite tell what species he hailed from. 
 He was smiling at her. “It was the captain’s idea, I believe. Of course at the time he 
didn’t know we would be in the kind of mess we’re in now.” 
 “Excuse me?” Star was completely puzzled. Not only did she not have the slightest 
inkling as to who this man was, she also didn’t know what he was talking about. She still tried 
to get over the fact that he had simply appeared out of nowhere and had decided, for himself, 
that it was alright to sit at her table without asking. 
 She scrutinized him with a near withering look which usually worked quite well to 
communicate her displeasures. 
 Unimpressed he nodded towards the busy crewmen. “No doubt you’ve been wondering 
about the commotion. It’s supposed to be a surprise but I think I’ve figured out what the 
captain is up to. Or maybe was up to. If things don’t improve soon I doubt anybody will be in 
much of a mood for distractions.” He rapped his fist against the table and smiled again. “Knock 
on wood, isn’t that what they say?” 
 “Who … are you?” 
 The facial expressions of the dark-skinned man turned into embarrassment. “My 
goodness, how terribly rude of me not to introduce myself. My name is Bensu. And you are our 
new first officer. Tazla Star, correct?” 
 She nodded slowly and then all of a sudden she thought she understood. “I was 
wondering how long it would take. I have to say you beat my expectations.” 
 Bensu looked puzzled. “I did?” 
 “Yeah,” she said and took a sip of her drink. “Say about the Border Service what you 
will but at least they don’t cram their ships with head doctors.” 
 “I believe they have a much more hands-on approach over there. You got to admire 
that.” 
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 That threw her a bit. “Yeah. Listen I’m in no mood to talk to a counselor. In fact I’m in 
no mood to talk, period.” 
 “Is that why you came to the Nest?” 
 “It’s a good place to think.” 
 “In solitude?” 
 “Listen, Mister Bensu—“ 
 “Just Bensu will do.” 
 “Bensu, then. I’m not feeling particularly sociable today and I certainly would 
appreciate some privacy. “ 
 “You’re upset,” he said. 
 “I didn’t say that.” 
 “You didn’t have to. Trill are a fascinating species. Lousy poker players if you know 
what to look for. For example did you know that your spots darken slightly whenever you feel 
strong emotions? It’s barely visible to the naked eye of course but it’s there.” 
 Star looked Bensu straight in the eye. “That’s nonsense.” 
 He shrugged. “Maybe it’s just my imagination then. But if I were in your shoes I’d be 
pretty upset. It’s your first mission as the first officer on the ship and you weren’t able to deliver 
on the promises you’ve made. You also failed in locating and bringing back the abducted 
crewmembers and if that wasn’t enough nobody on this ship appears to be wanting you here. 
Including yourself. Now that’s pretty upsetting.” 
 Star felt her anger rising but suddenly quite conscious of his Trill spots theory she 
fought to keep her temper in check. “You are a terrible counselor.” 
 He grinned at that. “I never said I was a counselor.” 
 “Then what are you?” 
 “The bartender.” 
 Star laughed at that. At the absurdity that she had gotten herself worked up over the 
words of a simple bar keep. 
 “I’m glad that that amuses you. It appears to me that you haven’t had much to laugh 
about lately.” 
 “More insults?” 
 He shook his head quickly. “Oh no, I didn’t mean to insult you. No, not at all. On the 
contrary, I thought you could use some lightening up. Things might look pretty bleak at the 
moment but I’m convinced that you have it within your power to do something about that. If 
you wanted to, if you really wanted to, you could find a way to turn what is negative into 
positive.” 
 “You don’t know me.” 
 “You’re right, I don’t. At least not really. But I can sense that something is eating you up 
inside. Something very ugly. That’s why you’re here. You are trying to hide it and you’re doing 
a pretty good job with it too. You have most everyone else here fooled. But there’ll always be 
some people who will be able to see through the masquerade.” 
 She tried hard not to swallow. “You’re a telepath.” 
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 “No. But I can be a friend. You don’t have to keep things bottled up inside anymore if 
you only choose not to. Trust me I know it hurts.” 
 Star finished her drink in one gulp and stood up. “I don’t need a friend, I won’t be 
around here that long. I suggest you stick to tending to your bar instead,” she said and made a 
beeline for the exit. 
 Not a moment after she had left Bensu noticed that Lif Cuslten, who had sat with friends 
at a nearby table, suddenly excused himself as well and headed for the same exit Star had used 
mere seconds before. 
 He shook his head slightly. “This isn’t going to end well.” 
 

* * * 
 
It had been four hours since they had arrived at the underground caverns which functioned at 
the New Light’s regional headquarters and she had not been able to find a moment’s worth of 
peace since. 
 Once Balik had revealed that she was a gifted healer, she had been quickly drafted to 
take a look at a group of rebels who had been injured in a recent raid. She hadn’t been forced to 
do it, this time nobody had put a gun to her head. On the contrary she had gladly offered her 
services and thrown herself into the work immediately. 
 No, treating the sick and wounded had not been the reason her mind was torturing her. 
On the contrary, it was a welcomed distraction. 
 She was just replacing one of her patient’s bandages when Balik found her. 
 “You should get some rest.” 
 She shook her head without even looking up at him. “I can’t. There is too much to do 
here. I still have two dozen patients I need to check up on.” 
 “I’ve spoken to the nurses. You’ve treated the most urgent cases. It’s time for you to take 
a break.” 
 “I can do more,” she said. “I have a kid in the next room who needs an insulin injection 
and one of the women has been complaining about a persistent pain in her stomach,” she said 
as she finished up the bandage. “I should go and look after them.” 
 But before she could, Balik put a hand around her arm to keep her put. “The nurses can 
take care of that.” 
 She looked down at his hand. “Let go of me.” 
 “Not until you agree to take some rest.” 
 The doctor ripped her arm away from him. “I said take your damn hands off me,” she 
shouted with such intensity that all other conversations in the room ceased instantly. 
 She took two steps away from Balik who had been stunned into place by her outburst. 
“There are people here who need my help, don’t you see that? I can’t just sit around and wait 
for others to take action. I just can’t. I have to … I have to do something.” 
 Balik simply looked at her. 
 “People are dying, Balik and I’m not doing anything about it.” 
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 “You are doing more than we could have hoped,” he said, still somewhat dazed by her 
words. 
 She shook her. “I’ve killed a man today. I’ve killed him with my own two hands. I’m a 
doctor. I’m supposed to heal people.” 
 And then he understood. “You’ve never taken a man’s life before.” 
 She averted her glance. 
 “Come with me,” he said. 
 She followed him hesitantly into the chamber that had been assigned to Wenera and the 
young child. It was of fair size, apparently the underground caverns were large enough to 
comfortably house a great number of people. 
 The child was slumbering peacefully in a small bed in the corner. 
 Balik turned to the doctor who still refused to make eye contact. Instead she kept her 
gaze on the sleeping child. “You did what you had to. There is no point in feeling guilt over 
what you’ve done. You protected those who couldn’t protect themselves the only way you 
could. And I know you would do it again. You would have no other choice.” 
 “I’m not supposed to take lives,” she said. “It goes against everything I believe in.” 
 “No it does not.” 
 Wenera looked up at him with anger in her eyes. “How can you say that? You think you 
know me? You don’t. Because if you did you would realize that this is not who I am.” 
 “Than maybe I know you better than you know yourself.” 
 She turned away again. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 He reached out for her and turned her around gently. “You believe, like I do, that all 
people should be treated equally. You believe that everybody deserves to live their lives freely 
and without fear of prosecution or discrimination,” he said and pointed at the child. “You 
believe that he deserves to live and that nobody … nobody, has the right to take that away from 
him. Today you defended those believes by putting your own wellbeing, your own life, at 
stake.” 
 Wenera felt her eyes become watery and she tried to free herself from his strong grip 
without success. “I should have found another way.” 
 “There was no other way. They are not giving us another way, Ashley. That is why we 
fight. That is why you had to do what you did.” 
 Later on she wouldn’t be able to quite remember what exactly happened next or why it 
happened at all. 
 At some point she gave up resisting him. She would remember letting him draw her 
closer. And how his hand softy touched her face to wipe away the tears that were beginning to 
form on her cheeks.  
 She would remember how his lips pressed against hers. 
 She hadn’t just given up resistance. She had given herself to him completely. 
 And despite of the horrors and nightmares of the past few days, despite killing a man, 
despite being shot at and blown up and almost tortured, and despite all the cruel things she had 
seen and all the things that were still not right in her world, for a short moment in time she gave 
in to complete pleasure and ecstasy. 
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 For that moment all worries were forgotten and all that remained was the lust and the 
desire of two people who upon recently had been strangers, enemies even. 
 Sometime later, as she lay naked in the bed next to him she turned to look at the child 
again and a very odd thought struck her. Odd perhaps because she hadn’t thought about it 
before. 
 “Balik.” 
 “Yes.” 
 “What’s his name?” 
 He turned his head to see what she was looking at. “I’m not sure,” he said after a while. 
“It’s embarrassing but with everything that has happened recently it completely slipped my 
mind.” 
 “Vekte.” 
 He nodded. “That seems appropriate.” 
 She continued to look at the sleeping child for a long time before she spoke again.  
 “We have to find T’Ser.” 
 To that Balik didn’t have a response. Instead he got out of the bed and began to dress. 
 “We have to. We cannot leave her with Deite and we cannot rely upon my people 
finding her first. I won’t be able to live with myself if something was to happen to her,” she 
said, the passion in her voice now unmistakable. 
 “I don’t know. Deite and I are no longer following the same path. She’s gone into hiding 
and finding her would be very difficult,” he said as he put on his trousers.  
 “Difficult but not impossible. You probably know her better than anybody else on this 
world. If anyone can find her it is you.” 
 He turned to see her pleading eyes. 
 “Please.” 
 Balik sighed but then gave her a nod. “There might be a way but you are not going to 
like it.” 
  

* * * 
 
“You have managed to get yourself into quite a precarious situation, Taz.” 
 She really didn’t need to be told that and she fought against giving the Deltan an 
annoyed glare to stress that point. She had contacted him over a secure sub-space line to give 
him an update on the situation on Tiaita and to let him know of Nigel Bane’s ultimatum. She 
really hadn’t wanted to because she had a pretty good idea what Altee would want her to do 
about this situation. Part of her however held out a fool’s hope that another and less drastic 
solution would present itself to deal with this new problem. 
 “Schwarzkopf is out,” she said. “As far as Eagle is concerned, Owens will not be taking 
anymore orders from him. He’s finished here. There is no way he will be able to recover from 
this.” 
 The Deltan looked thoughtful for a moment. “Perhaps. But for the moment he still wields 
some influence. This isn’t over yet. Schwarzkopf may be misguided but he’s smart.” 
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 Star was beginning to believe that Altee was much more paranoid than he appeared. Or 
perhaps he really despised his nemesis a lot more than he had ever been willing to admit. This 
entire mission appeared to be more about Altee’s personal vendetta than about what was good 
for Tiaita and the Federation. 
 “I can try to convince the captain to have him confined to quarters for the remainder of 
this mission.” 
 He shook his head. “I don’t believe you have enough pull with Owens yet to make that happen. 
For now keep an eye on the good admiral. But you clearly have some more pressing concerns to worry 
about. We cannot afford for your friend to follow through on his threat, it would compromise our entire 
operation.” 
 “There isn’t much of an operation left. Without Schwarzkopf’s support the government 
will crumble and the New Light will strike a significant victory.” 
 Altee focused on her with an intent stare. “There is too much speculation and uncertainty in 
that assessment. That’s why I need you to remain exactly where you are. Unless of course you would 
prefer to return to your previous accommodations. I hear Jaros II is enchanting this time of the year.” 
 She knew that it wasn’t a threat per se. If Bane was going to talk, Star was finished. 
 “You know what you have to do.” 
 “Now wait a minute, that is not what I do.” 
 The Deltan chuckled. “No?” And then he stopped abruptly, a dead serious expression on 
his face. “Don’t kid yourself. This is exactly what you do. You’ve done it before. Many times.” 
 He was right. At least partially. 
 “That was different.” 
 “What is different, Taz, is that you have started to let your personal feelings interfere with your 
work. Maybe that time at Jaros has dulled your senses, maybe you’re getting soft. Whatever it is, get over 
it. This needs to be done.” 
  “And how do you suppose I take care of this? You don’t think something like that will 
raise a few eyebrows around here? You don’t want to compromise my position? Well, after I do 
what you are suggesting everybody will know exactly who’s to blame. With or without proof.” 
 “I refuse to believe that you have lost your imagination. You find a way, you always do. You’re 
like a Denobulan wildcat. You’ve got twelve lives. Now get this done and report back to me once you have 
resolved this issue.” 
 The screen blinked out. 
 “Maybe I’ve already used up all my lives,” she said to nobody at all. 
 She glanced at the hypo spray sitting on the desk next to the computer. She so much 
wanted to take a shot. Just one. It had been nearly two days since she had last taken an injection. 
She had hardly slept in that time and her body was screaming for another one. 
 But she knew she had to remain clear-headed if she was to do what had been asked of 
her. 
 Altee had remained right about one thing. She had indeed let her personal feelings cloud 
her judgment. The darndest thing about it was, she liked to have those kind of feelings. And she 
was beginning to think that they weren’t necessarily a bad thing either. That instead of having a 
negative effect on her work they were actually putting things into perspective. 
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 But it was also an undeniable fact that something had to give if her mission was not to 
end in failure. Something needed to be done. And she couldn’t do it alone. 
 Star activated the computer again to send a quick message. Then she prepared herself 
for what had to happen next. 
 
 
 Meet me on the Samaritan in one hour. We need to have a serious conversation with my good 
friend. 
 Lif Culsten sat in his darkened quarters and read the intercepted message again.  
 He now understood that he had made a critical mistake. 
 Galven had warned him from the outset of this mission that more was happening here 
than first met the eye. That more players were involved and greater things were at stake than a 
peace treaty with an isolated planet. 
 He had first suspected Bluefin and her crew which had seemed to make perfect sense at 
the time, especially with the unexplained presence of Lieutenant T’Ser as part of the away team. 
 But it was Tazla Star, their new and surprisingly convenient acting first officer, who was 
playing a double game. It had been her all along. 
 Proving that was going to be a lot more difficult however. 
 He had kept his eyes on her ever since she had come aboard but the Trill commander 
had been very careful, fully realizing that nobody on Eagle really trusted her. 
 She had left no trails behind. She had taken so many steps as not to cast any additional 
suspicions on her that her carefulness in itself was suspicious. Only spies tended to be that 
vigilant. 
 But now she had slipped up. The last message she had sent from her computer had not 
been scrambled. He had not been able to determine who the recipient was but she knew where 
Star would be within the next hour.  
 And he was dead set on being there too, exposing her for what she truly was. 
 He stood from his chair, removed a tiny, pocket-sized phaser which he slipped into a 
hidden pocket in his uniform and then left his quarters. 



222 
 

 

TWELVE: THE REVELATION 
 
 
Pain had become such a constant companion over the last few days that T’Ser had almost gotten 
used to the feeling. 
 Almost. 
 Her head was still pounding but that was nothing compared to what her broken leg felt 
like.  
 After the attack on the settlement Deite’s people had picked her and thrown her roughly 
into the back of a cargo transport with little considerations for her injuries. The vehicle had 
accelerated sharply and not stopped again for a very long time. 
 In fact she couldn’t recall how long they had been travelling. She had passed out a 
number of times during the journey. After what she guessed had been a few hours, they had 
picked her up again and moved her into another vehicle. Somebody had given her some 
desperately needed water which she had gulped down so quickly, she’d almost thrown up right 
away. 
 Otherwise they had mostly left her alone. She had lost consciousness again shortly after 
being moved and she thought she could remember feeling almost weightless for a short while.  
 It all seemed like a bad dream now. 
 It had all been very real. 
 She had awoken in what looked like a large storage room. They had placed her on a 
makeshift cot and to her surprise somebody had braced her broken leg. It wasn’t quite the kind 
of medical attention she had come to expect as a Border Service officer. The brace consisted out 
of two pieces of wood tied around her leg, but it was by far better than nothing at all. 
 There was a skylight in the room, too high for her to have any hopes to reach it, 
especially in her condition. It did afford her a view of the night sky however. And the stars told 
her that she was nowhere near where she had woken up that morning.  
 She had travelled hundreds, if not thousands of miles, most likely by air. 
 And then there was the noise. 
 First she attributed it to her splitting headache but she soon managed to distinguish 
what was inside her head and what was not. 
 She heard the hum and roar of loud engines on a near regular basis. Jet engines she 
thought but couldn’t be entirely sure. Such archaic technology was not her field of expertise. 
 The cabinets and shelves in the room were filled with junk but nothing that appeared as 
if it could have been of any use to her. 
 The only door creaked open to allow a man to enter. 
 She recognized him as Deite’s main henchman. She found the look in his small, shifty 
eyes to be disturbing. 



223 
 

 She turned away from him, staring at the ceiling instead. “If you’ve come to get 
information out of me, you are wasting your time. There is nothing else you can do to me you 
haven’t already tried.” 
 He stepped closer. “Are you sure?” 
 Something in his tone she really didn’t appreciate. He didn’t sound so much threatening 
as slimy. It caused a cold shiver to run up her spine. She had intended not to dignify him with a 
response by not saying one more word or even give him another look for that matter but now 
she suddenly feared of what disgusting acts this man would be capable of if she didn’t keep her 
eyes on him. 
 “You must know that there is no place on this planet your people can hide from us. The 
government found your last hideout which means they will find this one as well. And if they 
can find it, my people won’t be far behind.” 
 Teldro stepped closer and T’Ser noticed that his eyes were roaming her body. 
 “You and Deite will pay for what you’ve done,” she said sharply, trying to force him to 
look her into her eyes instead. 
 He did. “You cannot stop destiny. No matter how advanced your people are or how 
many spaceships you have, you will not be able to stand in the way of prophecy.” 
 “Prophecy?” she said. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 “I’m talking about what was foretold thousands of phases ago. I’m talking about divine 
decree. The return of the Anointed One,” he said. “Of course I wouldn’t expect an alien like you 
to understand.” 
 “I thought you were rebelling against the theocratic dogmas of your government,” she 
said. “I thought all this Tia and Ait distinction was the reason you are at war in the first place. 
Maybe you should try to get your cause straight before waging your war.” 
 “Your arrogance would be amusing if it weren’t for the gravity of your utter ignorance. 
But you will understand soon enough. Unfortunately for you, your enlightenment will also 
serve as your doom. But enlightened you will be. Yes, enlightened is the right word,” he said 
and laughed as if he had made a terrific joke. 
 T’Ser didn’t feel like laughing. 
 Deite stepped into the room, followed by two young men T’Ser figured to be more 
henchmen. One of them was carrying a large metallic box, the other, surprisingly, a tablet with 
food and water.  
 “Teldro, how’s the prisoner?” she asked sharply. 
 “Alive,” he said without ever taking her eyes of the Vulcan. “For now.” 
 She nodded. “Good. Leave us.” 
 Teldro gave her a surprised look, maybe it was disappointment. 
 “Now.” 
 He relented and slipped out of the room. 
 Once he had left, Deite and her escort approached T’Ser. 
 “So you are seeing yourself as some sort of religious figurehead now?” said the Vulcan. 
“The Anointed One? Tell me, at what point during your torture session did you experience this 
spiritual awakening exactly? I am genuinely curious.” 
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 “I see Teldro still takes too much enjoyment from hearing his own voice. But I have to 
admit that some of the things he talks about are beginning to make some sense to me,” she said 
as she instructed one of the men to place the tablet with the food onto a stand next to the cot. “I 
admit, this prophecy sounds rather ostentatious but who can deny that we live in a time in 
which great symbolic deeds are called for? Did you know that much of what was written in 
those ancient texts has actually come to pass over the last phases? It’s fascinating, really.” 
 But T’Ser was not paying her any attention. As far as she was concerned they were the 
ravings of a sadistic madwoman who had found yet another justification for her depraved 
actions. 
 T’Ser was much more interested in the food and drink that had been placed next to her. 
She was famished and her strength was failing her. 
 “Go ahead, eat,” she said. 
 T’Ser looked up at her suspiciously then she caught a glimpse of the second man who 
was still holding the large box with content unknown. “Is that your new plan? Feed me so that I 
have enough strength for another round of beatings?” 
 “If you’d prefer to starve yourself that is your business.” 
 “Is that part of your new outlook as the Anointed One?” 
 Deite uttered a short laugh. “You can make fun of it all you like. But I never said that I 
was the One, merely that the concept has prompted a certain interest.” 
 T’Ser reached for the bred and ate. She didn’t care that it made her look weaker in front 
of her captor. She already felt and looked weak enough, no point in putting on a show. “What’s 
in the box,” she asked. “Let me guess, your halo?” 
 Deite laughed again and indicated for the second man to start doing whatever it was she 
had brought him for. 
 He placed the box on the floor and opened it. T’Ser froze when she saw the large knife 
he produced. 
 The man approached her but before she could even try to move away he had already 
made use of the weapon. 
 Cutting away the straps holding her makeshift brace. 
 What happened next utterly astonished T’Ser. 
 He removed the brace and began to apply a dark and cool gel to her leg. She wanted to 
protests, the idea of this stranger’s hand touching her body disgusting her at first. But it turned 
out the gel had some impressive medicinal effects. Within moments the pain in her leg was 
almost entirely gone. 
 “If your bones are anything like ours it will take some time for it to heal. You won’t be 
able to properly use your leg for a while,” the man said before he went to work to apply another 
cast, this one much more professionally. 
 T’Ser glanced up at Deite with little gratitude in her eyes. “If you think that this gesture 
is going to make me more likely to assist you—“ 
 “Oh, you are going to assist me alright,” Deite said. “You won’t have much choice or say 
in the matter. You are going to assist me if you want to or not.” 
 “Your threats mean nothing to me.” 



225 
 

 “That was not a threat. It’s a fact,” she said and turned around to leave the room. 
 T’Ser was left alone and entirely mystified as to what kind of new scheme Deite was 
trying to put in motion. All she knew for a certain was that it would involve a lot of pain and 
suffering and death. Possibly even her own. 
 

* * * 
 
Even though most of Bluefin’s primary systems had been restored since the unorthodox core 
shutdown hours earlier, some were still down. The internal sensors had been low on the list of 
priorities and the fact that they were not yet one hundred percent up and running allowed 
Nigel Bane to slip away from the ship without anybody taking notice for a second time. 
 He materialized in one of the cargo holds of the Samaritan. 
 It was darker than he had expected, the light levels had been reduced significantly, 
casting long and awkward shadows across the bay which was packed with high rows of cargo 
containers. 
 Tazla Star stood behind the transporter console. 
 The Australian took a step off the platform but froze when he made out another figure 
in the room. He stood aside, nearly hidden within the shadows and watching him carefully. It 
was Jarod Singleton. 
 He couldn’t shake the feeling that he had made a horrible mistake by coming here. And 
without letting anyone know where he’d gone. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he had 
walked right into a trap. His first instinct was to try and make a run for it, do whatever was 
necessary to get away from this place. 
 He ultimately decided against it. Instead he remained where he was and looked at Star. 
“What’s going on?” 
 The eyes glancing back at him looked darker and emptier than he had ever seen them 
before. Those were not the same eyes he had looked into longingly when they had shared a bed 
together. These eyes belonged to somebody else, somebody capable of dark and sinister things. 
 The Trill stepped around the console and he noticed that she kept one of her hands 
hidden from him even as she stepped closer. 
 It took some effort not to flinch. 
 “Taz, please, I don’t want it to be like this.” 
 “Maybe you should have thought about that before putting me into this position,” she 
said with an unmistakable edge in her voice. “Whatever is going to happen here is because you 
have led us to this point.” 
 “Me?” he shot back, matching her intensity now. “You are the one who is asking me to 
choose between the wellbeing of a close friend and your trust. You can’t possibly blame me for 
this. In fact I have stayed quiet for much longer than I think is conscionable. I did this because I 
wanted to believe you. I wanted to believe that everybody else was wrong about you.” 
 “Then you haven’t shared this with anybody? What you know?” said Singleton. 
 Bane threw him a dark look. “I guess that would really fly into your face, if I did, eh 
mate? Threaten your whole little operation on this planet. What a shame that would be.” 
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 “You shouldn’t take this lightly,” he said. 
 “Oh, I’m not,” said Bane. “Believe me, I’m really not. My friend is down there and 
they’re doing God knows what to her while you two know exactly who is responsible for this. 
And you’re not doing a bloody damned thing about it. They may end up killing her,” he said 
and looked back at Star. “But I guess that’s just one more acceptable sacrifice for the mission, 
right? Well, it is not acceptable to me. I refuse to be any part of this.”  
 “Then walk away, Nigel,” she said. “Just walk away.” 
 But he didn’t move. “I can’t do that. I won’t just give up on her.” 
 “Then you’re not leaving me with a choice.” 
 Star revealed her hidden hand and for a moment Nigel was sure that she was holding a 
phaser. 
 But it was just a padd. “You want to blackmail me? Well, I can play that game.” 
 Bane had no idea what she walking about. 
 “Tell me Nigel, does the name Horace Greeley ring any bells with you?” 
 He tried to remain stoic, to pretend that it had no meaning to him whatsoever. Nothing 
beyond the obvious. Another border cutter not unlike Bluefin. One on which his older brother 
served as first officer but nothing more unusual than that. To an outside observer perhaps all 
that was true. But Nigel Bane knew that there was something very wrong about that ship. And 
he knew immediately that Star knew that he knew. 
 “Lieutenant Commander Ian Bane,” said Star as she looked over the data on the padd. 
“A fine Border Service officer, spotless record, a number of recommendations from his superior 
officers including his current one, Captain Helena de Souza.” She looked up. “So how’s ‘Jack’ 
these days? Is he doing alright?” 
 Nigel Bane wrecked his brain as he considered his options. The best one for now, he 
decided, was to keep his mouth shut. 
 “Here’s another interesting fact which appears to have been omitted from the official 
files,” she said as she stepped closer. “Did you know that more than half of the senior officers of 
the Horace Greely have big fat accounts at banking houses outside the Federation? Did you know 
that known business partners of the Orion Syndicate tend to be their biggest donors?” 
 He watched her intently as she moved closer still. 
 “I guess you would know all that, wouldn’t you?” she said. “Seeing that you were 
stupid enough to discuss this with him over subspace communiqués.” 
 Bane’s façade slipped. 
 “They’re not as secure as you think, Nigel. But you won’t have to worry about that 
anymore, I’ve cleaned up your mess. Nobody will ever need to know about your brother. It 
could be our little secret. What do you say?” 
 Not a word, it turned out. 
 “Think about your career, Nigel. What do you believe would happen if Border 
Command learns of this? What if Akinola finds out? Imagine his disappointment when he 
learns that one of his most promising officers is covering for the syndicate. The very same 
notorious criminals you battle on a daily basis. And then there is your brother, of course. He’ll 
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lose his commission. And then prison, most likely. Are you really willing to destroy the family 
name? The Bane’s will be finished.” 
 He watched the Trill carefully for any sign that perhaps she was only bluffing but he 
could find only ironclad determination in those piercing green eyes. She’d go to any length to 
protect her mission.  
  “I suppose so. But you know what? I’m not like you. I didn’t come here because I meant 
to blackmail you into doing anything. I came here because I care for my friends and I don’t 
want anything to happen to them. I guess I’d hoped that after all you’ve told me, about the way 
you used to be and how hard you tried to put all that behind you, I hoped that after all that, you 
would understand why I had to do what I did. But you haven’t really changed, Taz, have you?” 
 “Is that your decision?”  
 “Go ahead, tell everybody everything about me, about my family. This is not about me 
or you. If the price of getting T’Ser back is that I lose my career then so be it. I believe in 
something more than myself.” 
 “And you think I’m doing this for myself? You think I like going through your dirty 
laundry?” she shot back angrily. “You’ve been down to Tiaita, you’ve seen what it’s like with 
your own two eyes. I’m trying to do the right thing here.” 
 “By sacrificing those who had nothing to do with this.” 
 “I don’t like it anymore than you do. But I cannot help these people if you compromise 
my position, can’t you see that?” 
 “What I see,” said Bane, “is a lot of people talking about the sacrifices that need to be 
made for the greater good. But you know what? It’s not a sacrifice if you put others in the line of 
fire first. That’s cowardice.” 
 Singleton stepped out of the shadows. “We don’t have time for this.” 
 Bane looked his way. “So now what’s going to happen?” he said. “I’m not going to back 
down and it appears neither are you. Does this mean you are going to write me off as yet 
another unavoidable sacrifice? What’s your backup plan? Are you going to pull a phaser and 
disintegrate me?” He glanced back towards Star. “Are you?” 
 “I told you it was a mistake to bring him into this from the beginning,” Jarod Singleton 
fumed. 
 “I’ll take care of this,” said Star. 
 “Then do it now,” he said. “Right now. Or I will do it for you.” 
 “You are forgetting that I’m still in charge of this operation,” she said. 
 “Really, it appears to me as if you’ve lost control.” 
 A figure jumped out of the shadows and threw himself at Singleton, sending them both 
flying into a row of barrels nearby. 
 It all happened so fast, Star had no time to react or to make out the person who had 
attacked Singleton. She thought she saw a blur of silver hair.  
 Nigel Bane in the meantime had come to realize that his life had come in serious danger. 
He wanted to believe that Tazla Star would not resort to drastic actions in order to ensure his 
silence but the truth was he no longer recognized her. 
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 And then there was Singleton. His implications had been painfully obvious and Bane 
doubted he had much, if any, scruple about ensuring the success of his mission. 
 So when a chance presented itself and Star was distracted for just one moment, he 
struck. 
 Star had noticed the danger from the corner of her eye and smoothly avoided the 
incoming blow, ducking out of the way before it could connect. 
 Fast as lightening she shot back up, reached for Bane’s arm and twisted it behind his 
back. He screamed out in pain as he was harshly pushed head first into a large cargo container. 
 
 Lif Culsten found his opponent to be a lot stronger than he had anticipated. He had 
thrown himself at the man, confident that by using the element of surprise and his momentum 
he would be able to knock him out quickly.  
 The truth was he had panicked. Instead of using his phaser to stun him from a distance 
he had rushed him the moment it had looked as if he was going to take an aggressive action. 
 They had both landed on the floor, knocking over half a dozen barrels in the process. 
Singleton had been caught by surprise but had managed to quickly roll away from his attacker 
after the rough landing and before Culsten could follow through. 
 The Krellonian fumbled for his small phaser hidden away in his uniform but by the time 
he had it out, Singleton had stepped up and slapped it out of his hand, sending it flying across 
the room. 
 Culsten managed to block Singleton’s first blow but was quick to realize that his hand-
to-hand combat skills paled in comparison to his opponent’s. He never even saw the second 
blow which connected across his jaw and split his lip, drawing dark red blood. 
 He stumbled backwards from the blow and was left wide open for Singleton’s follow up 
attack. 
 
 Bane wasn’t faring much better. Star still stood close behind him, holding his arm tightly 
against his back. She was so close he could feel her breath on his neck and smell her fragrance. 
 For a second it brought back memories of the last time they had been this close to each 
other. Back then it had been for entirely different reasons.  
 This time one of them was going to end up dead. 
 Once he realized this he didn’t hold back. 
 He jammed the elbow of his free arm backwards and drove it deep into her sensitive 
abdomen.  
 It turned out it was her weakest spot. 
 She let go of his arm as she doubled over in pain. 
 Bane spun around and caught a glimpse of the other struggle that was playing out in the 
shadows. He could see that the silver-haired man who had provided the distraction was quickly 
losing his own fight against Singleton. 
 Star recovered faster than he had anticipated.  
 He looked at her as she slowly squared her shoulders again and then slowly stepped 
closer. 
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 “Taz, wait, there must be another way.” 
 She didn’t stop. Instead she walked right up to him until she stood less than an inch 
from him. 
 For a moment it looked as if she was going to try and kiss him. 
 She headbutted him instead. 
 Dazed, Bane stumbled backwards and fell against the container behind him. 
 Star wasn’t done. 
 She stepped up to him again and grabbed him by his collar with her right hand. He tried 
to fend her off but was still too weak to get her to disengage. 
 The Trill hit his face harshly with an open palm of her left hand and then let go of his 
uniform to let him sag to the floor. 
 But Bane was not out. 
 He kicked her feet out from underneath her and with a surprised yelp she went down. 
 The Australian was on her in an instant. 
 They rolled onto the floor as they both tried to get the upper hand. 
 Bane landed a few good hits, at one point he was sure he had managed to dislocate her 
jaw but no matter how hard he tried, Star was simply faster and stronger. 
 Ultimately he found himself with her right hand around his throat. She squeezed and he 
couldn’t believe how strong her grip was. It felt as if a vise had taken hold of his neck. He 
desperately tried to free himself when she began to cut off his air supply but she simply 
wouldn’t budge. Her lower arm felt like solid duranium.  
 Star let go just before he thought he’d pass out and then flipped him over and brought 
her arm around his neck from behind. He heard a metallic click and realized that a razor-sharp 
blade had sprung out from her cuff and was now pushing against his throat.   
 He breathed with difficulty now. “Is this how it ends then?” 
 “Shut up.” 
 He began to laugh through bloodied teeth.  
 “What the hell do you find so amusing?” she said, her own breathing heavily labored. 
 “Me.” 
 “What?” 
 “I’ve been such a complete and utter fool I can’t help but laugh about it now. They were 
all right about you and I continued to defend you all this time, like a bloody idiot. I kept telling 
them that you weren’t a killer, that you had changed. Pretty funny, don’t you think?” 
 “I’m not a killer,” she said but now sounded as if she was trying to convince herself. 
Truth be told this was not the firsts time she had put a blade to somebody’s throat. This was not 
the first time she had killed somebody in such a fashion. She recalled the last time it had come 
to that. She had been sent out to bring back a rouge agent. But he had been much more to her 
then just another job. She had choked back then and it had cost her dearly. 
 “Forgive me for being a skeptic but I think given the circumstances you understand,” he 
said carefully, more and more aware that the blade had come so close that it could have 
separated his head if he did as much as breathe the wrong way. 
 “Are you alright?” said Singleton from across the room. 
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 Star glanced behind her to see that he had beaten his opponent who she recognized for 
the first time as Lif Culsten, Eagle’s helmsman. He was sitting slumped over against the wall, he 
was bleeding from his mouth and nose and appeared barely conscious. 
 Singleton held an unconventional looking weapon in his hand, pointed at the young 
man’s head. She knew that it would be able to make him disappear without leaving a single 
trace behind. 
 “Star,” he said again when she didn’t respond. 
 “Yeah, I’m okay.” 
 “Good. Because I’ve had enough. This ends now.”  
 Tazla Star’s stomach felt as if her symbiont was trying to force itself out of her body. The 
wave a pain and nausea was stronger than anything she had previously experienced and she 
winced in pain. 
 The blade against Bane’s throat wavered. 
 Bane didn’t hesitate. He reached out for her, placing one hand around her wrist and the 
other on her upper arm and pulled at her with all the strength he had left. 
 Using the rest of his body he managed to flip her clean over himself and she landed on 
her back a couple of feet away. 
 Right next to the small phaser which had been slapped out of Culsten’s hand earlier. 
 They both tried to go for it at the same time but Star got to it first. 
 She brought it up swiftly and Bane froze, looking first at the phaser pointed at him and 
then straight into her eyes. He knew from the determined look edged onto her face that she was 
going to fire. He also knew that at this distance the discharge was most likely going to be fatal. 
 “What are you waiting for, killer?” he said when she didn’t fire immediately. “It’ll make 
it all so much easier with me out of the picture, wouldn’t it?” 
 “I told you to shut up.” 
 And then she raised her arm and fired.  
 Bane wasn’t proud of it but when he saw the flash of light he closed his eyes. 
 He had never been shot by a phaser before and he was surprised how little pain it 
involved. He was even more surprised that he never lost consciousness. 
 He opened his eyes again and looked at Star with a quizzical expression. Then he 
noticed that the phaser had been raised to fire over his head. 
 He turned around to see that Jarod Singleton was lying on the floor, unconscious. 
 Bane tried to stand but felt so weak in his knees he immediately changed his mind and 
instead sat down on the floor, leaning against the container with which his head had been 
forcefully acquainted with earlier. 
 Then he watched quietly as Star stood and slowly walked over to him only to let herself 
slide down to sit next to him. 
 Both were breathing hard, trying to recover from the intense struggle. Bane spat out a 
wallop of blood that had accumulated in his mouth. 
 “All I ever wanted was to be a starship captain,” she said finally. 
 He watched her intently but she refused to make eye contact, keeping her gaze focused 
directly ahead instead. 
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 “I still remember when I got my first starship model. My grandfather gave it to me when 
I was eight years old. It was the USS Enterprise. Kirk’s original. After a short while I’d learned 
everything there was to know about the great captains of the twenty-second century and their 
larger than life adventures. 
 Kirk, Wesley, McAfee. Those were my childhood heroes. I idolized those people and I 
wanted nothing more than to be just like them. I made it my mission in life to someday sit in 
that center seat, to have a ship of my own.  
 How is that for irony? I wanted to be somebody people would look up to, a role model 
for those who served under me. I wanted to make a real difference out there. It might sound 
corny now but I genuinely wanted to do my part to make this a better universe. To go where no 
man had gone before. 
 And now look at me. I’ve let my ambitions control my life. I’ve been so focused on 
chasing my own dream, so determined to get ahead in life that somewhere along the way I lost 
sight of why I was doing what I did in the first place. I have become the exact opposite of what I 
set out to become.” 
 She looked at him. 
 “What’s really funny, Nigel, is not how easy you think I fooled you but how I managed 
to fool myself for so many years.” 
 For a moment neither one of them spoke.  
 To Nigel Bane Star didn’t look like a ruthless killer anymore. He didn’t even see the 
lover she had shortly been. Instead he saw her as the little eight-year-old girl, playing with her 
Enterprise model and dreaming of the stars. 
 “You can still do the right thing, Taz. You might not get away clean this time but you 
can still do the right thing.” 
 She bit her lower lip. “Nothing like a good fight to come to terms with your own moral 
shortcomings, huh?” 
 He uttered a laugh which was cut short by a sharp pain shooting through his ribcage. 
 She noticed and looked truly concerned. “Are you going to be alright?” 
 He nodded. “I’ll live.” 
 “I’m sorry. I really am, Nigel. I never intended for it to get this far. I never meant to hurt 
you.” 
 “You make it sound like you kicked my arse. I had you there for a minute.” 
 “Sure you did.” 
 “And what’s with that arm of yours?” 
 She raised her forearm and looked at it for a moment. “A little memento of my own 
overconfidence,” she said. 
 Bane looked puzzled but she didn’t appear as if she wanted to elaborate. Instead she 
stood up and held out her right hand to effortlessly pull him back onto his feet. 
 “So what happens now?” 
 She looked towards the opposite wall were Culsten was starting to come around. “Go 
check on our interloper. He just may have saved both our lives today.” 
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 Bane nodded and crossed the room while Star headed straight for the nearest computer 
console. 
 “Are you alright, Lieutenant?” Bane said as he approached Culsten who tried to pick 
himself up from the floor. 
 He took the offered hand and Bane pulled him up, for the first time realizing that this 
young officer—who couldn’t have been much older than himself—was of a species he had 
never encountered before. “Lieutenant Nigel Bane, USS Bluefin,” he said, introducing himself. 
 “Culsten, Lif Culsten. Eagle. What … happened?” 
 Bane gave him a little smile. “Apparently you saved the day,” he said. “Albeit in a rather 
unconventional fashion. What were you doing here anyway?” 
 Culsten checked on Singleton to make sure he was out before he spotted Star working 
on a computer console. “Her,” he said and moved towards the Trill. “I followed her. She’s the 
traitor.” 
 He was stopped by Bane who gently put a hand on his shoulder. 
 Culsten gave him a surprised looked. “So, you are in on this as well?” 
 “No. Yes. Well, in a way.” 
 “You better explain yourself.” 
 Star turned to face the two junior officers. “He’s got nothing to explain. You were right, 
Lieutenant. I am not who I pretended to be. At least not entirely. And I owe you both an 
apology for what happened here. It’s probably not going to be enough and I understand if you 
want to turn me in but first give me a chance to try and make things right again.” 
 “How?” said Culsten, beating Bane to asking the exact same thing. 
 “I know how to contact the New Light, the people who have captured your 
crewmembers. I’m running a program right now which should allow us to speak to them 
directly. It’s not a straight forward process, it needs to be routed through a number of satellites 
and substations but I’m sure it’ll work.” 
 Both approached Star, Culsten being a lot more cautious as he stepped closer, clearly not 
yet trusting the Trill further than he could throw her. 
 They didn’t have to wait long for results. 
 A man appeared on small screen on the console, the image was distorted and laced with 
interference but Nigel Bane recognized him nevertheless. It was one of the leaders of the rebel 
faction he had met when they had travelled to the surface. 
 He in turn immediately recognized the Starfleet commander. “Star,” he said, the audio 
cracking noticeably. “I was wondering when you’d contact me.” 
 “Things have been a bit … complicated, Balik,” she said with an apologetic smile. “I’m 
glad to see you are unharmed.” 
 He nodded but he was noticeably nervous. He glanced over his shoulders a couple of 
times as if to make sure he was alone. 
 “I take it you can guess why I’m calling.” 
 “First of all let me assure you that the attack on Al Tre Nek and the taking of your 
people wasn’t my idea. There has been some significant changes in the leadership of the 
movement, I’m sad to say.” 
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 “I figured something like that.” 
 “Ashley Wenera is with me and I promise you no harm will come to her.” 
 Culsten stepped forward. “Let me speak to her.” 
 Balik considered the alien face for a moment. “She is quite busy at the moment, I’m 
afraid. She’s been throwing herself into work since we got here. She’s in surgery right now.” 
 “How convenient,” the young officer shot back and looked at the others. “There is no 
way for us to know if she is alright.” 
 “I trust Balik, he is one of the most honorable persons I’ve ever met,” said Star. 
 “Oh you trust him, do you? Well I don’t trust either one of you so that means nothing to 
me.” 
 “You don’t have to worry about the doctor,” Balik tried to reassure again. “My fight is 
not with the Federation and she is no longer our prisoner. She is here off her own free will.” 
 But Culsten still looked skeptical. 
 “What about T’Ser?” Bane wanted to know. 
 “I’m afraid Deite got to her before I could,” he said, his facial expressions turning much 
more discouraging. 
 “Do you know where she is?” said Star. 
 He shook his head. “No, we’re still working on trying to locate her. But she has 
managed to get me a message. It contained a number of somewhat harsh accusations I’d rather 
not repeat,” he said and looked over his shoulder again before continuing. “She also included a 
message for you in case you’d contact me. Apparently she was expecting you would. Deite is 
apparently willing to return your officer to you but she has made certain demands.” 
 Nigel Bane leaned in closer. “What kind of demands?” 
 

* * * 
  
Cradling a heavy assault rifle, hiding in the bushes near a Tiaitan military facility, Ashley Jane 
Wenera wasn’t entirely sure how it had all come to this. 
 She had come to this planet to assist in the fight against widespread diseases and famine 
and somehow along the way she had become part of an age-old resistance movement involved 
in an epic struggle to achieve liberty and equality for an entire segment of the population. 
 She had wanted to deny that she had taken any sides in this clandestine civil war. She 
had argued that she had been nothing more than a victim, abducted by armed thugs at 
gunpoint and forced to treat their injured or be killed. 
 But one look at the alien weapon in her hands dispelled any such illusions. She was 
heavily involved and the worst part of it all was that she had demanded to be here. How was 
she going to explain this to Captain Owens, she wondered. How was she going to tell him that 
she had turned against all rules and regulations she was supposed to follow as a Starfleet officer 
and instead had taken up arms in a purely internal conflict?  
 She was doing this to save T’Ser from Deite’s clutches, she kept telling herself even 
while she knew that this wasn’t entirely true. 
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 She was doing this to appease her own conscience. There couldn’t be any denying that 
simple fact. 
 T’Ser had been brutalized by Deite. And then, without a second thought, the Vulcan had 
sacrificed herself, knowing full well that she would fall into the sadistic women’s hands once 
more, in order to allow Wenera to escape. 
 But instead of doing everything in her power to ensure T’Ser would be liberated she had 
gone and fallen for her own captor, consummating her new found feelings while the Vulcan 
was being subjugated to treatments she didn’t even dare imagine. 
 Ashley Wenera was ashamed of herself. 
 It was what had compelled her to be here in the dead of the night, watching from 
relative safety as Balik and his men infiltrated the government installation in order to retrieve 
some device which would allow him to contact Deite. 
 To be truthful, she hadn’t quite understood the technicalities. Deite possessed a 
sophisticated government-made communications device which allowed her to contact nearly 
anyone on Tiaita at anytime and anywhere. But Balik had no such instrument and without it 
could not contact her. The only solution had been for them to try and steal one. 
 And over his protests, Wenera had demanded to be part of the team retrieving the 
device. It was the least she could do. 
 Balik however had refused to allow her to enter the facility. Instead she had been 
relegated to covering the entrance and ensure that no government soldiers would be able to 
escape the facility to call for reinforcements.  
 It had sounded like an easy enough job, especially after Balik had made it clear that he 
didn’t expect for any of his enemies to get out. Wenera hadn’t given this much thought at the 
time but now that she stood there, with the heavy rifle in her hands, doubts began forming in 
her mind. 
 We take no prisoners, he had told her. 
 And Wenera had been too distracted while attempting to learn how to operate the 
unfamiliar weapon to argue the point. 
 For thirty minutes she had been standing watch and had silently prayed that none of the 
soldiers would emerge from the exit she was covering. She had already killed a man since 
coming to this world and even though it had been in defense of the young child Vekte, the 
empty look in his eyes just moments before he died still haunted her every time she closed her 
own. 
 She had no doubt that she would need a lengthy session with Trenira, Eagle’s resident 
counselor, once she returned to the ship. If she ever did, that was. 
 She had no desire of adding another victim to her already troubled conscience. 
 That had been the first thirty minutes. The time Balik had said they would require for 
the infiltration. That time that had run out ten minutes ago. 
 Now she had begun praying anyone at all would emerge from the exit. 
 The waiting and the uncertainty were beginning to drive her crazy. 
 She had wanted to go and investigate herself but her feet wouldn’t obey her commands. 
 And then she spotted movement. 
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 Somebody was approaching the entry she was watching. 
 It was a black-clad government soldier. 
 She didn’t wear a helmet or carried a rifle and from the slightly differently cut uniform 
Wenera guessed that she wasn’t a mere foot soldier. Possibly an officer. 
 Something had apparently alarmed her and with one hand on her holstered gun, she 
slowly approached the door. 
 Wenera didn’t know what to do. 
 The soldier reached the door and began to open it. 
 “Stay where you are.” 
 Wenera surprised herself by the firm tone in her own voice. 
 The solider spun around to notice Wenera approaching her from the nearby bushes she 
had been hiding within.  
 “Drop your weapon,” she said, gesturing to the still holstered gun. 
 But the woman didn’t move. Instead she watched as Wenera stepped closer and into the 
light. Her eyes noticeably opened wider when she realized that she wasn’t just facing another 
Ait rebel. She also noticed that Wenera wasn’t quite able to keep her rifle from shaking. 
 “You’re not going to shoot me.” 
 “Drop it, I said.” 
 “Your one of the two abducted aliens, aren’t you?” the woman said. Her hand still 
resting on her sidearm, making no apparent move to disarm herself. “You are the doctor, I 
recognize your face from the images your people provided.” 
 That made Wenera hesitate. 
 “Why would you get involved with these terrorists?” she said with what sounded like 
genuine confusion. “We’ve been trying to locate you so that you can be returned to your own.” 
 The woman took a careful step forward which in turn forced Wenera to take one 
backwards. She couldn’t quite help it, her legs were still having a mind of their own. 
 “I tell you what. Why don’t you lower your rifle and I promise you I’ll make sure you 
get back to your spaceship unharmed. Alright?” 
 The doctor shook her head slightly. “You’re lying.” 
 “Why would I be lying?” she said. “We are your friends. We asked you to come here to 
help us. Now, let me help you. Are there any of the New Light terrorists around?” 
 Wenera swallowed and when the woman took another step she raised her rifle forcing 
the soldier to stop. 
 “Please be careful with that. You could hurt me by accident.” 
 “Remove your weapon or you will leave me no other choice,” said Wenera with all the 
firmness her voice could muster. It wasn’t quite as much as before. Truth was, her head was 
beginning to spin. This woman was nothing like the soldier who had tried to kill Vekte. She had 
an almost warm and inviting quality as if she truly meant what she was saying. As if she 
wanted to help. But that just couldn’t be the case, could it? 
 The door to the building opened and the woman whipped around in a flash, ignoring 
Wenera entirely and bringing up her gun. 
 It happened so fast, the doctor had no time to react. 
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 She heard Balik’s voice from somewhere inside the now open door but it was too dark to 
make out anything beyond the frame. “Shoot her!” 
 And it would have been that easy. All she had to do was pull the trigger of her rifle 
which was still pointed at the solider. With her back turned towards Wenera she would not 
have been able to even defend herself. All she needed to do was to pull that trigger. 
 “Shoot her, now!” 
 Her finger found the trigger but then withdrew again. She couldn’t do it. “Just put 
down your weapon,” Wenera said and began to circle around the government officer until she 
stood only a couple of meters next to her. “Nobody needs to get hurt here. Just lower your 
weapon and I promise you, you will not be harmed.” 
 The woman shot the doctor a quick glance. “You don’t honestly believe that, do you? 
These Ait are animals.” 
 “No,” she said shaking her head. “No, they’re not. We can find another way to—“ 
 The woman’s head jerked backwards so suddenly it caught Wenera completely by 
surprise. It took her a moment to register what had happened. 
 She couldn’t believe it, not even after the solider was lying on her back in the dirt with 
two bullet holes in her cranium. Wenera had never heard the gunshots which must have 
originated from somewhere within the open door. 
 Balik stepped outside, quickly inspected the kill and then holstered the silenced gun. 
The rest of the team followed quickly thereafter, none of them paying much attention to the 
dead solider. 
 “Why … why did you do that?”  
 “Because you didn’t,” he said after he was sufficiently sure that the woman was 
sufficiently dead. “I told you, we don’t take prisoners.” 
 “Why the hell not?” she nearly shouted. “You didn’t have to kill her, damn it. We could 
have disarmed her or … or … I don’t know. But there was not need to execute her like that.” 
 Balik stepped up to her and pushed down her rifle which was still shaking in her hands. 
“Listen to me. There is no other way to deal with Tia troops. It’s either them or us. They will not 
surrender and they will not stop, ever. That,” he said and pointed at the corpse, “is the only 
way to make them understand that we will not stop either. That we will fight down to the very 
last man if we have to.” 
 “That is insane.” 
 But Balik was in no mood for an argument. “Come on, we have injured that require your 
attention. And we can’t stay here,” he said and walked away. 
 When he realized that Wenera had no intention of following, he turned around once 
more and stepped up close to her. “We have what we came for. We have done what you’ve 
asked for. You didn’t really think that we could do this without getting our hands dirty, did 
you? This isn’t a game, Ashley, this is a war and the sooner you start realizing this the better.” 
 But Wenera refused to look at him. 
 She wouldn’t for a very long time. 
 

