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Dedication

I'd like to dedicate this anthology to my late fathJohn Rofeta, who passed
away five days after | completed “To Seek and té-bend”. His support
and love throughout my life is something that | cawer truly repay and

words will never be enough to describe how mudayvéd and cared for him.

| miss you dad.
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The Decisions We Make...

Space: the final frontier. Across time and spae®y beings have stood on their worlds
and looked up to the night sky and wondered; whaui there? This drive to know what
is around them leads to the inevitable first siapsspace. Some even spread out from
their planet to other worlds taking with them thaitture and way of life. One species to
do this was Humans. From a single planet theyaspoait and would become the driving
force behind a great federation, which would jdinen similar minded planets together.
The United Federation of Planets became a leadingpin its region of the Milky Way
galaxy driving forward scientific knowledge andigtig for peace and cooperation with
its many neighbours.

On a planet at the edge of Federation space amuman sits down next to roaring fire
with a group of other beings. They are a mix @csgs from across the known space
whose families have come to settle on this colooyldv The human stands out due to
his age for he is surrounded by boys and girlstibae yet to reach the age where they
can shed those titles and be referred to as adJliish older than the others he leans
back and looks straight up at the night sky.

“Have you seen such a brilliant sight?” asksdlieman, a smile creases his wizened
face. “It's easy to forget how beautiful it is whgou're in the city, all those lights
drowning out the stars.”

“You're seen plenty of them before, haven’t yoa8ked a human boy.

The old man looks down at the boy and with a kk@nn his eyes replies, “You can

never look up at the night sky and not be amazed.”
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“No, | mean...you were in Starfleet weren’t you? l@ast that's what my mum says.”

The old man chuckles to himself. “Who am | tguee with your mother?”

“What was it like?” asked a Bolian youth.

“What do you think it would be like?”

The Bolian stammered and a young girl took okeranswering. “It would be an
amazing experience. It would be hard but worthribu know, to know that you are
doing something that makes a difference.”

“Where did you serve? Was it on tEeterpris€”

The man shook his head. The famous flagshipalvesys the first ship thought of.
“There are many more starships in Starfleet thehtheEnterprise though sometimes it
does seem like she’s the only ship in the quadrAnbt of these ships have crew that are
just as good and have just as many stories tolté to

“Yeah, like which ones?”

“Have any of you heard of the USSviftfiree A?”

There was a chorus of no’s from the group.

“The Swiftfirewas a good ship, with a good crew. Though ariey all? It served
some of the Federation’s most testing times.”

“Is it still around?”

“The SwiftfireA? No. Not even sure if there iSSaviftfirein the fleet still. | like to
think there still is a ship carrying her banner thétre somewhere.” He waved up to the
sky as he said this and looked up. He staredaosa the stars as if looking for some
sign to answer his query.

“Why did you leave? I've heard of people servingtarfleet well into their hundreds.”
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The man smiled a knowing smile, as if he had legecting the question. “What have
you heard?”

“I heard it was because you lost your ship amy tirummed you out,” he replied.

“No, it was because he stepped in and changedetelopment of another race,”
argued a Tellarite.

“Well, | heard it was because you went crazy aedrly blew up a space station.”

The man let out a loud laugh. “The rumour mél/ar does disappoint,” he said
between laughs.

One of the girls spoke up over his laughing. %8woch is it? Or it is something else?
Was it good or bad?”

“That wouldn't be for me to decide.”

“What does that mean?” asked the Bolian.

“We all make decisions. Some are measured, ®trerforced. When we make them
we try to do it with the most amount of informatipassible and with a prediction of the
results. We do this because we know we only haeechance at it. Then once we'’re
done we judge it by our standards, but in the @atimeans little. It will be up to others
to judge and comment on these decisions and wieehistory books are written it won't
be your view that is used, it is always someone'ls

“l don’t understand.”

“You all remember reading about the Dominion W&@ring that conflict you had
people making decisions that would risk hundredsvet. Decisions that could see then
painted as villains or heroes. Take the Carda$3@&mnar for example, what do you think

of him?”
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“He was a hero. He rebelled against the Domirefped end the war and freed his
people. He is one of the greatest Cardassiangetdige,” replied the only Cardassian
among the group. He was not surprised by this sgratromantic view of Damar.

“His actions directly led to the death of ovdrilion Cardassians on Cardassia Prime,
most of them civilians. No matter the cause, & imassive death toll. What about the
fact that for over a year he was the head of the&sian Union in the war against the
Federation Alliance? That his actions saw thelgeat millions of beings across the
guadrant. Or that he nearly led to the Dominia@sination of this quadrant when he
found a way to bring down the minefield at the Bajowormhole and allow for
unlimited Dominion reinforcements from the Gammaa@uant? Or that he was
complicit in the Dominion having a foothold in tlgsadrant to begin with? Or the fact
he killed an unarmed woman?”

“When did he do that?” spat out the Cardassianorn®usly.

Again he was not surprised by this. It was & flaat had been buried under the surface
of the legend that Damar had become since histdgszth during the final moments of
the war with the Dominion. He had not been witrtesthe event but he had gained a
significant insight into it years after the event.

“It was around the time the Federation won baek@Space 9. The Dominion was
evacuating the station and Damar was looking fdkdDuthe current leader of the

Cardassian Union...”

* k* *x %
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Damar skulked around the corner like a shadoveyntgf the Obsidian Order. He had
found Gul Dukat in the presence of his daughteiifstead of immediately going to get
them and usher them to the evacuating transpantetding made him pause around the
corner. Out of sight he listened to their exchan8ie he did he heard Ziyal's shocking
confession. She had freed the saboteurs thatikadleld the station. She had let down
the Cardassians and more importantly she let dawifather, Dukat.

Damar had been a pathetic excuse for a Guardsnae, interested in self-pity then
during his best for the state before Dukat had lassigned to the sorry vessel he had
served on. Dukat had awoken something in him beght long lost; pride and belief.
Dukat had initiated training and practice to get ttest of the crew and Damar had
revelled in it. It was an honour to serve underam of Dukat’s stature, though former as
it was at the time. But that did not matter, Dukas a great man and you had to be a
fool not to recognise it. He had proved it wherldgethem in capturing a Klingd®'rel
class Bird-of-Prey. He had the courage to facembakness of the Detapa Council and
take the war to the Klingons. He was a hero ofuthien, despite it cutting him loose.

Dukat had taken him under his wing, possiblyrsg@ him potential, maybe just to
have an ally. He had sworn an oath to see thenuraak to its former position; to
dominance, with Dukat. They had done so by joinirgDominion, with their fearsome
Jem’Hadar they had secured the Union and extersiéiders. Despite the current
setback Damar had faith Dukat would once againitiaround and Cardassia would
reign victorious over its enemies.

He could not believe what he heard from Ziyak h&d always harboured some doubts

about her. She was not a Cardassian, not reldity.blood was stained with the
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weakness and inferiority of Bajoran heritage, stidat not hope to be half the woman a
fully Cardassian woman would be. He had told Duiatto trust her and that the
despicable Bajoran Major Kira would further corriet, use her Bajoran side to her
advantage for the enemy. Dukat would not listenh&d given up everything for the
Ziyal and that blinded him. All men had a weakna&sd Dukat’s was Ziyal.

Damar peeked around the corner. Dukat had lgis tmehim and Ziyal was too focused
on her father to notice him. She said her goodingestarted to walk away. It was for
the best Damar realised. She had weakened Dukabldanger. She paused and turned
back to Dukat and called to him. To his horror Bustepped forward, seemingly blind
to her lies and treachery.

A voice from his past sounded in his mirftlet this be a lesson. Next time press the
trigger.”

Damar stepped out of his hiding place and tralmsdveapon, which had somehow
gotten into his hand. A golden beam of death ed$som him to the young woman. It
struck her cleanly in the chest. She staggerek datep into the wall and fell.

“NOOOOO!” yelled Dukat spinning to face him.

Damar was suddenly out of his trance. He sthecktin the corridor weapon still
raised, hardly believing what he had just doneseémed to take him forever before he
could get his mouth to work. “You heard her. Sheetraitor.”

The anguish on Dukat’s face was almost too macib&mar. His superior turned his
back on him and rushed to the prone body on tlee.fléle picked it up into his arms and

whispered to it.
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“We’'re out of time, sir. The last ship is wagifor us,” he explained, grabbing Dukat’s
arm to help him to his feet.

Dukat growled at him and shook him off. Damaratl in his eyes and no longer saw
the man he admired. All he saw was a broken idd&di crazed by the death of his
daughter. The leader of destiny had died befarejbst as surely if as that disruptor
blast had struck Dukat instead of his daughteris Was not how things were meant to
turn out.

“I love you, Ziyal. Do you hear me? | love ybmuttered Dukat pathetically to his
deceased child.

Damar knew that Dukat would not follow him noweser. Damar took one last look at
Dukat and opened his month to say one last thifgré&eecanting. There was nothing
left to be said between them. With that Damaredrand hurried to catch the transport
leaving Dukat to whatever fate the Federation wdokde on him.

He reached the docking port; the two Cardassiaard@men standing by the airlock
lowered their weapons as they saw him approach.

“Get onboard, it's time to leave,” he ordered.

“What about Gul Dukat?” asked one of the Carcamssi

Damar’s jaw set as he looked directly into thesegf the Cardassian soldier. “He’s not
coming.” He saw a look of confusion on the Cardass face and saw the questions just
below the surface, but Damar’s hard gaze kept himm fasking them. The Cardassian
soldier nodded, a look of sorrow crossing his flagefly. Damar put his hand on his

shoulder to comfort him. The soldier could not wnehat had happened but he knew
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that one of the Union’s greatest leaders wouldomgér be there to guide them. “We
need to get out of here before the Federationgsiefments arrive.”

The Cardassians boarded their vessel and it @@sdisconnected to the accursed
Terok Nor and retreated back to Cardassia Prime.

Damar was glad that Weyoun and his Founder hraddy left on another ship. He
would not want to explain this to the Vorta rigltwn  Damar knew that Weyoun would
not have accepted him just leaving Dukat on thigostdor the Federation to capture. He
would have sent out Jem’Hadar to kill Dukat and Bagould not face the death of his
idol, mentor and friend. He did he think the Fedi®n would be able to get anything out
of the grief stricken former leader of Cardassigveay. He would just have to convince
Weyoun of that fact when they next spoke.

As the ship made its way back to Cardassia questaced through Damar’s mind.
What now for Cardassia? Just hours ago he wasstine outcome for his people, now
the future was as murky as before they had joihedominion. Who could possible
lead his people now Dukat was gone? Who had thagth and will to stand up for the
Cardassian Union? He did not know. As these qurestvhirled around his mind there
was one question at the back of his mind. Onedeat want to think of, he did his best
to ignore it in the hope it would fade away, butantinued to niggle at the back of his
mind. He denied the question, but he knew thabitld work its way to the fore and

once he did he would have to face it and the careszgs it would drag with it.

* k* *x %
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“He murdered a woman?” said the Tellarite in di&g

“Murder suggests there was something illegalisndations,” he said. “In context,
under Cardassian and Dominion law, the summaryutiaecof enemies of the state and
traitors is acceptable. So by that law he diddwanything wrong.”

“That’s not right,” stated one of the human bekisking his head. “How can that be
right?”

“There you have one of the most fundamental @Bl of life. Matching the legal and
cultural aspects of what is right with your own aisrand ethics. We are all shaped by
our experiences. Just as what came before infateBamar in his decision to press that
trigger that day, those event also helped shappats®n who would later turn on the
Dominion and help the Federation and its allies thanwar.”

He looked over to the Cardassian boy. The beyés stared at the ground as he poked
around the dirt with a stick. The boy had entaetiony silence during his tale and was
now processing what he had heard, whether it wohaled any effect on him was still to
be seen. He had known more than one Cardassftatlyaefuse to believe the tale, no
matter what evidence was presented to them.

“What about you, how will the history books rentemyou?” said one of the girls
breaking the silence.

“I don’t know if I've done...or will do anythingvorth noting in a history book, but we
all make decisions that will be remembered by oentls and family. Depending on
what you believe in your afterlife might also tdkese things into account.”

“Like what?”

16
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He sat back and glanced back up to the sky asd¢essed his distant memories. ‘I
think | come up with a few examples if you wantigten to an old man gabber on?”

There was a chorus of yes’s from the group. djested the way he was sitting for a bit
more comfort, he had a feeling he was going tabbgring on for a bit to come.

“Well where to start? | guess the beginning goad place. Now, this happened years

ago to someone | once knew...”
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What Little Girls are Made Of

Most of the population of New Seattle on Penthdraonsidered the Ridge to be the
bad part of the city. Most people would avoid gpihrough it at night. It was home to
drug dealers, thieves and gangs since the citylg days. It was built to house the
transient population of new colonists to the wadoloking for a fresh start. It had a
shifting population of people often down on theick, which attracted a certain criminal
element and it had developed from there. It wabthkat all criminal activity in the city
could be linked back to the Ridge.

Terri Renu wandered through this pretty rouglghleourhood in the city. Despite the
fact she was only fifteen and alone she did noehaworry about someone robbing her.
She saw several people size her up as a mark battbay saw the ridges on her nose
they normally just gave her a look of disgust. 8ad no doubt they thought she was
pathetic, a penniless and valueless little girlhatcould they take from her? Bajorans
had nothing but a silly religion. All they wereabfor were begging and praying...both
which seemed to just irritate others. That is whyone would bother to rob her.

That did not mean someone would not just takedibarm her just because they could.
For that reason she had a small personal stuntieher. If anyone tried to take her by
force would be in for a shock.

The reason she was in this part of the city vesibse she was a Bajoran, or to be more
precise because she was an orphaned BajoranerFifears ago she and her parents, plus
other Bajorans were smuggled off their planet lgydtew of a freighter. The ship had

been attacked by a Cardassian warship and whildighter managed to escape her
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parents had been killed during the confrontati®hey were saved by the arrival of a
Starfleet ship and given shelter. None of therosiievivors had been in a state to take
care of her so a human couple adopted her. N&m&e who she was or the names of
her parents, so she was named Terri by her adparedts. They also did not know
when her birthday was and ever since the day tiegthad found her was used to
celebrate her birthday.

Since then she had lived a pretty privilegeddif@ Starfleet brat. For most of it she
had lived on a starship with her parents, untij/tledt the service when she was twelve
and settled in New Seattle. It was around thethghe started to take an interest into her
past and her biological parents. Her parents vagya been open with her about her
heritage and with their help she attempted to ledrat she could. The problem was that
with Bajor annexed by the Cardassian Union theydccoat get the information she
wanted. They had tried several Federation sendndsdepartments but the Cardassians
just blocked any attempt to probe into her pastfamily. After a year of this she had
decided to try and work around this problem by gantside normal channels.