* * * 
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When Joseph Akinola materialized on the dais of Eagle’s transporter room for a second time, the 
first thing he did was to carefully inspect his surroundings.  
 Michael Owens was there in person to greet him. Besides him and the transporter chief, 
the room was empty. 
 “Captain, thank you for heeding my invitation,” said Owens. “Is something the matter?” 
he asked when Akinola didn’t speak right away. 
 “My first officer was quite insistent that I didn’t beam over, convinced that Admiral 
Schwarzkopf would have a security team awaiting me here to place me into the brig and charge 
me with high treason the moment I stepped on board.” 
 Owens nodded understandingly. “I can assure you, Captain, the admiral does no longer 
hold any authority on this vessel.” 
 “Is that so?” said Akinola and stepped down the platform. “What happened?” 
 “It appears the admiral informed the Tiaitan military of the location of our 
crewmembers.” 
 “I take it you have thrown him into the brig,” Akinola said sharply, trying hard to 
suppress his anger over the news. He had expected something like this. Ever since the Bluefin’s 
computer core had been attacked to extract the information, he had feared that if Schwarzkopf 
would get his hands on it he would use it to further endanger the missing crewmembers. 
 Without this blatant betrayal McBride would’ve had a good chance of retrieving T’Ser in 
time. Instead they had lost her again. 
 He could also not quite get himself to forgive Owens who had clearly played a part in 
this as well. 
 “I share your frustration. I feel equally betrayed by his actions. I underestimated how 
little scruple he really has. Trust me when I say that this was a mistake I will not be repeating.” 
 For Akinola it wasn’t quite enough. “We could have gotten our people back, Captain.” 
 “I understand that and I also understand that you are perfectly within your right to be 
angry about everything that has happened. If it makes you feel better you can blame me for part 
of this mess. But I’m suggesting that instead of trying to find out what went wrong, we focus on 
taking action to fix this and most importantly get our people back in one piece.” 
 “And how do you propose we do that?” 
 “A couple of my officers and one of yours have approached me with some new 
information pertinent to our current situation.” 
 “One of my officers?” said Akinola surprised. “Who?” 
 Owens pointed to the doors. “I’ve asked them to assemble in the observation lounge to 
give us a full briefing. They have refused to commence without you present.” 
 Akinola didn’t move right away but instead remained focused on Eagle’s captain for a 
moment longer. Then he headed through the doors and onto the corridor with Owens following 
closely. 
 “So, where is this observation lounge of yours?” said Akinola sharply, hardly 
attempting to mask is foul mood. The news that one of his own officers had gone to Owens 
before approaching his own skipper had not helped to improve his disposition.  
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 “It’s on deck two, about twenty-three decks up. The turbolift is this way,” he said and 
once again pointed in the direction. 
 “Twenty-three?” said Akinola and followed Owens down the corridor.  
 Eagle’s captain grinned. “It’s a big ship. I’d get lost here myself if it wasn’t for the 
computer.” 
 “I’ve already had the pleasure of being on a Nebula,” said Akinola, keeping the tone of 
his voice so neutral it was impossible to tell if he was being sarcastic or not. 
 “I see,” said Owens. “Which ship?” 
 “The Sutherland.” 
 Owens hesitated and his visage darkened slightly. “I can assure you, this ship is nothing 
like the Sutherland.” 
 “I’m sure she’s not. But I have to admit, the rumors are wildly exaggerated. In fact she 
has a fine crew and a very qualified—“ 
 A high-pitched shriek interrupted Akinola and both captains stopped and turned 
around to find the source of the unexpected noise. 
 The doors to nearby crew quarters had opened and two young women had come 
charging out, causing a major scene. Mostly because neither one of them was fully dressed. 
 The short, white haired Andorian wore nothing save for her bra and panties while her 
brunette, human companion’s modesty was preserved only by a short bath towel wrapped 
around her body. 
 Owens recognized the Andorian as Ensign Srena, the beta-shift flight operator while the 
human woman was no doubt her roommate. “What is the meaning of this, Ensign?” 
 Srena’s eyes nearly fell out when she spotted the captain. Her blue-skinned head turned 
multiple times darker when she realized that he was being accompanied by another captain. 
Her roommate’s face turned as red as a tomato. 
 They both snapped to attention which considering their attire had probably been a bad 
idea. “Sir … I’m sorry, sir, we had a little bit of a problem, sir … and … you see … I don’t really 
know how to …” 
 “The rat,” the roommate offered but then quickly shut her mouth again when she 
spotted her captain’s chastising look. 
 “Right,” said Srena. “You see there is this Bulgallian sludge rat and—” 
 “All this over a rat?” said Owens. 
 “I should probably explain this. There was this experiment we were conducting … for a 
science project,” she said, but quickly stumbled over her own words, “ but then … it got loose 
somehow and it got into the shower and—“ 
 “Ensign, stop. I do not care about your rat problem. You are a Starfleet officer for crying 
out loud. Try behaving like one. Now, I expect you to get back in there and deal with your 
rodent issues. Both of you.” 
 “Yes, sir,” they replied in unison. 
 “And for the love of God, put on some clothes while you’re at it.” 
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 The two young women wasted no time to retreat back into their quarters, the threat of a 
roaming rat suddenly much less intimidating than remaining half-naked in front of their 
captain and a dozen curious spectators. 
 “This doesn’t usually happen here,” said Owens slowly once the doors had closed 
behind the two crewmembers. 
 “Of course not,” said Akinola but couldn’t quite get that smirk off his face. 
 Owens pointed towards their previous direction and they continued down the corridor. 
 “I believe we were talking about the Sutherland,” said the Bluefin captain who couldn’t 
deny getting a small amount of perverse pleasure from the embarrassing situation he had just 
witnessed. Contrary to popular belief he had not come across any naked women on the 
Sutherland.  “About two years ago we were involved in a joint operation against the Maquis 
near the Bajor sector. We got into some tough scrapes but I must say I was quite impressed by 
her captain’s professionalism,” he said and watched Owens’ stony expression carefully. “Have 
you met Captain Shelby?” 
 They reached the turbolift and stepped inside. 
 “Deck two,” said Owens.  
 The lift immediately set into motion. 

 “I’m acquainted with her,” he said after a moment of seemingly considering his words 
carefully. 
 Joseph Akinola smirked. “A very unique individual to say the least. I might not agree 
with her off duty antics but there can be no doubt that she’s a fine starship commander.” 
 “I’ll take your word for it,” said Owens without giving his colleague another glance. It 
was the last thing he would say on the subject. 
 

* * * 
 
The truth was, Michael Owens was about as pleased about the latest developments as Joseph 
Akinola. Commander Star and Lieutenant Culsten had approached him out of the blue and 
practically demanded that they needed to share vital information with him and his counterpart 
on the Bluefin. 
 He had given them both his sternest look and the younger Culsten had nearly faltered 
under his captain’s obvious displeasure but Star had remained determined.  
 Owens had kept her on a short leash since she had returned from the surface and 
normally would not have put up with any kind of foolishness form his unwelcome acting first 
officer, still looking for any kind of excuse to get rid of her. 
 And yet he couldn’t bring himself to deny their request either. Mostly because he fully 
appreciated and somewhat regretted that Akinola had been kept out of the loop for far too long. 
If the situation had been reversed, he was certain that he would have felt equally upset with the 
way things had played out so far. 
 Now that Schwarzkopf had been taken out of the equation and the return of their 
crewmembers was his only priority he was fully intent on sharing everything he knew with the 
Border Service captain. 
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 His other reason for giving Star some latitude was the fact that she had actually handled 
the situation on the surface quite well and had avoided causing a tense situation to boil over. In 
fact it was mostly thanks to her decisions that the breadth of Schwarzkopf’s game had come to 
light.  
 And yet he still couldn’t get himself to trust her.  
 When he and Captain Akinola entered the observation lounge, Commander Star was 
already awaiting them. With her were Lieutenant Lif Culsten and another junior lieutenant 
from the Bluefin whose name he had been told was Nigel Bane. Also in attendance were former 
acting first officer Xylion, Nora Laas and chief engineer Louise Hopkins. From the facial 
expressions of the latter three, Owens figured that they knew about as much about the nature of 
this meeting as he did. 
 Star and the two junior lieutenants stood as Owens and Akinola stepped up to the table 
and Eagle’s captain didn’t miss the somewhat embarrassed look on both the lieutenant’s faces. 
 Owens took his usual seat at the head of the table after offering his guest the seat to his 
left. 
 “Alright, we’re all here,” said Owens. “Now would you be so kind as to let us in on the 
big secret?” 
 Owens didn’t notice Culsten swallow at the captain’s unknowingly accurate choice of 
words. 
 Star took the seat at the other end of the table, the two lieutenants sat in the chairs 
flanking her. “I’ve asked for this meeting, sir, because I …we, have received new, pertinent 
information in regards to our two missing officers.” 
 “And what exactly did you learn?” said Akinola. “And how? And I want to know 
exactly how Mister Bane is involved in all of this?” 
 Owens regarded the Nigerian for a moment. Judging by his tone, Akinola was clearly 
not a happy captain for having been placed into this position. He shared the sentiment. 
 “If you let me, I will get to this in a minute. Right now we have more urgent matters to 
discuss. But before we start, I need you to be aware of something else. This is going to be 
difficult for me to admit but you deserve to know. I’m fully aware of my reputation and the fact 
that you don’t fully trust me. Well, I’m afraid to say that you were right not to.” 
 Owens looked her squarely in the eye. “What do you mean?” 
 The Trill fought the urge to avoid his glance. “The truth is, I’ve been in contact with the 
rebel faction on Tiaita pretty much ever since I’ve arrived here and I have, you could say, 
provided assistance and advice in their fight against the government.” 
 The room fell quiet. 
 Not just a couple of jaws dropped. Nobody had expected this kind of admission from 
Tazla Star, not even Nigel Bane. And while most were still trying to fully understand the 
implications of this new fact and how to respond to it, one person acted before anybody else 
could. 
 Nora Laas jumped on her feet. “Security report to the observation lounge on the 
double,” she said and then looked at Star. “I knew it. I frakking knew it all along. You’ve been 
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openly aiding these people behind our backs. You’re going straight back to prison for this, Star 
and this time it’s going to be for good.” 
 Owens watched the Trill commander nod along slowly. “Most likely,” she said so 
calmly, one might have thought she was talking about her dinner plans instead. “And I will 
fully cooperate with whatever you decide to do with me. All I ask is that you hold off throwing 
me in the brig until I’ve said what I came here for.” 
 “Hold off?” Nora said with a hearty laugh. “Hold off for what? So that you can come up 
with a plan to escape? I don’t think so.” 
 Star addressed the two captains next. “Sir, I know where our crewmembers are being 
held and right now I’m your best chance to get them back.” 
 “How do you know where they are?” Nora shot back. 
 “Haven’t you been listening, Lieutenant? I just admitted that I’ve been in contact with 
these people.” 
 “You have a lot of nerve, Commander. I’ll be making sure—“ 
 “Lieutenant,” Owens interrupted. 
 The Bajoran glanced at her captain. 
 “Let her finish, please.” 
 “But sir, she’s just admitted that she’s been assisting these people. That’s treason. She 
needs to be placed under arrest and thrown into the brig. You can’t trust a word she’s saying.” 
 The doors swished open to allow two armed security guards to enter. 
 “I didn’t say I trust her, Lieutenant, but clearly she has information which might be 
valuable to us and I’m willing to hear her out,” he said and then turned to the security 
personnel. “You may wait outside.” 
 The specialists nodded and left. 
 Nora couldn’t quite believe her ears. “Sir, I must protest—“ 
 “Duly noted, Lieutenant. Now if you don’t mind, take your seat and let her finish,” he 
said. 
 Her head turning a shade of red, the security chief reluctantly sat. 
 Akinola spoke up. “Commander,” he said, doing little to mask the irritation and 
possibly disgust in his voice. “The Lieutenant is making a good point. Surely you realized what 
would happen if you were to admit to what you’ve done. Do you really just expect us to believe 
anything you may have to say?” 
 “Of course not,” she said. “That’s why I asked Mister Bane and Mister Culsten to join us. 
They are not and never have been involved with my activities here but they can verify that what 
I’m about to tell you is the truth.” 
 Owens shot a sharp glance towards the helmsman while Akinola did pretty much the 
same to his operations officer. Both young men squirmed uncomfortably under the meticulous 
gazes. 
 “I understand that you don’t trust me and that you have questions and I’m willing to 
answer them all to the best of my abilities but right now I’m your best chance to get your 
crewmembers back.” 
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 “Why don’t you tell us what you know and then we will make that assessment,” said 
Owens, still trying to come to grips with what he had learned. 
 Nora snorted. “If you want to make a deal, you can forget about that.” 
 Star shook her head. “I’m not looking for a way out, I just want to get our people back. 
The first thing you need to know is that the New Light movement has split into two factions at 
odds with each other. A moderate group led by a man named Balik and a group of hardliners 
who are following Deite. Doctor Wenera is currently being kept by Balik’s people while 
Lieutenant T’Ser is in the hands of Deite’s group.” 
 “We’ve already learned all that,” Akinola said who had been briefed in detail by his first 
officer after the landing party had returned empty-handed. 
 “What you may not realize is that Deite is the our biggest problem. She is a dangerous 
fundamentalist and quite capable to hurt or even kill T’Ser,” Star continued. “Balik on the other 
hand strongly disagrees with the means with which Deite is trying to achieve her goals. He is a 
man of his word and he will ensure no harm comes to the doctor.” 
 “Commander, I don’t care if he’s the reincarnation of Mahatma Gandhi,” said Owens. “I 
want my crewmember back.” 
 “That is understandable, sir,” said Bane in a slightly unsteady voice. “But we are 
convinced that Lieutenant T’Ser has to be our priority right now. She is in much graver danger.” 
 Both captains focused their attention on the Australian junior officer. 
 “How so?” asked Owens. 
 Star continued. “Deite has threatened to execute the Lieutenant unless we meet her 
demands.” 
 This caused another short silence. 
 Akinola was the first to break it. “What are her demands?” 
 “She wants antimatter and she has already made arrangements for an exchange. She will 
be waiting for us to bring the antimatter to her within the next few hours. If we do not meet 
with Deite at the prearranged location and give her what she wants or if we attempt to rescue 
the Lieutenant, she will be killed.” 
 “You’ve spoken to Deite?” said Akinola. 
 Star shook her head. “No, not exactly. She has relied this message to us through Balik 
who I have been in contact with.” 
 “How convenient,” said Nora Laas. “So all we have to do is trust you that you’ve been 
told by one of these terrorists that another terrorist will be waiting for us so that we can hand 
her some antimatter. How foolish do you take us for, Commander?” 
 “It’s true, Laas,” said Lif Culsten. “We were all there when she spoke to Balik.” 
 “That still leaves us with at least one level of hearsay,” said Owens. 
 “Sir, right now it’s all we’ve got. If we do nothing, if we simply ignore her demands, 
T’Ser dies,” said the Australian officer with newfound firmness in his voice. “We can’t allow 
that to happen.” 
 “I agree,” said the captain. “But we’re not going to give these people antimatter,” added 
Owens resolutely. “The last thing we can allow is for a rebel faction on that world to get their 
hands on raw material which might be used in creating a weapon of mass destruction.” 
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 Owens didn’t notice the short but significant glance Akinola shot him. Not so much 
because he disagreed but because he didn’t appreciate Owens making this call for the both of 
them without consulting him first. 
 “And I have no intention to suggest that we do,” said Star. “Lieutenant,” she continued 
and turned towards the chief engineer. “Correct me if I’m mistaken but wouldn’t it be possible 
to construct a device that could contain the antimatter but degrade it within a certain amount of 
time so that it would become useless? Something that would let Deite believe that she has want 
she wants without realizing that she really doesn’t.” 
 The engineer looked momentarily embarrassed to be made the sudden focus of the 
conversation. “I … I suppose so,” she said. “We could design a containment field which emits a 
certain variance of omicron particles. With the right variance we could technically turn the 
antimatter into regular matter in just a couple of hours. A standard scan wouldn’t be able to 
detect the omicron particles until it’s too late,” she said and became more enthusiastic with each 
word. She looked at the captain. “She would think she had antimatter but by the time she’ll try 
to apply it, it’ll be nothing more than harmless deuterium.” 
 “There are still too many risks. I don’t like it,” said Owens. 
 “Captain,” said Akinola. “I don’t like it anymore than you do and I’d be lying if I said I 
trust Commander Star but she is right about one thing. Right now it’s our only chance to get 
T’Ser back. I’m willing to accept a certain risk at this point considering the alternative.” 
 “There is one other thing,” said Star. “Deite will be expecting me to show up at the 
exchange. If I’m not there to give her the antimatter myself she will believe that we are trying to 
trick her and kill the hostage.” 
 Nora let out a heavy sigh but thought better of it to make yet another comment. Instead 
she looked at Owens, pleading with her eyes to disregard Star. 
 “Where is this exchange to take place?” said Owens, ignoring the security chief. 
 Tazla Star stood and walked to the computer screen embedded in the far wall. “Deite is 
not stupid,” she said and activated the monitor. “She has clearly thought this through. She has 
demanded to meet us within Tiaita’s arctic region.” The screen showed the desert planet and 
then zoomed into an ice-covered area near its northern pole. “It’s a dead zone. Transporters, 
most of our sensors and even phasers won’t work there. We can’t even use shuttles as their 
computer systems would also be affected. Our instructions are not to bring more than two 
people and to come unarmed.” 
 “Could we modify a shuttle to get down there?” said Owens, directing his question to 
his science officer. 
 Xylion studied the computer screen intently for a moment. “It is not impossible but it 
would take considerable adaptation in order to shield the vessel’s computer systems. It is 
unlikely this could be achieved in the time available to us.” 
 Louise Hopkins nodded along in agreement. 
 Owens watched Star carefully as she stood in front of the monitor, awaiting his decision. 
Trying to read the Trill was not easy and after all he had learned today he was more than a little 
hesitant to sign off on this plan. Nora was right, there was no way to be sure that she was being 
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straightforward now. In fact, considering her admission, chances were good that she was 
playing some sort of game. 
 He thought he could see something in her piercing eyes that hadn’t been there when she 
had first stepped into his office. Maybe it was an honesty that she had tried to hide before or 
perhaps it was yet another carefully concealed deception. 
 Then he turned towards Joseph Akinola who after a short hesitation gave him a 
reaffirming nod. He wanted to take the chance that much was immediately clear and it put 
Owens into a difficult position. He couldn’t afford to be at odds with the Border Service captain 
again, not if he wanted to avoid another confrontation. But if he turned down Star’s proposal 
now, if he decided that the safety of Akinola’s trusted officer was not worth the risk, then 
another confrontation was exactly what they were going to get. 
 And there was simply no time to come up with an alternative plan, Deite’s tight 
schedule had seen to that. 
 “Very well,” he said. “Lieutenant Hopkins, Mister Xylion get to work on the antimatter 
and the device we’ll need. Whatever you do, we have to be absolutely certain that the 
antimatter we deliver will be unusable. If you cannot do that we will not proceed.” 
 The two officers acknowledged and then stood and quickly left the room. 
 “Commander,” said Owens, looking at Star. “Be very clear, you cannot expect us to trust 
you but we’re obviously not left with any other choice here. If at any point during this mission 
you give us the slightest reason to believe that your are trying to deceive us, I will go to 
whatever lengths are necessary to make sure you are held responsible.” 
 She nodded sharply. 
 “And once this is over I still expect you to provide a detailed report on your actions on 
Tiaita. I want to know what you’ve been doing here and why,” he said and addressed the 
Nigerian captain next. “Am I correct in assuming that you would like one of your crewmembers 
to accompany the commander on this mission?” 
 Akinola nodded. “Mister McBride will be joining her,” he said and looked back at Star. 
“But our first problem is to get them and the treated antimatter to the rendezvous point in time. 
Without shuttles or transporters this might prove challenging given the little time we have.” 
 “Actually, sir,” said Star. “I had another mode of transport in mind.” 
 “Sir,” said Nora, standing up and addressing her captain. 
 “Lieutenant, we’ve made our decision. Rest assured, all your objections will be noted in 
my log,” said Owens, beginning to sound tired of the routine. 
 “It’s not that, sir. I understand what needs to be done. I just think it would be prudent to 
ensure for some extra precautions considering the nature of this mission,” she said. “And the 
people involved,” she added, shooting the Trill a quick glare. 
 “What are you thinking of?” said Star, sounding genuinely intrigued by the suggestion. 
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THIRTEEN: THE EXCHANGE 
 
 
The cylinder wasn’t much larger than the length of her forearm. She had scanned it twice since 
they had left Eagle and all the tricorder could pick up was a strong and stable amount of 
deuterium based antimatter. 
 Of course that had been the idea. But Star had to give Xylion and Hopkins credit. If this 
thing could fool their tricorders it would pass Deite’s tests with flying colors. 
 “We’re coming up on one hundred twenty-five thousand meters above ground level. I 
don’t think I can take her any lower without risking serious system failure,” said Srena who 
was piloting the shuttle. 
 “Then that will have to do,” said Tazla Star and looked at Dale McBride who was 
dressed, like herself, in a black and blue thermosuit designed to withstand both the sub-zero 
temperatures of space as well as the massive heat caused by atmospheric entry. “Are you ready, 
Commander?” 
 Dale McBride gave her a sharp nod. 
 “Keep in mind that we won’t be able to communicate with anybody once we hit the 
ground.” 
 “Just the two of us,” he said and sealed the dark visor of his helmet. “I can’t wait,” he 
added, doing nothing to hide the sarcasm in his voice. 
 Star placed the cylinder into a specially designed backpack and strapped it on tight, then 
she secured her own helmet and stepped up just inches from the wide open hatch at the back of 
the shuttle. A thin force-field layer was all that separated her from the vacuum of space. 
 She crossed her arms in front of her chest by holding on to her shoulders. “Ready, One.” 
 She heard a force-field go up behind her. 
 Then the force-field in front of her dropped and she was slung out of the shuttle and 
towards the planet.  
 She untangled her arms and spread out her legs as she felt the gravity pulling her 
towards the planet below with such immense force she could barely move at all, completely at 
the mercy of the forces tearing at her body. 
 McBride was supposed to be just seconds behind her but there was no way for her to 
make sure. Instead she had to divert all her focus on entering the planet’s atmosphere. Orbital 
skydiving might have been a popular hobby but it still required great skill and it wasn’t without 
its dangers for those who didn’t pay attention. 
 For Star this was hardly her first drop but two important factors were making this 
particular jump much more challenging than usual. One was the fact that they were making this 
drop pretty much blindly and without emergency assistance standing by. If something went 
wrong, the shuttle was not going to be able to beam them back to safety. If something went 
wrong, if the suit took the slightest bit of damage, she knew she was done for. 
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 And then of course there were the point five kilograms of antimatter strapped to her 
back.  
 Tazla Star had never quite enjoyed orbital jumps and had only ever taken them when 
her varied work as an intelligence operative had as asked for it. And even though she had 
suggested this approach, it was only because she had been sure it was the best option to give 
them the time necessary to make the preparations. 
 But she hated the feeling of free falling at multiple speeds of sound. She hated the 
feeling of what she imagined an insect felt like when being squashed by a boot, but most of all 
she hated the lack of control. Until she would hit the lower mesosphere, some sixty kilometers 
above ground, she was practically helpless. 
 For the most part of this insane journey she was left with the nagging thought that if 
their calculations had been off by just one percent, she would find herself so far off her 
trajectory that she had no hope to get to the rendezvous point in time. 
 And that was after the concern of burning up in space or turning into a falling star, 
courtesy of the antimatter. The irony of her own name didn’t escape her either. 
 The drop was uncomfortable and painful. 
 Star and McBride were the first persons ever to attempt an orbital jump across Tiaita’s 
atmosphere and there had been no time to perform the kind of tests that would have normally 
be carried out to ensure a smooth drop. 
 Star had no choice but to bite down hard on her teeth and swallow the pain.  
 And then it was over. 
 The darkness of space gradually began to be replaced by a wide-open, blue sky and a 
seemingly infinite white landscape below.  
 McBride eventually pulled up alongside her. They couldn’t communicate as the effects 
of the dead zone were prevalent even at this altitude but a short and barely noticeable nod 
reaffirmed that he had come through without suffering any injuries. 
 Star took the lead by pitching her body forward and shooting through the thin air like 
an arrow. McBride followed close behind. 
 Thankfully the simple positioning systems imbedded into the wrists of their suits had 
not failed and confirmed that they were exactly where they were supposed to be. 
 They both deployed their chutes at the designated altitude and easily sailed the rest of 
the way until they landed safely onto the thick snow of Titaita’s arctic region. 
 Star couldn’t wait to remove her helmet. But a biting cold immediately made her regret 
the hasty move. 
 With the mean wind chill blowing snow into her face, she estimated the temperature to 
be somewhere around thirty below. 
 Her body was adequately protected by the suit but her head was feeling as if it was 
going to turn into a popsicle. 
 McBride handed her a thick parka designed for extreme temperatures and a facemask 
from the backpack he’d been carrying. Star took the accessories and quickly put them on. 
 Star then cut off her chute and consulted her positioning indicator again. When she 
looked up she could see nothing but snow and ice as far as the horizon. “We’re two point six 
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kilometers northwest of the meeting point. We should be able to reach it in time,” she said and 
began to set out. 
 “I’ll take the cylinder.” 
 Star stopped and turned to look at McBride who had barely moved from the spot he had 
landed. “I beg your pardon.” 
 “The cylinder,” McBride repeated. “I’ll carry it.” 
 “I see,” said Star. “You don’t trust me.” 
 “Are you surprised? You lied to everyone. You’ve been making deals behind our backs 
with our enemies and as far as I know you might even be involved with them still. In fact, this 
might all be part of your sick twisted plan.” 
 “If that’s how you feel, Commander, what are you doing here?” 
 He took a step closer. “Keeping an eye on you,” he said. “Making sure that we get T’Ser 
back. Now, let’s stop wasting time and hand me the backpack.” 
 Star hesitated for a moment as she studied the Texan’s eyes, the only part of his face 
visible through his mask. Then she removed the backpack. “But I was good enough to carry this 
during the drop,” she said as she handed it over. 
 “Don’t make yourself out to be the victim, it really doesn’t suit you,” said McBride as he 
took the bag and strapped it on under his thick white arctic coat. “If this thing would have 
breached neither one of us would be standing here now,” he added and then started out, 
stepping through the deep snow and walked by Star. 
 The Trill followed. “You don’t like me very much, do you, Commander?” 
 “You sure you’re not a Betazoid?” he said but had already stopped looking at her. “The 
way you seem to be able to read my mind is scary.” 
 They didn’t exchange any more words as they hiked across the icy plains and through 
ankle deep snow for the next seventy minutes. All the while their surroundings refused to 
change and even the distant mountain range, dominating the horizon barely grew closer. 
 The only thing that did change was the weather. The wind had picked up, blowing more 
snow into their faces and slowing their progress. The temperature had dropped to somewhere 
in the range of negative forty degrees Celsius. 
 Star who had taken the lead, presumably so that McBride could keep an eye on her, 
stopped suddenly at an entirely indistinct spot. She turned to look at the man behind her. “This 
is it.” 
 McBride took a look around. There was literally nothing there. “Are you sure?” 
 She checked her positioning device again and then nodded. “Positive. These are the 
exact coordinates we’ve been given.” 
 Something caught the Bluefin’s first officer’s attention. “Over there,” he said and pointed 
into the distance. 
 Star followed his gesture and then saw it too. She couldn’t quite tell what it was at first 
except that it moved towards them. And quickly. 
 After just a couple of minutes she could make it out.  
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 Seven white and brown furred animals the size of ponies were pulling a large sled-like 
vehicle across the snow. And they were fast, considering the rough weather conditions. They 
were at a full gallop at thirty or maybe forty miles an hour. 
 As they pulled closer she could make out two people riding in the bed of the sleigh. 
 It came to about thirty meters from Star and McBride and then turned away slightly 
before coming to a stop. 
 Star recognized both Deite and Teldro even through their heavy winter gear. 
 Deite jumped off the sled and took two steps towards the Starfleet officers. She took a 
careful look around before focusing on them. “Tazla Star?” 
 The Trill stepped forward, pulled back the hood of her coat and removed the mask. 
 Deite nodded upon recognizing her. “Did you bring the antimatter?” 
 McBride stepped up. “First show us T’Ser.” 
 “And who are you?” Deite said. 
 “I’m the one who is going to make your life a living hell if you hurt T’Ser in anyway.” 
 Star shot McBride a disapproving glance but he didn’t seem to care. 
 Deite laughed. “Don’t worry we’ve kept her in one piece for you,” she said and turned 
back towards Teldro on the sled. “Show her to them.” 
 The man nodded and moved to the back of the sled where he pulled back a tarp and 
pushed up T’Ser. She was fully conscious but her hands had been cuffed behind her back and a 
piece of tape placed over her mouth. Her face was still a testament to the harsh treatments she 
had received earlier. 
 “You goddamn bastards, what have you done to her?” McBride shouted and tried to 
move closer.  
 Star held him back by holding on to his arm. “Commander,” she said sharply. “This is 
not the time for this.” 
 McBride gave the Trill a withering look but eventually relented. 
 Teldro in the meantime drew a gun and pointed it at the Vulcan’s temple. 
 “You said no weapons,” Star said. 
 “I said for you not to bring any weapons,” said Deite. “Now, show me the antimatter. 
The quicker we get this done the sooner we can all get out of this frozen desert.” 
 With clenched teeth McBride removed the backpack, placed it by his feet and then 
opened it to retrieve the cylinder. He held it up for Deite to see. 
 “Very good,” she said. “Naturally I’ll need to inspect it before I can release my hostage. 
Bring it to me.” 
 McBride exchanged a quick look with the Trill who gave him a short nod. 
 The Texan looked at Deite. “Put away your gun first.” 
 Deite rolled her eyes dramatically. “Fine,” she said and instructed Teldro.  
 Her accomplice reluctantly put the weapon back into his holster. 
 McBride took one step forward. “And the gag.” 
 “You are beginning to test my patience,” Deite said. 
 “Do you want your antimatter?” McBride shot back. 
 She nodded slowly. “Do it,” she said without taking her eyes off McBride. 
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 The tape was ripped off. 
 “T’Ser, are you alright?” 
 “I’m … I’m fine,” she said. “But I’d sell my grandmother for some of Cookie’s hot coffee 
right about now.” 
 “Don’t worry,” McBride said. “We’ll have you back on Bluefin in no time. I promise.” 
 Deite was getting impatient. “That’s enough with the pleasantries. Hand me the 
antimatter.” 
 McBride took another step. “Let her go.” 
 “Not until I’ve verified it.” 
 “That’s not the way an exchange works,” McBride said. “You’ll let her go and I’ll come 
over to you at the same time. Then, once you have verified the antimatter you’ll let me go and 
everybody gets what they want.” 
 But T’Ser shook her head upon hearing his plan. She wasn’t willing to be exchanged for 
Dale McBride. 
 “You think you are in a position to make demands?” Deite said. 
 “I have something you want, don’t I? And the way I see it you are the only one here 
with a gun. You risk nothing.” 
 At that the Tiaitan woman laughed. 
 McBride didn’t quite understand why. 
 “You really think I came here with just one gun?” 
 McBride took an instinctive step backwards when he saw three figures emerge from 
underneath the sled where they had been hiding. All three men carried assault rifles which 
quickly drew on McBride. 
 “You see,” said Deite. “You really aren’t in a position to make any demands at all. Now I 
suggest you hand over the antimatter or I will have you shot and simply take it out of your 
dead hands. And that goes for your two friends as well. I really don’t care because I’ll get what I 
want either way. Your call.” 
 Star slowly stepped up to McBride. She carefully scrutinized the cold, hard look in 
Deite’s eyes before she whispered to McBride. “She has no intentions on making an exchange. 
She’s planning to kill us all.” 
 McBride could see it too. 
 

* * * 
 
“I don’t understand what we’re doing here,” said Lif Culsten as he walked alongside Nigel 
Bane through the corridors of the Samaritan, the very same freighter to which he had followed 
Tazla Star just a few hours earlier. 
 The two young officers had become fast friends afterwards, both driven by similar 
concerns over the fate of their respective colleagues.  
 And so Lif Culsten had agreed to join the Australian once he had asked for his help to 
return onto the freighter. It was a risky plan, considering their previous clandestine actions. 
They both knew that both their captains would surely hand out some stern reprimands once 
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they’ve had the time to review all the reports but for now they were simply too busy focusing 
on the latest crisis. 
 And that was why Bane had decided, once again, to take actions into his own hands. 
 “You have everyone believe that you trust Star. You had me convinced to trust her. In 
fact without our support they’d thrown her into the brig for sure and now you’re telling me that 
you don’t?” said the silver-haired Krellonian.  
 Bane shook his head. “It’s not Star I don’t trust, it’s Singleton.” 
 “Singleton?” said Culsten. “He worked with Star. Where is he?” Culsten had to admit 
that in all the confusion he had completely forgotten about the man who’d had him at gunpoint. 
He didn’t know if the man would’ve been able to kill him but thanks to Star’s quick actions he’d 
never had to find out.  
 “That’s just it,” said Bane. “He’s gone.” 
 “Gone? What do you mean gone?” 
 “As in disappeared. After our struggle in the cargo bay he vanished. Taz … Commander 
Star told me before she left to try and find him.” 
 “And you didn’t think to mention this to anyone?” 
 Bane stopped. “I tried. But in case you hadn’t noticed, we don’t carry a lot of weight 
with the brass at the moment. Besides with the little time available until the exchange nobody 
had time to look into this. That’s why we’re here.” 
 “And what do you suppose we do once we find him?” 
 Nigel Bane placed a hand on the grip of the holstered phaser he carried. “We place him 
under arrest.” 
 Culsten nodded. “Alright, I can go for that.” 
 The Border Service officer indicated towards the door panels nearby. “Let’s start with 
his quarters.” 
 Naturally the doors were locked. It did take them a few minutes to manage to override 
the system and enter the room. 
 “He’s not here,” said Culsten after checking the compact quarters. 
 “Try to find anything that might give us an indication as to where he might have gone,” 
said Bane. 
 Culsten went straight for the only computer work station in the room while Bane began 
to search the quarters. But he could find hardly anything at all. No data padds, no isolinear 
chips, no notes, not even a spare uniform in the closet. The bed looked as if it had never been 
slept in. He wasn’t surprised when a tricorder scan failed to produce even a trace amount of 
DNA. 
 “You gotta hate bloody spooks,” said Bane and holstered his tricorder again. 
 “I might have something here.” 
 Bane turned to Culsten who was still working at the computer. “What is it?” 
 “Most of this station’s history was deleted but somebody definitely did a number of 
modifications to it.” 
 Nigel Bane stepped up next to the Krellonian and looked over his shoulder. “That looks 
like he accessed the transporters from here.” 
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 “You think he beamed off the ship?” 
 Bane entered a series of commands into the workstation and then shook his head. “If he 
did, these readings don’t make any sense. He initiated a dual transporter cycle. He beamed 
something in and out at the same time.” 
 “Why would he want to do that?” 
 “I don’t know but he must have been in a hurry, he didn’t delete the transporter log.” 
 Culsten checked the log. “Whatever came in materialized in cargo hold six,” he said and 
looked up. “It might still be there.” 
 Bane reached for his phaser. “Let’s find out.” 
 

* * * 
 
“Wind three-oh-five at eleven, distance to package four-one-seven-eight meters. Target not yet 
in sight. Report you have the packages,” said Solly Brin as he watched the two figures hike 
through the snow. 
 Brin and his three companions were as good as invisible. One would have had to stand 
inches away to make out the four figures lying prone the on top of the icy ridge under a 
camouflaged tarp which blended in seamlessly with the brilliantly white snow all around them. 
 They were each wrapped tightly into arctic gear which did its job to keep them 
reasonably comfortable in the freezing temperatures. They had arrived at their position no 
twenty minutes before McBride and Star had touched down and they had tracked their 
progress ever since. 
 Here, at the outer fringes of the dead zone, a communications booster allowed for a 
channel to Eagle, however there was no way for them to contact the two Starfleet officers some 
four kilometers away. 
 “Spy One, I have primary package in sight,” said Petty Officer Skyler McIntyre as she 
looked through the scope of her modified, white TR-116 sniper rifle. The young red haired 
noncom was one of the best marksmen on Eagle and possibly the only one familiar with the 
projectile weapon which was required for this operation. She kept her sight firmly set on the 
distant figure of Tazla Star. 
 “Spy Two, I have secondary,” said Crewman First Class Jacob Steiner. The Bluefin 
crewmember and former Marine wielded a similar rifle. Steiner was usually in charge of the 
brig on his vessel but when it came to sharpshooting he had everybody beat which had made 
him an easy choice for the assignment. 
 “Alright,” said Nora Laas who like Brin had the use of powered binoculars to spot for 
the snipers. “They’ve nearly reached their destination. Keep your eyes open for the target. 
Nobody fires until I give the order, understood?” she said in a sharp tone of voice which was 
intended to leave no doubt as to who was in charge. 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Brin acknowledged but without being able to keep the sarcasm out of his 
reply. 
 The Bajoran lowered her binoculars and looked at the large red man lying at her side 
and admittedly much closer than she was comfortable with. “Is there are problem, Chief?” 
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 “No, no problem, ma’am,” he said without ever taking his eyes off the two figures in the 
distance. 
  “I see. So tell me, is it Starfleet you don’t like or is it me personally?” 
 The Orion turned to look back at her. The truth was he had taken a bit of a liking to the 
Starfleet security chief. He appreciated her aggressiveness and her seemingly natural distrust of 
people and the fact that she was not easily intimidated by him, something that wasn’t a given 
even among officers. 
 But there was something else. Something that really bothered him about her. It was the 
look in her eyes. He had seen it the first time they had met, when they had faced each other 
with phaser rifles. He had seen that look before, usually in people who had lost something very 
important to them. And it tended to make them unpredictable, sometimes even dangerous. 
 “I said I have no problems with you, Lieutenant.” 
 Nora laughed. “Yeah, right. Let’s have it, Chief. Speak your mind. Don’t be a coward 
and hide behind your rank.” 
 The comment stung just as it was supposed to and Brin frowned. “I’m just here to get 
my people back safely. And quite frankly, I’m concerned about your stake in this. I’ve seen how 
little you appear to care about Commander Star.” 
 “So you think that I’m not committed to this?” 
 He shrugged his massive shoulders. 
 Nora picked up the binoculars again. “I can put your fears to rest, Chief. I absolutely 
want Tazla Star to come out of this alive. She still has a lot to answer for and she can’t do that if 
she’s dead.” 
 Steiner and McIntyre exchanged a quick glance with each other. Differently to their 
superiors they had bonded very quickly during their brief training session onboard Eagle. 
 They returned to look through their respective scopes and for the next few minutes 
nobody spoke as everyone watched the two distant figures quietly.  
 The weather was getting worse. 
 “Wind now a seventeen,” said Brin. 
 The two snipers adjusted their weapons.   
 “Two hundred credits that if the Tiaitans don’t stick to their side of the bargain, my 
target goes down first,” said Steiner with a smirk. 
 “Oh, you’re so on,” said McIntyre without ever taking her eyes off the scope. “Which 
means you’ll owe me double when the Vanguard defeats Alabama this weekend.” 
 The Bluefin sharpshooter chuckled. “Your devotion to miracles is foolish but admirable. 
The Crimson Tide has been undefeated and Starfleet has struggled all season. Rajak has thrown 
two times as many interceptions as touchdowns since he took over as the starter.” 
 “Well you know what they say,” said McIntyre. “All good things. Besides you don’t 
need a great quarterback to win the game. What you need is an uncompromising defense.” 
 “It is about time for the Guards to reach the playoffs again.” 
 “Chief,” said Steiner with surprise. “I can’t believe you’d take her side. Stats don’t lie.” 
 “And they don’t predict the future either. I think they can pull it off this year,” said Solly 
Brin. “Call it a gut-feeling.” 
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 “No thanks,” said Steiner. “I’ll take the credits, thank you very much.” 
 “Let’s focus on the mission, shall we?” said Nora Laas sharply. “Besides we’re a long 
way from Alabama. Nobody here is going to see that game for weeks.” 
 “New contacts bearing three-two-five degrees,” said Brin. “Closing fast on our 
package.” 
 “Looks like some sort of dog sled,” said the Bajoran once she had found it. “I make out 
two occupants but there is plenty of room for more. Designating female occupant Tango-One. 
Male occupant Tango-Two.” 
 “I’ve got Tango-One,” said McIntyre. 
 “Spy Two’s got Tango-Two.” 
 Now that their targets had arrived they watched quietly and with sharp eyes as the sled 
moved closer and then came to a stop not very far from Star and McBride. Words were being 
exchanged but there was no way for them to know what was being said. 
 “I’ve got T’Ser,” said Brin when the Vulcan was revealed. “Damn, those bastards did a 
job on her.” 
 Solly Brin watched as the male target, Tango-Two, moved behind T’Ser and placed a 
gun to her head. “Spy Two, do you have the shot?” 
 “I do not,” said Steiner with frustration as he tried to realign so that he could take out 
the target without risking hitting T’Ser. But at this distance, considering the current weather 
conditions and using a projectile weapon, there was simply no way to ensure a clean kill. 
 Tango-One in the meantime had stepped off the sled. 
 “My target is in the open, I can take her down at any time,” said McIntyre. 
 Nora didn’t give the order. Their primary mission was to ensure T’Ser’s safety and at the 
moment this could not be achieved by opening fire.  
 “Two … no, strike that. Three new targets, heavily armed,” said Brin as he watched 
them pop up one by one from the sled. “New targets designations from left to right: Tango-
Three, Four and Five.” 
 “Damn it,” said Jacob Steiner understanding immediately that three heavily armed 
soldiers were going to make this a whole lot more difficult. 
 “Spy One, target Tango-Three; Spy Two, target Tango-Five. Report you have the shot 
and hold your fire,” said Nora. 
 McIntyre quickly readjusted to find the new target. “I have the shot.” 
 But Steiner only very reluctantly took his sights off the man who was threatening T’Ser 
in order to direct his scope on the third gunman instead. But it made sense, better to take down 
somebody cleanly than waste time on an opportunity he might never get. “Spy Two has the 
shot.” 
 Nora Laas shook her head fractionally. “They don’t want to make an exchange,” she 
said. “We have to engage.” 
 “We fire now and we sign T’Ser’s death sentence,” said Solly Brin. 
 Nora agreed and while the Vulcan hostage had been their primary target, she had to 
consider the lives of the two other officers as well. 
 “It’s her or everybody.” 
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* * * 

 
“She is your crewmember, Captain. You make the call.” 
 Akinola glared at Michael Owens. After learning of the dilemma enfolding on the 
surface, Eagle’s captain had put the decision of how to proceed squarely on his shoulders. 
Owens had made it clear that he agreed with Nora Laas that an intervention was necessary 
before Deite’s people had a chance to take out Star, McBride and T’Ser but considering that the 
majority of those officers were under Akinola’s command he had been quite willing to leave 
him with the final decision. 
 Under different circumstances the Border Service skipper may have appreciated the 
deference but right now he could claim to be happy about it. Especially considering that he 
knew Owens didn’t value Commander Star nearly as much as he did McBride and T’Ser. 
 He didn’t believe that Owens wanted her dead but Akinola wanted his first officer and 
operations chief back unharmed a whole lot more than his fellow captain wanted his disgraced 
XO. 
 Michael Owens didn’t want to be responsible for the Vulcan’s death even if at this point 
it appeared to be unavoidable. 
 “I’m sorry, Captain,” said Owens. “I wish there was another way.” 
 “Let’s give them another minute. We brought some extra firepower to this meeting as 
additional insurance. Maybe they’re simply doing the same,” said Akinola. His voice didn’t 
quite carry real conviction however. 
 Owens nodded and then looked at So’Dan Leva who stood at the tactical station. A 
simple nod let him know to reconnect him to the ground team. 
 “Lieutenant, continue to observe. If they take any additional aggressive actions you are 
cleared to open fire to safeguard the landing party.” 
 Akinola frowned but didn’t object. 
 “Copy that, sir.” 
 Owens turned to the veteran skipper. “With any luck they take our cylinder, leave 
Commander T’Ser and walk away peacefully. But if not …” 
 Eagle’s captain didn’t have to finish his sentence. 
 And he didn’t get a chance either. 
 The turbolift doors opened and Nigel Bane and Lif Culsten stormed onto the bridge. 
They both had pained expressions on their faces but it was the Australian who looked 
particularly concerned. 
 “What’s going on, Lieutenant?” said Owens, addressing his helmsman. 
 “Sir, we found something that might change everything,” he said, clearly out of breath 
after noticeably exhausting himself to return to the bridge. 
 “Found what?” said Akinola. “Talk to me, damnit?” he added when the reply wasn’t 
immediately forthcoming. 
 Nigel Bane hesitantly presented a two-foot long cylinder.  
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 “That looks just like …” Akinola stopped himself and then looked straight into Nigel 
Bane’s eyes. “What is this?” 
 But the Australian was reluctant to share this information. 
 Culsten stepped in. “We found this on the Samaritan. It contains antimatter. But our 
scans have shown signs of omicron particles which have begun to break it down.” 
 Owens took a step closer to examine the device. “That is supposed to be on the planet 
right now.” 
 Culsten nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 “We believe it was exchanged by Commander Singleton at some point with the use of a 
hidden transporter beam,” said Nigel Bane. 
 “Exchanged with what?” said Owens. 
 “Considering Singleton works for the same people Star worked for,” said Nigel Bane. 
“We would have to assume that he exchanged this cylinder with an unmodified container.” 
 Michael Owens and Akinola looked at each other for a moment as the realization sunk 
in. Owens glanced back at the two junior lieutenants. “You are telling me that our landing team 
went down there with actually usable antimatter?” 
 Culsten nodded. “That is our assumption, sir.” 
 

* * * 
 
 Dale McBride understood what was about to happen. 
 But he hadn’t given up just yet. Deite was ruthless. After seeing T’Ser’s beaten face, 
there was little doubt about that. But she desperately wanted the antimatter and she would take 
no unnecessary risk until she held it safely in her hands. 
 McBride raised the cylinder slightly. “You start shooting now, you’ll risk hitting the 
container and trust me, the last thing you want to do is disrupt the containment field keeping 
the antimatter stable.” 
 Deite gestured to her people to lower their rifles and they complied instantly. 
 Bluefin’s first officer moved slowly to shorten the distance between him and the Tiaitan 
rebel, always keeping the cylinder in front of him. 
 Deite took a step towards him and held out her hand. “Give it to me.” 
 “Let T’Ser go.” 
 “Once I have verified the content of the cylinder.” 
 He shook his head. “Now.” 
 “Or what?” Deite said. “This exchange is taking place on my terms, not yours. You want 
her back you do what I want, understood?” 
 Dale McBride stopped some four meters from Deite, unwilling to take another step 
without a gesture from Deite. 
 The woman uttered a heavy sigh. “Teldro,” she yelled to make herself heard over the 
loudly whistling arctic wind. “Shoot her in the head.” 
 “No!” With renewed urgency McBride closed in on Deite, holding out the sought after 
cylinder for her to take. 
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 She reached out for the device. “Now do you see that I am the one holding all the 
pieces? Your spaceships and advanced weapons mean nothing. How does it feel to be on the 
losing side?” she said with devilish delight. Her hand took hold of the cylinder but quickly 
found that McBride was still holding on to it. And he wasn’t letting go. 
 His eyes burned with raging fire. “You tell me.” 
 Confusion spread across Deite’s face. 
 Two gunshots rang out like explosions. 
 Two of Deite’s men flew backwards even as their chests imploded in bright red blood. 
 While the insurgent leader tried to figure out what had just happened, McBride had 
already balled his free hand into a fist which connected mercilessly with Deite’s jaw. 
 She never saw it coming and she went down instantly. She maintained enough presence 
of mind however to take the antimatter cylinder with her as she fell. 
 McBride didn’t consider the container a priority and let it slip out of his hand, much 
more concerned with T’Ser and the gunman who’d had a pistol pointed at her temple. 
 He jumped over the fallen Deite and rushed forward and towards the sled. 
 Teldro had been caught utterly by surprise by the sudden gunshots and the two men 
collapsing into the snow. And so had T’Ser. But she had been waiting for any chance to escape 
since the moment she had been captured. She knew instantly that she was never going to get a 
better chance. 
 Her head flew backwards and hit her captor’s harshly. He stumbled to the side but the 
angle of impact had not been ideal. He maintained a grip on his gun and brought it up to exact 
swift vengeance on the Vulcan. 
 He didn’t however see that Star, who had anticipated the sniper attack ever since Deite’s 
gunmen had shown up, had gone into a crouch the moment she had heard the shots. Her right 
hand had darted behind her back and underneath her coat to pull free a hidden projectile 
weapon. 
 She steadied the gun with her left hand and fired two quick shots at Teldro while he 
tried to bring his own gun to bear on his prisoner. 
 Both bullets hit his right shoulder, twisting him around and pushing him clean off the 
sled and out of sight. 
 At this point no more than five seconds had passed since Star had heard the sniper fire. 
 She did the math. 
 At this distance and in this harsh weather it would take even the best marksman in the 
fleet at least fifteen seconds to acquire a new target and fire again. And that was if it wasn’t 
moving. 
 But the third gunman was not going to stand still for his execution. 
 Concerned mostly with his own safety after watching his comrades go down helplessly, 
he tried to rush for cover behind the bulky sled. 
 While he moved he brought up his assault rifle to mow down McBride. An easy target, 
now that he was heading directly towards him. 
 “Commander, get down, now!” Star shouted. 
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 The Bluefin officer had been entirely too focused on T’Ser to notice the third gunman 
zeroing in on him. Realizing that he was as good as dead if he kept going he jumped head first 
into the thick snow. 
 Just in time as bullets rattled over his head. 
 Star was also dangerously exposed but at least she was armed.  
 She moved sideward as she fired at the gunman. Unfortunately she was no expert using 
projectile firearms, the phaser usually being her weapon of choice, and the bullets failed to 
reach the man before he could take cover behind the sled. 
 Another sniper blast ripped through the air.  
 The force of the projectile tore off a small chunk of the edge of the sled but didn’t find 
it’s intended target; the gunman who was hiding behind it. 
 It did however stir the horse-like animals which had already become agitated the 
moment the shooting had commenced. The sudden jolt against their carriage was enough to 
push them over. They whinnied loudly and set out in a quickly accelerating trot in an attempt 
to get away from the perceived danger. 
 That was when Deite, who had been floored by McBride earlier, shot up and began 
sprinting after the sled. Star could see that she was still holding on to the antimatter cylinder. 
 She took aim to take her down. 
 It was a big mistake. 
 The third gunman found himself with a clear shot at the Trill the moment his cover had 
taken off and he squeezed the trigger of his assault rifle with little delay. 
 Star knew what was coming and worse, she knew she couldn’t get out of the way in 
time. In a last ditch effort she raised her right arm in a seemingly hopeless effort to shield 
herself from the incoming volley.  
 She screamed out in pain as the force of the multiple impacts pushed her backwards and 
into the snow. 
 Dale McBride watched Star go down and judging from the number of bullets she had 
absorbed he had to believe that she was dead. 
 Meanwhile Deite was still sprinting after the quickly departing sled and stood a good 
chance to catch up with it and get herself and T’Ser out of sniper range. 
 The third gunman, having disposed of the Trill, was now looking for him, trying to find 
him in the snow. 
 That search was quickly cut short when another high-velocity sniper bullet ripped clean 
through his torso. He sagged to his knees and fell. 
 McBride was left with two options: Go after Deite or check on Star. 
 It wasn’t a difficult decision.  
 He got onto his feet and ran as fast as the deep snow and icy terrain would allow to try 
and catch up with the fleeing sled. He wasn’t quite sure how exactly he managed to seemingly 
defy the laws of physics. Perhaps it was his urge to get back at Deite or maybe it was his 
determination not to let T’Ser slip through his fingers again. Whatever it was, he reached the 
sled moments after Deite did. 
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 By that time it had sped up so much his only chance was to throw himself at it at full 
speed which of course was not easily done without any firm grip under his boots. 
 He did it nevertheless. 
 
 
 Tazla Star never passed out even though the pain was pretty near unbearable. 
 By all accounts she was supposed to be dead. 
 It was her right, lower arm which had saved her life. Miraculously, seven out of eight 
bullets had smashed into her arm and hand. The last bullet had dug itself deep into her 
shoulder. 
 She slowly brought up her arm to examine it. The skin had burned off most of her hand 
but instead of revealing blood and bone there was nothing there but a dark gray metallic alloy. 
She tried to move her fingers and was satisfied that they were all still fully functioning. 
 It was a struggle to get back onto her feet but she ultimately managed. 
 The sled was rapidly moving away from her and she found no sign of McBride. She did 
however spot Teldro who even though on his feet as well, appeared to be in a much worse 
condition than she was. He was bleeding freely from two gunshot wounds she had inflicted and 
was barely able to stand. 
 He had apparently found his gun however and when he spotted Star he tried to draw a 
bead on her. His hand was shaking so badly he couldn’t quite get the aim right. 
 Star knew what was going to happen and she quickly stuck up her left hand into the air. 
 Teldro mistook the signal. “You think I’m going to let you live after what you’ve done?” 
 She slowly moved towards him and resolutely shook her head. “I’m trying to save your 
life.” 
 “Really? In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m the one with gun here,” he said, taking a couple 
of steps backwards, slightly intimidated by the confidence in her tone. 
 “True, but I have two snipers behind me who have their sights firmly set on your sorry 
behind. So you really only have two choices here. Live or die.” 
 “You’re bluffing,” he said but his voice was breaking up and he nearly stumbled over 
his own two feet while still attempting to backtrack in the thick snow. 
 Star gestured towards one of the dead gunmen. “Then explain to me how your friends 
here got shot. I lower my hand and they will fire,” she said, continuing to approach him slowly. 
 “What do you want?” 
 “Drop the gun and we’ll talk.” 
 He glanced over her shoulder in a useless attempt to try and spot the invisible threat. He 
then decided that it wasn’t worth the risk and let the weapon fall into the snow. 
 “Smart choice,” she said and stepped up to him. She roughly grabbed hold of his neck. 
 “Wait a minute, you said we’ll talk.” 
 “I lied,” she said and gave him a mean hook with her right fist with such force it 
dislocated his jaw before he lost unconsciousness. Star didn’t feel a thing. 
 The pain in her own shoulder however quickly caught up with her. She fell to her knees 
and looked into the direction where she believed the marksmen where watching her from. 
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 “Med-evac?” she mouthed. 
 And then, zapped of all her energy, let herself fall into the snow. 
 
 
 “Dale.” 
 McBride looked up after landing painfully in the loading bay of the carriage to see T’Ser. 
Up close her face looked even worse, badly scarred and swollen but to him it was the most 
beautiful sight he had seen in a long time. It was perhaps in that moment that he decided that 
he wanted to spend the rest of his life with this woman. 
 However in order to do this, first he had to mange to free her. 
 “Are you alright?” he said as he tried to get back onto his feet. 
 “Don’t ask and I won’t have to lie to you,” she said with a small smile. 
 He nodded. “Can you move?” 
 She raised an arm to reveal a chain that had been secured around her wrist and was 
firmly connected to a solid handle on the sled. 
 McBride looked forward to see Deite. She had not yet realized that he had followed her 
or that he was on the sled for that matter, too busy trying to rein in the creatures and getting 
them to follow her directions. 
 He spotted a shovel lying on the flatbed and picked it up. “Pull the chain taut and turn 
your body away. Be ready to jump as soon as you’re free.” 
 She gave him an acknowledging nod and then did as instructed. 
 McBride lined up the blade of the shovel and then brought it down on the chain with all 
the strength he could muster. The force of the rebound nearly dislocated his shoulder.  
 The chain budged but not quite enough. It needed just one more hit. 
 “Dale!” 
 He turned around. 
 The noise of metal against metal had not gone unnoticed by Deite who had managed to 
wrestle back control of the vehicle.  
 McBride went for his second attempt. 
 But Deite was faster, pulling harshly on the reins and making the animals perform a 
sharp left turn. 
 McBride lost his balance and tumbled across the sled with enough momentum to be 
thrown clear off. 
 But something stopped him just before going over the edge. 
 He was still holding on the shovel and T’Ser had reached out to hold on to the other end. 
“I got you.” 
 Deite was not done yet. McBride could see that she was retrieving a gun. He turned back 
to T’Ser. “Whatever happens,” he said. “Don’t let go.” 
 She nodded but that was before she saw Deite brining up the pistol. 
 The fist bullet went into McBride’s upper arm. It probably would have been his head if 
Deite would have had both her hands to operate her weapon.  
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 He cried out in pain but held on with his uninjured arm to the only thing still connecting 
him to T’Ser. 
 “Dale!” 
 He looked up at her. “I’m fine,” he said through clenched teeth, barely able to talk as the 
pain spread through his entire body. “Just don’t let go.” 
 Deite took aim again. 
 “I love you,” she said and sounded almost apologetic.  
 He knew instantly, from the look on T’Ser’s face, that she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t 
watch him be killed in front of her eyes. 
 “I’ll come for you,” he told her just before she let him go. 
 The second shot rang out but hit nothing. 
 Dale McBride was already lying in the snow, ten meters away. He watched with agony 
and pure frustration as the sleigh sped down the arctic tundra and with it, taking T’Ser once 
again out of his reach. 
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FOURTEEN: THE PROMISE 
 
 
The child was giggling happily while she played with him. 
 A great number of things had become very confusing for Ashley Wenera. Her role had 
become increasingly fuzzy over recent days. Captive, healer, rebel, killer and even lover were 
just the few functions she had played.  
 She was supposed to be a Starfleet officer first. She wasn’t quite sure at what point that 
fact had become a secondary concern but the thought troubled her greatly. 
 About the only thing that still seemed clear as day was little Vekte Junior. She had built  
a bond with the child so strong she may have been mistaken for his mother. She had no 
illusions that she was nothing more than a temporary caretaker but the thought alone of leaving 
him, pained her. There really had been nobody else to look after him and so she had taken on 
the role almost naturally.  
 Wenera had never entertained the notion of starting a family of her own and yet, all of a 
sudden, it was becoming a not entirely farfetched notion. 
 “They continue to speak in high praises of your efforts.” 
 She turned her head to see that Balik had entered the chamber they had begun to share. 
Wenera didn’t respond. Instead she turned back to Vekte and tickled his stomach, causing him 
great delight. 
 “Velta took a bullet in his stomach during the raid and was sure he was going to die. I 
swear, he’s convinced you have some sort of magical powers now. He can’t stop talking about 
it.” 
 “He was in a great deal of pain,” she said without looking up. “But the bullet missed his 
vital organs. It was just a matter of stopping the internal bleeding. Not a big deal.” 
 “He certainly doesn’t see it that way,” said Balik. 
 When she refused to talk to him, he stepped closer to the crib. “We should talk about 
what happened during the raid.” 
 “What is there to talk about? You already explained yourself.” 
 “I need you to understand why I did it.” 
 Wenera stood and then turned to face him for the first time. “Why? What does it matter 
what I think? I am just your prisoner, or have you forgotten? You had me taken at gun point 
and brought to you against my will so that I can patch up your wounded.” 
 “You’re not my prisoner anymore, Ashley. If you want to go back to your ship I won’t 
stop you.” 
 This stunned the doctor for a moment. The truth was that she hadn’t really felt like a 
prisoner for some time now but to actually hear it from his lips was still startling. It dispelled 
any illusions she might have had about her situation. Her remaining here had become a choice 
and she had refused to admit that simple fact. 
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 She walked over to the bed and sat down. She kept her eyes averted from Balik and 
instead focused on the young Vekte. “I don’t know if I can,” she said. 
 “Then stay with us,” he said and sat next to her. “The child needs somebody to care for 
him and your healing talents would go a long way in supporting our cause. We need you. I 
need you.” 
 “You don’t understand. I am a Starfleet officer. This is not what I’m supposed to do,” 
she said and got up again, desperately trying to keep her distance from Balik. “I am not 
supposed to get involved in any of this.” 
 Balik stood also. “You’re already involved. Whatever damage you wanted to avoid, it’s 
already been done.” 
 She whirled on him. “That’s not fair,” she said angrily, the dying eyes of the soldier she 
had killed still haunting her thoughts.  
 “I’m sorry but it is the truth. If you like it or not, you are one of us now.” 
 She shook her head. “I could never be like you,” she said. “I could never kill as 
indiscriminately as you did during that raid. That is not what I stand for and I could never 
support it. It is not humane.” 
 He considered that for a moment. “Then don’t.” 
 “What?” 
 “I’m willing to change, Ashley, if you are willing to consider staying. Maybe you are 
right. We’ve been fighting this forsaken war for thousands of phases but perhaps what we need 
is a different perspective. A more … humane approach.” 
 “You’d be willing to do that?” 
 “I’d be willing to give it a try,” he said with a roguish grin. 
 “What about T’Ser? Getting her back has to be a priority.” 
 He nodded. “Of course. That’s why we raided the government facility in the first place. 
We retrieved the satellite radio array and we’re scanning the bandwidths now. It’s only a matter 
of time until we’ll be able to contact Deite and once we do, I promise I’ll do everything in my 
power to convince her to give up your friend.” 
 The Starfleet doctor turned away. It still didn’t feel right, none of it. But she knew she 
had crossed a line somewhere and she wasn’t sure if she could find her way back. When her 
eyes came to find the young child again, she wasn’t so sure if she really wanted to. 
 

* * * 
 
“We tried it your way, Commander, and it didn’t work.” 
 Michael Owens walked out of his ready room, followed by Tazla Star.  
 Louise Hopkins had eventually come through by outfitting a shuttle with a shielded 
computer core to allow it to operate in the arctic dead zone of Tiaita. It had arrived too late to 
pick up any trace of Deite and T’Ser but it had been able to quickly retrieve the Trill, 
Commander McBride, the sniper team and Teldro, the only surviving member from Deite’s 
rebel gang. 
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 The gunshot wounds sustained by Teldro and the Starfleet officers had not been life 
threatening and quickly and efficiently healed. The only remnant that hinted towards Star’s 
injuries was a tight black glove she wore on her right hand. 
 “We are solely responsible for handing a terrorist group weapon’s grade antimatter,” 
said Owens as he stepped into the turbolift. 
 Star followed and didn’t miss the distinctly accusatory tone in the captain’s voice. “I’ll 
take full responsibility for that, sir. I underestimated Singleton and my former padrone’s 
resolve in this matter. After what happened I should’ve anticipated that Singleton would find 
out about our plan, find a way to sabotage it and turn it to his own advantage.” 
 “Deck fifteen,” said Owens and then turned to his acting first officer. “That brings us to 
another point, Commander. You still haven’t fully disclosed on whose orders exactly you have 
been acting or who else is involved in this.” 
 “I know what you are thinking but these are not the kind of people you can go after. 
They are too well protected within the twisted latticework that is the intelligence community. I 
can give you names but they will mean nothing, trust me.” 
 “Trusting you is the problem.” 
 Star nodded understandingly. 
 “What assurances do I have that you were not somehow involved in giving these people 
the antimatter and how can we make any progress on trying to get our people back if we’re 
being undercut at every corner?” 
 “Singleton is gone,” said Star. “There’s no sign of him across the freighter fleet and he 
has no real allies on Tiaita. He knows that we’re looking for him so he will not dare to show his 
face around here again. Handing Deite the antimatter was a desperate last-ditch effort to try 
and bring about a victory for the New Light. It was never part of any contingency plan I was 
aware of. But now she has a good chance of succeeding and killing a lot of people in the process 
if we don’t stop her. 
 As for trusting me, to be honest, I wouldn’t trust me either. You have no way of 
knowing, and I have no way of proving to you, where my loyalties lie. It’s your decision to 
make and I don’t envy you for it.  But I know I still have one card to play here and I’m 
convinced that it could get us our people back and stop Deite.” 
 The turbolift came to a stop and they both exited. 
 “And what card would that be?” said Owens as they continued down the corridor. 
 As they rounded a corner Star caught a glimpse of Dale McBride entering the security 
complex which contained the holding cells. She realized that Owens hadn’t spotted him. 
 Star quickly stepped in front of the captain. “The prisoner. Let me talk to him. Alone.” 
 Owens looked directly into her piercing green eyes. “I don’t know what kind of things 
you’ve done in your previous career Commander, and I’m pretty sure I don’t want to find out. 
But let me make one thing perfectly clear to you. I will not condone torture on my ship.” 
 “I won’t lay a finger on him.” 
 “And you expect him to talk to you?” 
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 “I’ve come across the man before and I know how his people think. I promise I’ll be able 
to get the information we need out of him,” she said. “Without subjecting him to any kind of 
physical harm,” she quickly added. 
 “You’ve made promises before, Commander, and so far you’ve come up short.” 
 “Agreed. But what other options do we have? And consider the stakes. It’s not just two 
Starfleet officers anymore. If we fail we may very well be responsible for thousands of deaths on 
Tiaita. I know I can stop this.” 
 Owens uttered a sigh. “Don’t make me regret this, Commander.” 
 “I won’t, sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 “Don’t thank me yet. We’re both firmly planted in the quicksand already and sinking 
rapidly. And as far as you’re concerned, you’re all out of lifelines.” 
 

* * * 
 
Commander Dale McBride stepped up to the holding cell which contained Teldro. The man was 
sitting by a table, indulging in a decent size meal and reading a padd. When he spotted his 
guest he lowered the device. 
 “I know you,” he said. “You were at the exchange.” 
 “Commander McBride.” 
 Teldro nodded and took another bite from his steak. “I have to give it to you federated 
types, you do know how to treat a prisoner. A clean cell, a good meal, reading material, even 
your health care service is impressive but no doubt you have noticed that yourself,” he said as 
he looked over the Bluefin officer who like himself showed no signs of the injuries he had 
sustained hours earlier. 
 “I’ve read up on your regulations,” he said and glanced back onto the padd. “Did you 
know that according to the Detention and Treatment of Foreign Nationals Act of Stardate 23324, 
I have a number of rights guaranteed to me in your legal system? A bit of a dry read at first, I 
have to admit, but it really draws you in after a while.”  
 “Where did Deite take T’Ser?” 
 Teldro carefully wiped his mouth with a napkin. “She escaped, didn’t she? That’s too 
bad for you. But you really should have followed our instructions. All this could’ve been 
avoided.” 
 “You didn’t follow your own instructions,” McBride shot back with obvious anger 
flaring in his voice. “You never had any intention of letting T’Ser go.” 
 The Tiaitan stood and approached the force field separating them. “That Vulcanoid 
woman really means something to you, doesn’t she?  On a personal level. She wouldn’t be your 
mate, would she?” 
 McBride’s eyes narrowed. 
 “It must really kill you that you failed so miserably in trying to get her back. For an 
alien, she’s quite an impressive woman.” 
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 The Bluefin officer turned away from the force field to address the security detail on 
duty. A young female ensign, barely out of the Academy and a significantly older petty officer.  
“Give us a minute here, will you?” 
 The woman squared her shoulders. “I’m sorry, sir, regulations state that we cannot leave 
our post.” 
 “This won’t take long, I promise.” 
 “I guess we could take a little break,” said the noncom. 
 The young woman shot the petty officer a disapproving look but it became quickly 
apparent that it wasn’t the ensign calling the shots. Moments later the two security specialists 
had left the holding cell complex. 
 “She was stoic at first,” continued Teldro, paying no mind to the interruption. “Valiant, 
even. Tried to escape a couple of times. But after Deite was through with her she was nothing 
more than a broken little girl, begging for mercy.” 
 “Computer, drop the force field.” 
 The protective barrier between them vanished. 
 Teldro held up the padd. “Now, now, Commander. Let’s not forget the Detention of 
Foreign—“ 
 McBride slapped the padd out off his hand and it went flying across the cell. Before he 
could react, he grabbed the surprised Tiaitan by the collar of his shirt and with little effort flung 
him over the table with such force that he didn’t come to a stop until he skidded up against the 
far wall.  
 “You can’t do that,” he cried. “You have rules.” 
 “Didn’t you know?” said McBride as he picked up one of the blunt utensils which had 
been thrown to the floor. “They are really more a set of guidelines.” He inspected the knife. It 
had been designed so that prisoners couldn’t use them as weapons but there were still plenty of 
soft and vulnerable spots in a humanoid body where the dull device could inflict plenty of pain 
if the wielder was creative enough. “You will tell me where they took T’Ser or it’ll be you 
begging for mercy.” 
 Teldro desperately crawled into the corner of the cell. “I don’t know where she took her. 
I just don’t know. You have to believe me.” 
 “The problem is, I don’t.” 
 McBride brought up the knife and stepped closer. 
 “Commander.” 
 He froze but didn’t turn around upon hearing a familiar voice behind him. 
 “Get out of here, Star.” 
 But the Trill stepped closer instead. “You don’t want to do this.” 
 “No, I do. I really do,” said McBride, never taking his eyes off the man cowering in the 
corner. 
 “Think this through, Commander. You’re already in hot water for disobeying direct 
orders from a superior officer. Considering Schwarzkopf’s current standing you just might be 
able to beat that. But if you hurt this man now, on this ship, you’ll kiss your career goodbye.” 
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 McBride angrily turned on Star who had stepped up next to him. “You think I give a 
damn about my career? I’ll do whatever it takes to get her back. And where do you get off 
lecturing me on my career? You, of all people.” 
 “I know you’re a good man, Dale but this is a slippery slope you’re on and trust me 
when I say that you will come to regret the places it will take you. As you said, I of all people 
should know,” said Star with such surprising honesty in her voice, it gave McBride pause. 
 He looked back at Teldro and felt a moment’s worth of shame after considering the 
things he had been willing to do to that man in order to get the information he wanted. In his 
mind, all he could see was the beaten and bloodied face of T’Ser and that image alone would 
have driven him on, possibly until there was nothing left of his prisoner but a hollow corpse. 
 “We can’t just give up on her,” he said. 
 “I’m not suggesting that we do.” 
 “What about him?” 
 Star found the padd lying on the floor and picked it up. 
 A small smirk formed on Teldro’s lips now that any danger of incurring bodily harm 
appeared to have passed. “I have rights,” he said. “Look for yourself.” 
 Star did but when she turned back to the Tiaitan rebel she was wearing her own little 
smile. But this one, multiple times more vicious. “Interesting reading you’ve been doing.” 
 Teldro stood and straightened his crumpled clothes. “According to your own laws you 
cannot abuse me or use force to make me say anything against my will. It’s all right in there.” 
 She considered him for a moment. “You think you are some sort of smooth criminal, 
don’t you?” 
 The smile on his face proved that he did. 
 “Well, it turns out that you’re absolutely correct,” she said. “But I don’t think that you 
quite finished reading this.” 
 A puzzled expression formed on his face. 
 Star tossed him the padd which he caught clumsily. 
 “Article three, section four, subsection twenty-eight dash six,” she said. 
 Teldro began to scroll through the text. 
 “’Any foreign national who at the time of his or her incarceration by Federation officials is 
considered a fugitive criminal by the detainee’s legal government is to be returned to the detainee’s legal 
government at the soonest possible opportunity unless no formal ties exist between the detainee’s legal 
government and the United Federation of Planets’,” she quoted from memory and then looked at 
McBride. “I’d say our treaty with the Tiaitan government constitutes as formal ties, wouldn’t 
you agree, Commander?” 
 “Doubtlessly.” 
 “Wait a minute,” said Teldro and looked up from the padd. “You can’t do that. If you 
hand me over to them they’ll kill me.” 
 “Oh, I’m sure they won’t,” said Star. “Well, not right away. As an active member of the 
New Light, I’m certain they’ll want to ask you a few questions first in a long and needlessly 
intricate interrogation session. Afterwards, they’ll probably kill you.” 
 Teldro had momentarily lost his voice. 
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 “Come on, Commander,” she said. “There is nothing more we can do here. This man’s 
fate has already been decided,” Star added and then walked out of the holding cell. McBride 
gave the Tiaitan one last, pitiful look and then followed suit. 
 “Wait,” said Teldro and began to follow them. “Wait.” 
 The two officers turned around. 
 “Computer, raise force field,” said McBride just in time to cause Teldro to collide with 
the energy field and stumble back painfully. 
 “Is there something else you’d like to share with us?” Star said. 
 “I can’t tell you where Deite took your officer.” 
 Star held up the padd. “And I’m afraid we have our regulations,” she said and made to 
turn away again. 
 “Damn it, I can’t tell you what I don’t know. Deite uses a new safe house every cycle 
and she doesn’t even tell me where they are,” he said with noticeable frustration. “I can give 
you Balik.” 
 “We want Deite,” said McBride sharply. 
 “Balik knows Deite better than anybody else on Tiaita. He’ll be able to lead you to her, 
I’m sure of it.” 
 Dale McBride did not hide the fact that he was not happy to make this deal but Tazla 
Star nodded. “Where can we find him?” 
 Teldro glanced at the padd she still held in her hands. “First I want your reassurance 
that you won’t hand me over to the government.” 
 Star typed a command into the device and showed him the now blank screen. “Didn’t 
they tell you? These are really more like guidelines.” 
 

* * * 
 
Changeover at dawn varied slightly from the similar ritual carried out after dusk. 
 Instead of dropping to one’s knees and utter a short prayer, this was traditionally a time 
to wash off the mortal sins using a special water, blessed by the Brothers.  
 Admiral Melvin Schwarzkopf had read up on this with some interest. In the ancient 
times, when hygiene had been a serious concern, this practice had ensured that all Tiaitans 
would thoroughly bathe themselves at least once a day. It had been both religious dogma and a 
practical solution to living on a hot desert world. The ritual was for good reason still referred to 
as the Cleansing. 
 But modern life, even on a world dominated by religious traditions, didn’t allow for 
such extensive ceremonies at the beginning of the day. 
 What had remained however where the large, trough like devices filled with holy water 
in many churches and temples. During Second Changeover, Tiaitans would usually place both 
their hands inside the water and then wet their face in a now mostly symbolic gesture of 
removing the stain of sin from their worldly bodies.  
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 Schwarzkopf watched as Prias Oldar-Tia and Simas Sindron-Tia did exactly that, using 
the lavishly decorated basin in the prias’ personal office on the top floor of the impressive 
Sanctuary Tower. 
 Sindron waited patiently until the prias had dried his face with a towel and then 
stepped up to perform the same ritual. 
 The prias handed the towel back to a servant and then turned to the admiral. “You must 
find our traditions to be rather archaic,” he said as he walked towards his desk. 
 Schwarzkopf shook his head. “Not at all, Your Eminence. In fact, the Federation is made 
up of a great number of worlds, some of which with societies deeply rooted in religious or 
secular traditions. We believe our diversity to be one of our most important assets.” 
 “And you can still see Tiaita taking its place in your Federation some day?” he said as he 
took his seat. 
 “Your Eminence,” Sindron began after he too had dried off his face. “It is too early to 
think so far ahead. We have so many more immediate concerns which require our attention.” 
 “I agree with the simas,” said Schwarzkopf. “More work needs to be done if you truly 
wish to become part of our community. The most important of which is your war with the New 
Light and the issue of equal rights and opportunities for all the inhabitants of your world.” 
 “The prias along with the Council of Tia have made many reforms in the recent phases, 
Admiral. As you know, our highest-ranking military officer is an Ait. This fact alone has shown 
His Eminence’s resolve in the matter of equal rights,” said Sindron. 
  “I’m not denying that you haven’t made impressive progress. But I’m afraid it isn’t 
enough and it is not happening fast enough. Equality among all is a key principle within the 
Federation and a value that we cannot compromise on. So naturally we have to expect the same 
sensibility form all our allies.” 
 “Admiral, surely you can appreciate that the reforms you propose take a great amount 
of time. You cannot expect a society as old as ours to simply reform itself overnight,” Sindron 
said with a thin smile on his lips. 
 But Schwarzkopf faced the prias instead. “Your Eminence, we have run out of time.” 
 “I do not understand,” the leader of Tiaita said. “Our treaty is already in place. You have 
assured us that you’ve dealt with all the opposition that could have prevented our alliance.” 
 “That was before a number of unfortunate events,” he said and glanced towards the 
simas. 
 “We carried out necessary military operations to defend against rebel insurgencies 
threatening the state.” 
 “Of course you did,” said the admiral, not trying to hide his displeasure with the man’s 
overbearing attitude. “Allow me to be blunt, Your Eminence. Our alliance is in serious danger 
of coming apart at the seams.” 
 “What about our resources? What about the mining operations and the outpost you 
were to construct in our system? You require those for you own war effort,” the prias said. 
 But Schwarzkopf simply shook his head. “There is a point at which the Federation 
Council will no longer be willing to compromise. They see your world as an inherently unjust 
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society and one with which we should have no dealings with at all. They will turn their backs 
on you, Dominion War or not.” 
 Visibly concerned, the prias leaned back in his chair. “What can we do?” 
 “It’s called a Hail Mary pass.” 
 “I don’t follow, Admiral.” 
 “We are in a desperate situation, Your Eminence. All we’ve worked for is about to fall 
apart unless we can convince my people that they didn’t make a mistake when they supported 
your government. You have to show them that you are willing to bring peace to your world. 
And it has to happen right away in one swift and all encompassing gesture.” 
 “Your Eminence, with all due respect to our visitor,” said Sindron. “We can’t simply 
abandon our own principles in order to please foreigners by adopting theirs.” 
 “I’m not saying you should abandon anything,” said the Starfleet admiral. “You have a 
rich and beautiful culture and I would never suggest you disregard it. I have studied some of 
your ancient texts. I have read about the Prophecy and the fascinating stories of the Anointed 
One—“ 
 “You presume to lecture us on our own believes? Preposterous.” 
 But the prias held up his hand. “Please continue, Admiral.” 
 “The legends of the Anointed One speak of this individual as the one person to unite 
your world. To bring Ait and Tia together and to end the bloodshed in favor of peace and 
prosperity. Don’t you see, Your Eminence, that is exactly what you’ll be able to achieve now. 
Address your people and let them know that you have decided to stop fighting the Ait. That 
you are willing to give them the same rights as the Tia. You have it in your power to transform 
this world and with the Federation’s help, prosperity will follow.” 
 “Your Eminence, the Council of Tia would be in uproar. Millions of people would be 
confused and lost and perhaps even lose their faith in the Brothers. It would be chaos.” 
 “Chaos,” the admiral said, “is what you already have. It is what you have had for 
thousands of years. I’m suggesting that you take your first step to bring it to an end.” 
 The room fell quiet as the leader of Tiaita considered the two men before him. His gaze 
wandered passed them both to look out of the large windows and take in his majestic city down 
below, the crown jewel of Tiaitan culture and power. “It might sound presumptions,” he said. 
“But I often felt that the Brothers had chosen me to be the Anointed One. That I would be the 
one prias to bring peace to Their world. Do you really believe that to be possible, Admiral?” 
 “Yes, Your Eminence, I do.” 
 “You’re an off-worlder, you know nothing of our ways, Admiral. How can you speak of 
these things with such certainty?” 
 But the prias replied in his stead. “My old friend, we’ve been through a great many 
struggles together. We have faced many of the Brother’s trials. The one before us now might be 
their greatest one yet. To finally bring peace to all corners of our world. Our predecessors have 
attempted this for thousands of phases by following their own, best advice. Perhaps it is time to 
look further.” 
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 “Your Eminence, you know that I will follow your wisdom no matter where it leads. 
You are the earthly voice of the Brothers. But do you really believe this, heresy, is what the 
Brothers would want from us?” 
 “I understand that you a scared, my friend, as am I. But this is what must be done for 
the good of Tiaita. I could use your help with drafting my address to the people.” 
 There was some hesitation as the second most powerful man on the planet didn’t 
respond right away. He looked at the admiral and then back at his master. “I don’t think I 
would be the right person for this task, Your Eminence. I would serve you in a much better role 
as a facilitator and to prepare the Council for your plans.” 
 “So be it then,” said the prias with a hint of disappointment in his voice. 
 Sindron dipped his shoulders. “May the Brother’s Blessings be on us all,” he said and 
then swiftly left the chamber. 
 The admiral didn’t give the simas a second glance. “Your Eminence, I am a great student 
of many cultures including my own which has had a long history of protracted conflicts and 
widespread inequalities not too unlike your own. I’d be more than honored to assist you with 
your speech.” 
 

* * * 
 
“Bring us in fast and low, I don’t want them to see us coming.” 
 “Yes, sir. Less than five minutes to target,” said Ensign Srena who was piloting the 
runabout and then glanced at Tazla Star who sat in the chair next to her. “Sir, I was wondering 
if the captain by any chance had mentioned anything to you about…“ 
 “About what, Ensign?” Star said when Srena didn’t elaborate any further. 
 “About…. well, about me.” 
 The Trill turned to look at the Andorian. Her blue skin color had become significantly 
darker, clearly not being entirely comfortable about bringing up the subject. “No, why? Is there 
something about you I should know?” 
 She quickly shook her head and faced her instruments again. “No, sir. Absolutely not,” 
she said and with a much firmer voice. 
 “Good,” said Star. “Now I did hear about a new and rather liberal dress code down on 
deck twenty-five,” she deadpanned. “Say, aren’t your quarters on deck twenty-five?” 
 The pilot whipped her head around to look at the first officer, her eyes as wide as 
saucers. The color had drained from her face to leave it almost periwinkle. 
 The Trill gave her a playful smile and then stood and left the embarrassed ensign to her 
own devices.  
 “What do we have?” she said when she stepped into the aft compartment where 
McBride, Nora Laas and Solly Brin where standing by a computer station, focused on the 
screen. 
 Additionally they had brought a team of sixteen heavily armed troops, eight Marines 
and eight Border Service crewmembers. Star had doubted the wisdom of making this a 
combined mission at first but Owens had insisted to involve Bluefin in any attempt to rescue 
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Wenera and T’Ser. Star understood the logic of it but she was concerned that the two different 
units might not play nice with each other considering recent events. So far her concerns had 
been unfounded however, both teams had behaved like the consummate professionals they 
were. 
 “Based on Teldro’s intelligence we’ve been able to locate an extensive underground 
tunnel system just outside this remote desert city. We believe it functions as a New Light 
regional headquarter,” said McBride, pointing at the map on the screen. “But I still don’t trust 
our source. I find it hard to believe that he is so confident about Balik’s whereabouts but doesn’t 
know about his own boss. It doesn’t feel right.” 
 Star nodded. “I know.  But for now it’s all we’ve got.” 
 The Bajoran security chief entered a few commands to display schematics of the caverns. 
“It’s a pretty extensive network spanning almost three kilometers. I’ve seen this kind of thing 
before on Bajor. They won’t be keeping all their people in one place. Instead they’ll be spread 
out throughout the tunnel network.” 
 “That makes sense,” said McBride. “That way they avoid being an easy target for 
attack.” 
 “Exactly. The two largest caverns are in the southern part of the network. That’s most 
likely where we’ll find the doctor and Balik. There are four tunnels connecting the cavern to the 
rest of the complex,” said Nora as she pointed out the locations on the screen. 
 “Sounds like a good place to start. We’ll use four teams, one for each access tunnel and 
work ourselves towards the large chambers. Commander?” Star looked at Bluefin’s first officer. 
 He gave her a short, acknowledging nod. 
 “Srena to Commander Star, we’re now entering transporter range.” 
 The Trill reached for a phaser rifle. “Let’s go.” 
 
 The tunnel in which Star and four Marines materialized was no more than eight feet 
wide. Illumination was sparse, allowing for plenty of shadows. 
 They immediately took to the walls for cover but not quite in time to avoid being 
spotted by a rebel fighter who so happened to be looking their way while they had 
materialized.  
 Thankfully whatever training he had received turned out to be entirely inadequate to 
accurately respond to five armed aliens appearing out of thin air. His hesitation lasted only a 
few seconds. 
 “Hey, you,” he finally said and would much later come to realize that it had been a 
major mistake on his part. 
 Star whirled around with her phaser rifle at the ready and squeezed off the shot before 
the rebel had even brought up his own weapon.  
 The force of the beam pushed him harshly against the wall before he collapsed to the 
ground. 
 The commotion had not gone unnoticed by his friends further down the tunnel. 
 The Marines had already marked their targets and by the time they stepped into the 
light, all three of them shared the first man’s fate. 
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 Somebody had managed to shout a warning before being stunned and Star could hear 
the beat of heavy footfalls reverberating off the tunnel walls. These people were not trained to 
fight Starfleet forces but that didn’t mean they weren’t prepared for an attack. 
 Tazla Star didn’t appear concerned. She swung her rifle onto her back and took a knee in 
the middle of the tunnel. She wordlessly held out her hand and one of the Marines handed her a 
flat, palm-sized device.  
 “Watch my back,” she told the others who quickly proceeded to secure the other 
direction. 
 The Trill pressed a control at the center of the device to activate it. When she looked up 
again it was just in time to see about half a dozen rebels come barreling down the tunnel.  
 She threw the device about ten feet in front of her where it quickly buried itself into the 
sandy ground. 
 It immediately shot out a blur of light, momentarily confusing the incoming soldiers 
who didn’t have a clue what they were up against. 
 Star stood slowly. 
 The rebel’s puzzlement didn’t last long and they brought up their weapons to take aim 
at the now seemingly easy target standing right in front of them. 
 The machine guns rattled, unleashing dozens of bullets a second. 
 The Trill never even flinched. 
 The rounds hit an invisible wall some ten feet away from Star which flickered every time 
it repelled the incoming bullets and caused them all to fall harmlessly to the ground. 
 The rebels were at a loss. 
 “That’s a level three, two point eight kilojoules force field, boys. You’d need something 
with a whole lot more punch to get yourself through that,” she said and then turned her back to 
the flabbergasted rebels. She tapped her combadge. “This is Star. South tunnel secured.” 
 McBride, Nora and Brin responded seconds later with similar reports. 
 “All teams, proceed to objective. Star out,” she tapped the combadge again and faced the 
Marines. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
 “I have twelve life signs, including one which appears to be non-Tiaitan, possibly 
human,” said Sergeant Shin-Ja Moon quietly to Lieutenant Nora Laas who stood next to him 
with her back pressed against the wall. 
 Nora’s team had met only light resistance up until they had reached their destination. 
The entrance to the large chamber was just a few meters away. 
 The Bajoran nodded. “Bang and clear. Take out tangos on sight.” 
 Two of the Marines retrieved small, grenade like devices from their belts and then 
launched them through the opening. “Fire in the hole.” 
 That was the signal for everyone to turn away from the entrance. 
 For good reason. Two ear-shattering explosions released such a forcefully blinding light 
that even looking at the chamber’s entrance could have caused temporary blindness or 
confusion. 
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 Nora and the Marines silently counted to three before entering the chamber with rifles 
drawn, moving fast and purposefully to perform a standard sweep. The blinding light was gone 
now, leaving instead a number of bewildered Tiaitans who stumbled around helplessly, some 
holding their ears, others their eyes and some who had become sick from the overload to their 
senses. 
 The team picked them up one by one. 
 Nora noticed one figure who didn’t quite fit in with the rest. The raven-haired woman 
was crawling on her hands and knees, tears streaming out of her eyes. “I got Wenera,” she said 
and rushed to her side, taking down two Tiaitans with perfectly aimed phaser blasts in the 
process. 
 “Doctor,” she said and tried to pull her up. “Are you alright?” 
 “What’s going on? What happened?” she said, unable to see her surrounding but honing 
in on the strangely familiar voice. 
 “You’re experiencing the aftereffects of a stun grenade. It won’t last long.” 
 “Laas?” 
 “Yes, Doctor. Please, come with me,” she said and tried to pull her along. A few of the 
Tiaitans who had turned out to be more resistant had begun to return fire and she could already 
hear reinforcement approaching. It was nothing they couldn’t handle but she needed to get the 
doctor out of the line of fire first. 
 But Wenera hesitated when her vision returned and the apparent chaos around her 
became clear. “What are you doing?” 
 “We’re here to rescue you,” said Nora, slightly irritated by her resistance. 
 “Rescue me? What kind of rescue is this?” 
 “Doctor, please—“ 
 Wenera freed herself from the Bajoran’s grasp. “Stop this,” she yelled and stepped 
further into the open, placing herself right in between the Marines and the rebels. “Stop 
shooting. Can’t you see? This is a hospital.” 
 In fact Nora hadn’t noticed. But now she saw for the first time that the chamber was 
lined with beds and filled with sick people. Some of the first casualties had been unarmed 
doctors and nurses who were now lying motionless on the floor. 
 The Starfleet physician rushed for some of her medical supplies and ignoring the danger 
of the two warring factions, she began to attend to her patients who had not fared the stun 
attack particularly well. 
 Nora recognized that the rebels were not targeting Wenera and rejoined the Marines 
who had taken cover. “Cease fire,” she said. 
 The four Marines stopped firing instantly and retreated behind their cover. Moments 
later the Tiaitans also stopped. 
 After making sure the firing had completely ceased, the security chief and the Marines 
reemerged, their weapons pointed at their adversaries at the opposite side of the chamber.  
 The Bajoran glanced at Wenera. “What’s going on here?” 
 Wenera shot a look over her shoulder, the anger mirrored in her eyes was not easily 
missed. “What’s going on here is that you nearly killed these people, Lieutenant. Most of them 
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are weak and have serious injuries and you storm in here with your heavy handed approach, 
blasting away at everything that moves.” 
 “We had our orders. And the rules of engagement stipulate that—“ 
 “Oh spare me your military nonsense. Help me get the staff back on their feet, I can’t see 
to all these people by myself,” she said while administering a hypo spray to a patient who 
hadn’t been able to stop coughing. 
 Nora looked towards the armed rebels. “I’d love to but first have them surrender their 
weapons. They seem to listen to you.” 
 But the Tiaitans tensed up, apparently with no intentions on being taken prisoner in 
their own base. 
 Wenera stepped between them again. “For heaven’s sake lower your weapons already. 
All of you. I need some help here.” 
 It took another few seconds before the rebels began to hesitantly comply.  
 Wenera scowled when she noticed that the Marines didn’t. “Lieutenant?” 
 But the Bajoran shook her head. “I don’t think so, Doctor,” she said. “Sergeant, detain 
those men and then assist the doctor with whatever she requires.” 
 Sergeant Moon acknowledged and moments later the Tiaitans had been disarmed and 
secured. 
 Nora tapped her combadge. “This is Nora, chamber one is clear. We have retrieved 
Doctor Wenera.” 
 “Understood, Lieutenant. Sit tight. We will converge on your position shortly,” the Trill’s voice 
replied. “Star out.” 
 “These people are not the enemy, Lieutenant,” Wenera tried to explain. 
 “Doctor, in case you had forgotten, these are the same people who attacked us and 
kidnapped you. That’s pretty much textbook enemy behavior.” 
 “Yes, yes, I know all that, I was there. But it’s all much more complicated than that,” she 
said, her strained voice a sign of her growing frustration. 
 “You can say that again,” said a voice behind her. 
 Wenera turned around to see a female Starfleet officer enter the chamber followed by a 
handful of additional Marines. The tall and red-haired woman carried herself with a sense of 
belonging and yet she had never seen her before. 
 “Who are you?” 
 “Commander Tazla Star, your acting first officer,” she said. “Apologies we meet under 
these circumstances but it was unavoidable. Doctor Ashley Wenera, I presume?” 
 “Yes,” she said tersely and then shot the security chief a quizzical look. “Acting first 
officer?” 
 But Nora didn’t want to take that one and simply shook her head regretfully. 
 Moments later the other two teams also entered. Wenera didn’t know any of them but 
she recognized their insignia as that of the Border Service. 
 A fierce-looking red Orion was firmly holding the rebel leader, pushing him along. 
 “Balik,” she cried and rushed over to him, eliciting some surprised glances between the 
Starfleet officers. “What have you done to him?” she demanded of Solly Brin. 
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 “Done to him?” he said. “Nothing. He hardly put up a good fight.” 
 “Let him go.” 
 He shrugged his massive shoulders and released him. 
 “Are you alright?” she said. 
 Balik gave her a meager smile and nodded. He was an imposing man, especially 
physically and yet he had been no match for the Orion. She led him to a bed and had him sit 
down while she knelt next to him and checked him over, not realizing that a myriad of eyes 
were watching her intently. 
 He was bleeding from his lip but otherwise seemed unharmed. 
 It was enough to further fuel Wenera’s bad mood however. She found Star again and 
shot her a withering look. “Are you responsible for all this, Commander?” 
 The Trill failed to be intimidated and stepped forward. “I understand your sympathy, 
Doctor. Believe me, I do. But I’m afraid we just don’t have the time for niceties anymore.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 “Deite, a woman I’m sure you are familiar with by now, has managed to acquire a 
significant amount of antimatter. And I don’t have to spell out to you what kind of damage 
she’ll be able to cause with it. We have to find her quickly and stop her,” she said. 
  “She is also still holding Lieutenant T’Ser who remains in grave danger as long as she is 
her captive,” added Dale McBride. 
 “We need his help,” said Star and gestured towards Balik, “in order to locate her.” 
 The rebel leader looked up and his eyes met the Trill’s. “We were already working on 
that,” he said but his voice had taken on a sharp edge now. “And Ashley was perfectly safe here 
before you decided to turn this place upside down. I told you she had nothing to fear from me. 
There was no need for any of this.” 
 Star shrugged. “Maybe not,” she said. “But considering the circumstances we couldn’t 
take any chances.” 
 Wenera stood and faced the Trill woman. “Wait a minute,” she said and glanced back 
and forth between her and Balik. “You two know each other?” she said and then focused on 
Star. “Who the hell are you?” 
 “There’ll be plenty of time later to discuss that. For now—“ 
 “And you,” Wenera continued, interrupting the commander and looking back at Balik 
instead. “You were in contact with her? You never told me you were speaking to my people.” 
 He didn’t reply, trying to avoid her insisting glance now. 
 “You didn’t want me to know, did you? You didn’t want me to go back to my ship 
because I turned out to be pretty useful to you, patching up your troops so that they could 
continue to fight for your cause.” 
 Balik looked straight into her eye. “That’s not true. Yes, I wanted you to stay. I still do. 
But not because you’re a good doctor,” he said, leaving the rest of his thoughts unspoken. 
 Dale McBride was becoming impatient. “As fascinating as all this is, we don’t have time 
for it. We need information. We need to find Deite.” 
 But Balik didn’t seem interested in talking anymore.  
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 “I’ll get us the information we need,” said Brin with a vicious smile on his lips and 
began to approach the rebel leader. 
 Wenera walked straight into his path, refusing to be frightened by the huge Orion man. 
“Don’t you touch him.” 
 “Doctor,” said Star. “We need to know. Now.” 
 “By torturing him? I don’t know where you’ve come from, Commander, but that’s not 
how we do things,” she said and then turned around to look at Balik. “You have the device to 
locate her. Just give it to them.” 
 “I am not going to betray her.” 
 “You’ve got to be kidding,” she said and stepped right up to him. “We’re talking about 
Deite here. The woman who tried to have us all killed. Or has that slipped your mind? You 
promised me that we were going to get T’Ser back. Why the hell did we go through all this 
trouble to get that damned radio device in the first place?” 
 “I never lied to you,” he said. “But I was going to be the one to find her and get your 
friend back. I’m not about to sell her out to your Federation. I might not agree with the way she 
wants to fight the Tia but she is still an Ait and a New Light freedom fighter. I’m not going to 
betray her.” 
 “Didn’t you hear what they just said?” she said, feeling her anger rising again. “She has 
antimatter. You know what that means? She’ll be able to destroy entire cities just like the 
government did. Thousands of people will die. That is not what you wanted for the cause, 
Balik, I know that. Help us stop her. Damn it, you owe me that much.” 
 Once again he couldn’t quite look her in the eye.  
 “No matter what you’ve done, I know that you’re a good man. Now is the time to prove 
it.” 
 He looked up slowly and focused intently on her piercing eyes as if he was trying to see 
right through them. Then he found Tazla Star’s determined face and all the other Starfleet 
officers surrounding him who apparently were not willing to accept no for an answer. His 
glance ultimately fell back on the doctor. Then he nodded slowly “I will do what I can to help 
you. I can give you the device to contact Deite.” 
 Star took a step forward. “I’m afraid we’ll need you to do much more than that.” 
 