The biggest obstacle in her way was that shedvweéd money, in particular latinum.
As with many Federation citizens her parents didhawe any so neither did she. So she
had to find a way to gain the finances she woutglire and it had taken her two years to
get to a point where she was sure she had enowsgnte her purposes.

She found the address she was after; it waga yartment building. It had been
difficult to find the right person. She had stdrteith petty thieves and worked her way
to more and more disreputable people until one kolesomeone that could help her.

She had contacted him and he had sent back a smgdsage with contact details. She

19
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came to the apartment number and knocked on the ddee door opened and she
stepped in. It was not overly bright inside andats a bit warmer then what she
considered comfortable.

“Continue down the corridor,” said a voice.

Terri cautiously did as she was told; her hand iméher pocket tightly wrapped around
her stunner. She reached the end and found awaibna large table with a single
person at the far end. Her jaw dropped as shenesed the being as a Cardassian. She
saw a brief look of surprise cross the Cardassi@ts.

“Thought you’d be a Bajoran...didn’t think you’d bechild,” he said, the disgust in his
voice was not hidden well.

Terri ignored that and tried to appear conficeamd reassured. “I'm old enough to pay
you.”

The Cardassian stared at her for a few silerdrst His gaze pierced into her as if
willing her to run and hide. She stood there méss, fighting the thought in the back
of her head that told her to get out of there. Mitdecame obvious she was not going
to run away the Cardassian’s gaze relented.

“So you want information from Bajor.”

She nodded. “l want you to find out who | am.”

The Cardassian looked at her like she was sinijpl@. going to need a bit more than
that.”

“My family escaped on a freighter from Bajor &én years ago. It was attacked by a

Cardassian patrol ship and they were killed. &arfescued the survivors and | was

adopted by a couple on the ship.”
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“Poor work by the patrol ship,” muttered the Gassian.

She ignored the remark. This was her first eepee with a Cardassian and she could
see they were everything that people said about.thEhey are disgusting, rude and
hateful. “Here are the Starfleet records of treedent. Plus my medical records with my
DNA.”

She handed over a padd with the information éoGhrdassian. He took it and looked
through the documents quickly.

“I should be able to get you something with thisrmation. Now, my fee.”

“I'm willing to pay you one bar of latinum,” sheaid.

The Cardassian scoffed and tossed the padd datbdeanext to him. “l hope you are
joking.”

“Why? What do you think you should be paid?”

“Three bars. This information is very valualdeybu; it should be worth that amount.”

“I don’t have that much!” she cried. “Do you kmavhat it took to get the amount |
have?”

The Cardassian rolled his eyes. “l don’t carais is what | get for dealing with
children...you are meant to bargain! You start out and then | go high, and we adjust
until we reach a figure we agree on.”

“Oh, one bar and five strips.”

“Two bars and ten strips.

“One batr, ten strips.”

“Two bars.”

“One bar, fifteen.”

21
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“Two bars,” he repeated.

“What you said two bars before!”

“I know, I've hit my floor and I’'m not going anlpwer. You can either afford it or you
cant.”

Terri was growing tired of these games. Shecdudt afford two bars. “Fine. Two
bars.”

“I'll take one bar now and then the rest wheetlrn; even if | don’t return with the
information you want to hear.”

“What's stopping you from just taking my latinnand never returning,” she asked.

The Cardassian smiled at her, causing her teeshit¥ou’d just have to trust me. Plus
| have a reputation to uphold, in this business yeputation is everything. So do we
have a deal or not?”

She had no choice. If she wanted to discovethamy about her past this was the only
way she had. She nodded.

“When will that be?”

“I'm due back on this rotation in three monthswill be then. The latinum.”

Terri handed over the bar of latinum she hade CThrdassian briefly inspected it and
was satisfied it was a real. She stood there mgaftr a minute before the Cardassian
looked back up and noticed she was still there.

“Now it is time for you to leave. Remember daeli anyone about our little
transaction. If | get a hint that someone elsenAgiand I'll make you wish you died with

your parents on that freighter.”
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Terri just nodded. By the look on the Cardassifate she did not doubt that he would
do unspeakable things to her if he was given aoreaShe turned and hurried out of the

apartment and back onto the street.

For several nights after her meeting with heivaie investigator’ Terri found it
difficult to sleep. Her mind raced with possibéi and thoughts of the past and the
present. Failing to get any sleep she got up aadéd into the kitchen to get something
to eat.

As she sat at the counter eating a sandwichatieeif entered the room.

“I thought | sensed someone eating a sandwiaghsdid as he walked over. He grabbed
the bread and spreads Terri had left out and gtéstenake himself a sandwich. He
layered large quantities of jam onto his slicebrefad.

“Dad! Mum said you have to cut down on sugar!”

“Well, you're mums not here right now,” he sai@tlwa wink as he took a big bite out of
his sandwich. The pressure from his bite pushedlatm out the sides of the bread and
over his hands. Terri gave him a look of disgusthe just smiled contently and nodded.
“So what are you up at this hour for?”

Terri averted her eyes as she thought about iwhssty.

“Come on, you can tell your old man.”

“What do you think about Cardassians?” she asked.

Her father took a seat. “I thought this mightreup.” She gave him a look of
confusion. “The FNS is abuzz with reports thatfBtat is mobilising the Seventh Fleet

for a deployment along the border.”
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She had not heard that, but galactic politicseweat her interest at the moment. “So
what do you think of them?”

She saw him take in a breath as he measureddpsmse. “l don't agree with a lot of
the actions of their government and military.”

“What about them as a people?”

“I haven’t met many face to face. The ones lehmet have been in the military. They
have the stereotype of arrogance and the ones inaitiehed that. Let’s put it this way, |
wouldn’t invite them over for a sandwich,” he satdffing his mouth with more of his
sandwich.

“Few civilised species could handle watching yaiti, dad,” she joked. “Could you be
friends with one?”

“What happened to your people is wrong, dearurarents’ death was a tragedy and
the Cardassian military are responsible for itibdbesn’t mean they are all monsters. |
have no doubt that there would be people...many pebpl disagree with what has been
done but they live under a military dictatorshipheir culture frowns on going against
the system...it doesn’t excuse their behaviour bonakes it understandable. Humans
were once like that and probably Bajorans as wellt we changed for the better and we
have to hope they will recognise their mistakeasridrom them and be positively
influenced by it.”

She wondered how much of that her father actiedlieved and how much of it was
just him been diplomatic. “Okay.”

“I know you want to know about your past and dahink we will stop trying. It is just

going to be difficult and take time. Just keepéiagtarling.”
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She nods.
“Okay, now | better be going back to bed, a pofian needs his sleep. Don’t want

those criminals to get the better of me! Goodnidgetri.”

Nearly three months after she met the Cardassiameceived a brief message. All it
said was a date and an address. On the day she hekt him she snuck into her
parents’ room. In the back of their cupboard wasall safe, one that she wasn’'t meant
to know about and she was definitely not meannmakthe combination. She had long
ago figured it out and looked inside of the safé eralised why her parents did not want
her to know about it or its contents.

She inputted the code, praying that her pareadsiot changed it for some reason. The
safe popped open and she reached in and pullezhbubne item. She looked at the
device that she held in her hand and pressed antltere was no response. She looked
back into the safe and saw the other componemededed and grabbed it. She clipped it
into place and was rewarded with the low noiséhefttand phaser powering up.

She closed the safe and quietly exited her psiresam. She had to leave soon if she

was going to make her meeting with her ‘privatesstigator’.

It was in the same building as before but thetapent was different. She entered it and
found the Cardassian waiting.
Before she could ask he said, “I got what youenadter.”

“How much?” she asked.
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“More than enough, lucky for you none of thedileere marked by the Obsidian Order.
If they had been you could expect the price to tmuhe last thing | need is the Order
after me. Though | doubt you care. You are L&ag. You're mother was Letac Gigi
and your father was Letac Marrus, no siblings lmut lgave some uncles, aunts and
cousins still alive on Bajor. No birth date. Ywere registered two weeks before you
escaped, but that means little. The registrang weht out so often and they were only
concerned with indicating the changes in populatiar when these things happened.
The full details are on this padd.”

The Cardassian held up a padd. It looked likeight be the one she had originally
given him. He placed it on the table and slidaser to her, she was quick to pick it up
and look through the information.

A sense of joy and relief flooded through heslas skimmed through the information.
“Thank you.”

“Just pay me,” said the Cardassian dismissively.

Terri paused and nodded. She pulled out a drmaglfrom her pocket and tossed it over
to the Cardassian. The throw was not very goomhggaoff to the left of the Cardassian.
The bag hit the edge of the table and spilledatgents onto the floor.

“Clumsy Bajoran peasant!” said the Cardassian §ngke moved to pick them up and
saw they were in strips. “You couldn’t just give @ single bar?”

“It's what | have.”

He shot her a look. “I guess | should be hapy you have any latinum at all.” He
knelt down to pick up the strips and continuedpeak. “I also included a bit of

information about the Cardassians that let youpesc&he captain of the patrol ship was
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charged with neglecting his duties; he was founttygaf course and sent to work at a
labour camp on Bajor. They said he shouldn’t havewhen theramaguchresponded
to the freighter’s distress call, though going agaanAmbassadoclass ship with his
patrol ship would have been suicide...probably whegver joined the military. He
didn’t even last a week at the labour camp, oneningrthe guards found him in his bed
with a makeshift knife jammed in his neck. Thabdd teach him not to...”

The Cardassian paused as the low whine of a pogvphaser. While he had been
distracted Terri and moved from her seat and ardo@dable to get a clear line of sight
on him. She then pulled out her borrowed hand gtasd pointed at him.

“I see. What do you think you're doing?” he aslsairprisingly calm, though he keep
the rest of his body perfectly still.

Terri’s jaw set. “I’'m getting my revenge.”

“I see,” he said slowly as he straightened himgel “Cardassians killed your parents,
you kill a Cardassian...you can't actually kill therpon responsible given he is already
dead but any will do. Can't fault that logic.”

“Shut up!” she shouted with venom, letting ak thate she had for the Cardassians
come to the surface.

The Cardassian slowly got to his feet. “Do yeally think you have what it takes to
pull that trigger?” An evil sneer crossed his fat€an you kill someone, Vari?”

Anger burned through her veins as the Cardassiad the name her parents had given

her. Her parents they had killed! “Don’t call tat!”
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“That’'s your name. This Terri Renu is just aggise humans gave you to make you
think you’re one of them and not a worthless liBkgoran girl that should be in a labour
camp doing her duty for Cardassia!”

The Cardassian took a step towards her.

“Don’t! I'll shoot you.”

“Then do it!” he stepped forward again. “Show wigat you are made of little girl. A
Cardassian at your age would know what to do. Mweyid pull the trigger and kill their
enemy. We teach them to be strong and to be bridNing a Bajoran isn’'t a crime; it's
a privilege for us!”

“Shut up! Shut up!” she cried. Her hand waskaiguncontrollably, she did not know
if it was fear, nerves, anger or all three.

With another step he was close enough that healmasst touching the phaser.

“Ah, Starfleet issue! Who does it belong to, #¢labr Mark? My guess would be Mark.
He used to be a security officer in Starfleet; lilbibhe’d leave without his favourite
phaser. How do you think he would feel if he kngw, hisdaughterwas going to use it
to murder a Cardassian? | doubt he’'d lose anypsiger my death...but you will.”

The Cardassian slowly leant down so the phassiimiéne with his neck.

“There, you can’t miss now. This will kill me iglly; you won’t have to worry about
me thrashing around screaming in agony as | sloidy Show me how brave Bajorans
are! Press the trigger, just a light touch amilitbe all over.” The Cardassian closed
his eyes and waited. “DO IT!”

Terri jumped in fright. The Cardassian openeddyes a look of disgust back on his

face. “I didn’t think so.” He roughly grabbed Heand and ripped the phaser out of it.
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He then pulled her close to him. He tower overilard his face was so close that his
hot breath assaulted her face.

“That’s the difference between us, between Caidas and Bajorans. You Bajorans
are nothing but helpless sheep in a galaxy of velwéou try to be wolves but it is just
play acting because you are soft, weak-willed amgble. | really should kill you for this
little incident, but | think you will suffer moréving out your life knowing your people
are slaves, a pathetic race that no one cares ahdunly feels pity for.”

With a push he sent her sprawling onto the floberri looked up as he pulled out the
phaser’s power pack and tossed the weapon baakto h

“If you ever need any more information from Bajoontact me...though next time the
price will be higher. Think of it as a penalty foulling a weapon on me. Now, get out
before | change my mind.”

Terri got to her feet. Her face burnt with emmhasment and her heart pumped as if it
was going to explode. She took one last look@QGhrdassian and then hurried out of

the apartment and headed for home.

Terri took a few days to go over what she haadbout. The final events played again
and again in her mind. She had found out who seelwt who was she now? Who was
she going to be? She had gone forward to her fsanéth what she had discovered. She
had edited some of the events. She just told gteerwent through a private investigator,
she left out that it was in fact just a greedy @asian.

They were a bit upset that she had not involhedit Plus the fact she snuck into the

Ridge on at least two occasions nearly made helnendaint. Her father was more
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interested in how she had raised the money. Sthéohill them about several of the
items she had taken to sell or trade. Thoughlsteght he seemed impressed she had
raised over two bars of latinum. She gave thenrg¢h@ending strips and slips so they
could replace some of the belonging she sold.

They had asked her what she wanted to do néw.wW@s not sure. They asked her if
she want to go by her real name. She was not durey had let her think about it. That
was what she was doing in her room. She stoobitt bf the mirror just staring at
herself.

She had decided that she wanted to join Starfl€leé encounter with the Cardassian
had filled her with so much rage and hatred; sdendi want more children to experience
it. The best way was to help the galaxy be a bptéee for all and that was what the
Federation was doing. That was what Starfleetdoérsg.

That just left her with her name. She had detmewhat to do by taking into account
her old life (no matter how short it was) and hewn In the end that seemed like the
only right things to do. They only way to honohose she had not known and those she
had only known.

She now sat in her room with the padd that thel&ssian had given her. Her parents
had raised the question about her name. Now sk Wrhat her real name had been did
she want to change it? She stood and made hetovthg mirror in her room. She stood
in front of it and looked at her reflection.

“Letac Vari,” she said.

She then repeated the name a few more timeBd ot seem to fit her, it did not sound

wrong but it did not sound right either.
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“Terri Renu.”

That was the only name she had known until adays ago but it no longer seemed
appropriate. It was her but it was not.

She did not know which one to choose and shelsabthe mirror repeating both names
to herself. Then she was struck by a very simpteon and in an instance she knew what
her name was and who she was.

“Terri Letac,” she said with joy and pride. ‘tnalerri Letac.”

31

——
| S—



32 | Jonathan Rofeta

The Horseman of the Apocalypse

“...we face an immediate danger. The detractorsma longer claim that it is not real,
the scientific community is in agreement, the déemns warming at an unnatural rate and
the is one major cause. Us.”

“That was Professor Romow Luth today at the cter@hange conference. Professor
Luth rose to prominence a year ago as an outspukee in favour of environmental
issues. Since then he has led several pioneendgaours to limit the effects of ‘global
warming’ on the planet.”

“It's hard to believe that Earth once was in shene position. Teetering at the edge of
the abyss,” said Lieutenant Jonathan Masters.

“We might be enlightened now but that is onlydese we have learnt from the
mistakes of the past,” replied Captain Neville Ella

Masters picked up the datapadd that was on the ita front of him. He was in the
captain’s ready room on the US@nston the ship he had been on since he graduated
from the academy five years ago. He had recemtiynipromoted to a full lieutenant and
was recently assigned as the ship’s primary tdaitaer.

He looked at the padd and the image of a mafindlit hard to believe a person with
his experience in pre-warp civilisation study wogtalso off the rails!”

“It can be hard to stay neutral when you're ia thick of it,” replied his captain.

Masters looked at the image on his padd and caedpato the image on the screen. It
was easy to recognise both men as the same pénsmpecies he was studying were

near-human with the only major difference an ine@rtv” shaped brow ridge.
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He read a couple of points on the padd for arsttime. “This isn’t just a break of
neutrality this is a blatant disregard of the Prirective!”

“There is no denying that fact and that's why @aand has sent us. | want you to
organise a four person team to go to the planetraide contact with therofessor”’

“I'll start working with Commander Whiting...”

“The commander won’t be going on this missiontérrupted Ella.

“Oh,” said Masters surprised. “Who will lead tteam?”

“You will, lieutenant.”

“I don’t think...I'm just a lieutenant, sir.”

“We're not going to war here; this is a simplsetsetrieval mission. Low risk, perfect
for my new security and tactical chief. That idass you don't think you can handle it.”

“Yes | can, sir. I...look forward to this opporityn”

“I thought you might. Now, get planning and angang your mission we’ll be in the

system in nine hours.”

The time seemed to pass quickly as Masters prdgas team. He chose two security
officers and an engineer to accompany him. It @rase this was all done that time
seemed to slow to a crawl. The team waited inype-6 shuttlecraft as the US®%nston
travelled closer to the planet.

“Lieutenant Masters, we’re in position for you &uhch.”

“Thank you, Alex.”

“Good luck, Jono. Try not to lose the shuttleointt want to drive all the way back

here to pick you up.”
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Masters guided the shuttle out of the shuttlebaiting at the rear of the ship. In front
and flanking them were the rectangular nacelleswieae common to aMorwayclass
ships. Once he was clear of the ship he watcheedehsors as tiWinstonheaded back
out of the system. They had been on a mission @tarleet Command and sent them
orders to send someone to the planet Lanzling. é¥ew their current mission was not
something they could just leave for a few daydaat they really should not have
brought the team all the way to the planet but Camanwas insistent that the Federation
observer had to be extracted as soon as posdibkcaptain had decided that Masters
was the best person to lead this mission, sincedhenander was needed for their
original mission and his services as a tacticateffwere less crucial.

He guided the shuttle into the planet’'s atmosghtiey were high over one of the
planet’s poles. Reports had few people in thia afdhe planet and given it was winter
the people there weren't likely to be out starggzi@nce in the atmosphere he would be
able to fly the shuttle to their site. He followsn night and flew at the edge of space.
He kept an eye on his sensors and made sure tinaifgmvas working. It would not be
good for the locals to detect the shuttle.

He brought the shuttle to land in a woodland #hehdappeared deserted. They were
over a hundred kilometres from their target zonetlhey had a transporter installed in
the shuttle to beam the team around.

“Engage the chameleon,” he ordered.

The shuttle was now invisible to the naked e¥ke ship projected a holographic
projection that hugged the skin of the shuttle akenit look like nothing was there. It

hid you from visuals but any half way decent sessould detect the ship, luckily that
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was not an issue on this planet. He just hopeoheowalked into the side of the shuttle
whilst it was parked. The mission would become Imonore complicated if they had to
start stunning the inhabitants.

“Okay, time to find us an ‘alien’.”

Masters and another security officer sat in wieatonsidered would be a trendy café.
The two Starfleet officers looked anything butytheere dressed in muted suits and both
looked rather plain. Their waitress brought théeirtdrinks and Masters paid her. He
of course did not really have any money but it @asy enough for the small replicator
they brought with them to produce the currency usethe planet.

It was fraud but he doubted that it would evedlseovered and they were only adding
a very small amount into the economy. It was aessary evil.

“There he is,” said the security officer.

Masters glanced over and saw their target. Hewaking towards the building his
apartment was in. Finding where Luth lived wasdifitcult. They had beamed into the
city and simply got themselves access to a compeiterinal and searched the databases
until they found his address.

Masters stood up and headed after their tartieigdis partner to wait at the café. He
followed the professor into the apartment and fuahaged to catch the lift the professor
got in. He went up to the same floor and got duhe lift and followed him to his
apartment.

“I think we should talk,” he said.

Luth turned and look at him slightly confusedofry, do | know you?”
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“No, but I know you, Maxwell Dirit.”

His surprise was evident on his face as he Heiarceal name.

“I was wondering when someone would pay me d.viShall we go inside?”

Masters nodded. Dirit/Luth opened the door aatked in. Master carefully followed
and let the door shut behind him. Dirit placedifag down and turned to Masters.

“So you're here from Starfleet | assume...”

“Lieutenant Masters. Do you know why I'm herdf® asked. No point beating around
the bush.

Dirit let out a laugh. “Of course! You're hae@extract me because I've broken
Starfleet’s precious Prime Directive!”

“The prime directive protects lesser developestss from undue influence from the
sudden injection of foreign ideas, concepts andrtelogies.”

“Ha! It is there to protect the Federation frgetting itself involved in the plight of the
needy. So we can sit in our ivory towers and Idown and shake our heads at those
foolish savages below! Have you seen any of mgnts@bout this planet?”

Masters nodded. “I have.”

“What have | predicted for this world?”

Masters did not need to think hard. Dirit hadde#éhe same assertion in half a dozen
reports. “You state that the planets unrestrietealse of the environment and use of
fossil fuels has caused some damage to the env@atim

“Some damage! This world is dying! They havégied and poisoned it for decades
with little care of the consequences. This waslihithe process of accelerated global

warming. They have pumped carbon into the atmosgpheif was going out of fashion.
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What is worse is that they have ignored the sighiséy have a greed that would make a
Ferengi blush! To them the environment is an abst wealth and has to be beaten
into submission!” voiced Dirit passionately.

“It isn’t our mission to save them.”

“That’s right it isn’t! Because they don’'t hawarp drive yet so they are unworthy of
our time! We have the skills and the resourcesatee this world! We could deal with
global warming in six months if we wanted to.”

“By giving them advanced technology.”

“Yes! The fact is we don’'t even need to givenththe latest, it could be two centuries
out of date and it would make a difference.”

Masters needed to bring them back to the mattearad. “I've reviewed some of this
planet’'s documents. You've advanced their renegvabkergy programs by decades.
You're also become the leading advocate for tlstdon this planet. You're mission
here was to study and observe, not reroute theseafrtheir development and history.
I’'m sorry but you’re mission here is now officialer.”

“I knew you would say that. I'm sorry to heatr it

Before Masters could do anything Dirit pulled antinnocuous looking black device
and pointed it at him and he barely saw the tig skhband hit him. Suddenly Masters
felt his entire body spasm. It was like he wasbalectrocuted. He tried to get away but

he could not, he collapsed on the floor shakingouatrollably as he passed out.

Dirit had to hurry. It had been strange to He@amame again; he had spent a long time

under his Luth persona. Masters was alone bubildvonly take a few minutes for the
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rest of his team to figure out something was amigsthen they could beam him off the
planet. He had to hurry to his lab, not the gowent lab he was given but his original
lab when he took on the guise of a scientist. d$m a building he owned under a false
name, which had allowed him to redesigned part iot® a secure area just for him. It
was there that he kept his Federation technologydrere he did a lot of work.

He had prepared it for this occasion; the lab sfaslded from standard Federation
sensors. There he could spend a few hours andrgattat he needed before he would
disappear for a while. He had prepared a way ép ke contact with the scientists and
the necessary people to make sure that his prajeatd keep progressing while he was
in hiding. Starfleet would eventually give up dmecould return. He doubted that
Starfleet would deploy a vessel to look for him foore than two weeks. The longer it
was on station the higher the risk it would be diete.

He went to round a corner and bumped into angtbeson.

“Watch where you're going!” said the man angrily.

“Sorry,” he muttered and hurried on. He did have time to get into an argument on

the street.

Masters felt a sting on his cheek and openedyues.

“Lieutenant!” he heard someone call, quickly delled by sharp stings to his cheek.

He realised someone was hitting him and turnsedéad and raised his hands to protect
his face. Someone grabbed his hands.

“Are you okay, lieutenant?”

He finally recognised it as the voice of one isfteam. “He stunned me. Where is he?”
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“I saw him leave in a hurry. | thought aboutidaing him but the way he was out of
here told me he had done something to you, so thgaotracker on him.”

Masters patted the man on the shoulder. “GoatkwStart a search of this place. We
need to collect anything that can link him to tlel€ration.”

He pulled out his communicator. It had beengigif@aned into a mobile device that was
common on this planet; it reminded him of the odld2century models, except you had
to hold it to you ear to hear it clearly. “Mastéosshuttle, are you getting the tracker?”

“Yes, lieutenant. It's on the move. Do you nessistance?”

“No, keep an eye on the tracker and tell me wieestops.”

Masters stood up. The other officer was scantliegoom with his tricorder. He

started pulling out draws looking for any hardcspoeé files that the tricorder might miss.

The guard drank his hot drink and sighed. It esagther boring late shift and he was
having trouble keeping his eyes open. While thekweas dull it at least helped him pay
his bills and at a minimal amount of effort.

There was a sudden ringing that made him jume.rddched over and picked up a
handset and placed it to his ear.

“Security desk.”

“I want you to seal the building. I'm going to benning a test and it would be best if
no one else were inside.”

The guard did not need to ask who it was. Psafiekuth was a global celebrity plus he
was the only person who regularly worked duringléte hours in the building. “Is it

dangerous?”
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“Only if something goes wrong. I'm the only persorthe lab but | need you to keep
monitoring the entrances and make sure no one gtecomes near the lab without my
say so. If anyone turns up turn them away.”

This was a familiar process. This was not thst fime the professor had run some type
of experiment that he did not want anyone elseetarbund for. But he was not going to
guestion Luth; the man was working on saving theavafter all. “If they say that you
invited them?”

“Turn them away; | don’t want anyone in this buiidi other then myself and you.”

That was a bit different; he had never askedthiciear the entire building before.
Luckily there were only a few cleaners in at timse. They would not be happy but too

bad.

“Nice lab you have here.”

Dirit froze as he heard the voice. He slowlhyntd around and faced the lieutenant. He
saw a phaser in his hand.

“You found me,” he said simply.

“Coming to your lab wasn’t the smartest thinglm”

“I thought the bio-dampener | had installed heoeild buy me some more time. Force
you to run fruitless scans trying to find me,” hgplained.

“We noticed that, luckily it didn’t block simplelectrical signals like the one from the
tracker we got on you.”

That explained how the lieutenant had found hoengickly. Dirit wondered when it

was placed on him. It could have been at any today, it might have been slipped into
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his food earlier, a passer-by might have just gigbjp on his clothing or the lieutenant
might have put it on him while they were in thé tdgether. It was a moot point at this
point; the fact was he had been found.

The lieutenant walked around the room lookinthatcontents. He was careful to keep
some distance between them and his phaser never&dafrom Dirit. He stopped at a
large device.

“This looks like a satellite.”

It was time to gamble. Dirit knew that his oclyance was to make the lieutenant see
reason, to see that what he was doing was thethgig. He could not do that if he kept
details to himself.

“It's a weather control satellite.”

A look of shock came to the lieutenant’s fac&ot’re building a weather control
grid!”

“Can you think of a faster way to save the plan&he system will negate the worst
effects of climate change. It won't stop it butvtl buy time.”

The lieutenant looked at him as if he was crazydid not say anything else as he
moved on. He moved to the device Dirit had beandihg next to, he motioned for him
to step back.

This time the lieutenant did not need any helgesognising the device. “What the
hell! Is this a replicator?”

“A very primitive one,” he admitted. “It was ne&sy to engineer one. | had to look

back to the very first designs to find one simplewgh that their level of technology
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could handle. That said we're still strugglingget it to actual replicate even the
simplest items.”

Concern lined the lieutenant’s face. “Anythinge®”

“Over in the corner is the beginning of a tramsgo”

The lieutenant shook his head in disbelief. “¥eere going to give them all this
technology?”

“You make it sound easy!” he scoffed. The lieatet had no idea who far he had gone
to do this, the amount of work it had taken. “Bssentially, the answer is yes.”

“You've done this type of work before, you know @art of these Federation sponsored
missions you have to abide by the prime directibe. you have any idea what you are
doing?”

“Of course | do! | am saving these people! Thishnology will stop this civilisation
from collapsing, from dying!” he said passionately.

“As long as the person who controls this techgplis interested in saving the planet.
All this could be used as weapons! Remember Baslryour reports; these people are
nowhere near united! All it would take is for og@up decided to they can wipe out the
crops of another nation and you'd be faced withsrsarvation!”

“I would still retain control. I'll build in sadties to stop such a thing happening.”

“What if you are incapacitated? A few replicateould equip an army! Transporters
could be an equally dangerous weapon. What if samtiegovernment group got their
hands on one and beamed a bomb into a governmigaing@ Or if the government

used it to assassinate or abduct people at withe ¢could unleash a scale of terrorism
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and fear on this world the likes it has never se€hése people cannot be trusted with
this technology. Not at this stage, not when theyso fractured.”

“Lieutenant, the situation on this planet isviarse than is stated. If you have your ship
analyse the atmosphere you’ll see how close theepla to the point of no return. They
cannot stop it with their technology, nor will theg able to develop sufficient
technology in time. This is the only way to gudesnthis people’s survival. If they die it
will be our fault.”