* * * 
 
The warehouse at the outskirts of the capital appeared to be abandoned. 
 It was just after dawn when Balik and Ashley Wenera entered the building. 
 “It doesn’t look as if anybody’s been here for years,” said the Starfleet doctor after 
looking around for just a few seconds. 
 Indeed the place was covered in rust, dirt and dust. The few pieces of old machinery 
that had been stored here were long past their usefulness. Most of the windows were broken, 
allowing the chilly winds to whistle ominously. 
 “Are you sure this is the right place?” she said. 
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 Balik nodded but kept his eyes focused on the prevalent dark shadows where any 
number of threats could have lingered in hiding. “We’re in the right place.” 
 Wenera took a few steps around, mindful as not to get too far away from him. “I don’t 
like this,” she said. “Do you think we can really trust her?” 
 “No.” 
 “I was afraid you were going to say that,” she said and then moved closer to Balik again. 
He had lied to her, she was still very much aware of that. But she was also convinced that he 
had done so because he didn’t want to lose her. She hadn’t told him yet that she had forgiven 
him for that because the truth was that she couldn’t deny the feelings she had developed for 
this man. 
 He caught her staring at him. “It’s going to be alright.” 
 She desperately wanted to believe that. 
 Then they heard the footsteps. 
 But there was nobody in sight. 
 It took them a moment to realize that they were coming from somewhere above.  
 They looked upwards and saw her standing on a catwalk suspended a few meters off 
the ground. 
 “Hello Balik,” said Deite. “It is so good to see you again.” 
 “You got my message,” he said. 
 She nodded. “Yes. And I must say I was quite surprised. For many reasons. How did 
you get your hands on a geo-satellite radio array?” 
 “Does it matter?” 
 “I suppose not. And I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised. After all you’ve always been 
immensely resourceful. The real question is, why are you here? Last time we saw each other we 
had a rather heated argument.” 
 Balik took a step forward. He had already understood the point of Deite’s decision to 
face them from above. It wasn’t merely a matter of precaution, she actually enjoyed the fact that 
he had to look up at her. “That is exactly why I’m here, Deite. How long have we known each 
other? How long have we fought side by side, killed together and bled together? We can deny it 
as much as we want but the truth of the matter remains that we are in this thing together. 
Always have been. This is both our war and it makes no sense for us to fight it separately. It 
makes us both weaker.” 
 “So you have reconsidered my offer? A bit late, don’t you think?” 
 “I guess you will have to decide that. All I can say is that I was wrong to turn away from 
you. The cause is more important to me than the manner with which to achieve our goals.” 
 “And how exactly have you come to this change of heart?” she said, glancing at Wenera. 
“You come here bringing your Federation pet with you? That’s not exactly helping your case.” 
 Now the Starfleet doctor stepped forward. “I’ve learned a great deal since I got here,” 
she said. “I’ve come to realize that your war is justified and that my people have been wrong to 
help the Tia.” 
 “You’ll excuse my skepticism but why should I believe you?” 
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 “Because I killed one of them,” Wenera said and held up her hands, palms facing 
outwards. “With my own two hands. He didn’t leave me a choice but it made me understand 
that the only way to deal with the Tia is to kill them. I can help you do that. And I can help you 
take care of your own and I can share everything I know about my people with you.” 
 “You would do all that?” she said. 
 “Yes. Under one condition.” 
 “And what is that?” 
 “You have to free T’Ser.” 
 “I see.” 
 “It makes sense, Deite,” he said. “She’s of no value to you. But Ashley can be a great 
help to our cause. She has pledged her allegiance to the New Light and her skills would be 
invaluable to us.” 
 “There is no us yet, Balik.” 
 “There could be.” 
 Deite seemed to consider this for a moment. “You do make one good point. We’ve done 
our best work together,” she finally said. “We were pretty much unstoppable, weren’t we?” 
 He nodded. 
 “I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t want you back by my side but I cannot forget what 
happened between us,” she said and drew a gun. 
 Wenera flinched and took a step backwards, suddenly very much regretting coming to 
this place. As of Deite’s instructions they had arrived unarmed. 
 Balik held his ground. “What do I need to do to regain your trust?” 
 “Excellent question,” she said and tossed the weapon to him. 
 He caught it easily. 
 “Kill the doctor.” 
 Balik turned to look at Wenera and spotted the fear reaching her eyes. Then he looked 
back up. “She’d be much more valuable to us alive.” 
 Deite shrugged. “Perhaps you’re right. But you are more valuable to me,” she said with 
a feral smile decorating her lips. “We all made sacrifices, Balik. I know you have developed 
certain feelings for her. Maybe you even think that you love her. But I need you to know what it 
feels like to lose somebody you care about before I can trust you again. I need you to feel my 
pain.” 
 Very slowly he raised the gun until it was pointed directly at the Starfleet doctor. 
 “Wait,” she said and looked towards Deite. “You’re making a big mistake. I can help 
you more than you can imagine. With me you might win this war in a matter of weeks.” 
 “Oh it’ll be much sooner than that, my dear. Much sooner than that.” 
 “I’m sorry, Ashley,” said Balik. “I don’t want to do this.” 
 She took another step back. “Then don’t. Think about this for a minute. We could have a 
real future together. Please, Balik, don’t let it end like this.” 
 “It isn’t an end, it’s a new beginning.” 
 “What … what about us?” 
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 “Deite is right. The cause is greater than us. Always has been. Believe me, I wish there 
was another way.” 
 Ashley Wenera wanted to say something else, she tried to wreck her brain for anything 
that could stop him from doing what Deite had instructed him to do. But in the end she came 
up blank.  
 She just couldn’t get the words out of her mouth. 
 His eyes looked pained and she knew, she knew without a shred of a doubt, that he 
would squeeze that trigger. 
 He did so twice. 
 The gunshots echoed throughout the empty warehouse. 
 They were both dead on target. 
 The force of the impacts slung her off her feet and onto the dirty floor. 
 She remained there motionless. 
 It took him almost half a minute before Balik lowered the gun again. 
 “You know, for a moment there I thought you weren’t going to do it. Didn’t think you 
had in you.” 
 He glanced upwards to give her a withering glare. 
 “Now that’s exactly the look I’ve been waiting for,” she said. “It’ll take a while but 
eventually you’ll get over the feeling of losing her. You’ll find other and stronger emotions to 
take their place. And I’ll have just the right thing to get you started. Now hurry up, we can’t 
stay here and we’ve got much work to do still.” 
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FIFTEEN: THE RECKONING 
 
 
“It has been foretold many thousands of phases ago. The ancient Prophecy says that the children of Tiaita 
cannot be divided under the lights in the sky. It speaks of great harmony, peace and prosperity which will 
befall the children of Tiaita. All the children, Tia and Ait alike. It speaks of great unity amongst our 
people. 
 This is why I will ask all of you to join me in bringing forth a new and glorious era amongst our 
people. For many this will not be easy. Change never is.  Many of you might not immediately understand. 
For some it will mean sacrifice but for so many more it will be a great liberation. And for all of us, it will 
mean peace and prosperity. 
 A new day has begun for Tiaita and all her children. From this day forward Tia and Ait will 
share the same privileges and responsibilities. We will come together as one people and reap the benefits of 
this new era together. 
 Today the Brothers are smiling at us for our resolve and our courage to lay down our weapons 
and embrace each other like the earthly brothers that we are. 
 It is their wish and their will and we will follow it gladly. 
 Today the Brother’s blessings are upon as all.” 
 Admiral Schwarzkopf leaned forward in his chair to depress a control and the image of 
Prias Oldar speaking on the screen froze immediately. 
 “Not bad,” he said. “Not bad at all.” 
 The prias himself stood by the large windows overlooking the capital below. He had 
remained there for the entirety of his own thirty-minute speech that had been played back on 
the monitor. He had listened intently to each word he had recorded previously but not once had 
he turned to look at it. 
 “And yet you do not sound entirely satisfied, Admiral.” 
 “It’s a good speech, your Eminence and I’m certain that once it will be broadcasted to 
the public it will find immediate support across the planet. But I believe you can do more. Have 
you had a chance to look at my notes?” 
 The prias turned away from the windows for the first time in half an hour and stepped 
up to his desk. He looked down at the many papers spread out there. “Of course,” he said. 
“They are after all what I have based my speech on. And you have provided many excellent 
examples. Martin Luther King of Earth, Thraz ch’Kellea of Andor, Surak of Vulcan; all very 
impressive orators.” 
 “Yes, they were,” said Schwarzkopf and stood himself. “And one of the things that 
made them great was that they had an acute awareness of the ills of their societies. They 
addressed them in their speeches without compromise and offered real and substantial 
solutions.” 
 “You want me to be more detailed?” 
 The admiral nodded. “You need to point out directly your failings as a society. The 
systematic prejudice against the Ait, the religious persecution, the re-education monasteries. 
You must make it clear that you no longer condone any of those practices.” 
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 “I believe I can work that in.” 
 “Good,” said Schwarzkopf. “And one other thing. I think you should try and tone down 
the religious overtones of your speech. Fewer references to your gods would be a good start.” 
 At that the prias looked up. “You would have me abandon my believes?” 
 “I’m just suggesting to incorporate less of it into your speech.” 
 Oldar looked down at the papers on his desk again and then glanced to the side were a 
copy of his own speech was sitting next to all the foreign examples. “You know, Admiral, you 
are not the only one who has taken an interest in a foreign society.” 
 “I beg your pardon?” 
 He looked up straight into Schwarzkopf’s eyes. “I have studied your people just like you 
have studied mine and I’ve learned a great many things about you. I have learned that one of 
your most important principles is not to get involved with the internal affairs of other societies. 
But you are different, Admiral, aren’t you?” 
 Schwarzkopf didn’t seem to appreciate the direction the conversation was taking. 
“We’ve all had to make certain sacrifices, your Eminence.” 
 “Yes but in your case, I’m not so sure anymore that you are actually sacrificing anything 
at all.” 
 “Your Eminence, please, we should concentrate on—“ 
 “You may not admit to it but I believe that you take actual pleasure in attempting to 
mold our world into whatever your ideal of a perfect society is. It is your chance, maybe the 
only one you will ever have, to create a lasting legacy. An entire people shaped after your own 
world view.” 
 “My one and only concern is for our successful alliance.” 
 “If that is the case than why your sudden interest in the tone of my speech? What does it 
matter to you if I make use of the very basic tenets of our culture?” 
 The admiral didn’t seem to have an answer to that question. Perhaps because the prias 
was closer to the truth than he wanted to admit. 
  “I understand what must be done for the best of both our people, Admiral. I do and I 
will go along with it. But I refuse to compromise on our core values. I will not leave out the 
most important aspects of our society because you might find them to be uncomfortable. If I did 
that I would be lying to myself and more importantly, I would be lying to my own people.” 
 Schwarzkopf nodded slowly but didn’t speak. 
 Moments later Sindron-Tia entered the office and respectfully dipped his shoulders 
before approaching the desk. 
 “My friend, what news do you bring?” 
 “Your Eminence, it has taken some convincing but I have managed to get the Council of 
Tia on your side. They will endorse your new policies without question and accept them as the 
wisdom of the Brothers.” 
 “Excellent work. I know it must have been difficult. All of this will be difficult for many 
of us, including you.” 
 “I live to serve the Brothers and their emissary,” said Sindron. 
 “Of course you do. I have nearly completed my speech, we should be ready for it soon.” 
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 “Your Eminence, may I make a suggestion?” 
 Oldar gestured him to continue. 
 “The impact of your address would be greatly enhanced if it were held in the Great 
Chamber, surrounded by all the distinguished members of the Council. It would reassure the 
people that their entire government stands united.” 
 “A magnificent idea, would you not agree, Admiral?” 
 Schwarzkopf gave another nod. 
 “Please see to the preparation, my friend.” 
 “As you wish, Your Eminence.” 
 

* * * 
 
“Go! Go! Go!” 
 Tazla Star heeded her own advice and was the first one into the warehouse with her 
phaser rifle drawn and at the ready. 
 Commander McBride, Nora Laas and a dozen Marines and Border Service troops were 
right behind her. 
 They didn’t expect any opposition. They had all watched from a distance as Balik, Deite 
and a group of her henchmen had left the warehouse minutes earlier. 
 “Clear,” said Nora Laas less than thirty seconds after she had made her entry with the 
Marines following closely. The flashlights mounted on their rifles uncovered every last 
shadowy corner and had come up with nothing. 
 Solly Brin and his people had accessed the building through a side entrance to cover the 
catwalks. Within moments the massive red-skinned Orion had checked the entire upper level 
and reemerged to join the others. “All clear.” 
 Star had immediately rushed to the only person who had remained in the warehouse, a 
Marine medic at her side. 
 She knelt next to the prone body of Ashley Wenera and rolled her onto her back. Then, 
with one swift motion she ripped open her jacket and the blue shirt she wore underneath to 
reveal a dark vest which covered her entire torso. Two flattened bullets were lodged in the 
outer layer of the lightweight fabric. 
 “Give her the shot,” she said. 
 The medic had the hypo spray already in hand and quickly injected it directly into her 
neck. 
 Wenera gasped loudly just before her eyes popped open. The tricordrazine in her blood 
stream acting like a thousand volts of electricity. She would have jumped off the floor had Star 
not restrained her in time. “Easy, Doctor.” 
 Wenera moaned through gritted teeth. “This is the last time I’m getting shot.” 
 “Does it hurt?” said Nora who had stepped up to her fellow crewmember as she tried to 
get into a sitting position. 
 The doctor shot her a glare. “What kind of dumbass question is that? Of course it bloody 
hurts. I was shot. Twice.” 
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 The security chief gave her an apologetic shrug. The truth was she had no idea what it 
felt like to be shot by a ballistic weapon. She had been hit by phaser or disruptor fire more times 
than she cared to remember but she had never taken a bullet. 
 Star and the medic helped her out of the vest. As predicted the lightweight duranium 
laced material had absorbed the bullet impacts but the large bruise marks on her skin gave 
proof that Wenera had doubtlessly felt the shocks. 
 “So, Deite bought it then?” said the acting first officer. “That Balik is on her side.” 
 “He could have fooled me,” she said and carefully slipped her shirt back on. She looked 
at Star. “How did you know that she’d ask him to shoot me?” 
 “Lucky guess,” the Trill said and helped her onto her feet. 
 “Really? I don’t see what was so lucky about it.” 
 She shrugged. “She could have finished the job by putting a bullet between your eyes,” 
said the Trill and immediately regretted being so forthcoming. In some cases the truth really 
was better left unspoken.  
 “Commander, don’t get me wrong,” said Wenera. “But I don’t think I like you very 
much.” 
 “I get that a lot.” 
 “We’re getting a clear signal from the sub-dermal communicator,” said Solly Brin while 
he referred to his tricorder. “They are moving in an eastward direction at a constant speed,” he 
added and then looked up. “I still don’t know how we can trust this Balik. He didn’t seem very 
cooperative to betray his former partner. And now we’re putting all our eggs into his basket.” 
 “He knows what is at stake,” said the doctor. “He’ll come through for us, I know it. He 
will do what he must to put a stop to all of this.”  
 The red Orion didn’t look particularly convinced but he didn’t miss the firmness in her 
voice or the conviction in Wenera’s eyes. By now it was clear to all members of the away team 
that something had happened between the Starfleet doctor and the rebel leader. And whatever 
that was, it went far beyond the relationship of a captive with his captor. 
 “He’ll lead us to that antimatter,” she said. 
 “And T’Ser,” added McBride. 
 Wenera nodded and then looked at the Trill. “What happens now?” she said while 
rubbing her still sore chest. 
 “We return to Eagle,” she said. “Once we have the location we beam in, take out Deite 
and her people, retrieve the antimatter and T’Ser and everybody goes home happy.” 
 It turned out the collective faces around her failed to show such confidence. If Star’s plan 
was going to work the way she had envisioned it, it would mark the first time since they had 
come to this planet that anything had unfolded as anticipated.  
 Mounting evidence suggested that nothing could be achieved on this world without 
paying a heavy price. 
 

* * * 
 
They hadn’t exchanged more than a couple of words since they had departed the warehouse. 
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 They were now seemingly headed towards the capital city which was situated at the 
foot of a valley and when they reached the surrounding hills Balik could spot the majestic spires 
of this metropolis, home of over ten million Tiaitans. Both Tia and Ait. But different to the 
Western Deserts there wasn’t much conflict between the two people here. Not because the Ait 
enjoyed any more freedoms but because the Tia’s grip here was so much stronger. 
 It was after all the very heart of Tiaita, the seat of the government which resided in the 
opulent Sanctuary complex and also the location of the single largest military base on the 
planet. Security was so tight that the New Light had never managed to establish a foothold 
here. The government had cracked down so hard on crime and terrorism that they had long ago 
given up on trying to make a difference here. 
 Balik absentmindedly scratched his neck but quickly withdrew his hand when Deite 
turned to glance at him. “I know how you feel,” she said. “The pain, the anger, that feeling that 
your chest is compressing so tightly that it becomes difficult to breathe. You need to take those 
feelings and direct them towards our enemy. That is the only way to lessen the pain.” 
 He nodded slowly. 
 “The truth is, I’m glad that we’re working together again. And you couldn’t have picked 
a better time to join me. We stand at the threshold of our greatest victory. We will be witnesses 
of destiny unfolding.” 
 “Here?” he said with skepticism. “I still don’t understand how we can hope to make a 
difference here if we are having such a hard time making a lasting impact half a world away.” 
 “We’ve been trying to hurt the Tia by attacking them from the outside and where has 
that gotten us? This is the perfect place for our most deadly strike. We’ll rip out their hearts and 
then watch them bleed to death.” 
 “How?” 
 Deite looked directly into Balik’s eyes as if she could probe his mind. For a brief moment 
it appeared as if she was reconsidering bringing him into her confidence. 
 “Are you familiar with the Prophecy, Balik?” 
 “Yes,” he said. He was old enough to have grown up within the government controlled 
education system were the teachings of the fundamental tenets of their faith had been 
mandatory and rigorously imparted onto the pliable minds of young students.  
 It had been impossible to escape it and so he had been forced to learn about the 
Prophecy. The ancient prediction of the coming of the Anointed One, the emissary of the 
Brothers. The liberator of the people. 
 As he had become older and after joining the New Light, Balik-Ait had turned away 
from the religious doctrine which had been used to keep him and his people enslaved as 
second-class citizens. For him, living a life free of theocratic rule was the reason he was fighting 
in the first place. 
 He had always assumed that Deite was of similar convictions. 
 “There will be fires so bright they will appear to outshine the lights in the skies and the suffering 
will be great,“ she quoted from the ancient text. “We will give them their fires and they will get 
their suffering. It’ll be a show of force that will dwarf anything the Tia have ever done to us. It 
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will be the vengeance of an entire people, the beginning of a new era and the last chapter on the 
Tia,” she said and then glanced out of the window to focus onto the city again. 
 Balik had noticed that they were no longer approaching the capital directly; instead the 
driver was keeping them at a distance. 
 “There is no more fitting place to start than on their most sacred ground. The place they 
began will be the place that will herald their doom.” 
 

* * * 
 
“Where are they now?” said Owens. 
 DeMara Deen tapped a couple of panels at her station and the main view screen on 
Eagle’s bridge brought up a satellite image of the capital city. A flashing red reticle marked a 
small, moving spot along the hills surrounding the city. 
 “They are still traveling eastwards at sixty kilometers per hour on a path that will keep 
them well clear of the city,” said Deen. 
 Captain Akinola who had not left Eagle’s bridge since this joint mission had begun 
stepped closer to the screen. “That can only mean that they’ve already turned the antimatter 
into a weapon and placed it somewhere in the city. We have to locate it before they get the 
chance to detonate.” 
 “We should warn the population,” said Wenera. “Get them to evacuate.” 
 But Star shook her head. “We do that and we risk the breakout of a panic. We’ll lose all 
hope of finding the bomb in time,” she said and turned to look towards Xylion at the back of the 
bridge. “Commander, any luck with sensors?” 
 “Negative. Apparently the Tiaitans have become very efficient at interfering with our 
scans. We have performed three sweeps of the city and have not been able to pick up any traces 
of antimatter or of Lieutenant T’Ser.” 
 “Keep trying,” said Owens. “We need ideas, people. If the bomb is already deployed, 
Deite will not be leading us to it. We need another way to find it and we need it now.” 
 McBride spoke up. “Can you play the last part of their conversation again?” 
 The Tenarian at ops nodded and activated the required panels. 
 “There is no more fitting place to start than on their most sacred ground. The place they began 
will be the place that will herald their doom.” 
 “That’s the clue,” said Solly Brin. “Their most sacred ground. She must be talking about 
a place of worship.” 
 Star walked closer to the screen which still showed the capital. “We’re talking about a 
city with more than a thousand churches and temples. There is no time to search them all.” 
 “Then we focus on the most significant ones,” said Owens. 
 “Take your pick,” said Star and began to point out places on the screen. “The Church of 
the Brothers, the Holy Temple of Ascension, the Great Cathedral, the Temple of Tia’s Landing, 
the Sanctuary, the First Monastery, The Church of Tia’s Grace. And there are at least two dozen 
more with equal significance to the Tiaitans. It could be any one of them.” 
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 “Wait,” said Nora Laas as she was looking over a data padd. “The place they began,” 
she added and then looked up. “She said the place where they began. The Temple of Tia’s 
Landing is where Tia incarnate, one of the Brothers, first set foot onto the mortal’s soil and from 
which he created the Tia in his own image. It is, quite literally, where the Tia began.” 
 “That’s according to their religious texts, Lieutenant,” said Star. 
 The Bajoran glared at Tazla Star. “Yes. What exactly are you implying?” 
 “You sound like a Tia. You should keep in mind that these are legends and myths, not 
historical facts. Their so-called gods, the brothers, are nothing more than two high powered 
pulsars in this region of space.” 
 “And you sound as if you have spent too much time with these terrorists. Something 
you still will have to answer for, by the way. And just because you or some of the Tiaitans don’t 
believe doesn’t mean it isn’t real. Who do you think you are that you can pass judgment on an 
entire people and their faith, anyway? Maybe you want to question my people’s next? How 
about it? Do you feel like trying to disprove the existence of the Prophets?” 
 Star was all but ready to retort but Owens put a quick stop to it. “This is neither the 
place nor the time to discuss the validity of any spiritual belief. What matters is that most 
Tiaitans believe that the Temple of Tia’s Landing is a sacred site. Which means it might very 
likely be Deite’s target.” 
 The two women nodded shortly to acknowledge what he had said and then shot each 
other one last glare before they broke eye contact. 
 “I say it is our best shot,” said Captain Akinola and glanced at Owens who nodded in 
agreement. “We should dispatch a team immediately to search the building and locate and 
disarm the bomb. And I have just the right man for the job.” 
 

* * * 
 
Orbital scans had ensured that the building was empty. 
 Had it been occupied, the owners may have objected to the sudden appearance of 
twelve long-robed figures in their living room. 
 Tazla Star looked around to make sure that they were indeed alone and that nobody had 
witnessed their arrival. Only then did she check on her team consisting of McBride, Nora, Brin, 
Wenera, Chief Deryx of the Bluefin, Wasco as well as six Marines, all clad in long dark robes 
which would keep them inconspicuous. 
 She moved to the window to find that it was a clear, early evening in the capital city. 
The sun had already begun its decent from the skies above and yet it remained surprisingly hot. 
 The Trill threw back the hood of her robe, wondering how the locals could possibly be 
comfortable wearing such cumbersome clothes in this climate. 
 Their destination wasn’t difficult to spot.  
 The Temple of Tia’s Landing was a huge structure, standing prominently at the end of a 
spacious square. It was adorned by a multi-domed roof and four tall spires rose into the air 
from each of the four corners of the building. About thirty wide steps led up from the square to 
a whole row of immense doors which led into the building. 
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 The square was filled with Tiaitans and more seemed to stream into it by the minute 
from the surrounding streets. 
 Star turned back to face the away team. “Alright, the plan is simple. We get inside the 
temple and find the bomb. Once we have located it we try to beam it out. If for whatever reason 
we cannot do that we will attempt to disarm it on site,” she said and turned to the man whose 
unenviable job it would be to try and accomplish this. “Chief Deryx, you’re our explosive 
ordnance expert. Do you foresee any problems?” 
 The Denobulan noncom from the Bluefin shook his head. “I haven’t come across an 
explosive yet that I couldn’t disarm.” 
 “Let’s hope this isn’t the exception that proves the rule,” said Star before she put back 
the hood of her robe and then led the away team out of the building through a side door. 
 Moments later the group stepped out of an alley and into the open. They blended in 
easily. Groups of robed figures were nothing unusual on Tiaita and Star could make out a 
number of other similarly dressed persons all over the square. Her only real concern was Solly 
Brin. Even though his red skin and face were covered up, he was still significantly taller and 
broader than the average Tiaitan. And he did invite a few curious glances.  
 Star had decided that it was worth the risk and they carried on across the square to 
approach the imposing structure. 
 Three officially marked vehicles had been parked around the steps leading up to the 
temple entrance to create a checkpoint. A handful of uniformed guards kept a watchful eye on 
the increasing crowd on the square. 
 “They look like they might belong to the Fraternity,” said Nora as they drew closer to 
the checkpoint. Out of all the members of the away team, she had spent the most time studying 
Tiaitan culture and customs. Especially the spiritual aspects which in this culture accounted for 
the majority of all practices. 
 “They don’t look like any fraternity I’ve ever belonged to,” said McBride when he 
noticed their dark uniforms and holstered weapons. “What do they do?” 
 “They’re guardians,” the Bajoran said. “They ensure public order and safety not unlike 
local law enforcement.” 
 “More like religious police,” said Star with obvious disdain. In her mind, any society 
that required armed officers to ensure and supervise religious practices was clearly failing its 
populace’s natural rights.  
 “Are they going to be a problem?” said the Orion. 
 Nora shook her head. “We are wearing the official attire of Tia monks. We should be 
allowed access to the temple.” 
 But as they stepped up to the checkpoint, one of the officers challenged the group, 
stepping right into their path. “Stop,” he said. “State your business.” 
 “We wish to enter the temple to worship,” said Star. 
 The man carefully studied the group. He kept his eyes on the large frame of Solly Brin, 
apparently trying to imagine what kind of monstrous person could be hidden beneath those 
robes. “The temple is closed until Changeover. You may wait with the others and enter in time 
for the ceremony.” 
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 “For what reason has the temple been closed?” said Nora Laas. 
 The man didn’t seem to appreciate the question and took his eyes of Brin to focus on the 
woman who had spoken. “The Fraternity does not require to explain itself to the people,” he 
said sternly. “Now, step back and wait with the others.” 
 Hesitantly the away team did as instructed and reassembled a few meters away from the 
armed police officers. Star noticed that they had tensed noticeably now, keeping a sharp eye on 
the unusual group. 
 “This is very peculiar,” said Nora. “The temples shouldn’t be closed. Not to monks.” 
 “Could they already be aware of the threat?” said Wenera. “Perhaps they have found 
the bomb.” 
 Star shot a quick glance towards the temple and the surrounding square which was still 
filling up with people. She shook her head. “If they knew about the bomb they would have 
started to evacuate the immediate area at the very least.” 
 “How long until Changeover?” said McBride. 
 Nora looked towards the sky. “Not until dark. Maybe another twenty minutes.” 
 “We can’t wait that long,” said Bluefin’s first officer. “Besides, if we enter the building 
with everybody else it would make it a lot more difficult to find what we’re looking for.” 
 “Agreed,” said Star. “Time for a more direct approach.” 
 With that the Trill turned back towards the Fraternity officers and approached them 
with fast, determined steps. 
 The man who had challenged them before instinctively placed a hand on his holstered 
gun. “You were told to wait.” 
 Star threw back her hood, immediately eliciting a gasp from the officers and a few of 
other bystanders. 
 “Who … who are you? 
 “Commander Star. USS Eagle,” she said quickly but noticed the puzzled expression on 
the man’s face. ”Your Federation allies. We need to get into this building. Right now.” 
 “I … I can’t allow you to go inside,” he said still struggling with the realization that he 
was facing the aliens who as far as he was aware possessed unspeakable powers. “It’s 
forbidden,” he added, sounding truly apologetic. 
  “We have reason to believe that the New Light has placed a bomb in your temple. We 
need to go inside and find it,” said McBride who had also revealed himself. 
 The officer considered that for a moment. “Impossible. Those heretics would never be 
able to gain access to this place.” 
 “Let’s assume for argument’s sake that they did,” said Star who was quickly growing 
tired of this conversation. “It would reflect pretty badly on you if a bomb were to go off on your 
watch, wouldn’t it?” 
 “Perhaps. But you don’t understand, I cannot let you into the temple because … because 
you are not… ,” he seemed rather uncomfortable all of a sudden. 
 “Because we are not what?” Star said sharply. 
 “We are not Tia,” said Nora and the officer nodded with agreement. “He’s trying to say 
that we would desecrate the temple if we stepped inside.” 
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 “Fantastic,” said Star with a heavy sigh. “Listen to me,” she said and looked straight into 
the embarrassed Fraternity officer’s eyes. “You have a choice here. You can either allow us to go 
into this building so that we can find this bomb or you can refuse us and have this entire place 
turned into nothing more than rubble. You are afraid we might anger your gods? Well, consider 
this. How happy is the magnificent Tia going to be if you allow one of his greatest monuments 
to be destroyed? My guess, not very happy.” 
 “I … I’ll have to contact the simas for authorization,” he said. “Only he can make that 
decision.” 
 “Then do it.” 
 But the man refused to move. 
 “Now.” 
 Spurred into action by Star’s sharp tone, he gave her a curt nod and then hastened over 
to one of the vehicles to make use of a radio. 
 Star looked at the others. “I’m done with this,” she said. “We’re losing too much time 
out here.” 
 “What do you suggest?” said McBride. 
 Star looked up at the temple. “We’ll beam inside.” 
 “We’d be violating Tiaitan law,” said Nora. 
 “You may stay out here if you prefer, Lieutenant, I couldn’t care less. But I will not allow 
for our antimatter to blow up this city while we stand out here waiting for the red tape to clear.” 
 As much as the Bajoran security officer wanted to object to Star, in the end she knew that 
there was no argument to be had here. 
 “Any other objections?” 
 There were none. 
 “Major,” she said, addressing the Marine commander. “Have your people form a tight 
perimeter around us. We will beam inside while you and your men stay out here. You’ll follow 
us as soon as they’ve officially given you permission to do so. With any luck nobody will ever 
be the wiser.” 
 Wasco nodded sharply and then ordered his Marines to form a closed circle around the 
rest of the away team, hiding them within. 
 Star tapped her combadge and seconds later she and the others had disappeared, 
leaving behind only the Marines. 
 

* * * 
 
Opulent wasn’t quite enough to describe the inside of the temple. 
 It was quite simply so much beyond sumptuous that Solly Brin found the whole thing 
incredibly tacky. 
 There wasn’t a statue in the building that wasn’t covered in a layer of shiny gold, there 
wasn’t a tile on the walls that had not been carefully crafted out of the finest marble and there 
wasn’t a windowpane that hadn’t been finished in intricate and colorful patterns. 
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 Numerous chandeliers hung low from a massive, multiple domed ceiling, each easily as 
wide as a small shuttlecraft, mirroring the gold and silver décor endlessly within their countless 
crystals. 
 The Orion had never been to France but he imagined that the temple looked as if it had 
been commissioned by King Louis XVI having access to an unlimited supply of workers, 
resources and bad taste. 
 It was the Château de Versailles forcefully married with St. Peter's Basilica in Vatican 
City and then some. 
 In order to locate the bomb they believed to be hidden somewhere within the temple, 
the away team had split up into groups and Brin had been teamed with Nora Laas. 
 The building appeared to be entirely devoid of other people as the two of them carefully 
combed the north end of the temple, giving further proof to the theory that the Tiaitans were 
not yet aware of the danger there city was in. 
 Brin noticed with some displeasure that Nora had holstered her weapon and now 
seemed to pay most of her attention to the many religious artifacts being kept here. 
 She shook her head slightly. “We shouldn’t be in here. It’s not right,” she said quietly as 
she studied a row of large bronze orbs covered with complex golden designs. The spheres 
clearly held some sort of religious meaning. They sat in depressions on the floor along rows of 
solid marble benches.  
 The Orion gave her a puzzled look. “What are you talking about?” he said. “Ma’am,” he 
added as an afterthought. 
 “This is sacred ground to the Tiaitans. Our presence here is not only disrespectful, it 
violates the sanctity of this place.” 
 “Perhaps,” he said. “But I bet you any kind of latinum that the damage an antimatter 
bomb will do is going to be far worse than the blasphemy of our intrusion.” 
 The Bajoran shot him a withering glare. She had not missed the sarcasm in his voice. 
“You could at least try to show some respect,” she said and gestured towards his phaser rifle 
which he still held at the ready. “This is a place of worship.” 
 He glanced at his weapon and then back at her. “I beg the Lieutenant’s pardon but I 
don’t think so. We have no way of knowing what kind of nasty surprises these people left 
behind for us. I’d rather be prepared. May I make a suggestion?” 
 “What is it?” 
 “Perhaps it would be more appropriate for you to stop gawking at the artwork and try 
and help find this bomb … ma’am.” 
 Nora Laas froze and looked straight at the red Orion. They stood there for a couple of 
seconds each of them unwilling to be intimidated by the other. 
 “Take caution in your tone, Chief.” 
 “Look, I get it. You are Bajoran. Deeply spiritual, I take it. You come to this world and 
you encounter these people who unlike most of your colleagues in Starfleet also believe in 
something greater than themselves. So naturally you feel a connection there somewhere. I 
haven’t been here as long as you have but it seems obvious by now that these people are 
nothing like the Bajorans. Especially not these Tia folks.” 
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 “You don’t know the first thing about me. I’m not spiritual at all. Never have been.” 
 “Then what is it? Because to be perfectly honest, you’re entire attitude seems to be 
driving everyone around here crazy including your own crew. I’ve seen it in their faces. They 
might not be willing to say anything but—“ 
 “That is none of your business, Chief. In fact, you are way out of line,” she said with 
apparent anger and stepped away from the Orion and towards a large open terrace along the 
north wall of the temple. It allowed a splendid view of the city in the early evening lights. 
Above all else hovered the massive Sanctuary Tower, the seat of the prias, only a few short 
kilometers to the north. 
 Brin followed her. “I don’t give a damn about your problems, Lieutenant. But I want to 
find this bomb before it blows up into all our faces. You might have a death wish but I do not 
and I’m sure that goes for the majority of the Tiaitans who live here as well. So are you going to 
help us or continue to wallow in whatever it is that’s been eating you?” 
 Nora didn’t turn around and Solly Brin couldn’t see that single tear that escape her eye. 
She quickly wiped it away before she faced the Orion again, ready to blast him once more for 
the entirely inappropriate way in which he was addressing a superior officer. 
 She never got around to it. 
 Instead she looked past him. The northern nave of the temple was dominated by a fifty-
foot statue of Tia himself. He stood on a massive pedestal and his right arm pointed north 
towards the terrace and the city beyond. 
 Brin turned to follow her gaze and sighed when he realized that she had found yet 
another monument to gape at. 
 But Nora ignored his frustrated expression and determinedly walked towards the 
statue. The large pedestal was surrounded on all sides by a skillfully carved basin containing a 
clear, fresh smelling liquid. 
 “Lieutenant?” Brin said impatiently when she appeared to be transfixed by what she 
had discovered. 
 “All these people outside are here to get ready for Second Changeover.” 
 “So?” 
 Nora whipped around to look at him. “That’s when this building will be packed with 
worshippers for the cleansing ritual which will take place at exactly this spot. Thousands will 
line up here to have their sins washed away by using the blessed water in those troughs.” 
 Brin nodded along slowly. “So if I was an anti-establishment, anti-religion terror group 
like this New Light and I wanted to make a powerful statement and kill as many Tia as I could 
in the process, I’d probably put the bomb right here.” 
 The two immediately began to inspect the pedestal and the surrounding basins for any 
clues of the bomb. 
 It wasn’t long until Solly Brin located an access hatch right underneath the western 
facing basin. Most likely a maintenance hatch to access the plumbing system. “Over here,” he 
said. 
 Nora quickly found him and then gave him a nod to proceed and open the hatch. 
 Brin reached out for it but then hesitated. 
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 “Open it. Slowly.” 
 After some initial resistance the hatch slid aside to reveal a large, intricate looking device 
hidden behind it. It had been firmly attached to the pipes all around it but there could be no 
doubt that this apparatus didn’t belong. It was a latticework of metal and wires and most 
prominently of all was the steadily red glowing pulse at its center that indicated some sort of 
immensely powerful energy. 
 “I’d say we just found the New Light’s idea of a cleansing,” said Chief Brin. 
 

* * * 
 
“Wasco to Commander Star.” 
 The Trill tapped her combadge. “This is Star, go ahead, Major.” 
 “Sir, we’ve got about a thousand people out here trying to get into the temple.” 
 “Keep them out, Major. Whatever you have to do, under no circumstances is anyone to 
enter this place.” 
 “Understood. Wasco out.” 
 Star turned back to the Denobulan noncom who had been inspecting the bomb for the 
last two minutes. “How we doing, Chief?” 
 “The good news is that most bombs are inherently similar. No matter who builds them, 
in the end they all work more or less the same. You’ve got the payload, in our case the 
antimatter, a detonator and the timer.” 
 “What’s the bad news?” said McBride. 
 “I can’t disarm it.” 
 The Texan gave him a stunned look. “Why not?” 
 “I think whoever placed this here expected us to find it and they made damn sure we 
couldn’t defuse it,” he said while he continued to carefully inspect the weapon. “The detonator 
is simple enough, the problem is gaining access to it. This bad boy has at least six or seven 
decoys which would require some detailed knowledge of how the person who placed this thing 
here thinks in order to get around them all. I might manage to get past the first or the second 
but after that it be guess work. And if I get one wrong … well, let’s just say that would be the 
last mistake I’ll ever make.” 
 Star took a knee next to Deryx to get a better look. “We’ll just beam it out of here then.” 
 He shook his head. “That was my first thought,” he said and pointed at the pipes 
seemingly going in and out of the device. “The bomb has been hardwired into the piping 
system and sensors are in place to detect any tempering. We might as well attempt to beam 
away the entire temple.” 
 Solly Brin stepped closer. “How much time do we have?” 
 Deryx leaned in closer to the bomb very carefully and with a narrow, stylus like tool he 
moved aside a panel to reveal a digital display which showed Tiaitan text and numbers. He 
referred back to his tricorder. “According to this, just under eleven minutes.” 
 Nora Lass nodded. “That probably coincides with Second Changeover when the temple 
is supposed to be packed with worshippers.” 
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 “If we keep people out perhaps Deite will reconsider and deactivate the bomb,” said 
Doctor Wenera but sounded hardily convinced of that theory herself. 
 Star stood. “I doubt that. Besides, we’re dealing with an antimatter bomb here. Even 
with nobody in close proximity, it will be more than enough to kill thousands. It’ll flatten this 
entire neighborhood, perhaps even the whole city.” 
 “What we need,” said Deryx, looking up for the first time since finding the bomb, “is 
somebody who knows exactly whoever is responsible for this, who knows how that person 
thinks.” 
 Star and McBride exchanged a look. They were both thinking the exact same thing. 
 She hit her combadge. “Star to Eagle.” 
 “This is Owens. Have you located the antimatter, Commander?” 
 “Yes, sir,” she said. “And I’m afraid it is worse than we thought. It’s a bomb alright but 
we won’t be able to disarm it or beam it out. We believe the only person who might be able to 
help is our guest in the brig. I need to speak to him urgently.” 
 “Stand by,” said Owens. 
 Moments later Teldro was on the other end of the comm channel. “So I hear you have 
found Deite’s little surprise,” he said unable to keep the glee out of his voice. “Piece of art, isn’t it?” 
 “So you know of this bomb?” said Star. “Good, that saves me the time to try and explain 
it to you. We need your help to get past the decoys.” 
 He didn’t respond, causing Star to frown. “Teldro, time is not on our side here.” 
 “I would love to help you, Commander, I really would. But I’m afraid you have a slightly 
exaggerated impression of my role in Deite’s organization. I was not involved in constructing the bomb. 
My suggestion to you is to get out of there while you still can.” 
 Star looked at McBride who was shaking his head slightly. He wasn’t buying it and 
neither was Star. “I see, that’s too bad for all of us, I guess.” 
 “I wish I could have been of more help, Commander,” said Teldro, sounding not so regretful. 
 “I’m sure you do. Star out.” 
 “The bastard knows,” said McBride the moment Star had closed the channel. “He knows 
and he’s not going to do a thing to stop this.” 
 “We’ll see,” said Star and activated her badge again. “Star to Captain Owens. I have a 
favor to ask you.” 
 Michael Owens it turned out didn’t like the favor but understanding what was at stake 
he agreed nevertheless. 
 So only moments after Tazla Star had spoken to Teldro over a distance of a few 
thousand miles, he materialized just a couple of meters away from her. From the flabbergasted 
expression on his face, nobody had told him that he was being beamed off the ship. 
 Once the initial shock had worn off, his surprise turned to anger. “This is an outrage,” 
he said. “You can’t just use your teleporter to abduct me like this. I’ve already helped you as 
much as I can and I told you—“ It was only then that he realized where exactly he had been 
brought. “What have you done? Get me out of here. We’ve all got to get out of here, now!” 
 Star took a step towards him. “We’re not going anywhere until you’ve helped us disarm 
that bomb.” 
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 “I told you, I don’t know how,” he said, his voice now near hysteria. “Don’t you get it? If 
we stay we’re all going to die.” 
 “You might not realize this,” said Dale McBride, “but serving in the Border Service and 
in Starfleet is a dangerous business. We have to be prepared to face death everyday and 
sometimes we have no choice but to lay down our own lives. We are prepared for this. Are 
you?” 
 Teldro looked into the determined faces of the off-worlders surrounding him, trying to 
find any indication that this could be some sort of trick, that they were attempting to bluff him. 
But as hard as he looked, he couldn’t find it. He took a step backwards. “This is insane.” 
 “Maybe,” said Star. “But we are not the ones trying to blow up a whole city.” 
 Ashley Wenera was momentarily distracted by a flashing strobe in the quickly 
darkening sky over the city. She turned towards the terrace and realized that the lights were 
attached to a vehicle which was approaching the temple rapidly. “Who is that?” 
 The Bajoran turned around as well and stepped further towards the terrace to get a 
better look. “It’s a government tilt-jet and they’re coming right for us.” 
 Teldro began to step back from the terrace. 
 “They might be able to help us,” said Wenera and began waving them in. 
 The shuttle-sized craft was powered by two turbines which readjusted to allow it to 
come to a near hover just about fifty feet over the terrace.  
 “There is a bomb in this building,” shouted the doctor, trying to make herself heard over 
the roar of the engines. “We need an explosives expert down here.” 
 But the black vehicle simply stayed in place as if they were content to simply watch from 
the distance. 
 “What are they doing?” Wenera said with apparent frustration. 
 “Paint me green and call me crazy but I’m getting the distinct feeling they’re not here to 
help,” said Solly Brin. 
 “They’re probably not happy to see us having desecrated their temple,” said Nora Laas 
and stepped closer to the terrace while unsuccessfully trying to spy through the black tinted 
canopy. “We’ll just have to convince them that we had no other choice.” 
 The doctor began to step away, shaking her head slowly. “I don’t know, Laas, but I 
wouldn’t suggest trying to argue with them,” she said as the painful memories of her last 
encounters with government soldiers flashed in front of her mind’s eye. 
 The Bajoran had not missed the sudden change in Wenera’s tone, her entire attitude 
really. Whatever confidence she had possessed just moments ago had completely drained away. 
She turned to look at the retreating physician to try and find any clue what had brought about 
this transformation.  
 It was distraction enough for her not to notice the two large Gatling-style gun barrels 
mounted on the tilt-jet beginning to spool up. 
 Solly Brin did notice. “Get down,” he shouted and didn’t hesitate to throw his massive 
frame at Nora Laas, pushing them both out of the way of the incoming hailstorm of bullets. 
 The away team scrambled for cover. 
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 Brin and Nora crashed over a row of unrelenting marble benches and landed harshly on 
the tiled floor with the large Orion on top of the much smaller Bajoran. 
 She simply looked up at him, doing an impressive job of hiding the fact that she felt like 
an ant being slowly crushed under Brin’s weight. 
 “Are you alright?” he said. 
 “Swell,” she said. “And don’t think for a second that this is going to make up for your 
insolent tone earlier,” she added sharply. 
 “Of course not. Saving officer’s lives is in my job description,” he said with a grin. 
 “Cute. Now, would you mind to get the hells off of me?” 
 The Orion easily rolled off the lieutenant only to come up on one knee with his phaser 
rifle ready to fire. 
 Nora Laas found her own weapon and moved up behind the marble bench to get a 
glance at her surroundings. Much of the décor of the temple had been shot up pretty bad but 
miraculously nobody appeared to have been injured by the indiscriminate attack. 
 Wenera had found cover just a few benches behind her and from the look on her face, 
her ears were still recovering from the deafening noise of the high-caliber projectiles. 
 The commanders, Deryx and Teldro who hadn’t been as close to the terrace had 
managed to slip behind one of the many statues in the temple. 
 The military craft was still hovering outside, apparently waiting for the smoke of the 
initial attack to clear. 
 “This is very odd,” said Nora as she keenly watched the tilt-jet for its next move. “The 
government is supposed to be our ally.” 
 Brin joined her. “Yes, very odd how nobody on this planet seems to want to play by our 
rules. I kind of like it.” 
 She shot him an annoyed glance. “I’m so relieved you are entertained, Chief.” 
  “What can I say, I live for the challenge.” 
 Doors on each side of the jet slid open and a number of ropes were lowered onto the 
terrace below. Within moments four black-clad soldiers appeared on each side and repelled 
down and onto the balcony. They were quickly joined by four more. 
 The soldiers, wearing dark, visored helmets and equipped with body armor and heavy 
assault rifles didn’t waste time. They took aim at the nearest targets of opportunity, a big red 
head sticking out from behind a row of white benches, and opened fire. 
 “Down!” yelled Nora Laas as she and Brin ducked for cover just as the seats were being 
pelted by the projectiles yet again. 
 
A second group of soldiers directed their fire at the opposite side of the temple where Star, 
McBride, Deryx and Teldro had found refuge underneath a slightly smaller statue of the holy 
Tia. The government soldiers showed no compunction in trying to destroy a monument to their 
god. 
 The golden layer covering the figure peeled away under the impacts of the high-speed 
bullets but the solid bronze underneath held firm for now. 
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 Deryx, sitting next to the others, all with their backs against the statue, looked at his 
tricorder. “These guys have terrible timing,” he said and then held up the device. 
 Star turned to look at the display. It still showed the bombs timer. 
 Three Minutes, Thirty-Nine Seconds. 
 Teldro spotted it as well. “What are you waiting for? Have your people teleport us out.” 
 “I have to be honest, I’m not entirely sure what’s happening here,” said Star, paying 
little attention to the exasperated man beside her. “They look like government soldiers and yet 
their actions are not only hostile, they are actively preventing us from disarming a bomb that is 
possibly going to blow up their entire city.” 
 “They might not be aware of that,” said McBride. 
 Star dared to stick out her head a bit. “Hey! There is a bomb in this building. It’ll blow in 
less than four minutes, destroying most of this city if we don’t defuse it.” 
 More bullets were her only reply. 
 Star quickly withdrew and aimed a pointed look at the Bluefin officer. “They are aware 
now.” 
 “Perhaps they don’t believe you,” said Deryx. 
 “I wouldn’t blame them,” McBride said under his breath. 
 The Trill responded with a scowl. 
 Teldro couldn’t quite believe how nonchalantly the Starfleet officers around him were 
discussing the motives of the soldiers shooting at them. Especially considering that this entire 
place was about to be turned to ashes. “Have you all lost your mind? We have to get out of here 
or we all die. Call your people and have them get us out of here,” he said and tried to reach out 
for Tazla Star’s combadge which he had seen her use to contact their ship before. He managed 
to brush her breast but then shrieked out when Star grabbed his hand and twisted his fingers 
painfully before he got the chance to touch her communicator. 
 “I don’t know about your culture but in mine that is considered extremely rude. Don’t 
let me catch you doing that again,” she said sternly and let him go. 
 He just shook his head and nursed his injured hand. 
 “We need a distraction,” said McBride. “We need to get Deryx and Teldro back to that 
bomb.” 
 Star nodded and looked at the two men. “Feel up to it?” 
  “I don’t see how we any other choice,” said the Denobulan. 
 Teldro just held his hurt hand and glanced at the tricorder display again. “We’re all 
going to die.” 
 Star took that as an affirmative and tapped her combadge. “Star to Wasco. We are under 
attack inside the temple and could use a bit of assistance.” 
 The reply came promptly. “Could be difficult, Commander. A lot more security forces have 
shown up out here.” 
 That was not what Star had wanted to hear. “Whatever it takes, Major, I need you in 
here last week.” 
 “Copy that, we’re Oscar Mike. Wasco out.” 
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“We’re out of time and judging from the fact that we haven’t been beamed out yet, I’d say there 
are no immediate plans for our departure,” said Brin who squatted behind his cover alongside 
Nora Laas and Doctor Wenera.  
 The firing had since stopped and he ventured a peek. The soldiers were still there and 
were mostly preoccupied with keeping the divided Starfleet teams pinned down. Brin could see 
the bomb which was openly in view but none of the soldiers seemed to be interested in the 
device. Their heavily armed transport was still hovering over the terrace, its guns pointed at the 
inside of the temple, ready to unleash another deadly volley at anyone stupid enough to make a 
move. 
 The Orion drew back. “Those guys are on a suicide mission, we have to make our play 
now.” 
 Nora nodded in agreement. “I’m open to suggestions.” 
 “I figure our main problem are the guns on that bird outside. If I create a diversion do 
you think you could take it out?” 
 “Wait a second,” said Wenera. “There are still over half a dozen armed soldiers with 
rifles pointed at us back there. How do you plan to create a diversion without getting 
perforated?” 
  Solly Brin smirked at the physician. “Doctors,” he said. “Always concerned with the 
well-being of others. Don’t worry, an Orion’s hide is pretty thick. Takes more than a handful of 
toy guns to take me down.” 
 Brin tried to move but Wenera held him back. Her comparably diminutive hand 
couldn’t even cover half of his massive upper arm. “Those weapons might look like playthings 
to you but they fire very real bullets,” she said, painfully remembering the time she had been 
shot. “Trust me, they have the potential of being very deadly. Even to you.” 
 The Orion nodded. “I’ll try to be careful,” he said and then looked at the Bajoran. 
“Ready?” 
 Nora raised her phaser rifle and dialed the power up to its maximum setting. “Go for 
it.” 
 Solly Brin found a large globe close by, loosely set into a depression. The solid bronze 
and gold sphere was at least three meters in diameter and most likely a representation of one of 
the pulsars the Tiaitans worshipped as gods.  
 Wenera watched wide eyed as Solly Brin began to easily lift the globe out of its 
depression in the floor. 
 “Do you like bowling, Doctor?” he said. 
 “What?” 
 “It’s an old game which I’ve taken a liking to when I first visited Earth. My problem has 
always been that the balls are so damned small,” he said and then, in an impressive 
demonstration of raw strength, flung the large globe over the row of seats. 
 It hit the tiled floor with a loud thud, bounced once and then rolled easily towards the 
surprised soldiers. 
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 The shooting began instantly only to be replaced quickly by shouts of warning when 
they realized that their bullets would not stop the fast approaching sphere. 
 Brin began to open fire with his phaser rifle even as he jumped clean over the rows of 
seats in front of him. 
 The soldiers didn’t see it coming. One of them was cut down by the first blast. 
 The rest were too busy to try and evade the incoming globe turned bowling ball to 
return fire. Another soldier was just not fast enough and was mowed down by the heavy sphere 
rumbling loudly across the temple floor. 
 The tilt-jet outside adjusted slightly to take the large Orion into its crosshairs, its guns 
spinning up again. The bright crimson Solly Brin was going to make an easy target. 
 That was where Nora Laas came in. She quickly steadied her rifle on top of the marble 
bench and took careful aim at the craft outside. “Time to even the odds,” she said as she spied 
through the viewfinder of her rifle until her sight was perfectly aligned.  
 She gently squeezed the firing stub. 
 The phaser rifle unleashed its most powerful blast which smashed the dark canopy of 
the tilt-jet and instantly disintegrated the pilot sitting within.  
 She didn’t let up and followed the first with three more blasts, completely destroying 
the cockpit and anyone unfortunate enough to have been sitting within. 
 The engines roared loudly as they tried to compensate for the sudden loss of control but 
ultimately failed. The vessel banked sharply up and to the left even as its canons began firing, 
taking out the temple’s chandeliers and piercing the roof in the process. Then gravity took hold, 
causing the out of control jet to flip over and plummet to its demise. 
  
 
Star and the others covered their heads as the remains of the crystal chandeliers rained down on 
them.  
 Once the hailstorm was over, Star forcefully grabbed Teldro, pulling him onto his feet. 
“That’s our cue,” she said, holding the Tiaitan with one hand and her phaser in the other. She 
cut down a soldier with a carefully aimed blast and pressed forward and towards the bomb. 
 McBride and Deryx covered them at first with random phaser blasts designed to keep 
the remaining troops occupied but then, after realizing that they were much more concerned 
with Solly Brin, they quickly followed Star. 
 Teldro was an unwilling participant and tried to offer as much resistance as he could. 
But Star was stronger and harshly pushed him to the floor in front of the bomb. “Get to work.” 
 Teldro glanced at the device embedded within the plumbing system of the basin and 
then back up at Star. “I told you, I don’t know anything about this Tia-forsaken bomb,” he 
cried. 
 McBride and Deryx arrived and the Denobulan immediately tended to the explosive 
again but not before catching another glimpse of the display. 
 One Minute, Thirty-Three Seconds. 
 “Then you better learn fast,” said Star 
 “Please,” he said, begging now. “Just get us out of here.” 
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 She shook her head resolutely. “I’m not going to leave the city to this fate.” 
 He looked at McBride hoping that he would listen to reason instead. “We’re going to 
die.” 
 But the Bluefin officer simply pointed towards the bomb. “Stop sounding like a broken 
record player and start thinking about disarming this bomb.”  
 
 
One of the soldiers had surprisingly managed to get close enough to Solly Brin to reach for his 
phaser rifle. It was a move he quickly came to regret. The Orion’s massive hand came around 
the much smaller man’s throat and lifted him clean off the floor, throwing him away as if he 
was nothing more than a doll. 
 The soldier screamed as he went flying across the terrace and over the railing, never to 
be seen again. Unfortunately he had managed to keep hold of Brin’s phaser rifle even as it 
became completely useless to him. 
 It was a particular bad moment to be unarmed, as the few remaining soldiers had since 
moved into position to return fire and take down their burly enemy from the distance. 
 Brin found a replacement for his weapon quickly. 
 Two assault rifles were lying on the floor, discarded earlier when the soldiers had been 
much more worried about getting out of the way off Brin’s improvised bowling ball. He 
swooped them up, one in each hand, and brought them both to bear in what had become a 
frantic race over who could get off the first shot. 
 The Orion wasn’t quite fast enough. 
 “Chief, get down!” yelled Nora Laas who was watching the inevitable play out in front 
of her eyes.  
 She brought up her rifle to take out the soldiers who had Brin squarely in their sight and 
squeezed the firing stub.  
 The rifle refused to fire. It had overheated after the full power blasts earlier and needed 
time to cool down. Time Solly Brin didn’t’ have. 
 Without thinking twice, she jumped over the rows of seats and rushed towards Brin, 
already aware she was going to be too late. 
 The soldiers fired and Brin took the first rounds into his shoulder. 
 “Son of a slaver,” he howled and fired both his rifles simultaneously. His aim was off 
slightly due to the burning pain in his shoulder. 
 But it was enough to drill one of them thoroughly, forcing the soldier to collapse to the 
floor. 
 The four remaining men responded in kind. 
 Brin was hit again and both rifles slipped out of his grasp and he dropped to his knees. 
 That’s when Nora Laas came sweeping in. She had jumped the last meters only to land 
on her belly and slide across the smooth marble floor not unlike a penguin. Her hand found one 
of the rifles Brin had discarded and brought it up even while her own momentum was still 
moving her forward. 
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 She ended one of the four soldiers instantly and forced the rest to withdraw beyond the 
outer edges of the terrace opening and out of sight. 
 Nora quickly jumped to her feet and stepped backwards towards Brin, always keeping 
her rifle pointed towards the spot where the soldiers had taken refuge in case they decided to 
make another move. She looked down at the Orion at her feet who was now lying on his back. 
Blood was pouring out of multiple wounds in his shoulder and chest. 
 “How you feeling, Chief?” 
 “It stings like a Klingon painstik massage,” he said through clenched teeth. 
 “I told you not to underestimate their weapons,” said Wenera. With a medkit in hand 
she had started out for them as soon as she had seen Brin going down, doing her best to 
keeping her head down. 
 “I’m talking about my pride, Doctor.” 
 Wenera rolled her eyes. “I need to get you back to Eagle,” she said and knelt down next 
to him, waving her tricorder across his body. 
 “No,” he practically roared and reached out for her lower arm, gripping it tightly. “I’m 
not leaving my people behind. Whatever you need to do, do it here.” 
 Wenera meant to object but his eyes bore themselves into her with a look of absolute 
determination. She understood that if she would try to have him beamed out now and 
something would happen to his crewmates he would never forgive himself. He would never 
forgive her. 
 “Fine,” she said. “But I need to get you out of the open,” she said and looked at Nora. 
“I’ll need your help to move him.” 
 She hesitated for a moment, looking down at Brin and then back at where she had seen 
those soldiers last. In order to do as the doctor had suggested she would have to lower her 
weapon, leaving them wide open for attack. 
 “Now, Laas!” 
 The Bajoran nodded, dropped her rifle and helped Wenera to pull the massive Orion 
back towards the marble benches for cover. 
 Brin winced in pain as he was dragged across the floor. “It’s really not that bad,” he said 
after changing his mind, considering how humiliated he felt by having the two women trying to 
pull his massive frame. “Just give me a weapon, I can still fight.” 
 Wenera was not having it. “Shut up and let me do my job.” 
 
 
Fifty-Nine Seconds. 
 “Two more decoys,” said Deryx as he monitored Teldro’s progress. “Two more and I 
should be able to get access to the detonator.” 
 Teldro was working on the device like a man possessed. A thick film of sweat was now 
covering his forehead.  
 Star had watched him carefully and for the last few seconds he had worked on the bomb 
like a pro, reaffirming her suspicions that he knew exactly how to disarm it after all. Which 
meant he had tried to get them to leave not to save his own skin but in order for the bomb to 
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fulfill its apocalyptic purpose. Teldro was a much more cunning operator than he had let on. 
And much more dangerous. 
 The only question that remained now; had he given himself sufficient time to disarm the 
bomb? 
 “The last decoy,” he said and then suddenly stopped, his face turning a sickly white 
pale. 
 “What’s wrong?” McBride said. 
 He slowly shook his head. “She’s modified it. Deite has modified the final decoy,” he 
said slowly, his voice almost failing him. 
 “Modified how?” said Deryx. “Speak man, we’re out of time.” 
 “It’s a simple puzzle. A choice of one out of two words. But it doesn’t make any sense. 
Loss or Ruin. It makes no sense,” he said with desperation. “Only one word will disarm the 
bomb.” 
 “It’s got to be Ruin,” said McBride. “That’s what she’ll do with this bomb. That’s been 
her plan from the start,” he added and looked at Star. 
 “Yes, yes,” said Teldro. “It has to be Ruin.” He reached out to enter his answer. 
 “Wait,” said Star and Teldro froze. “Loss. It all started with the loss of her lover, that’s 
what put her onto this course, that’s the root of her extremism. Pick Loss.” 
 “Are you sure?” said McBride. 
 “Of course I’m not sure,” she shot back, “but Ruin is the obvious answer. Deite might be 
many things but she isn’t predictable.” 
 Thirty-Eight Seconds. 
 “Loss, then.” Teldro selected his answer then hovered over the button to execute. He 
shut his eyes and pressed down hard. 
 When he opened his eyes again, the timer was still moving. 
 Thirty-Two Seconds. 
 “It didn’t work,” said McBride. 
 Deryx moved in to inspect the device closer. “There,” he said and pointed at an opening 
that hadn’t been there before. “It’s the detonator. We’ve got access.” 
 That was when the bullets hit the basin above them, mostly splashing into the water 
which quickly overflowed and drenched the four people squatted below. 
 Teldro shrieked as the holy liquid touched his skin and tried to scramble away. 
 “Get down,” yelled Star and flattened herself against the floor. 
 The remaining soldiers had reappeared by the terrace apparently determined to carry 
out a last ditch effort to kill the Starfleet interlopers. They had stepped into the open without 
regard for cover or safety and had opened up on them immediately. 
 Dale McBride managed to return fire first and blasted one of them off his feet.  
 He would not however be able to take care of the others, who now had an unobstructed 
line of fire to take them all down. Another man had taken aim at Wenera and Nora who had not 
quite managed to get Brin behind cover yet. 
 In one salvo, they would finish off all of them. 
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 Star closed her eyes, resigning herself to her fate. She had failed and now she was going 
to pay the price. It’s about time, a small voice in the back of her mind whispered. 
 She never saw the six columns of light which had appeared on the terrace and behind 
the government soldiers. 
 The Marines did not need an invitation. 
 The soldiers were cut down from behind without delay. 
 McBride, whose life had begun to flash in front of his eyes, realized that he had been 
granted a stay to his execution. 
 His eyes found the tricorder which had slipped out of Deryx’s hand and he became 
immediately aware that it was going to be an extremely short deferment. 
 Eight Seconds. 
 “Chief!” 
 Deryx looked at McBride with wide-open eyes, surprised they were both still alive, then 
at the display and then at the bomb. 
 He launched himself at the device and his arm buried itself deep into the opening that 
had been created moments before.  
 As Star opened her own eyes she too saw that death was still imminent. 
 Six Seconds. 
 Teldro tried to scramble to his feet again, to try and make a futile run for it but instead 
he slipped on the now wet floor. 
 Four Seconds. 
 Deryx pulled at something unseen which gave way so suddenly he fell backwards only 
to land on his hindquarters. 
 The timer refused to stop. 
 Collectively Dale McBride, Tazla Star and Deryx held their breath. There wasn’t enough 
time to prepare for the afterlife. 
 Zero Seconds. 
  

* * * 
 
Four Minutes Earlier 
 
Trelt-Ait was a soldier and not a politician for two reasons. 
 Firstly, because he appreciated the simplicity of picking up a weapon and following 
orders over the seemingly arbitrary plots and schemes of those who made policy and governed 
the planet. Those elite few who always talked about change but in reality where so comfortable 
with the status quo that they never dreamed of making a real difference for millions of Tiaitans 
living in poverty and without any rights to speak off. 
 The second reason Trelt was not a politician was because as an Ait he was prohibited to 
exercise any political functions. It bordered on a miracle that he had achieved the rank of First 
Marshal, the highest position in the military and one which no Ait before him had ever held. 
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 Not having any political experience he was somewhat overburdened with his current 
conversation. 
 “It is absolutely critical that I speak to the prias right now.” 
 “As I have already told you, sir,” said Trelt. “His Eminence and all his ministers are 
currently unavailable while they are preparing for a joint government address. They cannot be 
disturbed,” he told the insistent off-worlder on the screen. But it seemed to matter little how he 
put it, the captain of the Federation spaceship had not relented. In fact he had become only 
more insistent. 
 Next to the man on the screen stood another captain who judging from the expression 
on his face was equally determined to speak to somebody in power urgently. 
 “You don’t seem to understand the seriousness of this situation,” said the dark-skinned 
captain. “Your entire city is about to be blown to high heavens and it is your soldiers who are keeping 
our people from trying to defuse it.” 
 Trelt shook his head. “And I say that is impossible. All our soldiers have standing orders 
to assist you wherever they can. We are allies.” 
 “These ones didn’t get the memo,” said Owens who did little to mask his growing anger. 
“These Fraternity types have opened fire on our people. If you don’t call them back, they will be 
responsible for the death and destruction that will follow.” 
 “Did you say Fraternity?” 
 “Yes, I did,” said Eagle’s captain, annoyed at the inappropriately slow pace of this 
conversation. 
 Trelt looked concerned. “The Fraternity soldiers are not under my command and do not 
answer to me,” he said and then referred to a computer terminal to go through recent orders 
being issued. 
 “I don’t care who they answer to. I need you to have those troops stand down now 
and—“ 
 But the First Marshal shook his head. “I can’t. The Fraternity will not follow my orders.” 
 “Then find somebody who can,” Owens shot back. “Find the prias and tell him what is 
happening. Millions of lives are at stake, including yours and that of your leader.” 
 At that Trelt did look up. Then he nodded and rushed off without even bothering to 
turn off his communications console. 
 He stormed out onto the wide corridors of the Sanctuary while at the same time 
referring to a mobile computer to find out if any Fraternity units had been activated, for what 
reason and by whom. He was heading towards the Great Hall, a massive room at the heart of 
the Sanctuary which was usually used for the many ceremonial activities which were required 
by doctrine.  
 Today, the entire government, including the Council of Tia had assembled there to 
support the prias as he was preparing to give what had been labeled as nothing short than a 
revolutionary speech. The prias had promised that it would mark a great change for all the 
people of Tiaita, a new beginning. 
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 Of course he had not been given details on the content of this address. It had been such a 
closely guarded secret that he had not been privy to what the leader of their world was about to 
announce. He couldn’t help but to be curious. 
 But for the moment he was preoccupied with something entirely different. He was 
preoccupied so much that he didn’t notice Simas Sindron-Tia coming around a corner and 
nearly colliding with him. 
 “My forgiveness, my lord,” said Trelt and took a step back from the green-robed man. 
 “Marshal, you seem distracted.” 
 He nodded. “I have just spoken to the Federation spaceship.” 
 At that the simas frowned. It was not the role of the First Marshal to have audiences 
with off-worlders. 
 Trelt could see his displeasure. “No other government officials were available and I was 
unable to locate you.” 
 Sindron made a quick, dismissive hand gesture as if he didn’t care. “And what is it they 
have said that has you so concerned?” 
 He showed him the screen of his hand-held device. “Apparently some of our Fraternity 
troops have engaged Starfleet units in the Temple of Tia’s Landing,” he said.  
 “What is Starfleet doing in Tia’s Landing?” said the simas angrily. “There mere presence 
is an offense to the Brothers.” 
 The marshal hesitated. The truth was he hadn’t stopped to considered that. “They claim 
that the New Light has placed a bomb inside the temple and that they were attempting to 
disable it when they were attacked.” 
 “Preposterous. The New Light would never be able to enter the temple undetected. This 
is the capital, not some backwater settlement in the Western Desert.” 
 “But what if they are correct, my lord? What if this is their revenge for Ald An Lek,” he 
said, his voice showing signs of increasing concern. “The prias needs to be made aware.” 
 Sindron shook his head. “The prias does not have time for this. In case you were not 
aware, we are making history today. But do not worry yourself, I shall attend to this matter 
personally.” 
 In a rather unexpected gesture, the First Marshal did not immediately relent. “I’d be 
more comfortable if we were to inform His Eminence first,” he said a bit hesitantly to show such 
defiance in front of the simas. 
 The other man did not show anger. Instead he considered the Ait for a moment and then 
smiled. “Walk with me, Trelt.” 
 Sindron continued down the hallway and the marshal fell into step beside him even as 
he realized that they were now headed into the opposite direction of where the Great Hall was 
located. There was little he could do about that. One didn’t simply decline a request from the 
second most powerful man on Tiaita. 
 “I like you, Trelt. I always have. You are a good man and a credit to the Ait. You do as 
you are told and you do it with more skill and intelligence than could be expected from 
someone of your background.” 
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 “I live to serve,” said the first marshal, ignoring the not so subtle insult at his people. It 
was something he had long since gotten used to while serving among the Tia. 
 “Yes of course,” he said as they both stepped onto the enormous courtyard of the 
Sanctuary. 
 Trelt became accurately aware that they were headed towards a Fraternity tilt-jet which 
was waiting with its engines powered up, ready for take-off. 
 “Are you planning a journey, my lord?” 
 Sindron stopped a few meters from the vessel and then turned towards Trelt. “Let me 
ask you something, Marshal. Do you believe in the Prophecy?” 
 The Ait believed this to be a trick question as it would have been considered heresy to 
answer in the negative. It was an odd question nevertheless. “Yes, my lord.” 
 He nodded approvingly. “What if I were to tell you that today is the day that it will be 
fulfilled.” 
 Trelt looked back towards the Great Hall. “The speech.” 
 “Forget the speech,” said Sindron. “The speech is inconsequential. It’s a ploy, a 
diversion to appease our so-called allies. Remember the words of the Prophecy. There will be 
much suffering and pain because without it there can be no real, lasting change. We will have to 
endure great pains before we can rejoice. There will be fires so bright they will appear to 
outshine the lights in the skies.” 
 The marshal looked back at his device. “The soldiers. They acted on your orders,” he 
said slowly as he finally thought he understood. 
 Sindron climbed into the plane. 
 Trelt looked up. “There really is a bomb in the temple.”  
 The other man remained by the open hatch of the craft and shot the first marshal a 
knowing look that seemed to say that he knew a whole lot more than he had ever admitted. 
And there was deadly confidence in those eyes. As if everything had unfolded exactly the way 
he had envisioned it.  
 “And you will do nothing to stop it,” Trelt said slowly, now fearing the simas’ next 
words. 
 “Stop it?” he said. “Why would I want to stop prophecy from fulfilling itself? Who am I 
to challenge the will of the Brothers themselves?”  
 “But thousands will die. Thousands of Tia.” 
 “A small number to ensure the survival of our world. And their sacrifice will never be 
forgotten. The war has torn us apart for too long. The New Light is a cancer that needs to be 
eradicated but the prias does not have the resolve to deal with them in an appropriate manner. 
After today all that will change. The prias believes that today will mark a new beginning for our 
world and he is right about that. But it won’t be his spineless speech that will herald this new 
era. No, it will be my actions that will lead our world back to the glory we so rightfully 
deserve.” 
 Trelt’s eyes opened wider. “Your actions? I don’t understand. Are you saying that you 
are responsible for—“ 
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 “Of course you don’t understand. I wouldn’t expect you to. And yes, I have put us onto 
this course just as the Prophecy, just as the Brothers have foretold it. My role in all this is a sad 
one. I must shoulder the responsibility but the New Light will take the blame. It is the only way 
to end this war. After today we will show them no more quarter. They will be hunted down to 
extinction,” he sad and held out his hand towards the marshal in a gesture not entirely befitting 
his position. “Join me, Trelt. Together we will usher in a new era for Tiaita with me as the prias 
and you shall be my loyal simas. Together we will bring prosperity and peace to Tiaita. It is 
nothing less than destiny.” 
 The engines of the hover plane revved up loudly. 
 Trelt took a step backwards. “You think you are the Anointed One?” he said shaking his 
head. “You are not. You have sanctioned mass murder of your own people for nothing else but 
to sate you hunger for power.” 
 The look in Sindron’s eyes changed, darkened. “You are a fool. I should have known I 
couldn’t rely on an Ait. This is why your people will never rise out of insignificance. It is a role 
to which you are well suited. You shall never be more than a servant race,” he said as the plane 
began to take off.  
 Trelt had been shocked into inaction by what he had learned. The scope of the betrayal 
was almost too large to fully comprehend. It had all come too sudden. Only now, as he watched 
the simas lift off to distance himself from the scene of his unspeakable crimes did he understand 
what was going to happen next. He turned back towards the Great Hall and ran as fast as he 
possibly could. 
 Sindron watched from above and laughed with fatalistic delight. “You cannot outrun 
your destiny,” he shouted, his voice cutting through the shrill cry of the engines.  
 But Trelt was not listening. He reached the doors and rushed into the building. His 
footsteps reverberated loudly through the nearly empty hallways of the Sanctuary. Everybody 
had assembled in the Great Hall, completely ignorant of the fate that was to befall the city. 
 He didn’t know how much time he had until the explosion but judging from the off-
worlders insistence and Sindron’s self-assured demeanor, he estimated it wasn’t much. Most 
likely not enough for a full evacuation of the city, a task which would most likely require days. 
 He prayed they had enough time to evacuate the prias and the members of the Council 
of Tia in order to maintain a functioning government and to fully expose Sindron’s treachery. 
 For a short moment he had considered to take action himself. He could have tried to 
mobilize the military first but that was a lengthy process and one that could be accelerated if the 
orders came directly from the prias. 
 He could have tried to contact the Fraternity directly and order them to stand down but 
he knew that that would have been a futile effort. The small corps of specialized soldiers was 
completely loyal to the simas and would follow his orders even if they meant their own demise. 
 He reached the doors of the Great Hall, ignored the guards and rushed inside. 
 Hundreds of people had gathered here. 
 He pushed and shoved his way through the crowd and towards the center stage where 
Prias Oldar was preparing to address the Great Hall and the entire planet through live 
broadcasts. 
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 The political and spiritual leader of Tiaita was surrounded by a circle of his honor guard 
and stood next to Admiral Schwarzkopf who had a noticeably self-satisfied expression on his 
face. Trelt didn’t know exactly why that was but at the moment he cared little for the man’s 
disposition. It would change quickly enough. 
 He rushed towards the stage. “Your Eminence, your Eminence!” 
 The honor guard reacted immediately upon seeing the seemingly crazed marshal 
approach. He might have been the highest military officer on the planet but he was still an Ait 
and as such did not enjoy the complete trust of the Tia elite. 
 Half the guardsmen moved to protect their charge while the others attacked, quickly 
tackling Trelt to the floor. 
 A hundred voices cried out in surprise and confusion. 
 “Your Eminence, you are in grave danger. We are all in danger,” Trelt cried, trying to 
make himself heard and struggling against the massive guardsmen who were not allowing him 
to proceed an inch further than he had. 
 The prias freed himself from his own protectors and stepped closer to the first marshal 
on the ground. Schwarzkopf’s curiosity was similarly aroused and he joined the other man. 
 “What is the meaning of this, Marshal,” said Oldar-Tia with such a booming voice that it 
quickly forced the hundreds of people in the hall to fall silent. “What are you doing here?” 
 “Your Eminence,” he said, fighting to catch his breath again. The guards had released 
him enough to face the prias but were still holding him tightly, not willing to take any chances. 
“Your life is in grave danger. You must evacuate this place immediately.” 
 Schwarzkopf shook his head. “This is clearly some sort of ploy to stop you from giving 
your speech, Your Eminence,” said the admiral. “You should not be deterred. Not now. We’ve 
come so close to turn your world into a paradise.” 
 Prias Oldar looked down at the marshal with palpable disappointment in his eyes. “I 
expected some sort of resistance to our new ways but I would never have believed it would 
come from you, Trelt.” 
 The soldier shook his head desperately. “Not me, your Eminence. You have been 
betrayed by those closest to you. It is the simas, he has placed a bomb in the city and plans to 
blame the New Light and the Ait.” 
 “Sindron?” the Oldar. “I find that difficult to believe.” 
 But Schwarzkopf began to look around, for the first time realizing that the prias’ most 
trusted advisor was nowhere to be seen. This was unusual as the simas was never too far away 
from his master especially when the prias made an appearance in public. “Where is he?” 
 “He has escaped,” cried Trelt. “And we have to leave too before—“ 
 The ground shook with such force, most of the people standing were slung to their feet. 
Every single window exploded and the chandeliers came loose from the ceiling and crashed 
onto the unprepared dignitaries below. 
 Panic spread like wildfire. 
 “What is happening?” Oldar struggled to ask as his guards tried desperately to protect 
him from a building beginning to collapse on itself. 
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 Schwarzkopf turned around just in time to see the doors implode inwards and a bright 
white flash approach them at mindboggling speed. 
 “Oh my god.” 
 Those were the last words Admiral Melvin Schwarzkopf would ever speak. 
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SIXTEEN: THE SALVATION 
 
 
Tazla Star had decided not to close her eyes. 
 She was going to look right into death’s ugly face and ask: What took you so long? 
 Her only true regret was for the symbiont. Star had a long legacy of experiences and 
accomplishments and deserved better than to die in a senseless explosion on a planet 
somewhere at the end of the universe. The symbiont had probably deserved better than Tazla, 
she had mused darkly. 
 The timer had reached zero and the earth trembled. 
 But nowhere near as much as would have been expected from the violent reaction that 
usually ensued when matter and antimatter were allowed to get into contact with each other. 
 Everybody was still there. The bomb had not gone off. 
 But something else had happened. 
 The Trill looked around to find the stunned faces of Dale McBride, Teldro and Chief 
Deryx. Further away she spotted Nora Laas, Solly Brin and Ashley Wenera. The six Marines still 
outside on the terrace looked equally mystified. 
 And then she saw it. 
 The night sky had become bright as day. 
 There had been an explosion, but not in the temple. 
 Star stood and walked towards the terrace to see the massive mushroom cloud rising 
over the city, reminiscent of those terrifying images of nuclear explosions she had only ever 
seen in photographs.  
 Then she felt the shockwave which she had to fight against in order not to be flattened 
by its intensity. 
 And then came the heat. 
 It hit her like a brick wall and for a moment she thought it would burn her face and hair 
but it never quite reached deadly temperatures. 
 The explosion itself appeared to have been limited to the very center of the city. The 
Sanctuary to be precise which was now completely engulfed by a bright crimson column of fire, 
reaching hundreds of meters into the sky. 
 Nora Laas stepped up next to her, tricorder in hand. “Antimatter radiation readings are 
off the scale.” 
 After that nobody spoke for a couple of minutes as every single set of eyes was fixed on 
what had once been the center of Titaitan power and influence. It was too early to tell what 
remained but judging by the massive cloud forming overhead, it had to be little to nothing. 
 Most of the surrounding area had been flattened or was on fire. 
 There was an eerie quiet hanging over the city. A million people stunned into silence, 
unable to believe what they were seeing. 
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 Ashley Wenera had interrupted her impromptu surgery of Solly Brin and wiped the 
tears out of her eyes. “We … we have to do something.” 
 But nobody quite knew what exactly. 
 Then Star finally spoke. “How large was that bomb?” she said to nobody in particular. 
“Any guesses?” 
 Major Wasco replied. “Not big for an antimatter weapon,” he said and stepped further 
out of the terrace to get a better look. “I’d estimate the fireball radius was less than five hundred 
meters.” 
  “That couldn’t have been all the antimatter,” said Nora. “We’d all be dead by now if it 
was.” 
 The Trill turned away from the gruesome scene to find Chief Deryx who still held part 
of the bomb in his hands. For the first time she noticed that it was the actual payload. If he 
hadn’t removed it when he did, they would have followed the same fate as the many people 
who had been unlucky enough to be in the Sanctuary at the time of the blast. 
 “Chief, how much do you have there?” 
 It took the stunned Denobulan a few seconds before he inspected the antimatter 
container. “This is about point one kilogram. Maybe a bit less,” he said after referring to his 
tricorder. 
 Wasco nodded as he looked back at the mushroom cloud which was dissipating only 
very slowly. “I believe that is about the same as the payload of the bomb that just took out the 
Sanctuary.” 
 “Wait,” said McBride. “Deite had access to about point five kilograms. Are we saying 
that there might be three more bombs out there?” 
 “Or one really big one,” said the Denobulan. “Big enough to destroy the rest of the city.” 
 “I don’t understand,” said Wenera, struggling to focus on what her colleagues around 
her were discussing just moments after being forced to witness the detonation of a weapon of 
mass destruction practically next door. “If there are more bombs, or just one more bomb, what 
was the point of all this,” she said pointing out the bomb that didn’t detonate inside the temple 
as well as the one that did. “Why go through these motions at all?” she added, now barely able 
to keep the anger and frustration out of her voice. 
 “We are dealing with terrorists, Doctor,” said Nora Laas. “Their primary objective is to 
spread fear. No better way to do that then killing your enemy slowly instead of quickly.” She 
looked to Commander Star. “Either her plan is to detonate a few more bombs or wait until 
rescuers arrive to kill everyone in one final blast.” 
 Tazla Star’s gaze fixated on Teldro who didn’t quite look as stunned as the others. Glad 
to be alive, yes; but not stunned. “So what is it?” 
 A dark look crossed the man’s features but he didn’t speak. 
 The Trill reached out for his collar and pulled him to his feet. “You know, I’m getting 
quite bored with this routine of yours,” she said. “You know her plans and you did all along. 
You will tell me everything.” 
 “You should have gotten out when I told you to. Maybe you still can.” 
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 “We’re not going anywhere,” she said, tightening her grip on his neck. “And neither are 
you.” 
 “Then we all die.” 
 It was not the response she had been looking for. “I’m done playing these games with 
you. Start talking.” 
 “You don’t scare me anymore.” 
 She moved her face within an inch from his. “You think you were scared before?” she 
asked in a quiet whisper, it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. Then she smiled. 
“You have no idea what I’m capable of.” 
 “You asked me earlier if I was ready to put down my life,” he said after hesitating for 
just a couple of seconds. “I understand now that my sacrifice is a small price for what we will 
achieve today. I’m ready to die.” 
 “You want to be a martyr, is that it?” she said and roughly dragged him across the floor. 
“Scumbags like you don’t get to be worshipped. You’re not even going to be a footnote in 
history. You’re going to be forgotten just like the inconsequential little worm that you are.” 
 Teldro’s eyes widened when he noticed that she was dragging him towards the water 
filled cleansing basin. “Wait, that’s blessed—“ 
 Star grabbed the back of his head and pushed it deep into the basin, Teldro’s words 
were cut off by a desperate gurgling noise. 
 He trashed around like a wild animal as his head was submerged but Star held him in a 
firm grip, her right hand unrelentingly keeping him in place. 
 Then she pulled him up again, he was coughing out water, still trying to free himself 
without success. 
 “How many more bombs are there?” 
 “You … you … can’t hurt me,” he cried. “The Brothers will protect—” 
 Star dunked his head back into the basin before he had a chance to finish the sentence. 
 Ashley Wenera was still in a state of quasi shock and had barely perceived what Star 
had been up to. But now that her moral bearings had time to catch up, she quickly judged the 
commander’s actions to be despicable. She had to stop her. 
 With Solly Brin stabilized, she jumped onto her feet and quickly tried to approach the 
Trill only to find that she was being held back by a firm hand around her upper arm. 
 She looked back to see that it belong to Nora Laas.  
 And she wasn’t going to let go. 
 The expression on the Bajoran’s face was determined. Perhaps because she realized that 
what Tazla Star was doing was wrong and that somebody had to do it. 
 Wenera found that this was true for everybody else around her as well. Nobody was 
averting their glances from the torture that was taking place in front of their eyes and nobody 
was going to interfere. Because in the end they were all glad that it weren’t their hands that had 
to be sullied by such an act. 
 “How many bombs.”  
 Star pulled Teldro’s soaked head clear again, this time he coughed so hard it sounded as 
if his lungs would explode. “You … cannot … hurt … me.” 
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 “Are you sure?” she said and practically rammed him back into the water with such 
force she drenched herself in the process. His head collided with the bottom of the basin and 
blood was quickly mixing with water. 
 He was still alive, still trying to fight a losing battle. 
 She pulled him out again. “This is your last chance,” she said, sounding surprisingly 
collected now. “How many more bombs are there?” 
 Teldro coughed so much he couldn’t speak but his eyes remained defiant. He was not 
going to give up any information. 
 He went back into the basin with a splash. 
 “Doctor,” Star called even while she held Teldro firmly in her grasp and submerged 
underwater. “Bring your medkit.” 
 Nora let go of Wenera and she quickly collected her gear before joining the Trill first 
officer, watching in horror as she continued to torture the Tiaitan man. 
 “Commander, you have to stop,” she said. “You’re killing him.” 
 She locked eyes with the doctor. “I know.” 
 That left her speechless. 
 Teldro’s began to fight with even more desperation now, ignoring any and all harm he 
might do to himself, he fought like a man possessed. It was a battle he was going to lose. 
 His body convulsed uncontrollably. 
 “Commander!” Wenera cried with renewed urgency when it was clear that she had no 
intentions of letting up. 
 Even Dale McBride who had remained perfectly still throughout the entire session 
began to take a step towards the Trill now. The display was leaving a distinctly nasty taste in 
his mouth. He clearly wouldn’t stand for it much longer. 
 “Get ready, Doctor.” 
 “What?” she said, not understanding at all. “Ready for what?” 
 Then Teldro’s body simply stopped moving. There were a few more spasms before he 
went completely still. A few more air bubbles popped the water surface until it smoothed out 
perfectly. 
 Star pulled him out and carelessly threw his body to the floor where he remained 
entirely motionless. 
 In an instinct she had acquired over years of performing her craft, Wenera had her 
medical tools out in a flash, ready to try and save a man’s life. 
 But she was held back again, this time by Star. 
 The doctor fixed her with an angry glare. “Let me go, damnit.” 
 “Not just yet.” 
 Wenera couldn’t believe it. A man who desperately needed her attention was lying on 
the floor just a few short feet away, probably already dead and she was being stopped to try 
and saving him by a Starfleet officer. 
 Then the Trill let go. “Now, Doctor. Bring him back.” 
 She shot the commander another withering look but that was all the time she could 
allow herself to waste before she dropped to her knees in order to attempt to revive Teldro. 
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 She immediately applied a hypo containing a stimulant to his neck but when that failed 
to show effect right away, she began to apply cardiopulmonary resuscitation by climbing on top 
of him and pumping down hard on his chest with both her hands. 
 Moments later Teldro began to cough again, emptying his lungs of the water he had 
swallowed. 
 Wenera sighed heavily and then sat down on the floor next to her patient, exhausted by 
her frantic efforts to bring him back to life. “That was too close,” she said and then focused on 
Star with angry eyes. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Commander?” 
 “Trying to save what’s left of this city,” she said and then reached out for Teldro again, 
easily dragging him back onto his wobbly feet. “Tell me, how does it feel to die? Was it 
everything you hoped for?” 
 He looked at her through half-open eyes. 
 “Because we can do this all night long,” she said and pulled him back towards the basin.  
 Just seeing the water again was enough to reenergize him and he immediately tried to 
fight back. “No, please no.” 
 “How many bombs?” she said as she began to push his head back towards the basin. 
 “Wait … please, wait.” 
 “How many!” 
 She kept him inches from the water surface where his frightened face reflected itself. 
 “One!” he screamed. “There is one more bomb. One more bomb!” 
 Star let him go and he immediately collapsed back onto the floor where he began to curl 
up into a fetal position and mumbling incoherently. 
 Dale McBride stepped closer to Star, keeping his facial expression carefully neutral 
which in fact was much more difficult than it appeared. “You know that this information is not 
reliable. He could have told you anything in hopes that you’d stop.” 
 Tazla Star kept her eyes on the rambling man on the floor. “I believe he told us the truth. 
There is one more bomb.” 
 But there was something to what Teldro was saying that caught Wenera’s attention. It 
sounded very familiar and then she realized why. She had heard this kind of thing before. It 
was as if it had been permanently etched into her memory. Those were the exact same words 
the government soldier had uttered before he had died when she had failed to save him a few 
days earlier. 
 Teldro wasn’t just mumbling. He was praying to his gods. To the Brothers. And while 
doing so he kept looking up at the massive statute of Tia. 
 “What are you doing?” she said with bewilderment. 
 But Teldro didn’t pay her any mind. 
 Nora did. “What is it, Doctor?” 
 Wenera looked at the Bajoran and then back at the cowering Tiaitan on the ground. “I 
don’t understand why a follower of the New Light would pray to Tia. They’re all Ait and 
fighting against the vigorous religious system propagated by the Tia elite. This doesn’t make 
any sense.” 
 “Maybe it does,” said the Bajoran when Teldro began to laugh. 
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 It was just a subdued giggle at first but quickly turned into a hearty belly laugh, so 
intense it drove tears into his eyes. 
 It was a noise that annoyed Solly Brin so much, he picked himself up, grabbed his 
phaser and approached the bemused Tiaitan threateningly. “What the frak do you have to 
laugh about, little man?” 
 Teldro looked up at the imposing Orion but not with fear. On the contrary, there was a 
sense of mad determination in his small shifty eyes now. “You think you have stopped us. You 
think you have averted disaster,” he said, in-between his hysterical laughter. “You have 
stopped nothing. Prophecy will be fulfilled and the Ait scum will pay the ultimate price for 
trying to defy the Brothers.” 
 “What are you saying?” said Wenera angrily. “You are an Ait.” 
 But he simply continued to laugh as if it was all a huge, cosmic joke. 
 “I believe what he’s saying, Doctor, is that he isn’t an Ait at all,” said Dale McBride. 
“And he is no follower of the New Light. The bastard has been playing us all along.” 
 Tazla Star looked down at Teldro, realizing the truth for the first time. “Son of a bitch.” 
 

* * * 
 
Deite steered the van into a communal airport and towards one of the massive aircraft hangars. 
 She ventured a look at the man sitting in the passenger seat. He hadn’t said much since 
they had stopped by an outlook on the top of a hill which had provided a spectacular view of 
the city below. 
 Balik hadn’t understood at first why she had brought him there. 
 Until the bomb had gone off. 
 “So, what do you think?” she said. 
 He looked at her for a moment. “I don’t think that destroying the Sanctuary will bring 
any real change to our world.” 
 Deite nodded and then stopped the vehicle while she waited for the large hangar doors 
to be opened and to reveal a heavy cargo plane being readied for take-off. 
 “You are right,” she said as she drove the vehicle towards the jet. “Originally we had 
two of them go off at the same time, two bombs for the wrath of the two Brothers, I thought that 
had a certain poetic irony to it. Something went wrong with the other bomb,” she said stopped 
the van and turned to look directly at the man sitting next to her. 
 Balik held her meticulous gaze without fail. “A dud?” 
 She continued to study him but when she didn’t find what she was looking for, she 
simply shrugged her shoulders. “Perhaps. I guess that’s what you get if you leave too many 
details in the hands of dubious outside contacts,” she said and turned to look forward again. “It 
is a mistake I will not be repeating.” 
 He followed her glance through the windshield and watched as a large device was being 
wheeled under the plane. The complicated looking machine was just about three meters in 
width and four in length and something ominous and powerful glowed at its core. The workers 
around it were getting ready to load it onto the cargo plane. 



315 
 

 “The Sanctuary was only the beginning,” she said with renewed vigor in her tone.  “This 
one will turn the entire city into a graveyard. Not one stone will remain on top of each other. 
And this time I will supervise everything personally. There will be no mistakes.” 

For the first time since Star and Wenera had come to him and asked for his help to stop 
his former comrade in arms did he realize the extend of the madness that had gripped her. She 
had of course always been the more aggressive one in their partnership but now she had finally 
let go of all compunctions. She had become a mass murderer and he now understood that she 
needed to be stopped.  And the only way to do that was to gain her trust. But she knew him too 
well, if he simply agreed to all her plans now, he knew she’d quickly grow suspicious. 
 “But what will all this achieve?” 
 She glanced at him. “Think about it, Balik. The entire capital turned to nothing but dust. 
Millions of Tia dead, their government eradicated, their main military base destroyed. Not only 
will this be a great strategic victory for us but think about the psychological fallout. Tia all over 
the world will feel leaderless and without direction while the Ait will band together and rise up 
as one. Just as it has been foretold in the Prophecy.” 
 When Balik didn’t speak she continued. “You see it, don’t you? This is the turning point 
in the war we’ve been waiting for so long. After today everything will change. Today is the day 
an entire people will have its vengeance for centuries of oppression.” 
 “Yes,” he said finally and caught her cold, hard eyes. “I hate to admit it, I really do, but 
the truth is, you are right.” 
 She didn’t look entirely convinced. 
 “I was a fool, I’m ready to admit this now. If it had been up to me we would have 
continued our fight in a traditional manner and maybe we could have gone on for another fifty 
cycles or so but eventually the Tia would have wiped us all out. No. This is what needs to be 
done if we are serious about changing our destiny. Be perfectly clear, I don’t like this one bit. In 
fact, I hate it. But there is no other way. If I have to sacrifice my conscience for final victory than 
that is a small price to pay.” 
 Deite looked noticeably relieved by his admission. “And here I was thinking that I had 
to kill you, too. I’m glad I was wrong.” 
 “So am I,” he said with a small smirk. 
 They exited the van. 
 “I need to make sure everything here goes smoothly. Be ready, we will set our final play 
in motion very shortly.” 
 Balik nodded and then watched her go. 
 He reached for his neck and scratched it before he was even aware that he was doing it. 
A dull pain there had started to bother him for a few minutes now. He knew it could only mean 
bad news. 
 With Deite distracted with overseeing the loading of the bomb he was free to move 
around within the hangar. He quickly found what he had been looking for. 
 Moments later he entered the storage chamber. 
 T’Ser was sitting on a cot and stood when she saw him enter. “Balik?” 
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 He nodded but gestured for her to be quiet. He made sure that nobody was nearby and 
then quietly closed the door before approaching the Vulcan. “Are you alright?” 
 “What’s going on, what are you doing here?” 
 “We don’t have much time.” 
 “Where is the doctor?” 
 “She’s alright,” he said. “I think.” 
 “What do you mean, you think?” 
 “Well, I kind of had to shoot her.”  
 “You what?” 
 “Don’t worry, it was all part of Star’s plan. She was wearing a protective vest hidden 
under her shirt at the time. It was the only way to make Deite believe that I was on her side.” 
 The Vulcan nodded slowly and sat back down on the cot. “Alright, so what’s the plan? It 
better be a good one because the last one didn’t work out so well.” 
 He sighed. “I was supposed to lead your people to you but something has happened.” 
 She didn’t look surprised. “The bomb. It went off, didn’t it? I could feel the shockwave.” 
 “Yes. But that was just a small one. They’re loading the big one on a plane now and 
Deite plans to drop it over the city.” 
 “We have to stop her.” 
 “That’s just it,” he said and scratched his neck again. “I don’t know if we can. Your 
people put something under my skin so that they could track me and communicate but I think 
it stopped working. It’s been acting up, vibrating irregularly instead of with the steady pulse it 
had before.” 
 She moved closer to him and carefully ran her finger over his neck. She could feel the 
faint throbbing. 
 “It began only moments after the explosion.” 
 “It has to be the antimatter radiation. The subdermal communicator is not powerful 
enough to cut through it. The comm line would have been the first thing to be affected. They 
probably lost the ability to track it as well.” 
 “Than we have a problem,” he said. “Do you think you can fix it?” 
 “Without any tools? Not a chance.” 
 Balik reached into his pocket to reveal a Starfleet issue tricorder. “I found this outside, I 
thought maybe it could help.” 
 “Good thinking,” she said with a smile, took the device and opened it. “Damn, it’s a 
medical tricorder,” she said, that smile turning into a frown. 
 “It’s the only thing I could find.” 
 She nodded and then attempted to reprogram it. “I don’t know what I can do with it, it’s 
not design for this kind of job,” she said and then froze when a thought struck her. “The bomb 
only went off a few minutes ago, right?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “And that was a couple of miles away. If we’re lucky the radiation hasn’t reached its full 
saturation point yet. Maybe all we need is to give the subdermal device a little bit more juice to 
cut through the radiation that has already accumulated in the atmosphere.” 
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 Balik looked completely lost.  
 But T’Ser was already focused on dismantling the tricorder in order to get access to its 
power supply. “I need something to connect this device directly with the implant.” 
 Balik jumped onto his feet and began scrounging the shelves in the storage room. Most 
of what he found was useless junk. 
 “What is that boxy thing over there?” she said and pointing at one of the upper shelves. 
 He picked up a black device, slightly smaller than a shoebox. “It’s a really old one-way 
radio,” he said and tried to switch it on. It didn’t work. “It’s broken.” 
 “Open it, see if it has any useful wiring.” 
 He quickly did as instructed and found a number of electrical wires within. He ripped 
out a piece of blue cable and held it up. 
 “Perfect.” 
 He handed it to her and she swiftly peeled off the plastic insulation at its ends and then 
attached the wire to the tricorder’s power supply. She looked up at him. “This might hurt a bit.” 
 He nodded stoically. “Do it.” 
 T’Ser found the spot where the subdermal communicator had been implanted and 
carefully tore into his skin with the sharp end of the wire until she drew a small droplet of 
blood. The tricorder trilled softly once it had made contact with the device. She activated the 
power transfer. 
 Tears shot into Balik’s eyes when he felt the electricity coarse through his body. 
 T’Ser quickly withdrew the improvised device from his neck. 
 Balik gritted his teeth, doing his best to ignore the fiery pain. “I can feel it,” he said. “It’s 
pulsating more regularly now.” 
 “That means it’s transmitting again. They should be able to hear us on the other end. 
And once they have our position they—“ 
 There were footsteps approaching. 
 They exchanged a worried look. 
 Then T’Ser quickly hid the tricorder under the covers of her cot while Balik desperately 
tried to wipe away the blood on his neck. 
 The door opened and Deite stepped inside. 
 Balik had stepped away from T’Ser just in time to dispel any notion that they may have 
been working together. 
 “What’s going on here?” she said. 
 “I thought I’d try to extract some more information from the prisoner,” he said and 
looked down at T’Ser who was doing a pretty decent job at looking back at him with a 
frightened expression on her face. “Just in case you had missed something.” 
 “I see,” said Deite and stepped closer. “You know, Balik, I really appreciate the way you 
have come around to see things from my perspective.” 
 “You were right all along, what can I say?” 
 “Yes, I was,” she said. “But something has been bothering me.” 
 “And what is that?” 
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 “The Balik I know would never have agreed to my way of thinking this quickly. It just 
isn’t like you.” 
 “Maybe I’ve changed. Maybe I’ve come to realize that your way is the only way that will 
finally lead us to victory.” 
 “Maybe. And if that was all there was I’d probably agree.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
  “You see, I’ve done some thinking,” she said. “The two bombs in the city were both 
supposed to go off at the same time but they didn’t. First I figured that the handlers had made a 
mistake. But then I remembered what I said to you after we left the warehouse.” She looked 
squarely at him. “I told you, Balik. I told you about the bomb in the temple and only the bomb 
in the temple. It didn’t go off because you warned your friends.” 
 He kept his poker face. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve been with you ever since we left the 
warehouse. When could I have warned anybody?” 
 Then she spotted a drop of blood on the collar of his shirt. 
 She turned to look at T’Ser with a little, bemused smile. “Your people’s ingenuity is 
really impressive, I have to give you that. But what you fail to realize is that all the technology 
in the galaxy is not going to prevent destiny from fulfilling itself.” 
 As if on cue, four heavily armed guards entered the room. 
 “Hold him,” she told them. 
 Two of them grabbed Balik roughly by the arms. 
 Then Deite stepped up to him. 
 She considered him for a second or so before she went to work. Using her fingernails to 
tear into the skin at his neck. She ignored the blood and tore into the flesh, going much deeper 
than was necessary.  
 Balik winced in pain and tried to fight her but it was all to no avail. 
 Her fingertips ultimately found the device and scratched it right out from under his 
skin. She looked at it for a moment, curiously, and then dropped it on the floor before she 
squashed it under her boot. 
 “I have only myself to blame,” she said. “I should have realized, once a traitor always a 
traitor. Of course it makes little difference, nobody will be able to stop me now,” she said and 
turned her back on them. “Put them both on the plane, I want them to watch as the city dies. I 
want them to see their failure with their own eyes. And only then will they pay the price for 
trying to stand in the way of destiny.” 
 