“No it won't. We didn’t tell them to exploit tireplanet in the fashion they did. We
didn't tell them to develop at an unsustainable jast to satisfy their greed. They are in
this situation because of their choices. It isaatplace to fix it for them.”

“But we are in a position to fix it!”

“Yes we are but we won't.” The lieutenant thedlgd out a communicator. “Beam the
target away.”

Dirit tried to get out one last word before thensporters gripped him and he was

beamed away.

Masters was alone in the lab. When the shu#ttedeamed Dirit away it had beamed an
object in his place. He picked it up and put itaoworkbench.

He pulled out his communicator and called theiggcdesk. “Is everyone out of the
building?”

“All but me and you, professorfeplied the guard.

It had been easy to tap into the building intecoamunication system and with a little

voice modulation he could sound like anyone he @@ntl need you to leave.”
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“Why?”

“Something went wrong...wrong enough that it cogddboom. | need you to call the
authorities and get them to set up an exclusiore zamig one...don’t let anyone enter,
this whole building could go.”

“What about you?”

“I can’t leave. The only chance to control tisisf | stay.”

Masters used his tricorder to monitor the situatilt soon showed that the building was
empty. He waited for the authorities to turn upg &eep people from getting close. He
could not wait for too long as they would no dotrigtto send someone in to check on
him. He returned to the device and pressed theaticin button. Then he beamed back

to the shuttle.

The guard talked to the head law enforcement@ffat the scene. No one had been
able to get in contact with the professor. Theyengonsidering sending someone in to
check on the situation.

“The guy messed with power generators...I donitktthat would be a good idea,”
argued the guard.

“Look, we don’t know anything out here. The septhe situation is cleared up...”

There was a loud rumble and the shattering afsglade ducked and turned to see the

building fold in on itself.
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High above the destruction a small craft crogkedsky unnoticed. Masters checked the
sensors as they registered the building’'s destmictHe moved back towards the rear of
the shuttle were a lone and solemn figure sat ighthead in his hands.

“Did you know that people on Earth use to belithet the end of the Earth would be
heralded by four men riding in on horses?” D¢ looked up and stared directly into
Masters’ eyes. “Looks like for the people of Langlthere was only one horseman and
now he rides off on his steed to leave them ta tiage.”

Masters locked eyes with Dirit until the man flpdbroke contact and returned his head
to his hands. Masters turned to face the frotth@fshuttle and saw the starry sky ahead
of them. He imagined that the cold emptinessantfiof him matched what he felt

inside.

“Investigations are continuing into the cause af #xplosion that was powerful enough
to level the entire building. There was only oasualty, Professor Romow Luth, famed
environmental scientist. He has been reportecetimlihe building at the time,
apparently remaining to try to keep the device fiaestroying the building. He is being
lauded as a hero for giving the few cleaning staffl security guard in the building
sufficient time to get clear before the explosidine police are not ruling out...”

“You did the right thing,” said Captain Ella as paused the transmission that the
Winstonhad intercepted from the planet.

“I followed orders but as whether it was rightisother question. | could have doomed

an entire species.”
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“If we didn’t interfere they would be on this painyway. We can't be responsible for
the entire galaxy. The fact is this world is attgdetter off. They know of the problem
and they have a number of ways to improve thaiasion. It will take time and if they
come through it they will be better off as they \Wbhave learnt the lesson and figured
out how to save themselves. They would improve teehnology, their society, their
view of what is around them. You haven’'t doomeshthyou’ve given them the chance
to be greater then what they are now.”

Masters looked at the transmission, Dirit’s fimairds to him as they left the planet

echoed loudly in his mind. “I'll try to remembérat.”

46

——
| S—



Star Trek: Swiftfire| 47
The Verdict of History

To Seek and to be Found

Jasis looked out across the capital city of Eoham her balcony. Large gleaming
structures rose high into the sky and aerial vekiaind hovercraft zipped between them.
Her accommodation had the most spectacular vigleo€ity or so she was told. The
Eorathites were proud of their capital. It wagmaol that was meant to impress visitors
with their power and wealth. However, as a repregeye of the Dominion, Jasis had
seen many such cities and was not so easily imgaless

The Dominion was a vast interstellar empire builthe name of the Founders and run
by her people, the Vorta. Blessed by their gdus Rounders, they were given a purpose
in the Founder’s glorious mission to bring ordeatohaotic universe.

She was on Eorath as part of that mission. Témeephad been selected to become a
base for the Jem’Hadar, the Dominion’s geneticatigineered soldiers, due to its
strategic location near the territory of the T-Rgws. The T-Rogorans were an
aggressive species that over the centuries hacetbarair sized empire aided by the
conquest of several other planets. The T-Rogarankl no longer be permitted to
operate independent of the Dominion and Eorath evbalthe launching point of an
invasion. Her particular role was to assess thathites and decide the best method to
bring them into the Dominion.

Jasis looked across the city’s skyline and smilglde was almost god-like in the role
she was playing. The fate of this planet restéelys her hands. She could see them
peacefully absorbed into the Dominion or she caeale their cities burnt to the ground.

She revelled in the feeling of power, the one teasure in the universe. The strong
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ruled the weak and there was no doubting that th@ibDion was strong. That alone was
enough to warrant its domination over others. dswimply the way things were meant

to be.

Jasis bowed graciously to her escort as he éft Bhe was inside the grand hall, the
main and most spectacular function area in thet@laprhe Eorathites were holding a
special function to greet new visitors to their ldorJasis had a similar event when she
had arrived and had enjoyed it and she enjoyedph&nce of such events. She knew
that many Vorta would find such frivolity to be vieful and pointless; she understood
that these types of events had their place. Itpeafect for meeting the most important
people in a society and gaining access to therso klere was much food and drink to
relax the tongues of these people and grantedtastamopportunity to gather
intelligence. She could also use such an eveaéveloprelationswith officials and use
them to further her and therefore the Dominion’algo However, that was not her
mission tonight. She had already done what wasined)to gather the bulk of the
information she needed. She was simply here terabs

It was not long before the function really begdinere was a toll that signified the
arrival of someone of importance. She looked upsaw the High Minister of Eorath,
the elected leader of the world, at the entrandk@éaoom with several other individuals.

“We welcome the High Minister and Captain Johee&t with the delegation from the
United Federation of Planets,” called out the speak

She was unfamiliar with the name and watchethagtoup entered the hall. They were

dressed in similarly styled clothing with some aoldifferences. She was surprised to
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see that the small group of four following the Higimister appeared to represent at least
three species. One of them with a light blue skilouring had a ridge that tracked
through the middle of its hairless head almost &z separate it in half. Another was

also bluish but had a very different facial struetwith deep set eyes and a pronounced
brow and nasal area. The other two were plainfleomd their features they looked to be
either Teplans or Yaderans.

The Teplan and the Dominion had clashed two cestprevious. As punishment for
their resistance the Dominion had infected theigurg population with the Blight, a
genetically engineered disease that was incurgbite did not notice any of the telltale
signs of the Blight so rejected the notion thaytivere Teplans.

Yaderan was a real possibility. They were a iggethat was conquered more recently.
In fact Yadera Prime was the closest Dominion adletd world to Eorath. She knew
that some Yaderans fled before the Dominion torerditheir empire and conquered their
homeworld. These Yaderans could have formed &ma#é with the two blue species.
She would soon discover whether this was the wutiot.

Once the delegation started to mingle Jasisvi@tbthem and observed. She stood near
the various members of the group but did not diyegetting involved instead listening
intently to their conversations. She had quicklgrhed that the two she thought could be
Yaderan were not and referred to themselves as Hsim@he had also learned that the
blue being with the lined face was a Bolian anddtier blue being was a Benzite. They
were all part of a body called, “Starfleet”, whislas the exploratory arm of the
Federation. They had arrived just that day oni, $heProxima which was named

after a star close to the Human'’s star system. d@heot recognise the name so could
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not use it to pinpoint the location of this Fedenat The ship was Bebulaclass vessel
and from some of the guests, particularly the falitarny officers present, thBroxima
was a large and impressive looking cratft.

Jasis’ interested in this Federation grew adistemed to the delegation. She had yet to
listen to their leader, the Human Captain JohnI8telde had the most impressive group
surrounding him and the High Minister was practicglued to him. At one point when
she glanced at him she noticed that he was lodhkihgr direction. After catching him
twice more she was sure he was looking at heretridrh catch her also looking at him.
She smiled to herself. The outfit she wore wagé@tdan eye catching one. It was
sparkling and flowed over her feminine physiqueratigly. It also showed just enough
skin to entice an interested party.

She excused herself from the group she was widhnalked to a long table that had a
selection of food and drink. She scanned the tslblely, looking for something she had
not tried before.

“This is a very fine spread the Eorathites have but.”

She looked to her side and saw that Captain Stéwle standing by her.

“The Eorathites are a very generous people,repked with a smile.

“That they are. Let me introduce myself, I'm ddBteele,” he said. He stretched out
his hand towards her and smiled warmly.

Jasis accepted his hand. “l am Jasis. It isaspre to meet you John Steele.”

“Mind if I join you? In my culture it is consided rude to allow a lady to stand on her
own at a party.”

She continued to smile at him. “You are mostoasie to, John Steele.”
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Jasis continued to smile sweetly at Steele. alddured enough men in her lives to
know when one was interested in her and Steeledefasitely very interested in her.

She was about to reply when another Eorathiteiaffappeared and interrupted her. It
took several minutes before he moved on.

“Sorry about that. The curse of being an hondgrgest.”

“There’s a balcony that overlooks the city. Teherould be less people there then inside
if you wish a reprieve from the Eorathites.”

“That sounds great,” he replied and Jasis ledvidng “I take it you are a guest here on
Eorath?”

“Yes. I'm from a planet called Kurill Prime.”

Kurill Prime was the location of the Dominion&a¢jest cloning centre and many Vorta
were from that planet. In fact she was origin&dlbm Kurill Prime, though only a few of
her subsequent clones were created there. Shinhevaselfth clone of the original and
she was created on a planet at the other end @dhenion after the death of her
predecessor, who was killed during the conqueattaistile planet. It was a minor detail
that Steele did not need to know.

“So does that make you Kurilli? Kurillian? Klite?”

She shook her head. “My species is called theavo

“I'm human, if you didn't already gather that fnomy science officer.”

Steele was obviously referring to the Bolianha group; she had heard him say he was
a science officer on their ship.

She nodded and gave him a slight smile. “Heuiteghe talker.”

51

——
| S—



52 | Jonathan Rofeta

“He is particularly excited by this function. Ouether first contacts have been rather
low key affairs compared to this. This is a dremssignment for many officers on my
ship, being on one of the first ships to under@akextended exploration mission to this
region of the galaxy.”

They had reached the balcony and before thentheaglittering city.

“It is a beautiful city,” she commented.

“Itis, if you like this kind of thing.”

She gave Steele an inquiring look.

“I'm from a small colony world. The entire poptibn of that world would be easily
less than that of this city. Our main city was mmgmaller than this, more wide open
spaces. No matter how many fantastic cities klsey can’t compare to that small,
humble city.”

“Your home will always hold a special place iruydeart,” she said. “So you were not
born on your species origin world?”

“Earth? No. This city reminds me of it a bitldg complex city full of beings and
vehicles. A place where everyone is rushing ardorget things done.”

“So your United Federation of Planets is an aimbetween Earth and its colonies and
the worlds of the Bolians and Benzites and theliommes?”

“It is much more than that. There are over omedned and fifty Federation members
and several times that in colonies. All spreads£i8,000 light years.”

Jasis was shocked by this news. If Steele Wiasgt¢he truth the Federation was an

entity whose size the Dominion had yet to encounter
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“It must be a great and powerful empire to cdréth a vast territory,” she
commented.

“The Federation doesn’t so much control as idgai Member world maintain their
own governments and have representation on a ddhatigoverns the entire
Federation.”

From Steele’s answer it was a cooperative regivhéh if true spoke of great skill by
its members to be able to maintain relations desp& number of voices and different
views. Given its nature would be threatened byDbminion’s existence and in turn it
was a threat to the Dominion’s order. It would é&leas that could spread to Dominion
worlds and make controlling them all that moreidift.

“Are you okay?” asked Steele.

Jasis realised he had asked her something binagheot responded. The worry and
concern she felt would be on her face.

“I'm fine,” she said, smiling to enhance her aesw

She glanced around and saw they were practiaklhe. The only other people on the
balcony were not even facing them. She realisathtér decision to attend this function
was more crucial then she could expect. Thereavaswv threat out there, one that the
Dominion possibly knew next to nothing about. $hd to get more information and she
knew of only one way.

She suddenly grabbed Steele’s arm. Before tiprised Human could speak she
tapped a hidden control on her bracelet and felfdimiliar touch of a transporter beam

wash over her.
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“Lower the force field,” order the Vorta.

First Aral’hartra immediately acknowledged the@rfrom Rona’toran Jasis and
lowered the force field to the holding cell. Thecopant remained seated on the bench
seat at the rear of the cell. Rona’toran Jasisredtthe cell. She had changed back into
standard Vorta garb since returning. Aral’harteswtill unsettled by Jasis’ ease with
wearing the clothing of those ignorant of the Fanstblessings despite serving under
her for all thirteen months of his life. He haccemuestioned the Vorta about this matter
and her response was immediate, he was reducestem& Luckily his demotion did
not last long with the new First giving his liferfthe Founders a few weeks later.

Apart from this unusual behaviour he found thet¥dasis to be an acceptable
commander. She was clever and cunning withoutggeamticularly condescending to the
Jem’Hadar she commanded, unlike some of the otbaa\he had dealt with. She was
also fair and not petty as shown by her re-pronggatiim to First. From other Jem’Hadar
units he learnt that Jasis had a favourable rapataimong the Jem’Hadar. While the
order of things dictated that he would always amswéhe Vorta he was relatively
pleased to be reporting to Jasis.

“Captain Steele, | would like you to show me whstar your world orbits,” she asked.

The human’s, head rolled lethargically, his masltghtly agape and his eyes were
glossy. They had pumped a drug into the cell godowering the force field. It made
him placid and prone to suggestion. That was thg @ason he was not in the cell with
the Vorta. Steele was no threat.

The Vorta placed a padd in his hands and the huowked down at it, shook his head

and mumbled.
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“What did you say?” asked Jasis.

“Not there,” he replied.

“What do you mean it’s not there?” asked the ¥@aunding annoyed.

“Not there,” he repeated.

“Why?”

“This is the Gamma Quadrant.”

“Yes, so0?”

“Alpha Quadrant,” he replied.

Jasis looked at him confused and then reachedamvepressed some buttons on the
pad.