* * * 
 
“What just happened?” 
 DeMara Deen at operations was still trying to interpret the confusing sensor data she 
was receiving since they had detected a massive energy spike on the surface. The view screen 
which had displayed a satellite view of the city had blinked out at about the same time. 
 The captain turned to his science officer. “Commander?” 
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 “We cannot be certain at this point but all data points to a sudden and possibly violent 
discharge of energy originating within the capital city,” said the Vulcan while he studied his 
own readouts. 
 “The antimatter bomb,” said Nigel Bane and looked at his captain. “They weren’t able to 
stop it.” 
 But Akinola didn’t want to believe it and shook his head. “We need more accurate 
sensor data,” he said and looked back towards the screen. “And we need to get a visual, now.” 
 Eagle’s captain was not offended by Akinola’s demanding tone. The truth was he felt 
much the same way. 
 It turned out the stern words had been sufficient to make Eagle’s crew redouble their 
efforts. 
 “I’m working on restoring a visual signal,” said Deen. “Almost there.” 
 “Sensors are now confirming heavy antimatter radiation permeating the lower 
atmosphere,” said Xylion and turned to the two captains. “It is consistent with a detonation of 
an antimatter explosive.” 
 Joseph Akinola fought the urge to sit down. No matter what had happened, no matter 
whom he had lost, he needed to remain steadfast, even if it was just for appearance’s sake. He 
had however, no words to offer. 
 Owens felt no different. He had come to this world with orders to strengthen an alliance 
in order to ensure the Federation’s chances to win the Dominion War. Instead he had brought 
destruction and death. It was an entirely unacceptable outcome to this mission. 
 “Wait,” said Deen as she glanced up on the screen. “Look at that.” 
 Everyone on the bridge turned towards the main viewer. The image was interlaced with 
static and refused to remain steady but it was just about clear enough to show a huge cloud of 
superheated water vapor and debris hanging over the city. But not the entire city. 
 “Can you ascertain where the explosion originated and the radius of destruction?” said 
Owens. 
 Xylion was one step ahead of the operations officer. “The approximate coordinates put 
the origins of the explosion within or very near to the Sanctuary complex. Based on the size of 
the cloud and the amount of antimatter radiation, the immediately affected area is 
approximately seven-hundred-fifty-six point nine four square meters.” 
 Deen’s fingers raced over her console and within moments she had marked the radius of 
the explosion on the map. She had also highlighted the Temple of Tia’s Landing. It was well 
outside the affected radius. 
 Akinola once again had to fight the notion to express his feelings openly. But the relief 
he felt was nevertheless palpable. 
 “Get me the away team, now,” said Owens. 
 But So’Dan Leva slowly shook his head as he tried to raise the Starfleet officers on the 
ground. “I’m unable to establish a link through the antimatter radiation. Transporter locks are 
also unsuccessful.” 
 “I need to be able to speak to them, Commander. Whatever you need to do to boost the 
signal, do it,” said Owens before he turned to his operations manager. “Dee, I need you to 
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coordinate with local authorities on the ground, they will need medical assistance as soon as 
possible, especially if their government has been destroyed. There’ll be chaos. I want medical 
teams to stand by to go down there at a moment’s notice. Get in touch with the freighter fleet 
and find out what medical supplies can be moved right away.” 
 Xylion stood from his science post. “Sir, I don’t believe that it would be safe to transfer 
any supplies or medical personnel at this time.” 
 Joseph Akinola focused on the Vulcan. “What are you saying, Commander? These 
people need our help as soon as possible.” 
 “Agreed. However I have studied the explosion as well as the amount of radiation 
released. According to my findings the explosive would have contained twelve point six eight 
percent of the total antimatter the New Light was able to procure.” 
 “You’re saying there might be more bombs down there ready to go off?” said Owens. 
 “That would be a logical assumption, sir.” 
 Akinola nodded. “It makes sense,” he said and looked at Owens. “The away team was 
working to disarm one of them. Who knows how many more there are? We cannot send anyone 
else down there while the threat still persists and we need to get our people out as soon as we 
can.” 
 Owens’ frowned, clearly not pleased with the idea. They were, at least partly responsible 
for this. If they hadn’t been able to stop it, at the very least they had to do whatever they could 
to help those affected. But if their people were killed in another explosion then their deaths 
would have been just another unnecessary sacrifice. 
 He looked towards tactical where Lieutenant Bane had joined So’Dan Leva in an attempt 
to find a way to contact Star and her team. “Gentlemen, I need to speak with the away team, a-
sap.” 
 “We’re working on it, sir,” said the half-Romulan without wasting the time to look up 
from his console. “But there are too many adverse factors affecting the comm relays. We are 
trying to utilize the navigational deflector to boost the signal.” 
 “There is somebody else who would know where the other bombs are,” said Akinola, 
looking at Owens. “Deite.” 
 Eagle’s captain nodded. “Dee, are we still picking up Balik’s signal?” 
 The Tenarian checked her instruments but her stern facial features didn’t appear 
optimistic. “His last known position was in the eastern hills outside the city. That would have 
put them well outside the area affected. But the antimatter radiation is spreading rapidly,” she 
said as she worked her station like a piano player intently focused on her symphony. “The 
subdermal communicator isn’t powerful enough to cut through it.” 
 Owens stepped behind her. “Are we still picking it up? Yes or no?” 
 “Yes, but I cannot triangulate the signal. All I know for sure is that he is still within the 
eastern hills region.” 
 “Can you tap into the deflector to boost our gain?” said Akinola, picking up the same 
idea Leva had proposed for the comm relays. 
 She thought about that for a moment. “I can try,” she said and went to work. 
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 For the next few minutes the bridge turned silent except for the sounds of men and 
women working without interruption on trying to combat the radiation which was keeping 
them cut off from the planet’s surface. 
 Everybody knew what was at stake. They had already been given a taste to the 
impending apocalypse that would befall Tiaita’s most populous city. So far the damage and 
casualty estimates were moderate. The entire government building had been wiped off the face 
of the planet and with it, hundreds of politicians, military officers and dignitaries. 
 The surrounding neighborhoods were burning with hundreds more injured and 
desperately requiring help. But they knew it be a futile effort if they couldn’t locate and 
neutralize what was going to be the main event. 
 “I’m getting something here,” said Deen with apparent surprise. The signal she had 
been tracking had suddenly spiked with no apparent explanation. 
 Owens fought against the urge of reprimanding her over the frustratingly vagueness of 
her report. “What is it? Can you locate it?” 
 She shook her head. “No, but I’m getting what looks like an audio signal.” 
 “Put it on speakers,” said Akinola. 
 It turned out to be nothing but unintelligible static. 
 “Can you clean that up?” Owens said. 
 The science officer went to work. “I am attempting to filter out the interference.” 
 And then voices emerged. They were nothing but faint whispers at first but began to 
distinguish themselves after just a few seconds.  
 “That’s T’Ser,” said Akinola when he recognized one of them. He hadn’t voiced his 
concerns but ever since the botched exchange he had feared the worst for his Vulcan officer. He 
had never been so glad to hear her voice. However he could still not understand what she or the 
others were saying.  
 “I am re-modulating the data stream.” 
 Xylion’s efforts bore fruit. 
 “... all the technology in the galaxy is not going to prevent destiny from fulfilling itself.” 
 That was not T’Ser speaking. 
 “Hold him.” 
 Somebody moaned in pain. 
 And then nothing. 
 “What happened?” Akinola said and looked just about ready to push DeMara Deen out 
of her chair to get the answers himself. 
 She shook her head sadly. “We lost the signal. It’s gone.” 
 “It sounded as if they found the subdermal device,” said Owens. 
 “Play it again, Lieutenant,” said Akinola. 
 Deen didn’t hesitate and Deite’s voice once again filled the bridge until the connection 
suddenly ended just like it had before. 
 “Again.” 
 Akinola listened carefully to the recording. 
 “One more time.” 
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 “Captain, there is nothing—“ 
 But Akinola cut Owens off. “Right after Deite tells her people to hold him. Listen to that 
part.” 
 And so they did. 
 There was an audible struggle, a noise of two or more hands reaching out for somebody 
and trying to hold them in place. Then two steps, presumably Deite closing in on her victim. 
Then a beat of silence. 
 “Right there,” said Akinola. 
 It wasn’t easy to make out through the static laden recording but Owens thought he 
could hear it too. A distinct noise in the background. He looked at the Vulcan. “Commander, 
can you isolate that and try to clean it up some more?” 
 Xylion was already at work before the captain had even finished his sentence. Then, a 
moment later the part of the recording in question played again in a continuous loop, the static 
reduced to an unobtrusive background noise. 
 The sound they had been focusing on was becoming much clearer. It was a rapidly 
intensifying noise and it appeared mechanical in origin. 
 The Vulcan’s refined ears recognized it first. “Those are jet engines.” 
 Owens immediately turned back to Deen. “Are there any airports in the eastern hills 
region?” 
 “There is one,” Deen said and highlighted the location on the map. 
 “Than that’s where they are,” said Captain Akinola. “Can we beam down there?” 
 “The antimatter radiation would make it extremely risky to attempt the transporter. 
Chances are the stream would be misdirected or worse degrade beyond a point it could be 
reassembled,” said the operations officer. 
 “Then we send a shuttle,” said Owens and tapped Lif Culsten on the shoulder. 
“Lieutenant, assemble a strike team and take it down there as quickly as you can.” 
 The helmsman was on his feet in a flash, acknowledged the order and was off the bridge 
within seconds. 
 DeMara Deen swiveled around in her chair to face the captain. “It’ll take Lif at least 
twenty minutes to get there by shuttle,” she said. “The landing party on the surface might be 
able to get to that airport in half that time.” 
 Owens nodded and focused on the team which had been attempting to establish a 
comlink for the last few minutes. “Tell me you’ve made some progress raising the away team.” 
 Nigel Bane looked up from the tactical board at which he stood next to Leva. “We’ve 
linked communications with the navigational deflector array to try and cut through the 
interference. It won’t be pretty and it won’t be reliable but it’s the best we can do on short 
notice.” 
 “It’ll have to be enough.” 
 

* * * 
  
“How are you doing, Chief?” 
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 McBride had stepped up to Brin who was resting on his elbows on the floor. He hadn’t 
done himself any favors when he had taken back to his feet prematurely earlier in order to 
intimidate Teldro. Shortly after that shortsighted move he had been forced to lie down again 
and allow the doctor to finish treating his injuries. 
 Kneeling next to him, she had done so quickly and efficiently and was now in the 
process of sterilizing her instruments before placing them back into her medkit. 
 A small bowl on the floor held about half a dozen deformed and bloodied bullets she 
had removed from the Orion’s body. 
 “Good as new, Commander,” he said, glancing up with a crooked grin. “Thanks to the 
doctor’s magic touch.” 
 “There is nothing magical about it,” she shot back sharply without looking at anyone in 
particular. “And I would really appreciate if people would stop saying that. You think that 
because you’re big and strong and muscular, you’re invincible. Let me tell you something. You 
are not invincible, do you understand? You could have been killed. And in most cases, when 
you die, nobody can bring you back.” 
 Dale McBride and Solly Brin shot the doctor surprising looks, not having expected such 
a fierce response. 
 “I’m sorry,” she said and blushed slightly. She took a deep breath of air. “I’m not sure 
where that came from.” 
 “You’ve been through a lot, Doctor, there is no denying that. We understand and there is 
nothing to apologize for,” said McBride. 
 She glanced up at him and perhaps took proper notice of the Texan for the first time. His 
eyes sparkled with a warmth and kindness that very much reminded her of Gene Edison. He 
was a born leader, a perfect first officer and so very much unlike Tazla Star. For a moment she 
wondered if there was any chance Eagle and Bluefin could swap XOs. 
 She gave him an appreciative nod and then went back on finishing up her tools. 
 “We have had no luck raising Eagle,” said Nora Laas as she approached. “Chief Deryx 
believes that the antimatter radiation from the blast is interfering with communications. It 
might take hours before we can get a clear signal.” 
 Dale McBride acknowledged and then turned to find Tazla Star. 
 She stood close to the still recovering Teldro, her arms crossed in front of her chest, she 
watched him like a hawk. 
 Two Marines were flanking the prisoner propped up against the wall even though he 
looked as if he was in no condition to attempt an escape. 
 “What’s our next move?” Brin said as he tried to stand. It was a slow process at first and 
he relied on Nora’s help to get his mass off the floor. He was not too proud to take it. “If there is 
still a bomb out there we have to get to it before it goes off.” 
 Tazla Star had apparently been thinking exactly the same thing. She squatted down in 
front of the Tiaitan. “Where is it, Teldro?” 
 He looked at her with glaring anger. At the woman who had killed him only to bring 
him back to the land of the living. He could tell right away that she had no shred of remorse for 
what she had done. And, more importantly, she was ready to do it all over again. 
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 He slowly shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said quietly. “It’s mobile. In transit. I 
couldn’t tell you where it is now.” 
 Star measured his response for a moment. “I want to know who is behind all this,” she 
said. “Is it the prias?” 
 He locked eyes with her and then managed a snicker. “The prias is a weak fool. He’s got 
what he deserved.” 
 “Sindron then?” 
 His silence was answer enough for her. “Where is he?” 
 “Long gone,” said Teldro. “Do you really think he would stick around for the end?” 
 “It looks like you’ll be.” 
 He shrugged his shoulders. “So then we all die. And nobody will be able to bring me 
back from that one. Nobody.” 
 Tazla Star stood up fully again, looking down at Teldro with despise but mostly pity. 
 “Commander,” McBride said as he approached the Trill officer. 
 She turned to face him. 
 “We need to get T’Ser and we need to get that bomb,” he said. 
 Star didn’t miss how he had, consciously or not, put locating his officer before locating 
the second bomb. 
 “I don’t think we’ll get anything else out of Teldro. We might have hit a dead—“ 
 “Owens to Commander … please … in … you receive …?”  
 Star and McBride exchange a quick look before Star tapped her combadge. “This is Star. 
We can hear you but you’re breaking up. We have been able to neutralize one of the bombs but 
we believe a third one is in play. This one powerful enough to destroy the entire city.” 
 “Commander, your … is weak … the antimatter radiation. … tracked Deite … an airport in the 
… not … far … your position. We have … shuttle but you ….”  
 The static and interference ultimately overwhelmed the captain’s voice. 
 “Sir, please say again.” 
 But the link was already dead. 
 “Damn,” she said. 
 “I believe he said that they’ve tracked Deite to an airport,” said McBride. “That must be 
where she’s holding T’Ser.” 
 “Airport?” she repeated to herself and then looked back down at Teldro. “You said the 
bomb was going to be mobile.” 
 McBride answered in his stead. “They’re putting it on a plane.” 
 Star nodded. “The question is, which airport?” 
 The others had quickly joined Star and McBride after Owens had made contact. 
 Nora Laas already had a tricorder out. “According to the local data network there are six 
major airports in the city.” 
 “I believe he said it wasn’t too far from our present location,” said Star. “Just far enough 
not to be affected by the blast of this bomb but still within close reach.” 
 The Bajoran ran the figures. “That would still leave us with about three.” 
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 “Deite’s last location was in the eastern hills,” said McBride. “How many are in or close 
to that area?” 
 Nora looked up. “One.” 
 The Trill commander instantly whirled for the exit. “Bring the prisoner. We’re moving 
out, now.” 
 

* * * 
 
He felt a momentary sense of loss as he looked out of the window of the tilt-jet. 
 The mushroom cloud had not dissolved yet and continued to hang over what had once 
been the nerve center of the planet like a thick veil, trying desperately to shield the destruction 
that surely lay within. 
 The price for what needed to be done was high indeed. 
 Not only had the explosion killed the most important figure in all of Tiaita but also its 
entire government apparatus, its ruling members, its administrators and its most sacred 
infrastructure.  
 All high level members of the military were gone, Tiaita’s formidable military 
operations center nothing but dust. 
 All over the planet civilians and soldiers would find themselves leaderless. 
 And that was when all sense of loss and regret simply dropped off Sindron-Tia’s mind 
to be replaced by an acute sense of purpose. 
 The people of Tiaita wouldn’t remain leaderless for long. In fact, soon enough their 
entire focus would be required to bring an end to those responsible for these heinous acts of 
terrorism. Just like he had envisioned it. 
 “My lord, we are ready to take you to the emergency bunker outside the city,” said an 
military aid who had entered the passenger cabin of the plane. 
 Sindron shook his head. “No,” he said and handed the young officer a piece of paper. 
“Instruct the pilot to take us to these coordinates over the city and hold position until further 
notice.” 
 The officer took the paper and looked at it for a moment with an obviously confused 
expression on his face. With the only surviving member of the government on his plane, his 
natural instinct was to take him as far away from any possible danger as he could. 
 “There is no time to waste,” Sindron said sharply. 
 The officer snapped to attention and nodded sharply. “As you wish, my lord,” he said 
and headed back towards the cockpit to carry out his orders. 
 “Solider.” 
 The man stopped short and turned back to face his superior. 
 “I think, considering the circumstances it would be appropriate that you address me as 
Your Eminence.” 
 The officer hesitated for just a second. But the logic quickly caught up with him. The 
simas after all was the second highest government official on the planet and with the prias 
dead, Sindron would automatically assume the post. 
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 “Of course, Your Eminence,” he said quickly and stepped out. 
 The new prias of Tiaita found that he liked the sound of his new title. 
 He turned to look out of the window once more just before the plane began to gain 
altitude. He saw the many panicked citizens running onto the streets, looking towards the 
massive mushroom cloud in the sky in utter shock. 
 “And the worst has yet to begin.” 
 

* * * 
 
The crowd outside the temple had thinned significantly and those few hundred who had 
remained were eerily quiet. 
 It wasn’t exactly what Tazla Star had expected. There was no obvious panic or chaos one 
would have expected from the denizens of a city which had just been the target of a major 
terrorist attack. Most of them looked frightened and confused as they looked off into the 
distance where once the massive Sanctuary tower had loomed over the city. Perhaps some were 
waiting to see if it was still there once the cloud and fire were gone.  
 Perhaps it was too difficult for these loyal Tia to be able to believe that the Sanctuary 
wasn’t there anymore. It hadn’t been an attack just on people and institutions, this had been an 
attack on the very core of their being. An attack on their faith. 
 And it was like nothing anyone here had ever experienced.  
 Most of the people living in the glamorous capital knew little about the Ait struggle half 
a world away. They had heard stories of a distant war against heretic rebels but it had never 
really affected their lives. Here in the capital the Ait and Tia knew their places in society and 
nobody had ever questioned them. 
 Now the war had hit home in the worst imaginable way and it had left them at a 
complete and utter loss for words and for some, at a loss for a reaction. 
 Of course Star and the rest of the team had much more important things to worry about 
then the Tiaitans’ inappropriately slow response to the attack on the Sanctuary. The only thing 
that mattered now was the fact that these people were too confused to even consider the 
possibility of evacuating the city. And if they didn’t stop Deite, the first strike would appear like 
a Sunday afternoon barbeque compared to what was still to come. 
 The Starfleet officers and Marines rushed down the steps of the temple. 
 Star found what she had been looking for immediately. Three official looking vehicles 
which were parked right in front of the temple. They belonged to the uniformed Fraternity 
police but the officers themselves didn’t appear to be in a hurry to go anywhere. Instead they 
clung desperately to their radios waiting for instructions that in most likelihood would never 
come. 
 They were so distracted, they never even noticed the large group of aliens approaching 
them. 
 “We need your vehicles, now,” said Star without preamble and headed towards the first 
van. 
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 The ranking officer did a double take on her and her companions and then when he 
finally realized who they were and where they had come from he quickly stepped into Star’s 
path, one hand on his holstered gun. “Wait a minute,” he said. “You’ve entered the temple 
without permission.” 
 “I think you have bigger problems than our trespassing at this point,” said McBride. 
 But the officer shook his head. “I don’t know what is happening here but I cannot just let 
you take our vehicles without a direct order from—“ 
 “My God, wake up, man,” said Wenera with a surprisingly fierce tone in her voice. 
“Your city has been attacked. Your government has been destroyed. We barely managed to 
defuse a bomb in this temple and a third one might wipe out what is left of this city unless we 
can stop it in time.” 
 His eyes opened wide and he took an unsteady step backwards. His hand remained on 
the holstered weapon. “I … I need orders—“ 
 Solly Brin build himself up to his entire massive size. “There won’t be any more orders, 
numbnuts. Can’t you get that through that little head of yours?” he said, his voice booming so 
loudly it drew the attention of half the plaza. 
 The torn expression on the man’s face made it clear. He simply could not. 
 Star decided that they were wasting too much precious time. She pointed her phaser 
rifle at him and within seconds the Marines had followed suit, covering all his equally unsteady 
colleagues. 
 “I’m going to make this very easy for you. You can give us your vehicles and be a 
productive force in trying to save your damn city or you can all take a long and painful nap,” 
she said. “Make your choice now.” 
 The officer looked down at the phaser rifle and the many others which were pointed at 
him and his men. Then he removed his hand from his sidearm and looked at the commander. 
“Where do you need to go?” 
 “There is an airport in the eastern hills, do you know it?” said Nora Laas. 
 He nodded. 
 “Take us there.” 
 Within moments Starfleet, Border Service and Marines Corps personnel had boarded the 
three vans as they sped away with blaring sirens. 
 Star who had taken the passenger seat in the first vehicle turned towards the driver. 
“Whatever happens,” she said. “You do not stop until we get there.” 
 And so they never did. 
 They raced through the wide streets and open intersections with surprising swiftness. 
Like they had been trained for centuries, other traffic parted instantaneously before the 
procession of Fraternity vehicles, not even the most terrifying destruction they had ever 
witnessed could break the instinct like habit of the city’s population. 
 There appeared to be no coordinated rescue effort in process, no evacuation orders, no 
tightening of security. With the Sanctuary eradicated the city itself had become like a body 
whose head had been cut off. The city had turned into a trance like state, awaiting the final act 
of this tragic play with utter helplessness. 
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 As she watched the empty faces of the people they shot passed, Star couldn’t help 
wonder if perhaps the city deserved to be wiped out for or all the ignorance and indifference 
and false worship that had led an entire world to the brink of its own destruction. 
 She ultimately decided that Nora Laas had been right about one very important thing. It 
wasn’t her place to judge. Whatever Tiatia was and whatever destruction had been brought 
upon it, she had played a part in it and now it was up to her and the rest of the team to do 
whatever they could to avoid one of the greatest losses of life in the history of this world. 
 The procession reached the eastern hills no ten minutes after they had set out from the 
temple square. 
 Star had the vehicles turn off the noisy sirens as they rolled into the airport.  
 It became immediately clear that this was not a small facility. In fact it seemed like a 
major transportation hub for both cargo and passengers, frequented by hundreds of small and 
large airplanes alike. And the recent attack had not slowed things down.  
 On the contrary. While most of the people closer to the center of the city had been 
stunned into inertia, here a great number of inhabitants had decided to take action, most 
notably by boarding the first aircraft that would leave the seemingly doomed area. 
 “How are we going to find them in here?” said Wenera slightly frustrated as she looked 
out of the window to see row after row of airplanes and hangers. 
 “We might finally have some luck on our side,” said McBride as he consulted a 
tricorder. “I’m picking up a number of life-signs coming from one of these hangars.” 
 The Bajoran security chief shook her head. “I don’t believe in luck. Besides, there are 
signs of life all around us. What makes this hangar so special?” 
 “Well, we have had problems distinguishing Tiaitan life signs from those of other races, 
that’s why we’ve had such a difficult time finding the doctor and T’Ser,” he said. “But the 
cluster of bio signs I’m detecting now shows at least one significant variation from all the ones 
surrounding it.” 
 Wenera glanced at the readout. “It has to be her. The variation is T’Ser.” 
 McBride nodded and then looked at Star. “It’s our best shot.” 
 “Alright,” she said. “We surround the building and enter from three sides. And one 
more thing. This is one of those times when it’s better to shoot first and ask questions later. 
Deite and the bomb are here. Which means if she is forced into a corner and sees no way out, 
she will trigger it immediately and that would really run counter to what we are trying to 
accomplish.” 
 

* * * 
 
T’Ser and Balik had been tied and grabbed by strong hands to be transferred onto the waiting 
plane which sat in the aircraft hangar. 
 The Vulcan Bluefin officer understood this to be a change of Deite’s original plan. Being 
so close now to achieve her ultimate aim of destroying the capital, the rebel leader had initially 
lost interest in her captive, apparently content to leave her smoldering in her cell until she was 
killed in the ensuing antimatter blast. 
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 But that all changed after she had been found trying to assist Balik in stopping her. 
 Now the woman wanted her to watch what she called the direct results of their offworld 
meddling. 
 T’Ser had long since understood that besides suffering from delusions of grandeur, 
Deite also had a serious inferiority complex and wanted—perhaps even needed—to feel 
superior to the Vulcan and all the other aliens who had come to her planet. 
 “This is insane, Deite,” said Balik as he was placed on a row of seats in the large cargo 
hold of the plane and right next to T’Ser. “You’ll be killing thousands of Ait along with Tia if 
you do this. They don’t deserve such a fate.” 
 “Don’t they?” she said angrily. “Tell me something, Balik, how is it possible that we 
outnumber the Ait four to one and yet they have been the ones winning this war? It’s because 
the majority of our people are perfectly content with the status quo, to continue their lives as 
ignorant slaves. They are the prime enablers of the Tia tyranny.” 
 “It doesn’t justify mass murder,” said T’Ser. 
 “What you call murder, I call the first step to Ait liberation. After today everything will 
change, after today the Ait will come together as one to fight Tia,” she said with rising passion 
in her voice. “Can’t you see that I’m going to unite our people for a common good? Imagine a 
hundred million Ait rising up as one.” 
 “Under your leadership?” said the Vulcan with obvious sarcasm. “Tell me, will you 
make them call you the Anointed One?” 
 She dismissed the comment with a shrug. “I don’t care what they’ll call me.” 
 “Good,” said T’Ser. “Because history will remember you as an insane mass murder.” 
 Deite turned their back on them to look towards the back of the plane. There, just 
beyond a small passage, a large, complicated looking device was being hoisted into place. 
“History will be written by those left standing at the end,” she said and faced T’Ser once more. 
“That’s going to be me.” 
 “You keep telling yourself that.” 
 The rebel smirked. “Pilot, get us in the air,” she said without ever taking her eyes off the 
Vulcan. 
 But the plane didn’t move. 
 Annoyed she headed for the cockpit in the front of the aircraft. “What is the problem?” 
 “We’re not getting clearance from airport control.” 
 Deite  reached for her gun. “I don’t give a damn about control, get us out of here, now.” 
 

* * * 
 
Tazla Star and her team had the hangar building completely surrounded, there would be no 
route for escape this time. 
 The Trill along with McBride and four Marines were covering the main gate which was 
the only way for an airplane to enter or exit the large building. 
 “If they have transferred the bomb onto the plane already our main objective is to stop it 
without destroying it,” said Star to make sure everybody was perfectly clear on what needed to 
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be done. “Do not fire directly on the fuselage or the engines, it could ignite the highly 
combustive fuel. Instead aim for the landing gear in order to disable it.” 
 The Marines nodded in acknowledgement but Dale McBride wasn’t paying her much 
attention. 
 “Commander?” 
 He glanced at her with an asking expression. 
 “Did you understand what I just said?” 
 “Yes, I have. And I don’t appreciate your tone. Last time I checked nobody had given 
you operational command.” 
 Star didn’t reply to this. While he was technically correct she found it odd that he had 
decided to pick this time to challenge her authority. Something else was on his mind and she 
hoped the distraction wasn’t going to lead to mistakes. 
 Then she tapped her combadge twice, the sign for all teams to enter the building at the 
same time. Their orders: Shoot on sight. 
 Dale McBride was the first man in. 
 Tazla Star and the Marines were right behind him. 
 She knew immediately that something wasn’t right.  
 The massive hangar was large enough to contain one or two jet-powered aircraft which 
the Tiaitans used as bombers or long-haul cargo planes but all she could see was a row of small 
turbo-prop crafts more likely to be for recreational use. 
 Solly Brin, Nora Laas and Major Wasco had all the entrances covered and she quickly 
and quietly gave them hand signals to check the offices and back rooms while she and her team 
inspected the small planes. 
 “This is wrong,” said McBride under his breath, putting Star’s own thoughts into words. 
 It was Wasco’s team which found something first. 
 The teams quickly converged on his position. 
 “What is that?” said Lieutenant Nora when she stepped into the one of the backrooms 
where the major had found a small apparatus standing on a table in the middle of the room. It 
wasn’t much more than thick rod of pulsating red light on top of a small box. 
 Chief Deryx referred to his tricorder. “That,” he said, “is the source of our life sign 
readings. No wonder they were so clear. They’re artificial.” 
 “Frak,” said Nora and lowered her rifle, “they’ve tricked us.” 
 “Does this mean Deite is not really at this airport?” said Solly Brin and looking at the 
officers surrounding him. 
 McBride shook his head. “No,” he said and headed straight for the exit. “She’s here.” 
 “Wait, Commander,” said Star but the Bluefin first officer was not to be stopped and 
made his way determinedly out of the hangar and back outside. 
 There were dozens of planes rolling along the taxiways and towards the runway. Dale 
McBride studied every single one carefully, almost as if he could look right through them. 
 Star and the others stepped out of the hangar as well. She turned to look at Deryx. “Now 
that we’ve deactivated the fake transmitter, any chance you can hone in on the real life sign 
readings?” 
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 But the Denobulan shook his head. “I’ve got plenty of readings but can’t detect anything 
that would indicate who we are looking for.” 
  “We don’t have time to search every single building,” said the Bajoran security officer. 
 “We may not have a choice,” said Star and looked at Wasco. “Major, have your people 
split up in two man teams and work yourself through the western part of the facility, we take 
the east.” 
 The Marine commander nodded and quickly assembled his team to pass down the 
orders. 
 “We’ll coordinate our efforts from right here,” she said and then looked at McBride who 
didn’t seem to be paying attention to what she was saying. “Commander, I would like you to 
stay here and set up a command post.” 
 Dale McBride was still not listening, instead his eyes were sharply focused on a two 
engine cargo plane which was slowly rolling out of an aircraft hanger some four hundred feet 
away. 
 “Commander?” 
 “She’s on that plane,” he said and began to walk towards it. 
 “What? How do you know?” 
 But the Bluefin first officer didn’t reply, instead he continued on, determined to stop the 
aircraft single handedly if he had to. It had become his one and only concern. 
 The Trill quickly caught up with McBride and grabbed his arm to hold him back. “There 
is no way for you to know that Lieutenant T’Ser is on that specific plane. Besides our main 
priority is to find the bomb, not the lieutenant.” 
 He freed himself easily from Star’s grip. “I know she is on that plane. And if she is on it 
then so is that bomb.” 
 “Commander, I don’t give a damn what you believe, you will follow my orders and join 
the search parties.” 
 “Your orders?” he said and sounded as if he wanted to laugh out loud. “Who do you 
think you are? A disgraced former captain who by all rights should be rotting in some dirty 
prison cell, that’s who you are. The only reason you are here at all is because of this damn war. 
And you presume to give me orders? The people who follow your orders die and I’m not going 
to be one of them. T’Ser is not going to be one of them.” 
 The sudden outburst stunned the Trill commander. She knew that Dale McBride didn’t 
think much of her but the usually cool-headed Texan had kept such strong emotions well 
buried. Until now. 
 McBride eyes mirrored a fleeting insecurity as if he felt he had crossed a line 
somewhere, that he had said too much. It was gone in a flash, replaced again with an ironclad 
determination to stop at nothing until he had T’Ser back. He turned his back towards the Trill 
and continued towards the plane. 
 Tazla Star’s perplexity didn’t last long. She drew her phaser and pointed it at McBride. 
“Don’t make me do this, Commander.” 
 Solly Brin and Chief Deryx had their weapons out in an instant, training them 
immediately on the Trill who was now threatening their superior officer. 
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 Nora Laas leveled her phaser rifle at the burly Orion. 
  The Marines who hadn’t fanned out yet joined the lieutenant. 
 McBride stopped and turned to be confronted once more with a very familiar sight. 
“Damn it, we’re wasting time—“ 
 “I know,” said Star. “You need to follow my orders.” 
 “I can’t do that. You can shoot me if you want but that won’t help anything.” 
 Tazla Star was considering her options. She knew that this power struggle was the last 
thing they needed but she couldn’t allow for McBride to run off on his own based on a gut 
feeling either. The best way to stop Deite was for everyone to follow the same game plan. She 
didn’t lower her phaser. 
 “We’ve got incoming hostiles.” 
 Wasco’s cry captured everyone’s attention.  
 A small army was approaching the Starfleet landing party from the south, the exact 
opposite direction into which McBride had set out on. 
 There were at least two dozen foot soldiers which bore an uncanny resemblance to the 
kind of soldiers Nora and the Marines had encountered in Al Tre Nek, halfway around the 
globe. They were supported by four weapon mounted flat back trucks. 
 “A distraction,” said McBride. 
 The combined force opened fire instantly, forcing the Marines to take cover behind their 
vehicles and inside the empty hangar. 
 Nora, Brin and Deryx joined the Marines, putting aside any internal disagreements, at 
least until this new threat had been eliminated. 
 McBride and Star however were already too far away from the rest of the team and had 
to find alternative cover. They slipped behind a tall and rusted fuel tank to avoid the incoming 
volley which had also targeted them. 
 “Missile, missile,” one of the Marines shouted and then scrambled to move away from 
the vehicle behind which he and his comrades had sought cover. 
 It was a smart move. Not a moment later a projectile struck the government issued van, 
causing it to be catapulted several feet into the air before it was ripped apart and consumed by 
an explosion. 
 Star watched on with a frustrated frown. She hit her combadge. “Major, what’s your 
status?” 
 The reply came moments later. “We have one man down, attempting to regroup as we speak.” 
 “I need you to take them out, now.” 
 “We’re on it, Wasco out.” 
  “Look over there,” said McBride and pointed towards the burning remains of the 
Fraternity vehicle. 
 Star wasn’t quite sure what the Bluefin officer was seeing at first. But then she realized 
that he wasn’t looking at the destroyed van but at one of the other ones. 
 The shockwave of the explosion had thrown this vehicle on its side and somebody was 
emerging from it.  
 It was Teldro. 
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 He had apparently managed to overpower his guard and now crawled out of the van. 
He used the confusion the attack had caused to make his getaway. 
 Tazla Star aimed her phaser rifle and took him into her crosshairs. It was going to be an 
easy takedown. 
 But McBride pulled her rifle down. “Wait.” 
 “Wait for what?” she said with obvious annoyance. 
 “Look.” 
 He wasn’t heading towards the attacking rebels, instead he was making his way into the 
opposite direction. Not towards Star and McBride’s position but towards one of the jet planes 
rolling along the taxiway. The exact same one McBride had headed for earlier. 
 “The antimatter bomb is on that plane which means so is Deite and T’Ser,” he said and 
got up to follow Teldro. 
 But once again he was held back by Star. 
 He turned on her with an angry expression written all over his features. “What more 
proof do you need? They’re all on that plane.” 
 She nodded. “Fine, but what you’re doing is suicide. Those rebels might not fire on 
him,” she said and pointed at Teldro who was crossing the wide-open tarmac unmolested by 
the rebel forces, “but they sure as hell will take you down the moment they get a clear shot.” 
 “So what do you suggest?” 
 She turned to look at the plane which had noticeable slowed, now that Teldro was 
approaching. For a moment Star studied the layout of the taxiways and the runway. 
 “Wasco to Star.” 
 She tapped her combadge. “Star here.” 
 “We’re in position for a counter-attack, however it may leave you exposed. How do you want to 
proceed?” 
 “Major, do what you have to do. Take them out.” 
 “Understood. But I suggest you find a new place for cover. And quickly. Wasco out.” 
 “Follow me,” said Star and began to move. 
 But McBride hesitated when he realized that Star was heading away from the plane he 
so desperately needed to stop. 
 She threw him a look over her shoulder. “Just trust me on this. Besides this spot is going 
to become very uncomfortable, very quickly.” 
 McBride nodded and followed the commander. 
 Star had remained right. In order to get their enemy into the right position, the Marines 
along with Nora Laas, Solly Brin and Deryx had ceased fire for the moment, leading the rebels 
to believe that the Starfleet team was retreating. 
 They moved in closer and used additional missiles to soften up the enemy positions. 
Two went into the hangar which was quickly claimed by a series of explosions as one plane 
after the next caught fire in a domino effect of destruction. 
 Another projectile did short work of the gas tank which Star and McBride had used as 
cover moments earlier, producing a sky high fireball fueled by the highly combustive kerosene 
that had been ignited. 
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 The Marines had retreated but not quite the way the rebels thought. 
 Wasco had quickly and efficiently moved his small team behind the enemy and to their 
right flank. 
 The rebels even though outnumbering their enemy by at least two to one never had a 
chance. 
 Star, confident that Wasco and the others had things firmly in hand, rushed along 
narrow paths in between aircraft hangars and fuel tanks, ignoring the ear shattering explosions 
and sounds of phasers and machine guns battling for dominance. 
 McBride was following closely even though he was beginning to fear that the Trill was 
taking them into the wrong direction. That was until she came to a halt at the edge of a hanger 
building and pressed her back flat against the wall.  
 It was quite literally the end of the tunnel. Beyond was only open tarmac. 
 She spied around the corner and when she looked back at McBride she had a playful 
smile on her lips as if she was quite pleased with herself. 
 McBride ventured a look himself and was surprised at what he discovered. 
 A taxiway was running just a few short meters along the building and the plane they 
were after was coming straight towards them. What was more, the tarmac made a sharp turn 
here to lead the planes directly onto the runway for takeoff which meant they had to slow down 
significantly. 
 “It looks like there is an access ladder by the landing gear. That’s our way in,” said Star. 
“We wait until the plane gets to the turn and then make a run for it. We should be close enough 
that they won’t even see us coming.” 
 McBride gave her a nod and secured his phaser in its holster. He would have to leave 
the rifle behind, it would only slow him down. 
 Star did the same. 
 Then the moment came. The plane reached the turn and slowed down to align with the 
runway. 
 The Trill and Dale McBride took off. 
 The noise of the engines was nearly deafening now and they had to be careful to stay out 
of their wake.  
 When they reached the landing gear the aircraft was already speeding up again and this 
time it would not slow down again. 
 McBride reached the ladder first and quickly jumped onto it and began to climb up.  Star 
was next. The ladder wasn’t much more than a few rungs placed along the landing gear, 
certainly not designed to board the plane while it was moving. Star’s foot slipped and her boot 
missed the massive rubber wheel by inches. At their current speed it was rotating fast enough 
that it could have ripped her clean off the ladder and turned her into road kill. 
 They both managed to climb into the landing gear housing chamber. 
 It was then that the plane lurched forward to reach takeoff velocity.  
 Neither of them had been prepared for the sudden acceleration. Star tried to hold on 
desperately to anything but found only a loose hanging wire which immediately snapped off. 
She tumbled back towards the quickly spinning wheels below. 
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 McBride caught her just as her feet went over the edge. 
 But he didn’t have the leverage to pull her back in and for a moment they simply hung 
there, suspended in place. 
 

* * * 
 
The rebels were tenacious and battle hardened, of that Nora Laas had no doubt. 
 Unfortunately for them, they lacked tactics, a major oversight she and the rest of the 
team exploited to the fullest extent. 
 As the rebels and their support vehicles closed in on the burning and empty hangar, the 
Marines had quietly withdrawn only to regroup at the enemy’s flanks. 
 At first they didn’t even know what hit them as the two teams closed the vise by 
attacking from both sides simultaneously. A handful of rebels went down without ever firing a 
single shot in their defense. 
 They were determined however not to go down with a fight. 
 Solly Brin was equally determined to give them one to remember. 
 While Nora and Wasco had their people hang back and try to pick up the enemy force at 
a distance, the Orion had decided that they didn’t have the time to play it safe. 
 And the already surprised rebels never saw him coming which of course was ironic, 
considering that his size and bright skin color made him stand out like a sore thumb. An 
incredibly dangerous sore thumb. 
 He covered the distance in mere seconds and swung his massive body over the hood of 
one of the rebel’s vehicles with surprising ease before even a single one of them had managed to 
fully understand this new threat. The startled fighters had never quite expected the battle to 
turn so close and personal. 
 Once they had finally realized that the enemy was already amongst them, they hesitated 
for only about a split second. 
 Of course it was a split second too long and Solly Brin swiftly dealt out the punishment. 
Reaching for the back of one of the rebels and smashing him face first into another one, then 
spinning back instantly to easily intercept the butt of a rifle which had been aimed for his head. 
He ripped the weapon right out of the astonished man’s grip and wacked him over his own 
head with it with such force it nearly split it in two. 
 A fourth fighter was foolish enough to draw a combat knife on the Orion. A move he 
quickly came to regret when the Border Service chief twisted his knife-wielding arm painfully 
behind his back and then drove him into the side window of the nearby pickup truck. 
 Others rushed to their comrades’ assistance and quickly attempted to draw a bead on 
the red-skinned warrior. 
 But Solly Brin had already spotted the threat. He had picked up one of his incapacitated 
opponents which littered the ground by his feet and used him as a shield for the bullets which 
had been meant for him. 
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 When the two armed rebels were forced to reload their weapons, Brin lifted the bullet-
riddled body over his head and launched it at the unprepared rebels who were crushed under 
the weight of their former comrade turned missile. 
 Wasco and Nora had watched most of the spectacle from a distance, shooting each other 
quizzical looks as if to ask who this man was exactly and what it was that possessed him. Their 
irritation didn’t last for very long. They took full advantage of the distraction and picked off the 
remaining fighters with relative ease. 
 Then Nora and the Marines approached in a spread-out formation. 
 One of the rebels was making a last ditch effort at bringing down the Orion by playing 
possum only to sneak up behind Brin and trying to drive a knife into his back. 
 But the moment he was ready to strike, a well-placed phaser discharge from Nora’s rifle 
rendered him unconscious. 
 “Need a hand?” she said casually. 
 “Do I look like I need a hand?” he said as he built himself up to his impressive size, 
surrounded by a field of moaning and dead enemies. 
 She shrugged laconically. In truth she was quite impressed by his performance. Not for 
the first time she wondered what it would have been like to have a man of his strength and 
dexterity back on Bajor in the fight against the Cardassians. But she quickly shook off the 
painful thoughts of her childhood home to focus on the present. 
 “Lieutenant, we’re all clear,” said Major Wasco, who led his team across the battlefield, 
collecting weapons and making sure all enemies had been neutralized. 
 Nora Laas nodded and lowered her phaser rifle. “Well done, people.” 
 But somebody wasn’t quite so happy. Ashley Wenera had kept her distance during the 
engagement but now that the battle had concluded she had quickly converged with the others 
in order to provide medical assistance to anyone who needed it. 
 She found that none of the away team members had been wounded. The same of course 
could not be said for the rebels. Most had been stunned but many of the bodies around Solly 
Brin were either dead or seriously wounded. “My God, could you not have shown a bit more 
restraint?” she said as she tried to tend to some of the more seriously injured. 
 Nora Laas stepped up to defend the Orion. “We don’t have the time for subtleties, 
Doctor. We still need to stop that bomb,” she said and turned to Deryx. “Chief, any sign of our 
primary target?” 
 But the Denobulan shook his head.  
 “The plane,” said Solly Brin and for the first time showed some signs of exhaustion 
when he was forced to catch his breath. “The plane McBride was after. Where is it? For that 
matter, where is the commander?” 
 “And where is Star?” Nora wanted to know. 
 Wenera looked up. “I believe they followed Teldro. I saw him run after one of the 
planes.” 
 “He got away?” said Nora Laas and turned to find their previous vehicles burning or 
irreparably damaged close to the equally destroyed hanger. Then she shot off a glare towards 
the doctor. “You tell us this now?” 
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 “Forgive the oversight, Lieutenant, but clearly you were otherwise engaged at the time,” 
she said, not attempting to hide the sarcasm even while she attempted to stabilize one of the 
wounded fighters with the assistance of the Marines medic.  
 “Where is that plane now? We need to stop it before it takes off or we lose any chance of 
ending this and getting T’Ser back in one piece,” said Solly Brin and scanned his surroundings.  
A few of the aircraft at the busy airport had aborted their take-off after the battle had ensued. 
But at least half a dozen were still taxiing, now more than ever determined to get away from 
this suddenly very unstable city. None of the planes looked particularly familiar to him. 
“Doctor, which way did Teldro go?” 
 But Wenera had her hands full, more preoccupied in saving Brin’s unlucky opponents 
than responding to his query.  
 Nora didn’t have time for that. She stepped up to her. “Doctor, let the medic deal with 
that. I need you to find that plane. Now.” 
 Ashley Wenera begrudgingly let the Marine take over. She shot the Bajoran a short, 
disapproving look before she pulled herself all the way up to carefully study her surroundings. 
She had become very keenly aware how crucial it had become to stop Deite’s plane. If she were 
allowed to take off, the entire city would be in grave danger. Chances were that they would 
never see T’Ser again. She wouldn’t have admitted it openly but the fact that she might never 
see Balik again either was bothering her equally. 
 She shook her head. “We’ll never catch them on foot,” she said and determinedly 
headed towards the closest of the rebel’s technicals. She opened the door to the driver’s cab, 
reached for the injured man Solly Brin had deposited there earlier and easily threw him out of 
the vehicle. 
 Nora Laas and the others watched her curiously as she took the driver’s seat with 
practiced ease, as if she had done this a thousand times before. “What are you doing?” the 
security chief asked. 
 The doctor had the engine running within moments. “Hop in, we might be able to cut 
them off,” she said. 
 Nora and Brin exchanged surprised glances but didn’t take the time to wonder about the 
doctor’s unexpected initiative. She had already thrown the vehicle into gear and they had to 
scramble to manage to jump onto the flatbed before the truck sped off. 
 Wenera had not been willing to wait for anybody else to join them and accelerated 
sharply, steering the vehicle in between both stopped and taxiing airplanes with little regard for 
their safety and towards the airport’s main runway. 
 Nora Laas had to hold on tightly as they swerved severely across the tarmac. “Doctor,” 
she shouted to make herself heard over the whistling wind and the noisily revving engine. 
“How the hells do you know how to drive this thing, anyway?” 
 “It’s kind of similar to an F-150,” she said as she shot her a small smile over her 
shoulder. 
 “A what?” Brin said, clueless as to what she was talking about. 
 Wenera turned forward again. “A vintage vehicle popular on Earth a few centuries ago. 
My dad kept one in mint condition on his ranch in Arizona,” she said. “Of course he would 
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have killed me if I ever tried to do this to his baby,” she said and then whipped around the 
steering wheel to have the truck fly off the tarmac and challenging its suspension as it cut 
through the rough terrain, dragging a plume of dust in its wake. 
 The daring maneuver paid off. The all-wheel drive truck crossed onto the runaway only 
to come up right behind Deite’s plane which had only just taxied into takeoff position. 
 The ride on the back of the pickup smoothed out as Wenera kept the vehicle in a straight 
line behind the accelerating plane, allowing Nora Laas to bring up her phaser rifle and take aim. 
 “What are you doing?” Brin said. 
 Nora Laas was trying to steady her aim by bracing her rifle against the roof of the cab. 
She was peering through the digital scope for increased accuracy. “We’re too late to try and cut 
them off now. But if I can blast away the landing gear, that plane won’t be going anywhere.” 
 “Leaving Deite no choice but to detonate the bomb right here and now. That’s going to 
be all she wrote for all of us.” 
 “Better have her detonate here then over the center of the city,” said Nora Laas. She had 
a clean shot and only a few more seconds until the opportunity would be gone. The plane was 
already beginning to pull away as the truck could no longer match the aircraft’s jet engines. 
 She full well understood the consequences of disabling the plane now. But it simply was 
a sacrifice she had to make. The death of a few thousand to save a few million. An acceptable 
compromise. 
 Her finger was moving over the firing stub, ready to shred the plane’s right landing 
gear.  It was only then that she spotted Tazla Star.  
 She was suspended just above the landing gear, threatening to tumble out of the plane at 
any second. But she was holding on to somebody. Dale McBride. 
 “Wait!” shouted Chief Brin. “Hold your fire.” 
 But Nora shook her head. “We can’t risk it.” 
 “Godsdamnit, Lieutenant, give’em a chance.” 
 Nora’s finger moved off the trigger. 
 The wheels rose into the air. 
 That was it. She could no longer stop the plane by shooting out the gear. She quickly 
found a new target. The right jet engine affixed under the wing. But she kept an eye on Star and 
McBride. If for whatever reason they didn’t manage to climb all the way on board she was 
determined to bring the plane back down. By whatever means necessary.  
 They watched as the aircraft took to the skies. 
 The landing gear retracted, allowing Star to get some leverage by pushing herself off 
against the upwards moving wheels. Then the hatch closed and both the Trill and McBride 
vanished from sight. 
 Wenera hit the brakes when it became clear there was no way to get any closer to the 
rapidly climbing airplane. 
 Nora Laas lowered her rifle. “It’s all up to them now.” 
 “Maybe not.” 
 She gave the Orion a quizzical look.  
 He had turned to look into the opposite direction and she followed his gaze. 
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 There, high in the skies, she spotted another vessel descending towards the airport. Even 
at this distance, its shape was quite unmistakable. A Starfleet shuttle craft. 
 “What was it the humans like to say? The cavalry is on its way,” he said. 
 But Nora wasn’t quite so sure if they’d be in time to avoid the impending apocalypse. 
 

* * * 
 
“They could have taken us out,” said Teldro as he looked through the aircrafts window to see 
the small vehicle that had been following them down the runaway. It was quickly becoming 
nothing more than a tiny speck as the plane ascended into the skies. “Why didn’t they try to 
shoot us down?” 
 “They didn’t want to risk us detonating the bomb,” said Deite and turned away from the 
viewport, thinking nothing more of it. “And it was a smart decision because if they hadn’t given 
me a choice, I wouldn’t have hesitated.” 
 “Maybe you are right,” he said but failed to sound entirely convinced. 
 Deite noticed. “Things are proceeding according to plan. Leave the paranoia to me.” 
 “I’ve had the misfortune of having to spend time as these people’s prisoner,” he said 
and glanced at T’Ser who sat next to Balik on a bench lining the opposite wall. Their hands were 
bound behind their backs and two guards had their submachine guns pointed at them. “I know 
they are resourceful.” 
 “Resourceful or not,” said Deite. “Even they cannot stop destiny.” 
 “We should kill these two now. Take no chances,” he said, pulled his gun and aimed it 
squarely at T’Ser’s head. The Vulcan never flinched. Instead she defiantly glanced straight back 
into Teldro’s eyes. 
 Deite stepped next to the man and lowered his gun arm. “No. I want them to watch 
what they tried so desperately to stop. Afterwards I’m sure we can come up with some sort of 
creative way to dispose of them.” 
 “It’s a mistake,” he said and reluctantly stuffed the gun back into his belt. 
 “Remember who you are talking to Teldro,” she said and shot him an icy glare. “Being 
taken prisoner may have clouded your memory but I suggest you remember quickly.” 
 He gave her a submissive nod but even Deite didn’t quite miss his hesitation. 
 “I’ll go and check on our payload,” he said and then quickly headed for the aft cargo 
compartment before Deite had a chance to probe him any further. 
 She watched him go with a frown. 
 “You’re not really telling me that you trust that man,” said T’Ser, prompting the guard 
standing closest to her to raise his weapon closer to her head. She continued unimpressed. “It 
should be obvious even to you that he has his own agenda here.” 
 “Is it now?” said Deite with a little, dishonest smile. 
 “She’s right, Deite,” said Balik. “Teldro cannot be trusted. He has always been a slimly 
little worm, aligning himself with whoever was in power. He will not hesitate to stab you in the 
back the moment he gets the chance.” 
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 “In that case you two should become fast friends, seeing that betraying your own is a 
skill you have plenty of experience with.” 
 “I’m still amazed at how shortsighted you’ve been,” he said. “You have known me for 
such a long time, you should have known from the start that I would never sign on to your plan 
to kill millions for the cause. But you were too blinded by your own ambitions to see that, just 
as you are too blinded now. You’ve known me like a brother and you misjudged me. Tell me 
something, Deite. How well do you know Teldro?” 
 For a moment she allowed a flash of insecurity to cross her normally determined facial 
features. It was suppressed as quickly as it had appeared. “I know what you are trying to do 
and it’s not going to work. What you fail to realize Balik is that you are trying the impossible. 
You simply cannot compete with the forces of destiny. They cannot be deterred.” 
 

* * * 
 
Tazla Star and Dale McBride had managed to find their way from the landing gear 
compartment into the aft maintenance chamber of the plane.  
 There wasn’t much room in the cramped compartment but their main concern was the 
fact that they had lost all their weapons in the short struggle against gravity earlier. They had 
been lucky that it had only been their equipment that had been thrown out of the plane after 
take-off. 
 They knew that everyone on the aircraft was bound to be armed which would make it 
extremely difficult to overwhelm Deite and her people, stop an antimatter bomb and free two 
hostages. 
 It was going to be one of the most challenging tasks in Tazla Star’s career and that was 
saying quite a lot. 
 The maintenance chamber had only one small hatch which led directly into the cargo 
hold. Star had knelt down on the floor to carefully spy into the adjacent cabin. 
 “It’s their plane alright,” she said quietly when she spotted the bomb suspended about 
one meter in the air above closed loading bay doors. “It’s a big one. That thing goes off over the 
city, I don’t think there’ll be much left afterwards.” 
 McBride nodded. “Can you see T’Ser?” 
 She shook her head. “No. But there are two gangways leading to the front of the plane. 
No doubt Deite is holding them there.” 
 The plane shook so suddenly, McBride nearly toppled over Star. He managed to hold on 
to a handrail just in time to steady his balance. “What the hell was that?” 
 “Turbulence,” said Star. “Clearly these planes don’t have particularly advanced 
stabilizers.”  
 He nodded and braced himself as they weathered the turbulent ride in silence, the plane 
rattling around them. 
 As the flight smoothed out, Dale McBride spoke up again. “Listen, Commander, about 
what I said earlier—“ 
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 “There is no need to apologize,” she said. “And some of the things you said are true. I 
am only here because Starfleet needed every available officer in the fight against the Dominion. 
If there hadn’t been a war I’d still be on Jaros. I have no illusions about that.” 
 But McBride shook his head, apparently not willing to let his earlier comments be 
ignored this easily. “The truth is that I’ve been letting my personal feelings interfere with my 
judgment. And that is not the kind of behavior befitting an officer in the Border Service.” 
 “Well, Commander, this is one of those times where your personal feelings were spot 
on. So let’s focus on trying to stop this bomb for now and decide who was wrong and who was 
right later.” 
 He nodded. “Agreed.” 
 Star returned to spy through the small access hatch just in time to see a man entering the 
cargo hold. It was Teldro and he quickly moved to inspect the device without an inkling that he 
was being watched. “We’ve got some movement here,” she whispered. 
 McBride took a knee next to her in order to be able to look through the hatch himself. 
 “We have to take him out and disable the bomb,” said McBride quietly. “And we have 
to do it now. If we wait any longer we might lose our only chance.” 
 She nodded in agreement. Then they waited until Teldro turned his back to the hatch. 
As soon as his did, they sneaked out from their hiding place, fully aware that he was armed and 
they were not. All he needed to do was to turn around and he would have had a clear shot at 
the two unarmed Starfleet commanders and put an end to their daring rescue before it had even 
begun. 
 The Trill gestured for McBride to slip out of sight behind a large cargo container secured 
against a bulkhead while she found a hiding spot at the opposite side of the loading bay. 
 McBride reached the container but couldn’t quite avoid for it to rattle slightly against its 
metallic restraints as he slid behind it. 
 Teldro whirled around. 
 And at first glance, found nothing out of the ordinary. 
 The hope that the man would disregard the noise as something caused by the ongoing 
turbulence was dashed when he pulled his gun and slowly closed in on the container McBride 
was hiding behind. 
 For the Bluefin officer there was nowhere to go. 
 Teldro’s face morphed into an ugly, sinister grin when he discovered the stowaway. His 
gun took aim. “Still chasing after your little lady? Looks like your trip ends here.” 
 McBride stood slowly. “No. Yours does.” 
 Too late did Teldro think to check behind him. 
 Star had already brought her arm around his neck while her other hand clamped over 
his mouth to keep him from sounding an alarm. “Remember me?” she whispered sweetly in his 
ear. 
 His eyes opened wider when he did remember the Starfleet officer who now held him in 
a tight grip. He struggled in vain while McBride took full advantage of the distraction and 
quickly disarmed him. 
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 Teldro immediately understood that he wouldn’t be able to free himself. Thinking 
quickly, he did the only other thing he could. Throwing all his weight against the woman 
behind him, he pushed backwards, catching Star by surprise. 
 They stumbled together until Star bumped harshly into the side of the plane. Ignoring 
the pain, she refused to let go of him and instead tightened her grip around Teldro’s neck until 
he could no longer breathe. He passed out just moments later and she made sure to drop him to 
the ground gently. 
 Not wasting any time, McBride found what he believed to be the control console for the 
bomb. However very little of what he saw made much sense to him. It didn’t help of course that 
the script was entirely alien. After studying the display for a few more seconds, he believed he 
had a grasp of the basics. “It looks as if it set to automatically release once we reach our target 
destination,” he said, doing his best to interpret the readouts. “If I’m reading this right, and I 
might not, the bomb is set to detonate just over the city.” 
 Making sure Teldro was completely unconscious she then turned to find the Bluefin 
officer. “Can you abort the sequence from that console?” 
 He shook his head. “I can’t even tell if the altitude indicator is in feet, meters or 
something else entirely.” 
 “We’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way then,” she said and walked right up to the 
angrily throbbing antimatter bomb which for the moment was strapped securely over the 
loading bay doors. “This isn’t a time bomb like the one we had to deal with in the temple. It 
should be easier to deactivate,” she added as she inspected every nook and cranny of the 
weapon. “Usually they have manual overrides somewhere … ah, this looks promising,” she 
said once she found a small instrument panel with a series of flashing lights. 
 McBride joined her as she studied four key-like switches arranged in a row. “There is no 
way to know if that’s the manual override to deactivate the bomb or to detonate it.” 
 She took a deep breath. “Nothing ventured,” she said and turned the first key. 
 A few of the flashing lights shut off. 
 “I take that as a good sign,” Star said and turned the next switch which caused more 
lights to go out. 
 So she repeated the process once more and then hesitated to turn the last one. 
 “Do it,” said McBride. 
 She nodded and very slowly turned the last switch. 
 The device droned so loudly, it made both of them jump back instinctively. 
 But the bomb had powered down, the instrument panel was dark. 
 McBride was concerned for another reason as he looked towards the front of the plane.  
 “What are the chances they didn’t hear that just now?” she said, clearly thinking the 
same thing. 
 Dale McBride answered by drawing the semi-automatic he had taken from Teldro and 
sliding back the top to ensure a bullet was sitting in the chamber. 
 

* * * 
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“Five minutes to target,” the pilot said from the cockpit. 
 Deite glanced back at Balik. “Don’t you see, Balik. The truth has always been there. The 
Prophecy was always destined to come to fruition. It is inevitable.” 
 He looked up at her former comrade in arms as if she was a complete stranger and not 
the friend and compatriot she had been for the many years he had known her. “What happened 
to you?” 
 “It’s called schizophrenia. It’s actually a serious mental condition,” said T’Ser. 
 Deite shot her an icy stare. “Make your jokes. But in the end you will see—“ 
 A sudden, loud buzzing noise from the back compartment forced her to redirect her 
attention. The two armed guards were also alerted and turned away from their prisoners for all 
but a split second in order to investigate the strange noise. 
 It was all the distraction T’Ser needed. 
 At a great effort she had kept every single muscle in her body tensed and ready for 
action ever since she had been put onto the aircraft, ready to exploit the smallest opportunity 
she was given. 
 And now it had finally arrived. Not a single eye was watching her and much more 
importantly, not a single gun was trained on her. 
 And even though her hands were bound together behind her back, she launched herself 
forward, smashing her shoulder right into the nearest guard. The pain was horrendous but she 
willed herself to keep going. 
 Whatever she had felt was nothing to what the guard went through who had never been 
tackled by a Vulcan before. He lost his grip on his submachine gun almost instantly as he 
tumbled to the floor along with T’Ser. 
 Balik had been much slower to react but T’Ser’s unexpected attack had stunned Deite 
and the second guard into momentary inaction. It was more than enough time for him to throw 
himself at his former New Light partner. His impact was much less forceful but what he lacked 
in speed he made up with his heavier mass and body weight. 
 This of course left the second guard free and unengaged. The man didn’t bother to think 
about his next move when he raised his rifle, trying to take down T’Ser. 
 Deite who still struggled with Balik noticed the guard getting ready to fire. “No!” she 
cried. 
 But she was too late. 
 The weapon rattled off bullets by the second. 
 T’Ser had seen it coming and flattened herself to the floor. 
 Instead of taking out the Vulcan, the bullets missed her completely and instead ripped 
into the cockpit at the front of the aircraft. 
 Deite had feared that opening fire inside the plane would puncture the outer skin and 
cause a sudden loss of cabin pressure. It turned out to be an entirely unfounded concern. The 
bullets punctured the outer skin of the pilot instead. And those that didn’t slammed into the 
cockpit’s control panels. 
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 The man piloting the plane struggled to hang on to life and the plane itself for all but 
two seconds. Then he slumped over and the aircraft immediately began to list sharply to its 
right, throwing the second guard off his feet. 
 The others tumbled across the floor only to slam into the side of the plane. T’Ser 
managed to bring her bound arms underneath her legs and in front of her even before she was 
pushed into the cabin wall. She braced herself skillfully by pulling her elbows in front of her 
face and then rolled to her side to find the guard she had assaulted earlier. He hadn’t been 
doing as well and had landed awkwardly. T’Ser instantly dealt out further punishment with a 
powerful kick against the side of his head to make sure he wouldn’t be a threat again. 
 Deite in the meantime had been thrown near the cockpit and instantly struggled to get 
back on her feet. Balik and the others momentarily forgotten, she battled the unyielding forces 
of gravity to half walk and half crawl her way towards the front of the plane, knowing full well 
that if she wasn’t able to stabilize the aircraft again all her plans would come to nothing. 
 Balik’s tumble was the unluckiest of them all as his neck collided with a row of seats 
before he flopped motionless to the floor. 
 T’Ser had no time to check on him. The other guard, the man whose careless shooting 
had gotten them into this position in the first place was trying to reach for his rifle which had 
slipped out of his grasp earlier. 
 He was too far away for her to try and knock him out the same way she had the other 
guard but she found that his rifle was stuck in between two seats just a few short feet away. 
 For a moment they were both at a stalemate.  
 The weapons they were both trying to retrieve were conveniently out of reach and near 
impossible to get to while the plane was still diving sharply to its side.  No matter how much 
they both tried to stretch, the weapons remained just beyond their fingertips. 
 Then the pressure which had kept them both pinned against the side of the plane began 
to relent suddenly. 
 With the g-forces quickly abating, they both launched themselves towards the weapons 
and both of them found the grips of the respective rifles at the exact same time. They both drew 
a bead on each other at the exact same time. 
 They had been so focused on trying to shoot the other first, they hardly noticed that the 
plane had since stabilized and they now stood on even ground once more. 
 But with neither one having a real advantage, neither one fired. 
 “Drop your weapon.” 
 Without ever taking her eyes off the determined face of the guard who kept his rifle 
pointed at her, T’Ser noticed that Deite had reemerged from the cockpit. She quickly surmised 
that she had reached the controls and somehow straightened the plane. 
 More importantly she noticed that she had found a dazed Balik and held her gun close 
to his temple. “Drop your weapon or I’ll kill him.” 
 The plane trembled once more. Not enough to throw them off balance again but T’Ser 
was getting the distinct impression that there was no pilot at the controls. 
 Deite could tell what the Vulcan was thinking. “Don’t worry, I’ve engaged the 
autopilot,” she said without removing the gun from Balik’s head. “The controls are pretty well 
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shot up,” she added, “but it’ll be enough to get us back on target. I told you, you cannot stop 
this. Now drop it.” For emphasis she pushed the gun harder into the side of Balik’s face. 
 T’Ser knew that she was at a clear disadvantage. The only reason she wasn’t dead yet 
was because Deite wanted her alive. Deite was the kind of person who enjoyed holding power 
over others, especially somebody who she thought considered her as inferior. That was 
nonsense of course. T’Ser didn’t think of Deite as inferior but merely dangerously insane. And 
there was no arguing with her about this. The only way all this could end was with one of them 
dead. 
 Before T’Ser could follow up on her decision to drop her weapon she spotted someone 
she hadn’t expected to see at all. And it brought a real and honest smile to her face. The first of 
that kind in a very long time. 
 Dale McBride slowly stepped through the short gangway leading into the back 
compartment, holding a gun tightly in his hand. Upon noticing the scene in front of him he 
wasted no time to take aim at the guard who was currently threatening T’Ser. 
 Tazla Star emerged from the opposite gangway albeit unarmed. 
 “It looks as if you could use some assistance, Lieutenant,” said McBride. 
 T’Ser carefully took a few steps backwards, not daring to take her eyes off Deite or the 
armed guard. “Whatever gave you that idea?” 
 “It’s over Deite,” said Star. “Drop your weapons and let Balik go.” 
 But the Tiaitan woman shook her head defiantly. “No, this changes nothing. Don’t you 
see, it has all come true. All of it. Prophecy will be fulfilled no matter what you do here.” 
 “I am so sick of hearing about this prophecy of yours,” said T’Ser with a roll of her eyes. 
“Can you actually hear yourself talk? You are not the Anointed One. And the only reason part 
of this so-called prophecy has come true in the first place is because you have gone out of your 
way to try and bring it about. This isn’t destiny. You are just following directions. And lousy 
ones at that.” 
 The armed guard in the meantime had become uncertain if to keep his gun trained on 
T’Ser or the newcomers. Tazla Star exploited his indecisiveness and rushed him quickly to 
disarm him. She struck him across the head with the butt of the liberated rifle and watched him 
go down by her feet. Then she quickly brought the weapon back up to take aim at Deite who 
suddenly found herself threatened by three armed opponents. 
 As a response she pulled the still dazed Balik in front of herself to use him as a shield. 
 “This is it,” said McBride. “There is no way out. Surrender.” 
 “You wouldn’t dare to shoot. You could kill us all,” she said as the plane hit another 
wall of turbulence which forced everyone to fight to stay on their feet. 
 “Listen,” said Star and took a careful step closer. “You think you are the Anointed One, 
that you’ve been fulfilling ancient prophecies but what you fail to realize is that you’ve been 
played from the very beginning. You are not the one pulling the strings of this operation.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 “You’ve been used. Your closest ally; Teldro, is not who you think he is. He is a Tia and 
he’s been exploiting your trust to get you to carry out these attacks.” 
 “You’re lying.” 
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 “Am I?” said Star. “Think about this for a moment. Who put you on this path in the first 
place? Wasn’t it Teldro who came to you first? Wasn’t it him who suggested that you get the 
antimatter from us and construct the bombs? And let me ask you something else. Who was 
responsible for placing the bombs in the Temple of Tia’s Landing and in the Sanctuary, two of 
the best-protected places on this entire world? He’s been following orders this entire time but 
not yours. He’s been getting his instructions directly from the simas.” 
 The flash of uncertainty that crossed Deite’s face was quickly replaced with a stern mask 
of anger as the gun came up to take aim at Tazla Star instead. “That makes no sense 
whatsoever. Why would the simas allow for a bomb to blow up the Sanctuary? Why would he 
allow for the entire city to be wiped off the face of the planet?” 
 “Actually it makes perfect sense,” said T’Ser who was puzzling together the truth 
herself. “He obviously is after power. More power for himself, more power to go after the Ait 
and New Light. Taking out the Sanctuary made him the prias and who do you think will he 
blame for these attacks? Don’t you see? You are nothing more than a pawn. The justification to 
wage uncompromising war against the Ait.” 
 Balik who was still trying to recover nodded slowly in Deite’s grip. “They are right. By 
destroying the capital you are playing right into their hands. You think you are trying to save 
the Ait? You are signing our death sentence.” 
 “No, no this isn’t true. I am avenging our people.” But Deite’s voice had already lost its 
conviction as she waved the gun in-between the three Starfleet officers. 
 That was when the bullets started to fly. 
 But it hadn’t been Deite or one of the three Starfleet officers facing her who had opened 
fire. The shooter was somewhere in the back of the plane. And it was Deite along with Balik 
who went down. 
 Dale McBride immediately pushed T’Ser down and behind a row of seats for cover, Star 
jumped behind the seats on the opposite side of the cabin. 
 “Teldro,” Star fumed angrily and then shot a glance at the Bluefin first officer. “I thought 
you had disarmed him.” 
 But McBride was not willing to take responsibility. “And I thought you had knocked 
him out.” 
 The floor of the plane began to rattle and Star had a good idea why. Teldro had opened 
the loading bay doors in order to get ready to drop the antimatter bomb on the city below. 
Judging by the increasing turbulence and unsteady flight, the plane wouldn’t be able to keep in 
the air for much longer. Teldro knew this too and was getting ready to fulfill his mission while 
he still could. 
 “We’ll assign the blame later, right now we have to stop him,” she said and brought up 
the submachine gun over the back of the seat in front of her. But she couldn’t see him beyond 
any of the two gangways leading into the back. She knew she couldn’t risk opening fire. It 
would have been bad enough if she shot holes into the plane but if one of the bullets accidently 
hit the antimatter in the bomb all their efforts would have ended with a big, final bang. 
 McBride had apparently come to the same conclusion. “We have to rush him. He can’t 
shoot us both,” he said and gave the Trill a sober look. 
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 She nodded. 
 T’Ser shook her head. “That’s a terrible plan.” 
 “It’s the best we’ve got,” he said. “I need you to stay back here.” 
 “Now, listen Dale, I know how you feel and I appreciate that you want to get me out of 
here unharmed but I’m not going to be—“ 
 T’Ser became distracted for a moment when she caught a glance of Deite struggling back 
on her feet. Even though she had been in the line of fire when Teldro had started shooting, it 
had been Balik who had taken the bullets while she had remained uninjured behind him. 
 She was furious now. Not because she had found Balik lying next to her, slowly 
bleeding to death, not because of the interference of these offworlders and not even because her 
plan had been nearly derailed. It was Teldro’s betrayal which had now finally registered with 
her that had her in an uproar. 
 While the Starfleet officers were still considering their options, she sprang into action, 
raising her gun and firing down the gangway and paying no mind of the sensitive mega-bomb 
kept there. Defying any sense of safety to herself or others she stormed towards the back like a 
woman possessed. 
 “Oh no, you’re not,” said T’Ser and jumped out from behind her cover to tackle the 
Tiaitan to the ground before she had made more than a handful of steps. 
 The sensation that came over the Vulcan once she had Deite within her grasp was like 
nothing she had ever felt before. She had no idea where it had come from or why it was there 
but suddenly she felt an incredible rush come over her. And it drove her on even after Deite had 
been clearly defeated by the surprising tackle. 
 T’Ser didn’t think. 
 Her instincts took over as she started to pummel the face below her with balled fists 
over and over again. And she watched on as her former captor’s face turned into a grotesque 
mask of pain and blood without sympathy, without regret, without any kind of emotion 
whatsoever. It was as if she was merely a spectator in her own body. 
 And yet it all felt so liberating. 
 “T’Ser.” 
 She didn’t hear McBride call out her name at first. 
 “T’Ser, stop!”  
 Only once he had reached her side and pulled her away from the broken Deite did her 
fists actually stop moving. Only then did she realize that her knuckles were smeared with her 
victim’s blood. For a second she didn’t realize what had happened, couldn’t quite understand 
why Deite’s nose was broken, why her jaw was dislocated, why she was barely still breathing. 
 Then she caught McBride’s incredulous look and she felt immensely ashamed of what 
she had done. “I … I don’t know what happened,” she said somewhat truthfully. 
 He nodded understandingly.  
 Star had taken the time to check on Balik who had taken two bullets to his chest. He 
wasn’t dead yet but he wasn’t going to live much longer either. She had told him to apply 
pressure to the wounds and hold on. That was all the time she was willing to afford him before 
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she turned back to McBride and T’Ser who both appeared to have been stunned into inaction by 
the Vulcan’s surprising behavior. 
 Teldro had not fired again but she knew that that wasn’t a good sign. He was getting 
ready to release the bomb in order to turn the majestic capital city below into a burning hell. 
 Star had no time for the dying Balik or for T’Ser’s sudden rush of rage and the resulting 
remorse. 
 She gripped her weapon tightly and quickly moved towards one of the gangways 
leading into the cargo hold. “Let’s go. Now!” she said in an urgent whisper as she passed the 
two Border Service officers. 
 To their credit they both responded quickly and followed her, leaving the severely 
beaten Deite lying on the floor not too far from her former comrade in arms, fighting equally for 
his next breath. 
 There was no intricate plan to stop Teldro and all three of them understood this. Star 
would take the left gangway while McBride and T’Ser took the right one. Neither of them was 
to stop until Teldro was down. And they couldn’t use their weapons to stop him.  
 It would be a three-on-one which technically should have put the favors squarely on 
their side except for the fact that Teldro had little to nothing to lose. 
 They made their move. 
 And then things progressed rapidly. 
 Tazla Star and Dale McBride got into the cargo hold first but McBride was closer to 
Teldro who had been expecting company. 
 He had McBride dead to rights when he took aim. 
 Turbulence saved the Bluefin’s officers life. At least for the moment. 
 The shot went wide. 
 With nothing to hang on to, McBride lost his footing and after failing to shoot him dead, 
Teldro was more than happy to help the commander along by throwing him onto the floor 
which was made easier by the aircraft’s refusal to remain stable. 
 McBride found himself slithering along the smooth floor and right towards the open 
loading bay doors  beyond which lay nothing but a twenty-five thousand foot drop. 
 Star rushed Teldro too late to prevent it. 
 T’Ser had been just two steps behind McBride and when she saw him tumbling towards 
the opening in the floor, Teldro was all but forgotten. She leaped after him in an attempt to 
reach him before he was thrown out of the plane. 
 While Star and Teldro struggled, McBride tried desperately to find something to hang 
on to. Ultimately the only thing he could find were T’Ser’s outstretched fingers which slowed 
his momentum. 
 But not enough as to avoid going over the edge. 
 “Hold on,” she cried as she felt his entire weight hanging on to just a couple of her 
digits. Her body instantly jerked painfully as it was asked to support too much weight without 
enough leverage. Her boots had a firm grip to keep her in place but McBride was still slipping 
away. 
 “I can’t.” 
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 And he was right.  
 Just before he lost his grip on T’Ser, she could see something approaching from the 
clouds below. It took her a second to realize that it was a Starfleet shuttle. And it was shooting 
directly towards them. 
 Ashley Wenera had opened the upper emergency hatch of the shuttle and was loudly 
urging the pilot to speed up. 
 McBride’s hand slipped out off T’Ser’s and he fell. 
 Three meters. 
 Right on top of the shuttle. 
 Wenera immediately held on to him, trying desperately to keep him from being blown 
away, not an easy task considering the wind shear caused by their high speed and the freezing 
temperatures at their altitude. 
 “Don’t’ worry, I’ve got you, Commander,” she shouted to make herself heard. 
 But McBride it turned out was more concerned about something else. The shuttle, he 
noticed, had been followed and the military aircraft was now closing in mercilessly.  
 

* * * 
 
 Sindron-Tia moved closer to the front viewport to get a better look, placing himself 
between the two pilots. “Blow them out of the skies,” he said. “But take care not to damage the 
plane.” 
 “Your Eminence, it would be safer for you if you stayed in the back compartment,” the 
pilot said. 
 “Don’t worry about my safety, soldier and follow the orders of your prias,” he shot back 
angrily. “Take us in closer and finish them off. I am sick entirely of these Federation outsiders 
meddling in our affairs,” he said, conveniently leaving out the part in which Starfleet meddling 
had been part of his plan to acquire the antimatter and make it available to Deite and her rebels. 
 The fewer people who knew about the truth of course, the better. In fact, finding 
Starfleet trying a last ditch effort to put an end to his plan presented him with another splendid 
opportunity. He would later claim that Starfleet and the Federation had been in cohorts with the 
New Light from the beginning. A reasonable scenario considering that there wasn’t enough 
antimatter on all of Tiaita to create the kind of bomb that was sitting in Deite’s plane. 
 The new prias had personally done everything he could, put his personal safety at risk 
to try and stop the foreign interlopers. He’d shot down their spaceship even while they had 
been trying to assist the New Light to bomb the capital. It would all make for a riveting and 
believable story. Unfortunately, of course, even his selfless deeds had not been enough to save 
the capital from annihilation. 
 An act of unprecedented destruction for which all of the Ait would pay a steep price, of 
that he would make sure. 
 Emboldened by his own vision of the future he spurred his people on. “Do it, do it now. 
Destroy their craft.” 
 The tilt jet’s guns spooled up noisily. 
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 The Medusa, like all Starfleet shuttle craft had a solid duranium hull which could not be 
penetrated by the high caliber bullets that were now pelting the small vessel. 
 But not all parts of the shuttle were equally invulnerable to this kind of attack. The 
thrusters and the warp nacelles couldn’t take that kind of punishment for long. And some of the 
external EPS lines ruptured under the pressure. Unfortunately one of those had been the main 
power supply for the shuttle’s defensive shield systems. 
 Inside of the Medusa, and sitting at the controls, Culsten shook his head while he 
desperately tried to keep the small craft level with the airplane just a few meters above. It was 
quickly becoming an impossible task. He needed to break off or risk the shuttle losing its 
engines and thrusters. 
 “We’ve just lost shields,” he said as his fingers raced over the instrument panels. 
“Doctor,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Bring him in now. I can’t hold her much longer.” 
 “I … I can’t do it,” the frustrated voice of the medical officer replied. “He keeps slipping 
away!” 
 The shuttle kept rocking dangerously and Solly Brin held on for dear life. He angrily 
glanced towards the emergency hatch where the doctor was attempting to reel in his first 
officer. “I knew I should have gone up there,” he said and tried to climb towards the hatch to 
help or replace the doctor. But there was little point, there simply wasn’t enough room to allow 
his massive frame through the hatch. 
 “If I let go now,” she said, “we’ll lose him.” 
 The big Orion gave up on trying to bud in and turned back to the cockpit instead. 
“Doesn’t this thing have weapons?” 
 “I won’t be able to get a lock from this angle,” he said with frustration. “I would have to 
swing us back around but if I try to do that we shake Commander McBride loose for sure.” 
 Brin sighed heavily. “So much for advanced Starfleet engineering.” 
 Another round of hits managed to take out one of the thrusters keeping the shuttle 
airborne. “We have to break off,” Culsten said. 
 “What about the commander?” said Solly Brin. “We’ll lose him.” 
 “Maybe not. Hang on.” 
  
 T’Ser had been watching the scene below her with increasing dread. They weren’t able 
to bring in McBride into the safety of the shuttle’s cabin while it was under attack. They had to 
disengage in order to deal with the Tiaitan plane but any such maneuver would spell certain 
death for McBride. 
 Then she realized that the shuttle was gaining altitude again, coming back towards her. 
 She understood what they had in mind immediately and she stretched out as much as 
she could to once again try and reach for McBride.  
 Seeing that his only way out was up, the commander grabbed T’Ser’s hand, this time 
allowing for a firm grip. 
 The shuttle dropped away leaving McBride suspended at twenty-five thousand feet. 
 But this time T’Ser was not going to let go. 
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 “Can you shake them?” Nora Laas asked as she stepped next to the pilot. 
 “We’ve taken some damage to the impulse engine and the thrusters,” said Culsten as he 
checked the instruments. “That means maneuverability is pretty much nonexistent. The only 
way I can try to get rid of them now is to go where they can’t follow.”   
 The Bajoran knew what that meant. Take the shuttle back into orbit.  
 After handing McBride back to T’Ser, Wenera had returned into the main cabin of the 
shuttle. “How long will that take?” she said with obvious concern. “Our people on that plane 
are going to need our help.” 
 “She’s right,” said Solly Brin. “We don’t have time for a detour. We need to do 
something, now.” 
 “Listen,” said Culsten, slightly frustrated by their situation and even while he kept their 
course as erratic as possible to keep their pursuers from locking on to them for what could 
quickly become a kill shot. “I’m a good pilot. No, scratch that. I’m a great pilot. But I can do 
only so much with an eight-ton, type seven shuttlecraft running on only two thrusters. I’m not 
going to be able to flip us around for a clear shot, that’s for sure.” 
 The Bajoran had a sudden idea and tapped her combadge. “Nora to Eagle. We have a 
hostile vessel trying to prevent us from intercepting the bomb. Any chance we can get some 
assistance down here?” 
 It wasn’t a bad thought. Eagle had already proven once before her ability to wreck havoc 
from orbit in order to bail out the away teams on the planet. 
 Unfortunately they were clearly still struggling with the prevalent antimatter radiation 
and the comlink was so scrambled it was nearly impossible to make out Owens at the other end. 
“… still working … getting sensors … online, Lieutenant. … another ten minutes …  least.” 
 Frustrated Nora Lass shook her head. “We don’t have ten minutes.” 
 Brin looked towards the back part of the cabin. “If only we had a few aft phasers on this 
damn bucket.” 
 Nora Laas followed his glance towards the main hatch. “Maybe we do,” she said and 
reached for her rifle. 
 
  “They are slowing down, Your Eminence.” 
 Sindron nodded to acknowledge the pilot. “We must have hit their engines, they cannot 
get away from us anymore. Get in close and let’s finish them off.” 
 The two pilots quickly shortened their distance to the Starfleet shuttlecraft until it 
became unmistakably apparent that it had taken serious damage. The formerly pristine white 
hull was scratched up all along the back and was now covered with dark scorch marks. 
Electrical sparks and fumes spoke of broken down components. 
 The prias smirked when he realized that the damage was in fact much more severe than 
he had first thought. Their hull was coming apart, the entire back dropped away, allowing a 
clear view into the cabin of the shuttle. 
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 He was surprised to see that the occupants didn’t seem particularly concerned about this 
fact. They were close enough now to clearly see a woman and a massive red-skinned alien 
standing quite confidently near the back as if to taunt their pursuers. 
 “Fools,” he said. “Fire!” 
 The Gatling guns rattled mercilessly, releasing hundreds of rounds per minute. 
 Sindron had become quite excited by the prospect of seeing these arrogant Starfleet 
officers being mowed down like blades of grass by the incoming fire. 
 But his smile dropped off his face when not a single high caliber bullet found its way 
inside the shuttle. Instead, every single one was stopped short by an invisible wall of energy 
which seemed to protect the interior of the craft. 
 The woman and the red giant produced rifles and took careful aim at the military 
aircraft in hot pursuit. 
 Sindron felt a cold shudder grip his entire body. He yelled so loudly, his spittle hit the 
front viewport. “Evade, evade, evade!” 
 It was far too late for that. 
 The phaser blasts passed through the force field smoothly and with zero effort but 
smashed violently into the plane’s cockpit.  
 Set to full intensity, they disintegrated the pilots and the self-appointed prias of Tiaita so 
instantly, he didn’t even have the time to consider at what point exactly his carefully thought 
out scheme which had destroyed so many lives and would destroy so many more, had begun to 
fail so miserably. 
 

* * * 
 
The fight between Teldro and Star was over before it had even begun. 
 She had rushed him and tackled him to the ground so forcefully, his gun had slipped 
out of his hand and skittered across the cargo bay floor. 
 To his credit the Tiaitan spy was determined not to be taken down easily. After hitting 
the floor, he tried desperately to free himself by landing a few kicks into the woman’s face. 
 Star was not impressed. She easily caught one of his ankles in midair and pulled him 
back towards her. 
 He didn’t have enough momentum to do much damage with his other foot. 
 The Trill balled her right fist and drove it down hard into his midsection causing him to 
cry out in pain. 
 But she wasn’t done, determined not to make the same mistake twice and allow him to 
surprise them a second time.  
 While he was still trying to recover from her iron-like fist trying to drive itself clean 
through him, she picked him up off the floor and used her artificial lower arm to deliver a 
picture perfect right hook. 
 The sound of crunching bone was a promise of agonizing pain. Mercifully it never fully 
registered in Teldro’s brain as he was nearly lifted off the floor by the force of the impact only to 
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come crashing down on top of a bank of computer consoles. He flopped down and back onto 
the floor like a broken ragdoll, blood pooling under his face. 
 Star looked at her hand. She had hardly felt anything but the tight black latex glove she 
had worn since their painful mission to the arctic had ripped in places, now revealing a metallic 
surface underneath. 
 “I’ve got you. Hang on.” 
 Star turned around to see that T’Ser was slowly reeling in Commander McBride who 
had come within a hair’s breadth to a deadly twenty-five thousand feet plummet just moments 
before. 
 By the time the Trill had come to her assistance, T’Ser had already pulled McBride back 
onto the floor of the cargo hold and away from the open loading bay doors. 
 They both collapsed, entirely exhausted by the death defying seconds that had come 
before. 
 McBride looked over at the sweat soaked face of the Vulcan by his side. “You know,” he 
said through labored breaths. “You’ve got this all wrong. I’ve come to rescue you, not the other 
way around.” 
 She smiled sweetly. “I’ve kind of had it playing the damsel in distress.” 
 Talzla Star looked down at the couple and didn’t miss that they were lying so close 
together one might have been able to forget that they had just fought for their very lives. Their 
chemistry was undeniable, even now they drew closer to each other, momentarily forgetting 
where they were and who was watching. There was no doubt these two felt passionately for 
each other and she secretly envied them for it. 
 The romantic moment didn’t last. 
 Behind them a sudden series of beeps and chirps heralded serious trouble. 
 They turned to find that that was an understatement. 
 The antimatter bomb which had remained suspended above the open cargo bay doors 
throughout the entire time had come back to life, ready to be deployed at a moment’s notice. 
 Star couldn’t quite explain how that could’ve happened until she spotted Teldro again. 
 Unbelievably, he was back on his feet. Even if only barely. His face now a complete 
mess, his jaw bone badly dislocated, his mouth filled with thick red blood, it bordered on a 
miracle he hadn’t passed out from the pain he surely had to be feeling. 
 Tazla Star couldn’t quite believe that she had indeed made the same mistake twice. And 
worse even. Instead of making sure that Teldro was neutralized she had also failed to realize 
that he had landed right next to the bomb’s master control panel over which he now hovered. 
 His bloodshot eyes however were firmly looking into her direction.  
 She couldn’t tell due to his now mostly disfigured face but she thought he was trying to 
smile. 
 McBride and T’Ser quickly jumped to their feet but froze when Teldro very slowly shook 
his head—he could no longer speak—as if to say that any kind of move now would come too 
late.  
 He had every reason to be this confident, his fingers were hovering just inches over the 
release controls. 
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 The Trill glanced back towards the antimatter device to see that the manual override she 
and McBride had used earlier to deactivate the bomb had been reinstalled. It was primed and 
ready to go. Ready to annihilate what was left of the capital city. 
 She could of course try to get to the override but the chances that she would reach it 
before Teldro depressed that single button to release it were next to zero. 
 Teldro knew that and that’s why he smiled. 
 The gunshot put an end to that. 
 It had come so sudden that the three Starfleet officers flinched noticeably. 
 Deite had entered the cargo hold unnoticed, holding a gun and shooting a single shot 
into Teldro’s shoulder, spinning him around and away from the control panel. 
 It didn’t kill him right away. Instead it brought him face to face with Deite. 
 He had a panicked expression on his bloodied face now that it was becoming quickly 
obvious to him that his chances of fulfilling his divine mission, the Prophecy, were slipping 
rapidly. 
 He attempted it nevertheless. 
 To no avail. 
 With furious delight, Deite kept squeezing that trigger until the clip was empty and 
every single bullet had been placed exactly where she had wanted it to go. 
 Teldro dropped to his knees and keeled over for what had to be the last time. 
 The three Starfleet officers had watched with disbelief as Teldro had been cut down by 
the rebel leader who had become a most unexpected savior. 
 T’Ser took a step towards the woman, feeling the sting of shame overcome her once 
more when she noticed her black and blue face, a direct consequence from the beating she had 
given her moments earlier.  
 Deite angrily pointed the gun at T’Ser, forcing the Vulcan to freeze in mid-step. 
 The Tiaitan woman squeezed the trigger again with the apparent intention to kill 
everyone. The betrayers, the interlopers and everyone else who had stood in her way. 
 But the gun was out. 
 Star decided that she had just about enough. “Get her,” she said and then turned back 
towards the bomb. She quickly found the manual override again and turned all four switches 
back into the off position, allowing the bomb to cycle down once more. She then tried to remove 
the key-like controls just in case but found that they didn’t budge. 
 A few bumps and shakes reminded her that they were still flying on a broken plane and 
without a pilot. This wasn’t going to be over until they were on the ground and the bomb was 
dismantled for good. 
 T’Ser and McBride slowly approached Deite who seemed to be standing on shaky legs. 
She was also apparently not willing to be captured without a fight and threw the now useless 
gun at the two Bluefin officers approaching her. 
 The Vulcan ducked, easily avoiding it. 
 The plane rattled again forcing them all to find something to hang on to. 
 It gave Deite the chance to play her next and final card. 
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 With a surprisingly fast leap she jumped over Teldro’s dead body and towards the 
control console. 
 McBride and T’Ser immediately understood what she was up to and rushed after her 
even as they struggled to keep upright on the increasingly turbulent flight. 
 She reached the controls a moment before McBride and it was long enough to find the 
bomb’s release button. 
 Star jumped back when the device in front of her suddenly dropped. She whipped 
around to see McBride and T’Ser struggling with Deite and then looked back down to find the 
bomb free falling towards the surface. It wasn’t armed and it wouldn’t detonate. The damage 
was going to be minimal. 
 Another, particularly nasty shake, nearly threw her out of the plane herself. By the time 
she managed to pull herself back onto her feet she realized that Deite had managed to free 
herself from the two Bluefin officers and was staring right back at her with a crazed expression 
on her face. 
 “It’s over,” said Star. “There is nothing more you can—“ 
 Deite launched herself like a missile and right towards Commander Star. 
 The Trill acted instinctively. She jumped straight up, her hands finding handles above 
her head and she pulled herself up even as she brought her knees against her chest.  
 The quick move appeared to have saved her life because Deite missed her completely.  
 But Star noticed that the woman wasn’t too concerned about this. Her facial expression 
wasn’t the distorted mask of madness she had come to expect but instead was an entirely 
focused visage as if she had set out to complete the final stroke of her plan. 
 She dove head first out of the plane and after the bomb. 
 Star dropped back onto the floor and watched after the woman flying through the clear 
blue sky not unlike a bird of prey locked in on its target. The bomb. And she had a real shot of 
catching up to it. 
 T’Ser and McBride quickly joined Star by the open loading bay doors. 
 “What the blazes does she think she’s doing?” the Vulcan asked. 
 “Re-activate the bomb in midair,” said Star. 
 “Is that possible?” 
 Star wasn’t sure but she knew that Deite clearly seemed to believe that it was. All she 
had to do was to get to the manual overrides again. After all that they had been through, after 
all they had done to try to stop this outcome from coming to pass, it now appeared to be 
entirely out of their hands. 
 And then she decided that she was not going to let it all end this way. They had come 
too far. 
 Any second of delay was one more second Deite and the bomb were moving out of her 
reach.  
 Tazla Star took one step and dove into the sky. 
 The two Border Service officers looked on in stunned silence. They exchanged 
incredulous looks but there was little else they could do. 
 That’s when the plane’s autopilot finally gave up. 
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 The two officers were flung away from the doors and towards the back of the aircraft. 
They managed to hold on to a harness and avoid being slammed violently into the back wall. 
 “We have to get this plane under control,” T’Ser shouted. 
 McBride nodded and fought his way towards the front. “Stay here,” he said 
 “What are you going to do? You can’t fly this thing.” 
 “I can pilot a Stallion, a shuttle and a starship,” he shouted back. “I think I can handle a 
damn airplane.” 
 T’Ser was not convinced and followed him. “These things work entirely different.” 
 He looked at her, his face turning into an expression of anger which in reality was 
merely a mask for his concern and frustration. He had finally found and rescued T’Ser and he 
was going to be damned if he would allow them both to die in a fiery crash now. “I have to try.” 
 Their progress to reach the front part of the aircraft was helped quite suddenly when it 
began to straighten out again. Except that it wasn’t staying level. Gravity was beginning to take 
hold and without a pilot to countermand its effects it was now beginning to plunge. 
 T’Ser spotted Balik working his way towards them first. He had been shot earlier and 
was still holding his side with one hand. His clothes were drenched in dark blood and he was 
leaving behind a noticeable trail of his fluids as he approached. 
 The Vulcan realized that he was slowly bleeding to death but she had to give him credit 
to find the strength to stay on his feet, especially considering the rather unfavorable 
circumstances. She also knew that there was no time or opportunity to treat his injuries.  
 “You’re heading the wrong way,” she told him over the increasing noise of a plane 
beginning to fall apart around them. “We have to get to the cockpit.” 
 But he simply shook his head and continued towards the cargo hold. “No use,” he said 
with obvious difficulties. “Shot to hell. Controls dead.” 
 He had already tried. 
 Another bump, this one more subtle than the previous ones made McBride look over his 
shoulder. It had been accompanied with the sound of metal against metal. 
 “Does somebody here need a ride?” 
 Dale McBride smiled when he saw Ashley Wenera’s head pop up from the open landing 
bay doors almost as if she had magically flown up to meet them. 
 In truth he knew that the shuttle had managed to dock with the plane, probably by 
magnetizing its hull and was now standing ready to take them on board. He also knew that 
time was a factor, the shuttle would not be able to stop the much heavier plane’s plummet 
towards the surface. 
 He looked back at T’Ser and Balik. “Let’s go.” 
 The Vulcan quickly reached out for the injured Tiaitan who had nearly collapsed a few 
meters before reaching the cargo hold and together with McBride they helped him towards the 
bay doors. 
 Wenera’s disposition noticeably darkened when she spotted the bleeding Balik but she 
wasted little time to carefully bring him into the shuttle. 
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 Medusa’s upper docking hatch was too narrow to allow them all to embark at the same 
time and McBride and T’Ser had to wait until Wenera had managed to get Balik through the 
hatch. 
 “You’re next,” said McBride once the docking port was clear. 
 She looked at him as if she wanted to object but the determined expression on his face 
discouraged her from even attempting it. After all that had happened over the last few days, he 
would take no more chances. 
 He watched her climb into the shuttle. “And Lieutenant, just so we are clear,” he said. 
“All future requests to join landing parties to strange, unfamiliar planets are hereby 
preemptively denied.” 
 She offered no objections on the matter. 
 