“Can you locate your world now?”

The human nodded and his hands slowly fell overpadd. He felt contempt for the
Human. A Jem’Hadar would never allow himself toclaptured. Victory was life and
failure was death. There was no middle groundat Was the order of things.

Jasis took the padd off Steele and analysedethdtr She initially looked confused,;
obviously it was not the answer she had expected.

“The drug has failed,” she said.

“I do not believe so, Rona’'toran. The subjeabibibiting all the signs of the drug
taking effect.”

“Then how do you explain this?” said the Vortec&fully handing him the padd.

Aral’hartra looked at the results. The locationthe Human’s planet was tens of
thousands of light years away on the other sida®fjalaxy. He could not explain it.

“You said that their ship only had a standardpdnive,” said Jasis.
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Aral’hartra nodded. “Our scans of their vessd{/showed a technology on par with
our own. No unusual events were recorded whestitearrived either.”

“Did you scan the correct ship?”

Aral’hartra felt his anger rise. The Vorta wagestioning the competency of the
Jem’Hadar under his command and therefore his.ctDfse. The ship was broadcasting
a clear identification signal. It identified itfals the US$roximaof the United
Federation of Planets Starfleet. There can beistake.”

“Then how do you explain his answer to the questif the location of his world?”

“I cannot answer,” he admitted, though it paihéd to admit any failure. “Why do you
not ask him?”

He saw fire in Jasis’ eyes at his response.a#t the response of someone that was
angry and not thinking of the consequences. Howeéhe Vorta did not press the issue
and turned back to the Human.

“If your world is so far away how did you reachr&th?” she asked.

“The wormhole. The Bajoran wormhole.”

“What is a wormhole?”

“A shortcut. It's a conduit outside of normabsetime that connects two points.
Travel through a wormhole is much shorter thandise&ance between the two points.”

“So your Federation is not native to this region?

“No, we are in the Alpha Quadrant.”

Aral’hartra could see the Vorta’s mind spin witle possibilities. He did not really care

for the hows and whys of this. All he cared abweas fulfilling his duty to the Founders.
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“So your vast Federation is connected to ourare@if space through this wormhole?
How long have you been are extending your influent®this quadrant?”

“We have been exploring this side for a year..\Wee are explorers.”

“You have no designs for this quadrant?”

“People are thinking of colonising this regiohhe Federation is always open to new
members. One day we hope to unite everyone uhddfdderation.”

There is was. Aral’hartra did not need to bektipal man to understand the
implication of the last statement. The Federatianted to unite all under its banner,
much as the Dominion sought to. That created gagse. Aral’hartra knew that as soon
as the words left the Human’s mouth that there ddae war between the Dominion and
the Federation. War was what he was bred fomgaison for existing and the chance to
take part in it made his soul sing.

At that moment the internal communication syssemnded;Rona’toran Jasis, we
have a vessel pursing us. Itis demanding thatinop to impulse and surrender the

human.”

As soon as Jasis stepped onto the attack shipgeithe Second surrendered his virtual
display device to her. First Aral’hartra was cléshind her and took the second display
device off another Jem’Hadar.

“Confirmation of the pursing vessel?” she ordered

“Itis the USSProxima It is still widely broadcasting its identity,eported the First.

“Tactical assessment?” she asked.
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“Their vessel is larger and more heavily armeshtbur ship. Given our earlier and
current scans of the ship outrunning it might repbssible.”

“So we wouldn’'t be able to defeat the vessel.”

“I did not say that,” clarified the First. “Ihe ship proves to be susceptible to our
phased polaron beams we would have a significardradge despite the size and
armament differences.”

“What about capturing the vessel?”

“We detected seven hundred and thirty-one beangg®ard.”

“We are vastly outnumbered.”

“Numbers alone do not dictate a battle. Tactosnpbatant’s skill and tenacity are more
important indicators. In that the Jem’Hadar angesior.”

Jasis knew this was no idle boast. The Jem’Hagae bred to be the most fearsome
army in the galaxy. Despite the numbers she hptese faith in the Founders’ creation.

“Drop us to impulse,” she ordered. “Raise stseddd ready weapons.”

They did not have to wait long before the othiep srrived. Its own shields and
weapons were ready. The Jem’Hadar attack ship garound to face the larger
Federation vessel and it responded with a phaast.bl

“Target their bridge,” she ordered. “Destroy it.

The attack ship pulled up and got above the tidervessel before it fired its
weapons. The phased polaron beam passed throaiffetieration vessel’s shields and
struck the raised section that was the bridge. firsieblast was quickly followed by

several others. The hull around the bridge eruptedrds as one blast struck, causing a
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secondary explosion that tore a hole into the hile Federation vessel continued on its
course and did not fire as the attack ship pasgedib

“First, can you board the vessel?” she askeck Shimation would be confusing on the
ship but that would not last long.

“Given our weapon’s effectiveness against thieieldls, | believe our transporters will
bypass them as well.”

“Organise a boarding party and gain control at $hip immediately,” she ordered.

The First quickly left the bridge. She did netd to issue any other orders, this was the
Jem’Hadar’s territory, and they knew what they tmdo and how they could achieve it.
She watched the large ship as it continued orriggnal course, the only sign of damage
was the fires from the hole they blew into the hdilere the bridge once was. With the
loss of the bridge and the senior officers no ddétrest of the crew were confused as to
what to do. It was all she and the Jem’Hadar nte@he was soon notified of an
incoming transmission.

“Rona’toran, we have secured the ship’s engineesagtion and are in control of its
systems,teported the voice of her First.

“What of the crew?”

“They are weak, Rona’'toran. The removal of lifpgaort to several decks quickly
garnered their surrender.”

“Excellent work. The capture of this ship copldve to be invaluable in the coming

times,” she replied. “You have done the Foundeosigh, First.”
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Jasis stepped in front of the holding cell's &field so that Steele could see her. His
eyes burned with hatred, especially since her ptsvwisit when she notified him of his
ship’s capture and the death of some of its crew.

“I've been reviewing files from your ship’s comeus,” she informed him. “It looks
like everything you told me was the truth. It mazing to think that one spatial anomaly
could connect our two disparate regions.”

“You didn’t need to kidnap me or kill a hundreadawelve people on my ship! | would
have given you that information to back up my clihine ranted, standing up and
walking within centimetres of the force field.

Jasis’ features did not change and she contionedDo you know what my first
response was when you told me about this wormhdle®estroy it. However, that is a
short term fix. | would prevent your people fromarfering in our affairs but who knows
where your Federation would be technologicallyh@ tlecades or centuries before we
meet again? You are particularly inventive. Walddose our technological advantage
and that could mean that our goal of bringing otdehe universe would be impossible.”

“Is that what this is all about, your sense afesf”

“Then | thought that maybe | should take my sdm visit your Federation and tell
them to stop using the wormhole. The problem thovit a blockade of our side it would
be unworkable. Once a blockade is set up yourlpespuld get nervous and would
likely destroy the wormhole themselves. Then cag&n we come back to the initial

problem.”
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“Jasis, listen to me. The Federation only waetsce with others. We are explorers just
seeking out knowledge. If you let me and my stup will take a message to my
government and we’ll steer clear of you.”

“Do you know what decision | came to?” Steeletinup his hands at her continual
refusal to acknowledge what he was saying. “Na@fiin

“What do you mean nothing?” said Steele obviogsigfused.

“I'm going to do nothing. In fact I'll advise msuperiors to do nothing, to give the
wormhole a wide berth. You and your crew have igive another advantage, the
advantage of knowledge. We know you exist but keaw nothing of us. So you'll
keep sending ships through the wormhole and weweitth, learn and prepare. Then
once we are ready we will visit upon your quadieamd bring it to order.”

“Jasis you don’t have to do this!”

Jasis almost felt pity for Steele’s lack of uredlending and could only think of one

reply, “It is simply the way things are meant to"be
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OlympiaDescending

Lieutenant Commander Jase Collins, personal logdstie 48767.23. After a long eight
year exploration mission of the Beta quadrant@gmpiais finally heading back to
Federation space. It has been a very long timeheuwt in the wilderness and I'm
looking forward to getting back home and enjoyingitaof Federation civilisation while
the Olympiaunder goes its lengthy maintenance work.

Especially looking forward to getting back in tact with my girlfriend. | haven't
talked face to face with her for eight years. Unfoately our long range communication
system has been down for the last month so we samd any messages until we’re back
in Federation space and well within the subspat¢ayraetwork.

It is a bit disappointing to have to return frayar exploration, we made quite a few
gains. | think we've also travelled the furthesinfi the Federation into the Beta
guadrant than any other ship before us. That'sfiy mecord to have. But we need to get
back home and get patched up. It isn’t safe tavgndering the galaxy when only half
your systems are working!

This time next week, we’ll be in Federation spaceonder how much has changed in

our time away. We are all counting down the days.

“The Rutharian sector, are we the first to tratebugh here?” asked Commander
Gatsby, theDlympia’sfirst officer.
“No, several ships have been through the arélaeipast. None did much. It's a pretty

empty sector,” replied the science officer.
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On tactical was Lieutenant Commander Jase Collngall man with dark hair he had
served on th®lympiasince the day he left the academy. For theirionsse had
worked at tactical for all eight years. “Captdim getting an odd reading on the
sensors.”

“What?” asked Captain Lisa Cusak.

TheOlympia’'scommanding officer swivelled around to face Cdaljiflicking her short
dark hair from her face. She had celebrated ftesth birthday just a year before and
was a very experienced officer. Collins reminisaédut the event; it was a big party
and was sure that they had kept up the residerdasmpplanet or ship within four light
years of thedlympiaduring the event. There were many a sore headekieday.

Collins shook his head in exasperation. “I'm sote. It seems to be coming from a
nearby star system.”

“Is it a ship?” inquired Gatsby as he unconsdwptiggged at his beard. The commander
had only grown it in the last year and had deveddpe odd habit as if to check that it
was still there. It was also no secret that dfter mission it was likely that Gatsby
would leave th®©lympia Captain Cusak had made it clear that she woetitign
Starfleet Command that he be given his own commamahy thought that he grew the
beard because it made him look more captain-like.

“No...at least not one the computer recognisesyepéed. Collins had learned not to
cross that off the list. Several times in theurjeey he had ruled a reading out as that
coming from a starship only to be completely ineotr

“Transmissions from a planet?” added Cusak.

“No...it's just an energy reading. There isn’t afigcernable signal.”
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“This sector is uninhabited,” joined in the saerofficer. “There aren’t really any
planets of sufficient value or quality to warraotanisation.”

Cusak took this all in. Collins did not havegleess what she would say next.

“Let’s check it out,” she ordered causally.

Collins felt a slight wave of unhappiness sweemad the bridge at the order.

“What's a day or two when you’ve been gone fgheiyears,” commented Gatsby also
picking up on it.

The crew were all very eager to see their frieanat$ family again and the excitement of
returning increased as they got closer to homeweyer, they still had a general mission
to fulfil to explore, right now they might not bertibly happy with that mission but they
would complete it because they were Starfleet persio

The flight controller changed tl@ympia’scourse to the system. Collins monitored the
readings the entire way. He also checked to maleethat the shields and weapons
systems were ready just in case. During theiraatibn mission they had engaged in a
few minor skirmishes, thankfully the ship and criead been up to the task in each
occasion.

“It's coming from the forth planet,” he reportad they got closer. “I've never seen
anything like this! It appears to be an energyibathat is surrounding the entire
planet!”

“Like a type of shield system?” asked Gatsby

Collins checked his sensors. “l don't think so.”

TheOlympiaarrived in orbit of the planet. A blue swirlingass stretched over the

planet. It was strangely beautiful.

64

——
| S—



Star Trek: Swiftfire| 65
The Verdict of History

“Readings?” asked Cusak.

“Definitely doesn’t look to be artificial. That'an L class planet under there and I'm
not getting any significant signs of life down tagrsaid the science officer.

“So it is a naturally occurring energy field?’kad Gatsby.

The science officer nodded.

“A high intensity scan of the barrier would yidddtter results,” said the science officer.
“We should be then able to discern the makeupefitid as well as a likely source.”

Cusak nodded her consent.

Collins yielded control of the ship’s sensorshe science officer. The officer was
quick to set up the sensors.

“Scanning...now.”

The science officer had barely finished speakvhgn the ship lurched violently.
Collins was thrown forward into his console, higtith hard enough to wind him as the
lights on the bridge suddenly went out. When iblet$ returned they were accompanied
by loud alarms.

“Report!” yelled Cusak.

Several of the crew were down and by the angleranof their heads, at least one was
dead. Collins, still at his station replied, “Engs are down! Power is fluctuating!”

“Engineering, can you get the engines back!"ezhlCusak over the internal
communications system. There was no reply. “Eewgiimg!”

Collins brought up the internal sensors. “I'madang lethal levels of radiation in
engineering...no lifesigns!”

“Get engines back now!” yelled Gatsbhy.
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“A surge of metreon radiation has overloadedethgines. They are offline. It also
caused the breach in engineering. We are lostitgd®!” called out the flight controller.

“Emergency thrusters!”

The flight controller was quick to respond. @wlwatched the approaching sea of blue
as the ship headed towards the energy field. ‘Stera are ineffective!”

By the look of anguish on Cusak’s face it wasgitd to figure out her next order.
“Abandon ship. All hands, abandon ship.”

“We won't have much time, captain,” said Gatsby.

Cusak made her way to a nearby station. “Makteireroute the...” She didn’t get to
finish as the console exploded in her face. A pawerload caused several EPS units to
explode in the ceiling and walls. Sparks rainedmlon the crew and flew across the
bridge.

“Captain!” Gatsby rushed to his fallen supentficer, laying next to the destroyed
science console and checked for breathing andse ptiEhe’s alive. Collins, help me
get the captain to an escape pod!”

Collins and Gatsby carried the captain off thede and through the emergency exit.
The turbolifts were down due to the power fluctaasi. Collins realised that with the
power issues they were having transport and congatians would be chaotic, which
meant that in all likelihood most of the crew wear going to be able to make it off the
ship.

They got to an escape pod and the surviving bratgw piled in. The last to get in
were Gatsby, Collins and the captain. As they nthde way to get into the pod they

heard a call. From the far end of the corridor wasnall woman carrying a larger man.
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“Take the captain! I'll go help her” said Colipointing to the struggling woman.

Gatsby initially looked like he was going to aedout didn’t. “Good luck!” said Gatsby
as Collins let go of the captain.

“Thank you, sir.”

Gatsby got the captain into the pod and the hedoim closed behind him.

Collins ran to the two crew members. He gralthednan’s other arm and took most of
the weight off the woman. He recognised the woasnone of the nurses on the ship.
They carried the man to an escape pod and gotrhim i

Collins looked down the corridor for more crewt did not see any. The ship was
shaking violently and there was little doubt thdtad entered the planet’'s atmosphere.
He stepped in and closed the door; they did no¢ mawch time.

“Strap in!” he ordered.

He hit the controls and the escape pod launched.

TheOlympialooked like a giant metal rock falling. Its huths red hot from the
friction of entry into the atmosphere. Under thgpsa small pod launched from the hull.
The pod shot away from the ship and curved awayit did it flew through a cloud of
debris that had broken away from the ship. Theidgeppered the small pod. Smoke

spewed from the pod as it headed towards the recigce.

Jase Collins raised his aching head. He fouadha was on the floor of the escape
pod. He looked around and saw the nurse by thg bbthe man they had helped on the

ship.
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“What happened?” he asked.

She turned around. “When we hit the surfacehibyour head and were knocked out.”

“That explains the headache. Nurse Feeman,it8\'tThe nurse nodded. “What about
him?”

“He took a severe impact to the head. He’s adtlan getting low readings on the
medical tricorder. He likely has haemorrhagingis brain, but with this emergency
medical kit there isn’t anything | can do otherrthmonitor him.”

Collins recognised the man as Chief Petty Offisétis, a technician who specialised
in transporters and replicators. “Did you carmnhirom sickbay?”

“No, I was just in the hallway near him when wee.w” She paused. “What
happened?”

“We were hit by feedback from the energy baraieund this planet. It disabled our
engines and gravity pulled us in.”

“Well, when that happened he was struck in tredH®y a piece of the ceiling. When
the evacuation order can through | picked him up@rried him. Do you think many
people made it off?”

Collins considered lying to her. “No, the shipsacrippled and there wasn’t much
time.” Sadness flashed in Feeman’s face. Cdiéhis own heart weighed down by
what he had said, they had spent eight years tegatid made many close friendships.
“Well, the pod is intact more or less. We can &reh here for a while.”

“Hopefully,” said Feeman. “Though some of thghlis have been flickering.”
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Collins moved to the escape pods control corsatebrought up diagnostics for the
pod. It did not take him long to find the problewhile the pod was structurally intact
the power units had been damaged.

“Is it bad?”

Collins took a minute before he replied to chagkin. “We probably have eight to ten
days at the most before we lose power. Though spenghould be here before then.”

“If someone got a signal out,” said Feeman. “pbd’s communication system is fried,
the combadges only return static and there’s tbieedis beacon.”

She pointed to what looked like a pile of scrajis was very bad news. Tk@ympia
had not been able to get out a message beforanitdwsvn so it was up to the escape
pods to get a message out for help. He walkedtovigle beacon and knelt down to go
over it.

“I know at least one other pod was launched | lolain’t know if it survived so we can'’t
rely on them getting the word out. | might be ablget this back together and working.”

“We'll need to be rescued before life supportegivwut. That's an L class world out
there and we’ll need to use tri-ox compound to is@rence the life support in here is
gone.”

“How much do we have?”

“300ccs. We'll need 15 ccs every four hours.”

Collins quickly did the maths and frowned. “egbe problem. Have you left the pod

since we crashed?”
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Feeman shook her head. “No, | couldn’t riskittwWVillis’ injuries and you
unconscious. Plus we have plenty of emergencgmsatincluding water to last so |
didn’t need to forage.”

Collins nodded and looked down at the beacorkajObest we hold up in here in case

rescue comes. I'll see if | can get this beacaklagether and transmitting.”

Clara Feeman gripped the Type 2 phaser as sheé &dmng against the hatch into the
pod. There were several more bangs until it swapen and in stepped a dripping white
clothed being. It quickly shut the hatch behindefore it unclasped and removed its
helmet. Feeman relaxed as the familiar face afiteieant Commander Collins was
exposed.

He gave her a quizzical look. “Expecting someeise?”

She gave him a slight smile. She had spent alenhgl day as the only conscious
person in the pod and it had been unnerving. # N«& she was the last person on the
planet, add to that it was a strange planet and ipeagination could run away with you.

“Find anything?” she asked.

After three days Collins had finally given up foxing the communication system or the
distress beacon and had decided to go on a lkfration mission of the surrounding
area. To do so he wore one of the EV suits tha¢ w®red on in the pod, which meant
he could go outside the pod and not diminish ttiewx supply.

“I think I've found the ship.”

That was surprising news. “Where?”

“My tricorder indicated that it's probably two three days walk from here.”
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“So it's too far.”

Collins shook his head. “l don’t think so. I€&nnibalise some of the other EV suits |
should have enough parts to allow me to get thedeback.”

This did not sound like an especially good pl&\hat about us?” she asked referring
to herself and Willis.

“It would be too much for Willis and us to catmym all that way. Best you both stay,
plus if rescue does arrive they are more likelgdtice the escape pod then three figures
trudging across the planet.”

“What about the pod’s power? Don’t we only héive or six days left?”

“Best case scenario is that | find a shuttlermther escape pod that | could fly back
here in two or three day’s time. Next best is tHifatd more supplies, a portable
generator, a distress beacon or some tri-ox ankl beadk. Without me the tri-ox will last
longer and if you do lose power you'll still havéull supply. But try to conserve as
much power as you can to further stretch it out.”

It was clear Collins was going to do this. Itsnesky but Feeman knew it was better
than sitting around and doing nothing. “What itiygon’t find anything?”

“Then...then...lI don’t know,” he admitted. “But Ifind something. The tricorder
seems to indicate several very large pieces ofislebt there.”

Feeman nodded her head. She only had one quésitio “When do you want to

leave?”

Collins trudged through the mud. It had rainedaimost his entire journey and the soft

surface made it harder and slower going then hddiuave liked. At the moment it was
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raining so hard that he could barely see a hunahetdes ahead of him. He checked his
tricorder and saw how much further he had to gqrdbably would not make it before
night so he would have to stop.

It was too dangerous to walk at night so he sengbbnked himself down in the mud and
rested. His once white EV suit was dulled with dind mud despite the rain. After two
days in the suit it was feeling gritty and it hael/dloped its own unique aroma. At times
he had been forced to take off his helmet to eilatior replace a component to keep the
suit functioning. That was already a rush agdins to get it done and the helmet back
on before the high levels of carbon dioxide toakiitioll. There was also the issue of
waste, the suit could only handle limited wasteawtton and less said about that the
better.

The rain was starting to ease. As it did vigipiimproved and not far away he noticed
that it looked like the ground came to an end.slég/ly made his way to the edge and
looked down. He was at the edge of a cliff. Hekkd out ahead of him and in the misty
distance below he spotted the wreckage and cordiihveas theDlympia He felt a rush
of excitement to be within sight of his objectivié. was close but he wouldn’t be getting
down from where he was. He looked around in batctons and just saw continuing
cliff face.

This was a problem. He could not see anywhewrzrevih would be safe for him to
traverse the distance down the cliff face. The joesvas which way to go? There was
nothing to suggest one way over the other. Piae tvas not exactly at a premium and

he could not afford to spend a lot of time searglior a way down, since it would likely
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take him probably the better part of a day to gehé bottom. That give birth to the

guestion, what was he going to do?

The hatch to the pod swung open and in steppedittiest being Feeman had ever
seen. She could barely make out Collins’ featthiezugh his dirty helmet face plate. He
pulled his helmet off.

“You're back! But | thought it would take a daytwo more...does that mean you
found a working ship?” she asked excitedly.

The look on his face immediately dampened heitexent.

“No, we’re on some sort of plateau above the’shgeation. There is a vast cliff face
that stretches for kilometres and | tried walkiogliours in both directions but | couldn’t
see a way down.”

“You didn’t make it to the ship.”

He shook his head. As he undid the EV suit &yusmell filtered out into the pod,
which in turn did not exactly smell of roses afiaweek of habitation. “It might have
taken days to find a way down; | had to make agieai | could search for a way to the
ship and take away any chance of getting back drereould return.”

Feeman saw the pain on his face. It would neéteeen an easy decision. If he pushed
on he might have made it to the ship but might nevake it back to the escape pod,
leaving her here alone with no knowledge of what happened to him.

“What happened?” he asked.

She was going to ask what he was talking abousdw him looking to the blanket

covered individual.
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“He died yesterday. There wasn'’t anything | codib.”
Collins ran his hand through his damp hair agtiesil.
“What now?” she asked.

“Now, we have to wait and hope someone comeaue 8s.”

Final log, Jase Collins. We stretched our powertém days before it gave in and then
we stretched our tri-ox to last nearly three dayse day more than if we took the
recommended dosage but now we’ve just taken thefléise tri-ox. We are going to die
here.

| tried to get to the ship but it was not possibDutside not far from the ship you’ll find
the grave of Chief Petty Officer lan Willis whodligf injuries sustained while
evacuating the ship. Inside you'll find Clara Fesmmand me; we’ve both compile last
words that we’d like given to our loved ones.

We plan to knock ourselves unconscious with &tadd-eeman has put together. Since
we’ll be unconscious we’ll need less oxygen andl wesbably last longer. We don’t
expect it to make any difference but at leastlithva a bit more dignified.

| don’t know if a message ever got out or if argavill ever find us but just know that
the crew of the USSlympiadied in service to the Federation. They died intzwing
Starfleet’s mission to explore the galaxy and iaseeour understanding of the universe.

I'd like to make special mention of Nurse Claeeman, who carried an injured
member of the crew from the ship to an escape pddlen for nearly a week looked

after that crew member and did her utmost to héip $urvive. Hampered by a lack of
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supplies and equipment she was unable to save dtimelo effort and commitment was
astounding.

There is little left for me to say here that Vea’'t compiled in my final words. | really
wish | had been able to get to the ship; maybeveg#p too easily...that if | just kept
looking | would have found a way down. | can’nthlike that, | had the equal chance of
not finding a way down and dying alone out theremvmy oxygen supply gave in. In the
end | think | made the right decision...l guess lehtovbelieve that because it is the one |
die with.

Goodbye, tell my family I love them.

“Are you ready to do this?” Collins asked.

Feeman was sitting next to him on the floor & plod, leaning against the wall. She
slowly looked around. “I was hoping for a dramddist second rescue.”

“That will come when we’re asleep. We’'ll operr @yes and be in a brightly lit
sickbay,” he said with a smile.

Feeman returned the smile, though it did notegsiitetch to her eyes. “You don’t
believe that do you?”

Collins sighed and shook his head. “No. It'sméoo long. If someone could get a
message out they would have and a ship would hawved days ago.”

“We're going to die,” said Feeman as a matteaof, with not a hint of fear or sorrow.

“YeS."
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He saw a tear run down her face with his ansv@e then wrapped her arms around
him and squeezed. “I'm glad you tried. I'm glamliycame back as well. | don’t know if
| could handle this if | was alone.”

“It's okay,” he said as soothingly as someone wias feeling the effects of carbon
dioxide poisoning could do. He raised the hypogpmathat Feeman could see it.

Feeman stared at it for a few seconds beforekspea“l’'m scared.”

Collins hugged her tighter. “So am 1.”

More tears flowed down her cheek and she nodded.

“Close your eyes,” he said.

“Goodbye Jase,” she whispered.

“Goodbye Clara.”

Jase pressed the hypospray to her neck. Itadew moments before her body went
limp. He put a new dosage into the hypospray arsed it to his neck. He waited a few
seconds just to see if there would be a last seprieve. Nothing came. He pressed
the hypospray to his neck and let the drug takeffexct. As he lost consciousness he

wondered if anyone would ever know what happendbe®lympiaand its brave crew.

76

——
| S—



Star Trek: Swiftfire| 77
The Verdict of History

Chariots of Korvat

“No doubt you all have heard the rumours. Unifoately they are true; the Klingons
have broken the ceasefire.”

That drew an immediate reaction from the cromding Commander Maxine Benton
waited a second for them to get it out of theitays It had only been weeks since the
ceasefire between the two powers after three maftheutal fighting. The Klingons
had thrown everything against the Federation aridlisn Federation style they had been
slow to respond. The Federation Council hadstiped that they could talk the
Klingons out of fighting, even after they destroyeadf a dozen Federation facilities and
bases in the Archanis sector. Starfleet had gpest of the time fighting on the back
foot, however just before the ceasefire the fleet managed to strike several crucial
blows against the Klingon Defence Force but thpitesvas still very welcomed. As
such everyone had hoped for the best of the ceasefi

“We have reports that at least four Klingon Bagtbups are on the move.” She brought
up the map behind her. She was standing at tihe dfdhe main briefing room, a large
space that could hold all the pilots on the UBBton “The Fourth managed to get
around our defences and have attacked the coldBglstlV. The Third is engaging our
forces along the border, deploying forces on Feaberavorlds and outposts. More
importantly the Second and Sixth have pushed agefofrom the Archanis sector. The
Fifth Fleet is busy rounding up the Fourth so tinefitieth has been given the task of

bottling them in Archanis.”
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“We’ll be outnumbered,” pointed out one of théofs. “The Twentieth isn’t one of the
biggest fleets.”

“The Twelfth has also been deployed to assistvatigoin the Twentieth as soon as
they can, however that is not our main concern.”

“Then what is?” asked the same pilot.

“The Korvat system. The colony on Korvat lllusder assault by forces from the Third
Battlegroup. We are tasked with driving the Klingaff and securing the system. This
system is crucial, if we lose control the Klingomidl be able to flank our forces moving
against Archanis.”

“Why bother with the planet, they could flank tieet without taking the planet,”
pointed out another pilot.

“They could try but we would know they were comguinKorvat Il is responsible for
much of the Federation’s surveillance of this seofdhe Klingon border. If it falls, we
lose our eyes and ears.”

“How many tactical wings will be going in?”

“None. It will just be the8 Cruiser wing.”

“Eight ships! Is that all?” exclaimed a shockmsldt.

“Well, luckily the Klingons only have 12 ships siystem and four are assault transports.
As you can see they only hav®a’nat, two K'vort Chas two B’rels, twoBraktand a
Kelirax scout. Nothing too tough for our forces.”

“We might be able to defeat that force but hajdine system with just eight ships is

going to be tough.”
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Benton had to agree with her colleague. Sheadidike their odds. Even a small group
of Klingon ships would be an issue as their clogldevices gave them a distinctive
tactical advantage. She had tried to argue witht&a Bindo of theéBartonfor the rest
of the tactical wing to join them if the colony widmat important, but it was no good. The
decision had been made and they were the onekatdb live by it.