* * * 
 
Once again Tazla Star was reminded that she didn’t much cared for the sensation that 
accompanied a free fall, be it an orbital jump or a good old fashioned sky dive. 
 Instead she much preferred the feeling of being in control in every given situation.  
 Thankfully the feeling of helplessness usually didn’t last. During one point or another a 
chute would be deployed allowing her to wrestle back some control over gravity. 
 This time, that option did not exist. 
 She was in a complete free fall with nothing to prevent her from slamming into the 
ground at speeds that would ensure very little of her would remain after impact. 
 Everything had happened very quickly and truth be told she really hadn’t had the time 
to think things through.  
 Once Deite had jumped out of the plane she had decided that she couldn’t take the 
chance to sit by and hope for the best. 
 She wasn’t entirely sure what her plan had been. The antimatter bomb she had released 
was disarmed, she had seen to that. It would drop relatively harmlessly to the ground, maybe 
destroy some property or crush a couple of unlucky people who happened to be in the wrong 
place at the wrong time but it wouldn’t detonate over the city as it had been planned. 
 Had Deite simply decided to kill herself now that her game was up?  
 After seeing the disturbing look in her eyes after she had shot Teldro, it wasn’t a 
farfetched theory. Deite had reached her breaking point, overcome by grief, hate and betrayal. 
 But another, much more terrifying option remained. And the further they tumbled 
through the sky the more likely it appeared to become reality. 
 Deite was on a collision course with the bomb. 
 For a brief moment Star was quite impressed by her opponent’s calculative nature, not 
to mention the force of will that would have been required for such an unlikely stunt. Under a 
different set of circumstances, Deite would have made an impressive special operations asset. 
 But no matter how strong her resolve was to see this through, Star’s was equally resolute 
as to not let her win. 
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 And while Deite may have been strong-minded she lacked the training and experience 
Star possessed. Flying through the air at twenty-five thousand feet without a chute to try and 
stop a crazy fanatic from arming an antimatter bomb in mid-flight was exactly the kind of thing 
she had trained for. 
 Well, not exactly. 
 She put her feet together and pressed her arms tightly to her side and then pointed her 
entire body towards Deite and the bomb. 
 She reached the weapon seconds after the Tiaitan woman who had already found the 
override control panel. Hugging the device closely she slowly turned the four keys one by one 
to rearm the bomb. 
 Star realized too late that she was coming in way too fast and couldn’t slow down to 
avoid colliding with her target painfully. She managed to hold on with one hand before she 
would have simply bounced off without any chance to stop the fanatic rebel. 
 Deite was stunned to see the Starfleet officer who she had been sure she had finally 
managed to leave behind. Realizing that she couldn’t waste a single second, she quickly reached 
for the last key.  
 And Star was completely out of position to stop her from rearming the bomb. Hanging 
on by only one hand, Deite was far above her and to the right, way out of her reach. 
 At this point, she was not going to let that stop her. 
 In an impressive display of strength, Star pulled herself up until she found another 
cranny for her other hand to give her better leverage. The additional weight on the bomb 
caused it to flip sideways in midair and begin to spin erratically, almost throwing Deite clean 
off. 
 “You cannot stop me!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. “Don’t you see? I was 
destined to do this,” she said and turned the last key to reengage the weapon. 
 “I’ve got your destiny right here,” said Star and drove the heel of her boot into Deite’s 
face with all the strength she could muster. 
 She cried out in pain as her nose cracked and exploded in dark red blood. Her fingers 
slipped from where she was holding on to the bomb, immediately transferring all her weight 
onto her other hand which was hanging on to the tiny slab of thin metal of the key switch she 
had only just turned. 
 It couldn’t hold her weight of course and snapped just before Deite fell away and 
through thick white clouds. 
 Star couldn’t be entirely sure but she thought she could hear her laughing as she 
plummeted to her certain death. 
 She quickly realized why she might have had reason to do so. 
 The manual override had been disengaged, all four keys turned, the bomb was primed 
and ready to blow at the designated altitude. 
 Star immediately began to turn the keys back but found that she couldn’t use the fourth 
one, it had broken off. 
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 “Come on, come on,” she said as she continued to try and turn the three remaining keys 
without success. But clearly the bomb wouldn’t shut down again without all four of them 
turned off. 
 A display next to the controls was now counting down rapidly using unfamiliar 
numbers. What had started as a six-digit figure was now down to four. Star guessed that it was 
the timer. Once it reached zero the bomb was set to detonate, probably a few hundred feet over 
the city in order to ensure maximum destruction. 
 And Tazla Star would be riding her just like in an old Hollywood motion picture, the 
first victim of a bomb whose antimatter she herself had delivered. Ironic justice, perhaps. 
 A small smile crossed her lips despite her situation. It had hardly been the first near-
death scenario she had found herself in. Not the first since she had come to this world and not 
even the first since she had gotten out of bed in the morning. She seemed to have a strange 
knack getting herself into these positions. 
 This one however more than any other that had come before truly felt like the last. 
 It mattered little if the bomb detonated or not, death was coming either way. 
 She wondered which one would be less painful. 
 The display was down to three digits. 
 Star decided to try one last strategy. She struggled to free one of her hands, making sure 
she continued to have a firm grip on the bomb itself, and tapped the combadge on her chest. 
“Star to Eagle.” 
 There was no reply. 
 “Star to Eagle, do you hear me?” 
 Nothing. 
 “No, I didn’t think you would. Worth a shot, though.” 
 She mentally chided herself for talking to herself. 
 “This is Owens. Commander Star, do you read me?” 
 Never in her entire life had she been gladder to hear another person’s voice as she had 
been that moment. She knew she would treasure it even if she was going to die. At the very 
least she wouldn’t have to be alone. 
 Owens’ voice had come heavily distorted over her communicator but she could just 
about understand it. 
 “Yes, yes, I can hear you and may I just say that I absolutely love your voice.” 
 That seemed to have thrown Owens for a second and Star chided herself again, this time 
for behaving entirely inappropriate while addressing a superior officer. She thought that 
considering the circumstances however, she deserved some slack. 
 “What’s your situation, Commander?” 
 This time she laughed out loud and didn’t care if it was appropriate or not. “About to be 
incinerated or crushed to death, take your pick, sir.” 
 “We have you on sensors now, Commander,” said Owens. “But not clearly. The antimatter 
radiation is still playing havoc with our systems. We are trying to compensate.” 
 “I hate to get my hopes up here but any chance you could use the transporter?” 
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 Owens hesitated for a moment, a sign of bad news. “Not yet and probably not very 
accurately. Commander, the chances that we can lock on to you and beam you back onto the ship are very 
small.” 
 Star forced herself to slow her heart rate which was now pounding in her chest. “I take 
small over nothing any day,” she said and took a deep breath. Only two digits left now. “Sir, it 
looks as if this bomb is going to go off any second now,” she said and then paused. “Try to do 
whatever you can to lock on to my signal and beam everything you get into outer space. It’s the 
only chance we have left to stop this damn thing from taking out the city.” 
 “We’ll do what we can.” 
 “For what it’s worth, sir, and I know you don’t feel the same way, but it has been an 
honor to serve with you and your crew. You gave me a second chance which I know I didn’t 
deserve.” 
 And that was that. 
 There really wasn’t anything else to say and Tazla Star pressed herself closer to the 
device which was going to kill her in a matter of moments. She had seen this coming for some 
time now. She didn’t really believe in fate in the same way Deite may have believed. But she 
had always had that pesky notion in the back of her head that sooner or later all the morally 
ambiguous things she had done would catch up with her and that she would be held 
accountable for them all. She just never would have thought that she’d go out like this. 
 The timer was down to one digit. 
 And then she saw that the bomb was beginning to fade away. 
 She felt a familiar tingling sensation and knew that she was dematerializing as well. 
 Self-sacrifice is a bitch, she thought. 
 
 

* * * 
 
The explosion was utterly impressive. 
 It detonated with the equivalent yield of one-hundred fifty megatons of TNT or nearly 
twice the blast power of the most devastating nuclear based weapon which had ever been 
developed on Earth. Its blast radius of fifteen kilometer would have caused immeasurable death 
and destruction over Tiaita’s capital city. 
 But in outer space, some thirty-thousand kilometers away from the starships Eagle and 
Bluefin and the small freighter convoy, there was no fuel to drive a massive fireball and the 
explosion remained nothing more than a bright blinding light. 
 So bright it fact, for a mere second it appeared to outshine even the powerful Twin 
Pulsars hanging in the distance. 
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PROPHECY FULFILLED 
 
 
Michael Owens had surprised himself with the urgency with which he had made his way 
towards the transporter room.  
 Even before the antimatter explosion had completely died down, he had headed for the 
nearest turbolift, leaving Captain Akinola, of all people, in charge of his bridge. The irony that 
the Border Service captain had been somewhat of an adversary just a few days earlier had 
escaped him at that moment. He hadn’t even stopped to check if Akinola had been willing to 
assume responsibility for a starship mostly unfamiliar to him. 
 With the bomb finally out of play and his away team accounted for, he had only one 
concern left on his mind. Only much later would he eventually admit to himself how worried 
he had truly been. 
 He was out of breath when he reached the transporter room. 
 The dais was empty. 
 He felt a tightness in his chest. 
 It wasn’t an entirely unfamiliar feeling. He had felt like this many times before, 
especially since the war had broken out. He had felt like this when he had been made aware of 
the crewmembers and Marines that had lost their lives during the rebel assault on Eagle’s away 
teams days earlier. 
 And yet he hadn’t gotten used to the feeling. 
 It was probably a good thing. 
 He turned to look at the transporter chief behind his station, the unflappable Yang-Sen 
Chow. The slightly rotund chief was wearing his natural smile on his lips which sometimes 
appeared to have been permanently painted on his face. Owens was of the perception that 
Chow was the kind of man who would smile at his grandmother’s funeral. Not because of spite 
or misplaced glee but simply because he didn’t have any other facial expression to draw upon. 
 “As instructed I managed to separate the bio signal from the transporter signal before 
initiating re-materialization,” he said with his good-natured demeanor. 
 The captain forced himself not to exhale in relief. “So, where is she?” 
 He gently tapped his computer console. “Right here, inside the transporter’s pattern 
buffer. And her signal is strong and firm with less than point zero one percent pattern 
degradation. She’ll might miss a handful of skin cells when she’ll come back but otherwise she 
should be perfectly fine.” 
 Owens nodded slowly only now becoming aware of how anxious he had been over the 
idea of losing Tazla Star. It wasn’t necessarily that he had taken a liking to her or that he felt 
that she had rehabilitated herself by her recent actions. He simply hated the idea of losing 
anyone under his command. 
 No, it was more than that, he admitted. 
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 Maybe he resented the notion of her getting the chance of going out like a selfless hero. 
Maybe he still secretly looked forward to holding her accountable for all the things she had 
done. 
 Whatever it was, he was relieved that she was still alive.  
 “I can bring her back anytime unless of course you would like me to keep her cooped up 
in the buffer,” said Chow after the captain hadn’t said anything for a few seconds. “Naturally 
the longer we wait the less likely the Heisenberg compensators will be able to keep her matter 
stream coherent and we’ll risk uncorrectable pattern degradation.” 
 Owens gave the chief a stern look to communicate his displeasure with that comment. 
Mostly because he had in fact played with the exact same thought for just a second or so 
himself. She was alive and that was good but the truth was he was not looking forward to deal 
with the problem she still presented. 
 “Bring her back now, Chief.” 
 Chow nodded and activated the controls. 
 Within moments Tazla Star materialized on the transporter dais. Or more precisely, four 
feet above it. She immediately crashed onto the hard surface below her. 
 She remained there, unmoving. 
 Owens took a step towards her but then stopped when she began to stir. 
 “Commander?” 
 She pulled herself up slowly. “This is not what I expected it to look like,” she whispered. 
 “Expected what to look like?” 
 Star turned to see Owens and her eyes grew slightly wider. She took another look 
around and a sense of familiarity seemed to settle on her face. “I’m on Eagle, aren’t I?” 
 “Yes, you are.” 
 She nodded slowly. “The bomb?” 
 “Detonated in outer space.” 
 She nodded again. “Lieutenant T’Ser and the rest of the away team?” 
 “On a shuttle, returning to the ship as we speak.” 
 Tazla Star straightened her uniform jacket to try and distract from her slightly 
embarrassing entrance earlier. “All in a day’s work, I suppose.” 
 

* * * 
 
The shuttle ride back to Tiaita had been bumpy but Ashley Wenera had experienced much 
worse recently. And yet the moment they had set down she felt a sudden sickness overcome 
her. Perhaps the traumatic events of the last few days had finally caught up with her. 
 Seeing the small mountain settlement in which she had been held against her will 
brought back many disturbing memories and perhaps those dark thoughts had triggered her 
queasiness. 
 After Lif Culsten had landed the shuttle, Ashley Wenera had rushed out of the hatch, 
holding her stomach and getting ready to heave.  
 The pain was gone as quickly as it had come. 
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 “Doc, are you alright?” said Culsten after she had practically jumped out of her seat. 
 “I’m alright, don’t worry,” she said quickly albeit somewhat unsure of herself. She was 
determined to have herself checked out once she returned to the ship. “Why don’t you help 
unload some of those supply crates?” 
 The Krellonian nodded as he watched her walk away from the shuttle and towards the 
settlement. 
 Eagle, Bluefin and the freighter convoy which had come here to provide humanitarian 
relief and begin mining operations in this system were leaving. Upon receiving word of the 
events that had taken place here, including Admiral Schwarzkopf’s death, Command had 
decided to pull out as quickly as possible and redistribute their limited recourses elsewhere, 
figuring that they were put to better use in fighting the Dominion in more critical areas. 
 Wenera had pleaded with Owens to allow them to off-load as many supplies as possible 
before Starfleet and Border Service were due to return to Federation space. The captain had 
been perfectly willing to do so for the capital, where after all their very own antimatter had 
caused great destruction and hundreds of deaths. It had taken a bit more convincing to let her 
take food and medical supplies to other parts of this still suffering world. 
 As Wenera approached the settlement, it didn’t escape her notice that it looked far 
worse than she remembered it. Apparently after the aborted bombardment, Tia ground forces 
had moved in and left no stone unturned in their quest to root out every last New Light 
member. But those troops had since been recalled and after the destruction of the Sanctuary and 
without an active chain of command where unlikely to return soon. 
 Many of those who had managed to escape the government attack were steadily 
returning to this place they had called home and had begun to rebuild it. 
 One of them was Balik-Ait. 
 Wenera found him with a crew of workmen in the process of reconstructing a building 
she was quite familiar with. The small hospital had taken serious damage during the 
bombardment. 
 Balik had removed his shirt and for a moment she found herself watching him and 
appreciating his well-toned upper body which was glistering from sweat and heat. For a brief 
moment her mind wandered back to that night they had shared together. 
 Then he noticed her standing there. “Ashley,” he said with a warm smile on his face as 
he began to approach. 
 Wenera quickly shook off those intruding thoughts. She didn’t return the smile. “You 
are glad to see me?” 
 He looked befuddled. “Of course I am, why wouldn’t I?” 
 “You left Eagle in such a hurry yesterday, you didn’t even have time to say goodbye,” 
she said. 
 “I’m sorry. I’m not very good with goodbyes,” he said. “When I heard they were 
sending a shuttle back down here I asked if they would take me along. I thought it be easier that 
way.” 
 “Easier for whom?” 
 Their eyes met briefly but he didn’t speak. 
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 Wenera diverted her gaze first. “What are you going to do now?” 
 It took him a moment to focus on the new direction their conversation was taking. 
“Rebuild,” he said and pointed at the hospital behind him. “And then we pick up where we left 
off. Without the Sanctuary the Tia are in disarray, their armies are without leadership. If we act 
swiftly we just might achieve what we’ve been struggling to do for so long. I suppose it is 
somewhat ironic but Deite’s actions, as misguided as they were and as fooled by the real puppet 
masters as she was, has actually handed us our best chance for victory we’ve ever had.” 
 “There is another way, Balik.” 
 He shot her a quizzical look. 
 “Your battle was never with the Tia, it was merely with the elite. Those who had the 
power and were unwilling to let go of it by clinging to an outdated and unjust system of 
government. That leadership is gone,” she said. “You are right, you have a chance at victory but 
the only real victory is lasting peace.” 
 “And how do you suggest we can achieve that?” 
 “Reconciliation.” 
 Balik laughed out sarcastically. “You’ve met the Tia, Ashley, you’ve seen their capital 
and their monuments and their fanatical dedication to the Brothers. With or without a 
government, without a prias, they won’t just turn away from centuries of subjugation.” 
 “Stranger things have happened,” she said and handed him a padd she had brought 
along. Balik was unfamiliar with the device so she activated it for him. 
 It contained a recording from the late Prias Oldar.  
 Balik watched it in stunned silence.   
 “ … a new day has begun for Tiaita and all her children. From this day forward Tia and Ait will 
share the same privileges and responsibilities. We will come together as one people and reap the benefits of 
this new era together. 
 Today the Brothers are smiling at us for our resolve and our courage to lay down our weapons 
and embrace each other like the earthly brothers that we are. 
 It is their wish and their will and we will follow it gladly. 
 Today the Brother’s blessings are upon us all.” 
 When it was over, he looked up from the padd and at Wenera. “What is this?” 
 “Isn’t it obvious? The prias was ready to let go of the old ways in order to secure peace 
on Tiaita. Our sensors picked up this recording a couple of days ago. It wasn’t broadcasted but I 
think it was a rehearsal for a very similar address he was to give on the day the Sanctuary was 
destroyed. I wouldn’t even be surprised if it was one of the reasons he was killed in the first 
place. Because hateful and narrow minds couldn’t stomach the idea of change coming to their 
world.” 
 “So what do you expect me to do with this? I’m the only one on Tiaita still alive who has 
seen this. Do you expect me to just waltz into the capital and embrace the Tia like brothers and 
tell them that everything is going to be alright?” 
 “I’m not here to tell you what to do,” she said, shaking her head. “There have been times 
over the last few weeks that I almost forgot, but I’m a Starfleet officer and I’m not in the 
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business to tell anyone how to live their lives. But I’ve given you the tools to bring real, lasting 
change to all Tiaitans. What you are going to do with them is entirely up to you.” 
 Balik looked down at the padd again which still displayed the frozen face of the prias, 
his former arch enemy making overtures towards peace. It was such a farfetched concept it was 
nearly too difficult to grasp. 
 Wenera noticed a young woman standing in the shade nearby. But it wasn’t the girl her 
eyes were drawn to. It was the young child she was holding lovingly in her arms. She 
recognized him immediately. 
 She walked over to the young woman. “May I?” 
 The woman looked concerned by the request and made eye contact with Balik who 
nodded approvingly. 
 A little hesitantly the girl handed the child over to the Starfleet doctor. 
 Vekte didn’t mind. On the contrary, he immediately snuggled up to her and giggled 
happily when she began to tickle him. 
 Once again Ashley Wenera was amazed how comfortable he felt in her arms. How right 
it felt. 
 She bit her lip as she looked into his large, bright eyes. 
 The woman watched her nervously. Apparently she had taken up the role of caring for 
the orphaned child after Wenera had left. The doctor couldn’t help but feel a slight tinge of 
jealously of having been replaced. She took a deep breath and returned Vekte into the young 
woman’s waiting arms. He protested momentarily but was quickly soothed by his new 
guardian. 
 Wenera continued to watch him. “You know there has been a lot of talk about destiny 
and finding the one person to lead your people to lasting change,” she said quietly as she 
continued to look at Vekte. “Something tells me that they’ve been looking in the wrong places.” 
She glanced at the young woman. “Take good care of him,” she said. “You never know, you just 
might become the mother of the future leader of your people.” 
 Wenera looked at Balik and then turned to head back towards the shuttle. 
 “Ashley.” 
 She stopped.  
 “You remember my offer, don’t you? It hasn’t changed. You don’t have to leave. You 
can have a life right here with us. With me,” he said and raised the padd she had left him with. 
“We could change this world together.” 
 Wenera looked at him for a moment and then back to the child. The truth was that she 
had played with the thought herself. The last few weeks had been confusing to say the least. She 
couldn’t deny that she had developed feelings for not only Balik but also the young Vekte. She 
couldn’t deny that she had lost sight of who she was supposed to be. She wasn’t entirely sure 
anymore how she would reconcile her time spent on Tiaita with her role as a Starfleet officer 
and physician. 
 She met Balik’s glance once more. “I don’t belong here.” 
 He took a step towards her. “But can you be sure?” 
 She wasn’t. “Goodbye, Balik.” 
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  “You’ll always be welcome here.” 
 And then she left. 
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EPILOGUE 
 
 
“Welcome back to historic Bryant-Denny Stadium right here on the University of Alabama campus in 
Tuscaloosa, Alabama where at the beginning of the second half, #25 Starfleet is facing an uphill battle 
against division rival #2 Alabama.” 
 “That’s right Lee, and for the Vanguards the stakes couldn’t be any higher. Only a win here will 
guarantee a position in next month’s playoffs. A loss and Starfleet’s season is all but over. For the Tide 
it’s all about a shot at making history as they try to be first team in the in modern college football era to 
have six undefeated seasons in a row.” 
 “Alabama has so far all but proven that they’ve come into this game as seven-point favorites, 
dominating the entire first quarter, keeping Starfleet to just a little more than one-hundred yards of total 
offense and maintaining a comfortable lead of twenty to six. 
 Starfleet of course has struggled all year on offense. First year quarterback Rajak has been an 
unsteady performer recording just nine touchdowns and seventeen interceptions. But let’s remember, Lee, 
that the Vanguards are the only team in the history of the league to play without a single senior on the 
roster. A grim reminder of the real sacrifice of the Dominion War raging at our borders. Our thoughts of 
course go out to all our brave fighting men and women in Starfleet, the Marines, Border Service and all 
others who are putting their lives on the line everyday to keep us safe.” 
 A whoop of collective approval rose across Eagle’s Nest after the commentator on the 
massive screen had made the praise. 
 Eagle’s lounge was packed. 
 Most seats and tables had been removed from the lower level in order to make room for 
that large monitor mounted by the windows and to allow for the dozens of spectators who had 
assembled here to watch a live feed from the college football game taking place some one-
hundred light-years away on Earth. 
 Very few of the spectators had expected anything like this. The game of course had been 
talked about for weeks now, after all it was the make-or-break moment for the struggling 
Starfleet team that many crewmembers tended to follow. But considering their distant location 
and the limited resources available for long range communication feeds during the war, 
watching the game live instead of weeks after it had been played had come as a great surprise 
to many. 
 Now members of Eagle’s crew along with those from the Bluefin and the freighter convoy 
had been given the chance to come together and enjoy an exciting match with sufficient 
replicated popcorn and synthehol to make sure no mouth would grow dry. 
 Many crewmembers had taken to the spirit of the occasion and worn football shirts of 
their favorite players or replicated little flags to cheer on their team, transforming the Nest into 
a sea of red and black, the Guards official color scheme. 
 Unfortunately for the most of the first half there had been very little to cheer about. 
Starfleet was taking a beating.  
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 There were exceptions. 
 “Roll Tide Roll,” Delta Simms cheered, waving her crimson and white banner which 
stood in stark contrast to the Starfleet ones all around her. 
 Bralus, Bluefin’s Bolian helmsman, just shook his head. “What is it with you? Are you 
trying to get us killed?” 
 “Don’t worry, contrary to popular belief homicide is generally frowned upon on regular 
fleet ships,” said DeMara Deen and shot Bralus a sweet smile.  
 The young Bluefin officer felt something stuck in his throat when he saw those sparkling 
purple eyes focused on him. The stunning Tenarian had left him speechless. He nodded 
quickly, feeling only slightly foolish about himself and then took a large whisk of his longneck 
synthehol bottle. 
 “I trust you are a fan,” she said and sat down on the bench next to him. 
 “Oh without a doubt,” he said which garnered him a dark look from Simms who was 
too preoccupied with her former alma mater’s dominant offensive drive to pay him too much 
attention. “I’m not ashamed to say that a little bit of national pride plays into it as well.” 
 Deen nodded. “Rajak is the first ever Bolian to start as quarterback for the Vanguards.” 
 “Yes,” he said without being able to quite hide his surprise. He had not figured Deen to 
be a football enthusiast. “I am confident he will redeem himself in the end and quiet his 
admittedly many critics.” 
 “You keep on dreaming, Bral,” said Joseph Steiner who had joined the group with 
Skyler McIntyre. “No offense to Bolians, but football is simply not in your blood.” 
 “The sad thing is,” said McIntyre, “he’s only saying this because he wants to win a bet.” 
 “The way things are going, you’ll be owing me big time,” the former Marine said with a 
large grin. 
 “We shall see,” the young woman said and exchanged a surprisingly intimate look with 
the Bluefin crewman that led more than one to suspect that the two had perhaps become a little 
bit more than friends in the short time they’d known each other. 
 “That’s right, the game isn’t over yet.” Nora Laas had not been above getting the next 
rounds of synthehols which she carried quite skillfully in between her fingers and then quickly 
distributed to the group. 
 Solly Brin took two. He was the only one who had put up his massive feet on another 
chair much to the frustration of a great number of other spectators in the packed lounge. 
Nobody had dared to challenge the Orion however. His roars of pleasure sounded positively 
intimidating every time a Starfleet defender put a good lick on an opposing player. 
 “Thornton is under heavy pressure, he has to get rid of the ball. … Corner blitz. … Nowhere to 
go. He’s sacked! … And the ball comes loose. …. Starfleet recovers!” 
 The room cheered as Alabama’s quarterback went down hard, the pigskin slipping out 
of his fingers, but it was Solly Brin’s voice that dominated the lounge. “I love this game!” 
 Nora Laas managed to squeeze herself in next to him. “Ever try it yourself, Chief? I’d 
say you have about the right body mass.” 
 “I tried it once a long time ago,” he said and emptied the bottle of synthehol in one go as 
if it were merely water. “Turns out human sports are slightly too delicate for me.” 
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 “Delicate?” Nora asked and passed him another bottle. 
 “Maybe it’s not the sports, maybe it’s the players,” he said and laughed again. “Hell of a 
lot of fun to watch though.” 
 The Bajoran smirked, trying to imagine what kind of damage the Orion would have 
wrecked on a football field. It would not have been a pleasant day for the other team. 
 “What’s wrong with this ref?” Delta complained noisily. “That was clearly an 
incomplete pass. The ball was moving forward,” she said and mimicked the motion. 
 Bralus groaned. 
 
 Captain Owens and Akinola stood at the far back of the Nest where the room was much 
less cramped and watched the game as well as their mingling crews from there. 
 “I have to admit,” Akinola said. “I wasn’t quite sure if this was such a good idea when 
you first told me about this. This entire place has left a distinctively sour taste in my mouth. But 
I cannot deny that it has brought our people together. It is too bad we couldn’t have done 
something like this before, we might have saved ourselves a lot of headaches.” 
 Michael Owens nodded. “You might be right. And I want you to know that I truly regret 
the conflicts that ensued between us. We were both weakest when we fought each other. We 
accomplished something when we started to work together.” 
 Akinola shared the sentiment. “I guess my only regret now is that we can no longer hold 
Admiral Schwarzkopf accountable for the mess he has created.” 
 “In the end perhaps what happened to him was for the best.” 
 The Bluefin captain shot his colleague an astonished look. 
 “Oh don’t get me wrong. I’m not glad that he was killed or that hundreds of Tiaitans 
lost their lives partly because of our actions. But I’ve seen some of the things that Schwarzkopf 
had tried to put in motion before his death. Whatever his ulterior motives and the questionable 
means he used to reach them, in the end he may have helped to steer the Tiaitans onto a course 
of reconciliation. It’s too early to tell of course if his efforts will bare fruits in a society which has 
been as historically divided as this one.” 
 “As far as I’m concerned, if I never hear of Tiaita again it’ll be one too many times. We 
have too much to worry about ourselves to have to deal with this distraction. While we were 
wasting time and resources here, thousands of Starfleet officers were being killed on the front 
lines. And we’ve done nothing to help them.” 
 Owens nodded. It was perhaps a slightly more cynical view of their situation than he 
liked but the truth was he couldn’t really disagree with it either. He looked back towards the 
screen. “Let’s mark this our last distraction.” 
 

* * * 
 
She turned away from the windows, sick entirely from seeing that sandy-brown planet. She 
couldn’t wait until they would leave this place far behind. 
 She momentarily locked eyes with the tall Vulcan she had come to visit. 
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 He had been much more cordial, as cordial as a logical Vulcan could be, this time 
around. He hadn’t asked many questions and instead simply accepted that she had come to 
seek him ought. In fact they hadn’t exchanged more than a handful of words since she had 
entered his quarters. 
 “I assume that you are one of those people who believe that the v’tosh k’atur are a threat 
to other Vulcans and to themselves. That by abandoning the way of pure logic we open 
ourselves to the emotional turmoil that nearly destroyed our predecessors,” said T’Ser. 
 “I have to admit that I have not adequately studied the v’tosh k’atur and their ways in 
order to form a well educated theory on their influence on Vulcan society.” 
 A weak smile formed onto her lips. “I apologize,” she said. “Somehow I had you pegged 
as a much more opinionated Vulcan. Most I’ve met were.” 
 “You have not come to visit me to discuss my views on the v’tosh k’atur.” 
 She nodded. “I suppose you have heard of the things that happened on the planet after 
Doctor Wenera and I were captured.” 
 “I have read all the reports available at the time. You handled yourself exceptionally 
well considering the circumstances. For a Vulcan or any other species.” 
 “Then you probably don’t know of everything that I did.” 
 He raised an eyebrow. 
 “I don’t know why it happened. I don’t know if it was the beatings or the continued 
frustration of being unable to escape imprisonment. And I don’t know if I would have killed 
Deite if Dale hadn’t stopped me when he did.” 
 Xylion had indeed not heard about this particular incident but he quickly made a well 
educated guess of what had taken place. “You were exposed to an extraordinary amount of 
stress. It is not uncommon for a person to lose a certain amount of control under such difficult 
factors.” 
 “A Vulcan wouldn’t have. You wouldn’t have.” 
 “That would be a hypothetical conclusion impossible to verify without being exposed to 
the exact same conditions you were at that time.” 
 She thought that to be a surprisingly careful answer as if Xylion was making a conscious 
attempt to put her at ease. If she didn’t know any better she would have thought that he was 
showing some genuine sympathy for her plight. 
 “The point is, for one short moment I lost complete control and I nearly killed a person 
because of it. Did she deserve it? Maybe. But that isn’t the point, is it?” 
 “You did not kill her. You may never have.” 
 She shook her head. “You weren’t there. You didn’t feel what I felt at that moment,” she 
said and then turned away, unable to face him any longer. “I didn’t just lose control. I think I let 
myself lose control. I think I—“ she stopped herself when she suddenly realized the inescapable 
truth. A tear shot out of her eye. “I think I enjoyed it,” she said in a whisper so quiet, had Xylion 
not been a Vulcan he may not have heard her at all. 
 For a moment neither one of them spoke. 
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 Embarrassed but mostly ashamed T’Ser quickly wiped away the tear and faced him once 
more. “This behavior is entirely inappropriate for a Starfleet officer, for me. I can never allow to 
lose myself like that again.” 
 Xylion took a small step towards her. “There are a number of meditation techniques I 
may be able to teach you in order to achieve the kind of control and inner peace you seek.” 
 She nodded resolutely. “I think I would like that.” 
 

* * * 
 
“I am not quite able to put my disappointment into words.” 
 Tazla Star simply glared at the Deltan on the screen but didn’t say anything. 
 “You have let me down, you really have. I used to be able to trust you unconditionally. You used 
to be one of my best assets,” he said and then shook his head. “No, you were more than an asset. I took 
you under my wings like my own flesh and blood, taught you everything I knew. And this is how you 
repay me? By betraying your mission. The sad thing is, you didn’t just let me down, you let down an 
entire people.” 
 The Trill had heard just about enough. “Let’s cut the drama, Altee, it doesn’t suit you at 
all. We both know that my mission here had nothing to do with helping the Ait achieve 
equality. This was about your personal vendetta against Schwarzkopf. And now he’s dead. You 
won.” 
 “You think I wanted Schwarzkopf dead?” he said. “I have to admit, it isn’t the worst possible 
outcome but it doesn’t justify your actions. You should have never blown your cover, you should have 
never turned your back on me like you did.” 
 She couldn’t help but laugh out loud, eliciting an unusually irritated look from a man 
who was normally entirely in control of his outward appearance. “Oh this is rich. I’m sorry,” 
she added quickly without meaning it. “I’m getting a lecture about the ends not justifying the 
means from the man who is determined to reach his goals no matter the price. I didn’t realize 
this until now but I just figured you out.” 
 “Is that so?” he said with what appeared to be genuine curiosity. But behind that tiny 
smile, Star knew he was hiding a fire of rage. 
 “Oh yes. You have everybody believe that you have your rules and principles, that you 
always know exactly what you want and how to achieve it. That you are always in total control. 
But you aren’t, are you? Not everything turns out the way you foresee it. And your rules only 
apply as long as they fit you. And you know what, you can’t even admit that you made a 
terrible miscalculation on Tiaita. You completely misread the picture and thanks to you 
hundreds of people are now dead, not that you would truly care about any of that, of course. 
But you were played just like everybody else. Instead of helping the Ait by having Singleton 
give them the antimatter you unwittingly brought them one step closer to extinction.” 
 “You theories, my dear, are all very entertaining. Sadly, they are also completely irrelevant. 
Because where you see failure, I see another success. Maybe I did overestimate the role Tiaita would play 
in the future of the Federation but trust me, after today not a single soul in the Council will worry about 
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this backwater planet ever again. And no one will talk about Schwarzkopf’s misguided treaty. As for 
you—“ 
 “What about me?” she said. “Am I going to disappear, like all you other enemies? Will 
you send somebody after me like you send me after Shuun?” 
 He looked her straight in the eye for a moment as if he had been considering just that. 
Tazla Star had fully realized that her actions would invite his scorn and Altee was not the kind 
of man you wanted as an enemy. But what did she really stand to lose at this point? 
 “I’ll do far worse than have you disappear.” 
 She suppressed the urge to swallow. 
 “It is a shame,” he said, now no longer even looking at her. “You could have been my 
greatest disciple. I’m not entirely sure what will happen to you, it’ll be a bit of an experiment I suppose. 
But whatever it is, I will no longer be there to look out for you. Personally, I think you’ll just crawl under 
a rock somewhere and die.” He gave her a broad smile. “I’m going to enjoy watching you self 
destruct.” 
 And with that Altee’s face blinked out. 
 The door annunciator signaled a visitor, causing her to nearly leap out of her chair. Had 
he been able to make good on his veiled threat so quickly? 
 She suddenly felt extremely alone and vulnerable and her first instinct had been to reach 
for a hidden phaser to blast whoever was going to come through that door to pieces. She 
ignored it. She also ignored her second instinct which was to give herself a quick fix before 
having to deal with all the problems she would undoubtedly have to face next. 
 The door rang again. 
 “Yes, come in,” she said and stood from her chair. 
 She had expected Nora Laas and a security team with orders to escort her to the brig. 
 Instead, Nigel Bane entered her quarters. 
 “Nigel,” she said without being able to hide her surprise. 
 He looked around for a moment, a bit unsure himself perhaps of what he was doing 
here. “You know, I was halfway expecting to visit you in a prison cell.” 
 She smiled at that. “You and me both.” 
 “I guess if they arrested you they would have to take me in as well.” 
 She wanted to laugh at that but forced herself not to. Nigel Bane’s discretions were those 
of a schoolboy compared to the things she had done. “I don’t think you have anything to worry 
about. My reports have made it clear that you are not to be held responsible for the things that 
happened.” 
 “That is very nice of you, I suppose,” he said. “But I’ve done some very stupid things 
and shown poor judgment while we were together. No offense.” 
 “None taken.” 
 “And my skipper knows it too. I’ll be pulling some serious double shifts for next couple 
of years or so before I live this down. In fact, at this point I’d be lucky if I ever make full 
lieutenant.” 
 “I’m so sorry, Nigel. I really didn’t mean to get you into trouble. I should have left you 
alone.” 
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 There was a little gleam in his eyes. “Yes, you probably should have. But you know 
what, and I know I shouldn’t be saying this, but besides going behind my skipper’s back and 
having to see the misery on Tiatia and beside you trying to blackmail me and nearly killing me, 
I had some fun.” 
 Now she did laugh. And it felt good. 
 “I know what you’ve done on Tiaita to try and stop that bomb and getting T’Ser back. 
And even though I cannot condone your deception and your lies, I do stand by my initial 
assessment. Deep down you’re a decent person who is just trying to do the right thing. 
Somewhere along the way you made the wrong choices but that doesn’t mean you can’t find 
your way back.” 
 She didn’t know what to say to that. And she wasn’t sure if Nigel Bane knew how much 
his words meant to her. He was perhaps the only remaining person in the universe to have any 
kind of faith in her character. 
 The silence between them was quickly becoming awkward. “They’re showing the 
Starfleet-Alabama game in your mess hall. How about it?” 
 But the truth was, the last thing she wanted to do now was to be seen. “That’s a sweet 
offer but I still have a ton of reports to finish.” 
 He nodded understandingly and turned towards the exit. 
 “You know you’re going to make some woman really happy someday,” she said before 
he had reached the doors. They had never been meant for each other, she knew that, but that 
didn’t stop her from realizing that she would have been blessed with a man like him as a 
companion. 
 He shot her a little smirk. “Me, settle down? I’m not seeing it.” 
 “I do.” 
 He nodded to her shortly, realizing that their paths would most likely not cross again for 
some time. “Take care of yourself, Taz.” 
 

* * * 
 
Her session with Xylion had been surprisingly successful and she couldn’t deny that she felt a 
whole lot better about herself after taking him up on his offer to meditate with him. 
 Not only that but he had shown her how she could use those techniques on her own. 
That she would return to them before long, she didn’t doubt in the least. 
 Bluefin didn’t have any counselors and the events of the last few days would stay with 
her for a long time. She was determined that should she ever be placed into a similar situation 
again, she would maintain full control of herself at all times, no matter what. If meditation was 
going to help her achieve that, then that was exactly what she would be doing. 
 This didn’t mean that she was going to give up on her parents’ ways of v’tosh k’atur. 
She had no intentions of abandoning all emotions in order to become like Xylion, she enjoyed 
her life too much to be willing to make such a sacrifice. 
 She had nearly reached Eagle’s main lounge on deck ten where she intended to rejoin 
with the rest of her crew. Truth be told, she couldn’t wait to finally see Dale again. 
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 “T’Ser.” 
 She turned upon hearing the familiar voice. She smiled warmly when she saw who had 
called out for her. “Ash, how are you?” 
 That smile dropped off her face when the answer seemed just a little bit too apparent. 
Her face looked sickly pale and her eyes were bloodshot as if she hadn’t slept in days. After the 
ordeal both women had been through this didn’t seem particularly surprising. And yet 
somehow T’Ser was sure that the doctor, who had turned out to be much more stoic than she 
had anticipated during their captivity together, looked as if she was in a worse state now than 
she had ever been over the last week. 
 “I’m fine,” she said, obviously lying. “I just wanted to make sure you’re alright, we 
didn’t get a chance to talk after we came back.” 
 T’Ser nodded. “I’d be lying if I said that I’ve been entirely unaffected by the things that 
happened. But I might have found a way to process some of it.” 
 “That’s good, that’s very good.” 
 “How about you, do you have somebody to talk to? I’ve been told Starfleet ships have 
very good counselors on board.” 
 Wenera nodded meekly but she seemed somewhat absentminded. 
 This prompted T’Ser to take a step closer. “Ash, you look pale, are you sure you are 
alright?” 
 The doctor looked directly into her eyes. “I’ve been feeling a little sick lately, it’s 
probably psychological.” 
 “Is that your expert opinion, Doctor?” 
 She nodded, trying to put on a smile which didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
 “Why don’t you come with me to your Nest? We’ll have a drink, watch that game and 
try to forget all about Tiaita. At least for the time being.” 
 “I really should get some rest,” she said. “If I don’t see you again, I just wanted to say 
that I’m sorry.” 
 T’Ser looked befuddled. “Sorry for what?” 
 “For ... for the things that happened down there.” 
 The Vulcan locked eyes with Wenera. “You have nothing to apologize for. And don’t let 
anyone else tell you otherwise, especially not you.” 
 But her words appeared to have little effect so T’Ser decided on a more physical 
approach. And the doctor didn’t object as the two women hugged shortly. She seemed to 
welcome the gesture.  
 “We’ll talk later, alright?” said T’Ser. 
 The doctor nodded and then beat a quick retreat down the corridor and out of sight, 
leaving T’Ser no choice but to worry about what exactly it was that she was going through. But 
differently to Wenera, T’Ser was in desperate need for some distractions at the moment. So she 
turned back around and entered Eagle’s Nest. 
 She found the venue packed with crewmembers from both Eagle and Bluefin and yet it 
was eerily quiet. 
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 The reason for that was quickly apparent. T’Ser didn’t consider herself a football fan but 
having been raised in Seattle on Earth, she understood the game and the significance of the one 
being shown at the moment. 
 It was the late fourth quarter, less than two minutes remaining on the clock. The 
Starfleet Vanguards were down by six points which meant they had to finish their current drive 
with a touchdown or their playoff hopes would come to nothing. 
 “Rajak hands it off to Brown. … He finds a hole. … And he takes it down to Alabama’s forty-five 
yard line.” 
 “I don’t agree with this call here, Lee. With just about fifty-two seconds left in this ball game, 
Starfleet has to start bringing back the passing game if they want to have any shot at this one. Remember, 
they have no time-outs remaining.” 
 T’Ser scanned the crowd whose eyes were predominantly glued to the massive screen at 
the far end of the room. She even spotted Delta Simms, the die-hard Alabama fan, now holding 
on to a Vanguards banner as if her life depended on it.  
 She found the person she was looking for moments later. He stood at the opposite end of 
the room and yet their eyes met at about the same time. 
 They both managed to squeeze themselves through the crowd to meet up somewhere in 
the middle. 
 “Is this a bad time?” she said with a smirk. 
 “You mean this?” he said and pointed a thumb over his shoulder and towards the 
screen. “It’s just a game.” 
 “Right.” 
 “Rajak drops back to pass. … He’s got a heavy rush …” 
 McBride couldn’t help but steal away a look over his shoulder to find the screen again. 
 “He’s hit as he throws. … It’s deflected! And picked up!” 
 A collective moan echoed across the room from nearly a hundred disappointed and 
frustrated spectators. 
 “That’s it, isn’t it?” she said. “The game’s over. We’ve lost.” 
 But McBride shook his head. “Not until that clock reaches zero. This game has been one 
turnover after another,” he said and looked back at her. “Every time you think you’ve got it, it 
seems to slip away again.” 
 She looked straight into his blue eyes. “We’re talking about the game, right?” 
 He just smirked. 
 “All ‘Bama has to do now is to run out the clock. One more snap should do it. 
  They give it to Studebaker for a run up the middle. … Oh, what brutal hit behind the line by this 
unforgiving defense. … And the ball pops loose! … Starfleet recovers!” 
 “Unbelievable, Lee. This game just won’t quit. I haven’t seen something like this in a while.”  
 “And the linebacker has nothing but green in front of him. At midfield, … to the forty, … the 
thirty-five,  … the thirty and he’s tackled at the twenty-eight. Starfleet will get one last chance for a win 
with just twelve seconds left in the game.” 
 “My, this is one exciting game,” T’Ser said. “I feel sorry I didn’t come sooner.” 
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 “You’re here, that’s all that matters,” said McBride and reached out and around her 
waist. 
 “Rajak sets up in the shotgun. Five receivers. The Tide is in the prevent defense. They’ve got most 
of their defensive backs deep, determined not to allow a score here.” 
 He pulled her closer. 
 “Dale, what about the game? There are like a hundred people here,” she said but didn’t 
resist McBride’s efforts. 
 “They all seem a bit distracted at the moment.” 
 “There’s the snap. Alabama blitzes! … Rajak is out of time, he has to get rid of the ball!” 
 “You know this isn’t like you,” she said as their lips were just inches apart. 
 “I just realized what was important to me.” 
 “Rajak let’s go of a high, wobbly ball. … He’s got a man in the end zone but he’s blanketed by 
defenders! … It’s a jump ball!” 
 A hundred pairs of eyes watched a ball which seemed to stay in the air forever, refusing 
to come back down and determine the outcome of this game. 
 Dale McBride and T’Ser’s eyes were not among those. They were closed as they 
exchanged the most passionate kiss either one of them could remember.  
 Nobody else noticed. 
 

* * * 
 
When Tazla Star entered the captain’s ready room, she immediately assumed that the two 
crewmembers who were also present were security officers. 
 It wasn’t a long shot. They were wearing the mustard-trimmed uniforms of the security 
department and after all Owens had ordered her to come here only shortly after her 
conversation with Altee and his not so indirect threat. 
 Owens sat behind his desk. 
 “Sir, reporting as ordered.” 
 He nodded absentmindedly, not focused on her at all. 
 She followed his glance to realize that he was looking at the Botticelli painting instead. 
 “Sir?” 
 “At ease, Commander.” 
 She relaxed slightly. 
 “What do you think of it?” 
 It took her a moment to realize that he was talking about the painting. She looked at it 
again. “It is very beautiful, sir. I have often found that humans possess an artistic skill and 
imagination that rivals those of the greatest artists in the galaxy.” 
 “Used to, Commander. Used to. Modern human art is nothing to write home about.” 
 “I suppose that lies in the eye of the beholder. We always tend to elevate older forms of 
art over contemporary works.” 
 The captain nodded, finding himself agreeing with the Trill. Maybe for the first time. 
“You don’t think that this belongs on a starship, do you?” 
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 She looked at it and then back at the captain. “Uhm, no, sir.” 
 “Yes, so I’ve been told on numerous occasions. But you know, having this priceless piece 
of human heritage right here in front of me has given me a newfound sense of appreciation. 
Admiral Schwarzkopf used it to try and appeal to my sense of humanism, trying to make me 
realize what was at stake if his plan failed. In a sense, I suppose he was successful. I desperately 
wanted him to succeed even though I should have known from the start that his entire logic 
was flawed.” 
 “I think the problem with people like Admiral Schwarzkopf is that they have so many 
gray zones that it is almost completely impossible to tell if they are doing the right thing for the 
wrong reasons or the wrong thing for the right ones. I had the misfortune of being employed by 
an individual with a very similar character trait.  
 The truth is we won’t even know if what they have set in motion on Tiaita might not 
turn out to be a blessing after all. I’ve already heard rumors that with the theocratic government 
gone, some Tia are willing to reach out to the Ait and vice versa. This could be the beginning of 
a new era on Tiaita. One can only hope that this time, tolerant and understanding minds will 
prevail over those looking for power and status.” 
 “Then maybe it’s true,” Owens said. “Every cop is a criminal and all the sinners saints.” 
 “Sir?” 
 “Just an old song I heard once.” 
 She nodded. “I think I remember that one. Beatles?” 
 “Rolling Stones,” Owens said and then looked at the two crewmembers still in the room. 
“Alright boys, time to get to work. Have it readied for transport back to Earth. And I don’t have 
to remind you that while this painting remains on this ship it will be your responsibility. If 
anything happens to it, and I’m talking so much as a scratch on the frame, you will not have to 
worry about what the Jem’Hadar will do if they ever catch up with you. Do I make myself 
sufficiently clear?” 
 The two young crewmembers blanched but nodded quickly. 
 Then they very carefully and deliberately placed the famed artwork into a specially 
designed container, durable enough to survive a warp core explosion, and then carried it out of 
the room with all the care one would have expected from a pair of young, terrified 
crewmembers. 
 Once the doors had closed behind them, Owens focused on the Trill standing in front of 
his desk again. “Now there is another matter which we need to discuss.” 
 She nodded, fully aware what was coming next. 
 He glanced at his computer screen. “I have to say these new orders are about as 
surprising as the last ones I received. And I’m not sure yet how I feel about them.” 
 Star’s facial expressions mirrored puzzlement. 
 “You don’t know, do you?” 
 “Know what, sir?” 
 He leaned back in his chair, momentarily enjoying her ignorance. He had of course 
hated the fact that Tazla Star had come aboard his ship and had treated the entire thing with a 



378 
 

large amount of skepticism which as it turned out had been fully justified when she had 
admitted her true reasons for being on Tiaita. 
 But the admission had also marked a turning point after which she had done everything 
in her power to try and free the Starfleet hostages and stop Deite’s and Sindron’s plans, going as 
far as nearly sacrificing herself. 
 It wasn’t enough to make him forget what she had been doing before but it had changed 
his perception of her slightly. 
 “Your new orders, Commander. Your position on Eagle has been made permanent.” 
 “Permanent,” she said, repeating the word as if it was entirely foreign to her. She 
thought about Altee’s threat. He was going to do far worse than have her disappear. “Son of a 
bitch,” she mumbled under her breath. 
 “Commander?” 
 “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “The man I used to work for threaten to cut me loose. He 
said he would ensure that I’d be miserable. I think his exact words were self destruct.” 
 “I see. I can try to fight these orders but for the moment I don’t think there would be any 
point. Starfleet has greater problems than to investigate personnel assignments. Depending on 
my report they might decide to file charges but it appears to me that the people you have 
worked for are pretty powerful and undoubtedly able to make those disappear. If this really is 
supposed to be your punishment.” 
 She nodded. “It is. And he will make sure that there is no legal way for me to get out of 
it. But I will not let him get away with this. And I won’t allow him to make you and your crew 
victims of his actions.” 
 “So what do you propose? If you’re thinking about resigning your commission, you can 
forget about that. Starfleet won’t let you, not with a stop loss order in effect, not during the 
war.” 
 “I know,” she said. “If you let me, I’m willing to disappear.” 
 “And go where?” 
 “I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll try to hitch a ride on a ship heading towards the Delta 
Quadrant. Or I’ll seek out the Nyberrite Alliance, I’ve heard they’re always looking for 
experienced officers.” 
 “Are you sure about this?” said Owens, leaning slightly forward in his chair. “You’ll be 
a deserter. Starfleet may not have time to chase after you now but you’ll never be able to show 
your face in Federation space again. If there is one thing Starfleet Command does not tolerate, 
it’s deserters in a time of war.” 
 “It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.” 
 But Owens shook his head. “I think if you do that, you will give this man exactly what 
he wants. If he’s really out to see you destroy yourself than running away from it all is the first 
step to achieve precisely that.” 
 “Crawl under a rock and die,” she said to herself, repeating Altee’s prediction. “But 
what is the alternative?” 
 The captain sat up straighter in his chair and tugged slightly at his uniform jacket. “I’d 
be lying if I said that I trust you completely. But your recent actions have shown that you are 
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willing to turn a new page. You have the potential to be a good—maybe even a great—Starfleet 
officer. It’s not going to be easy, not for either one of us, but if you are willing to take the chance 
than so will I.” 
 She was at a loss for words. “I don’t know what to say, sir.” 
 “You say yes,” he said. “You will come clean with me about everything you’ve done 
while you’ve been on Tiaita and anything else that could compromise your position as my first 
officer. And you will commit yourself to fulfill your new duties to the best of your abilities.” 
 “I will not let you down, sir.” 
 “I’m not promising that you will be able to revive your career, I’m only promising you 
that I’ll give you a shot. If this is not going to work out, if you give me any reason to believe 
your loyalties might be divided or that you are not fully committed to your new role, I will find 
a way to get rid of you, Starfleet regulations or not.” 
 She nodded sharply. “I understand. And … thank you.” 
 “Oh, don’t thank me yet. You will have your work cut out for you. Your recent actions 
on Tiaita may have increased your reputation slightly but you will still have to face a heap of 
adversity from those serving under you as well as those at Command who will want nothing 
more than to see you out of the picture for good. And you will have to find a way to deal with it 
without self-destructing in the process.” 
 Another nod. And she meant it. She hadn’t expected Owens to go out on a limb for her. 
And that was exactly what he was doing with this offer. After all that had happened, he had 
absolutely no reason to take a chance on her. She had given him an alternative, she had been 
perfectly willing to run away and try to fend for herself but the truth was she wanted to be a 
Starfleet officer. A proper Starfleet officer. She always had. 
 A chirp from Owens’ computer captured his attention. He activated the screen and his 
serious expression was immediately transformed into one of joy. He turned the computer to 
allow Star to see what had put an unexpected smile on his face. 
 Black and red clad football players had rushed onto the field to celebrate their victory. 
 “Starfleet wins,” Owens said. 
 She smirked. “A sign of things to come?” 
 The captain stood. “Together we’ll make sure,” he said and offered her his hand which 
she shook without delay.  
 “Welcome aboard Eagle, Commander Star.” 
 
 

 
 

the ^dventures will continue … 
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