“Good thing we are as tough as they come,” shiecwith false bravado. She moved
the briefing along and brought up the attack plarhe colony desperately needs our
help, | know this isn’t the ideal situation to ba&img in but these are our orders and we

will follow them.”

Benton checked her systems for the tenth tintee \8&as waiting at the fore of the one of
theBarton’s immense shuttlebays under the ship’s saucepseciiheCanberraclass
was a large vessel, one of the largest Federasiorers in service. ThBarton's current
complement was the 18 Fighter Wing, a modest size wing of six squadrons.

“We’ll be out of warp in 10 seconds. Prepare tarigh on my signal,%aid the fighter
operations coordinator.

A few seconds later the large shuttlebay dooened and before them all she could see
was planetscape.

“You are go for launch, happy hunting!”

Benton throttled up her engines and left theibttyspace. When she was clear of the
Bartonshe adjusted to her planned course. They weslose orbit of Korvat IllI; the
Bartonhad dropped out of warp close to the planet orfiahside from the Klingon’s

location. She checked her sensors but they wergiviag her anything useful, which
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was a good sign. The attack on the Klingon’s parsihad already begun and the other
cruisers were pumping out jamming and interferg¢ondeelp cover their arrival and to
inhibit the Klingon’s sensors. The planet was gdsaviding a natural shield from enemy
sensors. Her wing would be on top of the Klingbe&re they detected them.

They flew on the edge of the planet’s atmosph&®they rounded the planet they
started to receive targeting data. The fightetsthair active sensors offline to help keep
them stealthy, so they were relying on a feed ftioenother ships on the location of the
Klingon ships. Benton was pleased to see thaklimgons still did not seem to have
noticed their presence and none of their ships wecering towards the fighters.

Her squadron’s target was one of the assaulspi@aits. These ships would be providing
most of the transporter support for the grounddsyeceinforcements and equipment.
There were priority targets for the attack.

The fighters finally reached the point where hngghe atmosphere was no longer
useful. Benton pulled up her fighter and madeeibe for the assault transports. The
Klingons would definitely detect them now but owkye ship, th®e’nat class battle
cruiser was in a position to defend the transpamtsit would not be enough.

Benton made sure her photon torpedoes were aanmédeady to launch as she locked
onto her target. Under the hull of her fighter Wweesded four torpedoes, she selected two
and fired them. The rest of her flight was quickdtbow. Eight torpedoes closed on their
target and impacted. Explosions blossomed orrémsport’s shields. Klingon assault
transports were notorious for their strong shieldg hull.

She switched to phasers and opened fire. Thex Gthters in her flight did the same as

they made their lightning pass. She pulled upgnded her flight over the top of the
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transport. She watched her sensors as the otteer flights from her squadron made
their runs. She kept an eye on her sensors angle@sed to see them register secondary
explosions from the transport and then it brealkipart.

With her target down she checked on the othAlisfour transports were out of the
fight. TheDe’'natthat had remained near the transports was cuyrged up with
dealing with the two squadrons assigned to attgckar. She noticed that two Klingon
ships had disengaged from the battle with theakste cruiser wing and were falling
back to help th®e’'nat Thankfully all seven Starfleet ships were $tithctioning.

She switched to the wing’s frequency. “Forge Bindlarbor squadrons, you are clear to
enter the atmosphere and start ground support toiges &

Two squadrons vectored away from the battle tde/étne planet. Benton checked her
sensors and saw that the U88sashiwas also vectoring in. The large and powerful
Wambundclass heavy cruiser had easily pushed througKlihgons, just as they had
predicted in the briefing. The lighter Klingon éerwas having trouble holding back
some of the larger Starfleet cruisers.

She again opened up a channel to her other sopmdfLet’s see if we can’t take out
thatDe’nat before theMusashigets here. All fighters engage!”

Benton vectored in on the large Klingon battlkeiser. She selected the remaining two

external torpedoes and targeted the ship. Sha pgositive lock and fired.

“What a sight, Lead.”

“Couldn’t agree more, Two,” replied Benton as tawards the very distant Korvat 111
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The wing had secured the space around the pldmet.battle had seen all but one of the
Klingon ships destroyed, the IK$Vark, aK’vort Chaclass cruiser had retreated, no
doubt to rally reinforcements for a counter-attaak.a counter-counter-attack as it
would be. The small Starfleet wing now preparedlics inevitable attack.

She could not see Overcome Two, they were toadart but she could see him and the
rest of the group on her sensors. The entire foféighters and shuttles where strung
out around the third planet forming a huge gridndérlocking tachyon transmitters.

They had formed a very sizeable tachyon detectiimh g system which had proven itself
useful in detecting cloaked vessels. The ideathaisthe grid would discourage lone
Klingon ships from harassing the wing as it wertdtlsupporting the ground operations
on Korvat ll.

The Klingon assault forces were basically def@aigt pockets of resistance still held
out. The ground forces were dealing with that #redwing had landed a fair number of
extra personnel to assist in repairing damage rsgrthe colony and dealing with
casualties.

Being part of the grid was dangerous work. Hiliagon ship decloaked and attacked
they did not have much time to respond. Shuttlesevespecially at risk as they did not
have the defences or weaponry to fight back. 8shiuttles were gradually been
replaced by specially prepared probes. The siacguns were spaced out so that four
squadrons were that the compass points with a sguathove and below. If the
Klingons tried to burst through an area they codehey could at least converge and deal
out some damage. Several ships from the wing lbedrareas covered just by probes

and shuttles, ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

82

——
| S—



Star Trek: Swiftfire| 83
The Verdict of History

“We have action in the grid.”

Benton checked her sensors. It was not near, tihv@vas nearly at the other side of the
planet from her location. All ships were shariegsor information and she easily found
the breach.

“The Dangar Fallss moving to engage,ame a voice over the tactical channel from
the USSDangar Falls

Benton’s sensors showed tR@garaclass fast cruiser moving towards the detected
breach of the grid.

“Target locked. Firing now!”

Several torpedoes appeared on the sensors qiodkiywed by phaser fire. The
torpedoes homed in on their target and explodedhat seemed to be empty space,
though secondary explosions proved otherwise.

“Dangar Fallgo wing. We have a confirmed kill. Most likel@iad of Prey or fast
attack ship,”reported a different voice Benton recognised assthip’s captain over the
wing’s tactical frequency.

“Expect a few more probes of the gricchme the voice of Captain Bindo of tBarton
“Hurry and get those shuttles out of the grid. fdhters, be prepared for attack.”

“Squadron leaders report status,” Benton ordefte got back a chorus of replies
stating the fighter wing'’s readiness. “BentorBrton all fighters are prepared.”

“ Capricornhas a target,”"came the report from th#odiacclass starship.

“Kingsford Smithhas a bite!”called the captain of théeagerclass vessel.
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“We have two contacts in our area of controBenton checked the sensors. That last
call came from th&abreclass, US&u’ghara. The Klingons were definitely testing the
grid.

“They’re firing on the probes!'teported the USBwaio. Benton watched her sensors
as theCheyennelass vessel quickly responded to the attack.

The Klingons finally started to attack the grifls they destroyed the probes it created a
hole in the field. However due to the number ahmitters in the grid they could lose
of a few would not seriously compromise the grithe Klingon ships utilised hit and
fade tactics, briefly decloaking to attacking ah@@nd then recloaking, most of the time
before a Starfleet ship could respond. It wa®e sissault designed to wear down the
grid to the point where it would be sufficiently akeened to make it unfeasible.

“Contacts! Breaking formation!'tame a desperate call.

Benton checked her sensors and saw one of thiefigquadron’s formation splintered.
A number of other contacts appeared; Klingon attegtkers. Now decloaked they
headed towards Korvat Ill.

“Moving to pursue.”

“Negative, Banshee. Reform and hold positionegdaat, reform and hold position. I'm
moving up thévlusashiand Morisotto intercept,”ordered Bindo.

The USSMlusashiand its much smalleédabreclass brethren had remained close to the
planet with theBarton The two ships quickly moved to intercept thenighn fighters. It
appeared to be a squadron, which would not befeaslye two ships to deal with. She

watched her sensors and saw Banshee slowly refamthie grid.
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So far the Klingon’s tactics pointed towards aBmgroup, probably not much bigger
than the % Cruiser wing. They did not seem confident theliract attack would be met
with success so they were focused on destroyingrileso that their cloaks could be
used to full effect.

Benton kept an eagle eye on her sensors. Heishaare ready to immediately send her
fighter into evasive manoeuvres if the Klingonsided to attack her area. She was on
edge and hated it. She wished the Klingons waigtigttack and get it over with.

Then as if someone was reading her mind a sluloalked near thBartonand opened
fire. It was avor'chaclass attack cruiser.

“What the hell? How did it get so close@sked her wingmate.

Benton was not exactly sure but if she had toenale guess she would have said it was
when the Klingon fighters had buzzed Banshee squaaind broken its formation. The
time between that and when they reformed into tigergight have been long enough for
theVor'chato sneak in.

“I don’t think the other ships can help her!”

Benton checked this comment and found the pibt vight. Most of the other ships
were concerned with the probing of the grid and oivthe ships were currently engaged
against a number of fighters. TBartonwas on its own. Bartonwe are inbound!”

“Negative, hold your position. Keep the grid intic

“Say againBarton” she requested.

“Hold formation, Wing Commander Benton. That isader,” said Captain Bindo
clearly.

“Lead, theBartonis getting hammered. We have to do something.”
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Benton had been given an order to hold her positiowever that order went against
what she believed she should do. The ship sheassigned to was under attack and it
was outmatched. She was conflicted with what &lelsl do. Though she was not one

to be indecisive she knew she had to make a decistoshe made one.

“I'm getting an emergency beacon. Five is EV.”

Benton breathed a sigh of relief as she recdivedtatus on one of her pilots whose
fighter had been destroyed. The battle had detted since she had made the decision
to ignore Captain Bindo and move to help Bagton With the hole in the grid left by
her squadron several Klingon ships had snuck inhaadflanked the other ships in the
wing. With the grid compromised Bindo had ordetteel other fighters to abandon their
position and join the fray.

So far the Klingons had kept the Starfleet wirsphanised. With their hit and fade
tactics they had kept the wing spread out, notxalig them to gather together to fight as
a larger unit. She was not sure how many Klingeese attacking, it was hard to keep
track of when they kept cloaking and decloaking,dhe knew that there were at least six
Klingon ships in play.

Benton fired her phasers aBav'tiSclass fighter she was pursuing. Thev'tiISwas
the main Klingon attack fighter. It was largernteDanubeclass runabout and had
twice the firepower of theregrineshe flew. The fighter avoided most of her firel an
replied with its aft disruptor. Theuv'tiS’rear facing disruptor was annoying; it made it
difficult to destroy the fighter from behind. Skept at the fighter with her phasers,

dodging the return fire when she could. She mashémgéeat down the rear shields and
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immediately fired her micro-torpedoes. A bracehafse small projectiles ripped into the
rear of the fighter, shredding it apart.

She swung her fighter around and made her waly toaeards the/or’cha that had
started it all. It was still functioning and wdsldarassing th&artondespite the fighter
attention it was receiving partly thanks to thevarof additional Klingon ships and a
number of fighters. ThBarton's shields were weakening and Benton was not sone h
much more it could take.

She checked her weapons’ store. She was dower tiast two photon torpedoes; once
she used those her ability to damage the largegkih ships would be severely
hampered. She fired her last torpedoes and sawithpact the cruiser’s shields, doing
no significant damage. She pulled away and stariadge loop to line up for a phaser
run.

Suddenly several torpedoes flashed into view armmheted thé/or’cha followed by
several large phaser blasts. Mw’'cha’s shields gave way and the phaser blasts sliced
into the hull. The attack continued with anotheade of torpedoes and phaser fire
resulting in the/or'cha separating amidships.

A large grey starship cruised into view; it wasfambassadoclass starship. Benton
spotted the ship’s registry, NCC-46664, and a soalee to her face, the cavalry was
here.

She hailed the ship. “Good to see yidandeld”

“Looks like we arrived just in time for the partyeet’'s see how the Klingons enjoy

facing the entire 2Atactical wing.”
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Benton could not help but smile as the otherskipm the tactical wing entered the
fray lead by the wing’s lead vessel, the U8&ndela She resisted the urge to do a
victory roll and moved into formation behind th&ndelaas it moved to engage another

Klingon warship.

“Reporting as ordered, Captain,” said Bentonhessiood at attention in front of
Captain Joseph Bindo’s desk in his ready room.

The Battle of Korvat was over. The arrival of tlest of the tactical wing had quickly
and decisively resulted in a Federation victorgveé$al Klingon vessels were destroyed
before they decided to retreat and now the tactaad was holding station in the
system. The Mhad only been allowed to return to assist tAcuiser Wing thanks to
gains made by other Federation forces along theebor

“At ease, Wing Commander. Do you know why yoe! lagre?”

“Yes, sir. | disobeyed a direct order from yauidg the battle.”

“Yes you did. | ordered you to hold your posiigan the grid.”

“Sir, theBartonwouldn’t have survived if Overcome didn't fall bat

“Damn it, Maxine! | gave you an order to holduygosition and you ignored it! You
put the entire operation at risk by breaking foioraand allowing the Klingons to sneak
through and flank our positions. The rest of t48 @as inbound to reinforce our
position.”

“Sir, 1 did not know that. | also doubt tBartonwould have lasted that long if my

squadron hadn’t arrived to draw tWer’cha’s fire.”
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Benton saw Bindo’s stern expression soften slightlyagree. This crew owe you their
lives, but that doesn’t excuse your actions.”

By the look on Bindo’s face she knew that he g@isg to punish her for her actions,
she might as well get straight to it. “What isrggpto happen, sir?” she asked.

Bindo passed over a padd to Benton. She lookiduad saw it was transfer orders.

“The 99" will be joining the 11 and 42° squadrons at Starbase Mariner back at Mars,”
he said.

“The 99" is Overcome squadron. That's my squadron, die”said confused.

Bindo nodded. “I've been sitting on a requestrirthe Starfighter Command to have
one of my squadrons reassigned. | was leaningrtsasending Forge squadron but this
recent incident has forced my hand.”

“Sir?” said Benton still confused.

“That’s the best | can do,” Bindo said with alsid1’ll have to put in a formal report on
your actions today and if you stay under my commiacah’t gloss over your
insubordination. You’'d probably be looking at legiyour command and a demotion.”

“That would ruin my career!”

“I know, this way you’ll keep your rank but takesmall backwards step in your career,
but at least it isn’t a fatal one. This incidenli e a minor footnote in your career and
not a glaring black mark.”

Benton let the news wash over her. The Sol systas the major hub in the Federation
and many careers benefited greatly from been asdignthe system; however a fighter

pilot was not one of them.
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“This will stall my career. The opportunities foromotion in this type of assignment
are low.”

“Exactly, that why this is a form of punishmengdid Bindo sternly. He immediately
softened. “However, squadrons assigned to Madtser have a high rate of transfer onto
starships. This small wing you’ll command wouldgegfect for a newly built
Steamrunneor El Doradofrom the fleet yards. Hopefully within a few mbstyou’ll be
shifted back onto a starship.”

It then dawned on Benton how much the captainstiigrying to help her. The
assignment was not one that she wanted but it Iméghachance of then getting back into
the action on a starship. Her time on Batonwas definitely over but at least her career
was still afloat.

“l understand. Thank you, sir,” she said mearing

“Itis the least | can do. You've been one @ timest officers under my command,
Maxine. I'm not thrilled to be letting you go blutlon’t want to see your career in ruins
over a choice that | and I'd bet many other comreamavould have made under those
circumstances.”

Benton looked back at her transfer orders. THeatt 429 or Oasis and Puma
squadrons were basically now her new command. Weeg not squadrons she was
familiar with but that just meant they would makemes for themselves under her
command. It was a new challenge; one that shechadmit was a tad exciting.

“So when do | leave?” she asked.
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“The Bartonwill be returning to the Utopia Planitia yards fepairs. That means you
don't official transfer until we enter the systenuckily that gives you plenty of time to
say your goodbyes.”

Benton smiled. “It does, sir.”

She had made a lot of friends on Batonand it was sad to have to move on but it was
done. She would have to break the news to herdsguas well; she knew that they
would not be overly pleased with the news but adgun was like a family. Squadron
loyalty was normally above all else. They studjetiner and all of them knew that
despite ignoring Bindo’s orders they had done itjet thing in saving th8arton That

was what really mattered to Benton, that she hae dioe right thing.
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A Magnificent View

Hadris slumped against the wall and slid to therf She almost did not notice the
burning pain in her right side as she did. All sbeld focus on was the fact that she was
dying. That she was going to die. She wondereeihvthey found her if they would
understand why? She felt tired and her eye lidsgel to increase in weight with each
passing moment. As they slowly fell she couldmelp but think about the events that

had led up to this point...

The alarms were getting to Commander Hadrissgheced it from the control station
at her position on the bridge. Again the shieldd just about failed, she could not count
the number of times they had now. The crew kneay there under heavy attack and all
the alarm did was fill the bridge with distractingise.

“Lieutenant, we need some help from the restunfwang!” called Hadris as thielonash
shook from the impact of weapons’ fire on her stsel

“There’s no one to get help from, thecaswas destroyed several minutes ago,” replied
the Operations officer.

Hadris’ heart sank with that news. Thecaswas the last ship in their wing, leaving
only theMonashremaining.

“Send out a general call for assistance then.”

“Doubt it would get any response. There are ewinty ships left...” The operations
officer paused as the bridge shook violently betmetinuing. “And all are under heavy

attack!”
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“Just do what you can,” she said. “Don’t wonmell make it through.”

That was a devastating result of the battle sgfas it still had not finished. The
Seventh Fleet had marshalled four tactical winghénTyra system to engage the
Dominion and blunt their push into Federation spddewever, their intelligence had
woefully underestimated the Dominion’s strengtthey were told to expect sixty to
eighty vessels, in reality they found themselvemoonbered over two to one. Despite
this they had still attempted to complete the roissince numbers alone did not decide
an engagement, but they helped. Add to that tttettiat the Klingon Ninth Battlegroup
was hitting an important Dominion base in Sectdz 48the same time as part of a two-
pronged strategy to halt the Dominion’s advancker& was no doubt that if they just
disengaged here the Dominion fleet would turn lackupport the base, which would
have sent out a general call for reinforcementadwy. If these Dominion forces here
had been allowed to turn back that attack woultbdeit. In the end there was really
only one option, fight it out, delay the enemy aledtroy as many of their ships as they
could.

They had sent out their own call for reinforcetrfeom the rest of the Seventh fleet.
The only problem was the rest of the fleet was rex@mear their position. This attack
was meant to catch the Dominion by surprise, bsgémed the Dominion had managed
to get prior warning and prepare an adequate regpohhe Seventh had fought valiantly
but the Dominion’s numbers were the deciding fatdday.

“Captain, we're getting the order to start thieeat,” reported the operations officer.
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Captain Sevel was a picture of calm on the briddis Vulcan heritage held back the
swirling mass of emotions that would be inside hinthis moment. After three months
of success against the Dominion, the Seventh had taeight a tough lesson in warfare.

“Coordinate with the nearby Starfleet ships foroaganised retreat...or at least as
organised as is possible.” The flight controlledded his acknowledgement of the
order.

The captain’s words were apt. Their retreat f@agrom organised and by the time the
surviving ships had entered warp, fleeing fromThea system there were only fourteen

vessels left.

The blaring klaxon woke Hadris from her slumb#rtook her a second for her brain to
kick into gear and realise it was the red alemaig She jumped out of bed and rushed to
her dresser and grabbed a uniform. She dresshdwsipeed of years of experience from
combat drills and actual battles. She picked upcbmbadge and ran towards the door
but never made it.

There was an almighty sound and the deck heaeéehtly under her, throwing her off
balance and causing her to fall to her knees. h&hed a sickening screech behind her
and turned to see the wall of her quarters thatlane the outer hull suddenly tear away.
The atmosphere from the ship rushed out througlgdpéng wound in the vessel. The
torrent of wind pulled her back and sent her tuntptihrough the air towards open space.
Hadris screamed as she was sucked towards her, daathwas drowned out by the

wind and the alarms.
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The mood on th®onashwas almost completely opposite from just a fewsdagfore.
The loss at Tyra and the general sense that therdt@sh was losing the war had sapped
the ship’s morale. Thielonashhad been the sole survivor of her tactical wingrfribe
battle and had been reassigned to thd"2Before Tyra the ship’s morale was rather
high, they had enjoyed three months of successisiglie Dominion and their only
retreats had been forced on them by the shiftingefines around them rather than by
the Dominion reigning victorious over the Seveniihe Seventh’s victories in those
three months had helped keep the rest of thedle@the Federation believing in victory
and Tyra had shattered that. If the Seventh cooldtop the Dominion, then who
could?

That was then this was now and things were differthe Second and Fifth Fleets had
succeeded in Operation Return. They had recapideeg Space 9, regained control of
the Bajoran wormhole and sent a Dominion fleet thahbered over a thousand vessels
into retreat. The Dominion’s ceaseless advancddstapped. They were now holding
their lines instead of expanding; allowing the bt Federation and Klingon fleets a
much needed reprieve and a boost in morale.

More people on th®lonashwere smiling now with the sense that the war viills s
theirs to win. Commander Hadris enjoyed this nemsg of optimism in the crew. She
was also happy because she knew one of the caphainisad taken part in the Operation
Return and after some effort and managed to firgatya hold of him over subspace.

“Captain Masters, it's good to see you.”

Captain Masters' face split in a wide smileladris, it is always a pleasure. You're

being a bit formal today, should | be concerned?”
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Hadris smiled. “No, I'm just showing my respéat a true Federation hero,” she
replied bowing her head.

When she looked back up she saw Masters ro#éyas. “You know | hate that kind of
thing!”

Hadris laughed, it was good to see her old friefide last time she had seen him he had
been full of doubt about his place in the univdadlwing the loss of the previous vessel
he was posted to. Despite the fact he had a biugime ahead of him with his promotion
and receiving his first command he had contempliadng the service. It was good to
see him in a better frame of mind, as she had titozgmmand had been good for him.

“I'm just having some fun. I'm glad you madé€'it!

Master gave her an appreciative smiféhank you, Hadris. It was a tough battle, but
you know more about tough battles then | do.”

It was obvious what he was referring to. “I yee heard we were at Tyra.”

“Hard not to know about the ships that made it ha€kd theMonashcome close
to...to not making it back?”

From his pause it was obvious that he had anasite consideration whether or not to
ask the question. “No, we got through it prettylw&here wasn’t a single moment
during the battle where | thought we wouldn’t méke

Masters gave her a sceptical lodRespite the fact that 90% of the force was
destroyed?”

“Don’t you ever get the feeling despite whategenappening around you that you will
be okay? That's what | had during that entire gegaent, that isn’'t to say | wasn’t

wetting my pants at stages...but | just knew it wasry time.”
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“I know what you mean. During the Hyralan Incidéthought it was my time.”
Hadris was caught by surprise by that admissioast®r noticed and was quick to
change the subject.| Was at Sector 432 that day and | hope you knawtte crews
that took part in that operation really appreciatdat the Seventh did that day. That the
sacrifices you all made are valued.”

Hadris smiled sombrely and nodded in acknowledgegm“We know. If only it would
make losing friends easier.”

“You can add more to that list from Operation Retur

By the look on his Masters’ face Hadris could tieht he was not just being general.
Someone that had both known well had died. “Whsbf® asked.

“Melissa McKenzie.”Hadris gave him a look of surpris&she’d joined Starfleet and
was at the battle, her ship was destroyed. | didwen know she had joined, let alone
that she was so close.”

Hadris nodded. She knew that Masters had mistagesurprise as a sign that she had
not known that his old flame from when they weréhbat the Academy was in the fleet.
She had known that Melissa had joined the fle¢teyThad a chance meeting at a
Federation starbase a few years ago. Melissadiééieér not to tell Jonathan, she had
wanted to contact him herself at a time of her s obviously that time had not
come. There was little point to bring this minetall up with him at this point.

“One has to wonder what Aida would have madénaf,t she said jokingly.

Masters shifted comfortably and let out a sliginickle to match:*One can guess,’he

replied.
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Aida Lutz had been at the academy with both efrtland back then did not have a
favourable opinion of Melissa. In fact she hadetmhigh school with Masters and they
had been close. Then something happened betweenatound ten years ago and they
now no longer spoke to each other or even of edwr.oHadris had tried many times to
find out why, from both of them, but neither waslwg to explain what had happened.

“Finding out must not have been easy.”

“No it wasn’t. | spent so long trying to get oveer and forget her. Then to find out she
was within reach! | could have...I could have...I dé&m'ow what | could have done or
even what | should have done. | guess that partyolife is truly over.”

“Her death is saddening but remember that shetfdiea cause. She gave her life to
make sure that the Alpha Quadrant would be frd@awhinion oppression. Despite the

sorrow you feel, you should be proud of her antdesfsacrifice.”

Hadris groggily opened her eyes. She was lafgog down on a blackened surface, the
smell of burnt material wafted into her nose. $fas alive. She shifted and was
assaulted by a wave of pain from her right saidstey her to yelp. The pain was from
her ribs and her arm. She needed to get to hesdesghe braced herself against the floor
with her left arm and pushed up to help get tokmeres. As she did she felt the
disconcerting sensation of something sliding outefabdomen and then a growing wet
feeling spread and run down towards her hip asighted herself.

When she did she quickly put her left hand tovile¢ feeling area of her uniform. It
came away bloody, very bloody. She pressed onendtes felt the wound to slow the

loss of blood. On the floor was a jagged bit df,lghiny with fresh blood.
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She looked to her limp right arm. It looked I&tee had at least dislocated her shoulder.
It was fairly painful but Risians had a high toleca for pain compared to many other
humanoids, such as Humans.

She noticed sparks fall to the floor to her rigBhe gingerly tilted her head up to see
where they were coming from and saw the end otéileng. The ceiling ended around
half a metre further into the ship then her positod the sparks were falling from
exposed power cabling from between the decks.si#dlcould see above was
destruction; she could not even recognise whablcadpied the spaces above. She then
realised that she could not be in her quarters.

Hadris slowly turned to look behind her and ak saw was glittering star field.

She sighed, “Oh, this isn’t good.”

“Reinforce the structural integrity in the staalod pylon,” ordered Captain Sevel.

TheMonashs shields had been breached and damaged had baknadone of the
connecting arms joining the warp nacelles to thp.sh

“Two Norin class ships are moving into our aft quarter,” regabthe tactical officer.

“Don’t worry about them, focus all fire on thahalonclass warship!” said Hadris
pointing to the Cardassian warship on the viewstré®r losing a nacelle will be the
least of our worries!”

The crew followed their orders. TMonashs phaser arrays thumped as they lit up the
space forward of the ship, striking at the Cardassiarship. The Cardassian ship

replied with a furious barrage of spiral wave dou fire.
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“Evasive manoeuvres would be nice,” said Hadrithe flight controller as the ship
rocked from the impacts of the enemy’s weaponsdir¢he shields.

“With the damage to the connecting arm to theeshad have to limit our manoeuvres or
we risk it shearing off!” he replied.

Hadris knew that they would not last long if theianoeuvrability was hampered.

“Drop the SIF around the connecting arm,” shetbtliout.

The captain did not respond, other than to ramseyebrow. From the years she had
served with Sevel that was as good as an ordeqplaia herself.

“We're at impulse and we need the manoeuvrabilitite need for two nacelles isn't
that pressing at the moment.”

“A logical assessment, Commander. Go ahead.”

Hadris could not keep the smile from her fac®n ‘my signal turn us hard to port.”
She turned to the operations manager. “At the daneedrop the SIF supporting the
nacelle’s connecting pylon. Ready?” She waitedfih officers to confirm their
readiness. “Now!”

The stars spun on the viewscreen as the shipdurard to port.

“The nacelle’s away!” called out the operationsnager.

Hadris let out a little “yes!” as the news carmmtigh. That was tempered by the
impact of weapons'’ fire on the shields.

“Helm, reengage th€halonclass warship,” ordered Sevel. “The Commander has
improved our odds. An interesting tactic, Commairide

“Yes, sir. Sometimes to win you have to be wilito sacrifice something be it your life

or your starboard nacelle.”
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Hadris stumbled towards the room’s exit as therfshook under her. The battle was
obviously still going on and staying on a sectiéthe ship that was missing a large
section of the hull was not a safe thing to dos e needed medical attention. The
wound in her abdomen was serious and so was tloe hbss.

While she could not remember what exactly happehe had figured out that the
emergency force fields had come online before sigebleen sucked out, saving her life.
However, when the hull tore away it must have tgkan of the floor from her quarters
and she had ended up falling through that and dbveae decks. She was incredibly
lucky to be alive after all that. Though she had tinusually nagging feeling in the back
of her mind that would not go away.

She reached the door out of the room and opendtankfully there was still enough
power to open the door but the sight on the otiter was not what she had hoped to see.
The corridor was hazy with smoke and given thatais not seeping into the room she
was in there had to be a force field in the wakie 8&apped her knuckles in the door space
and a confirmative flicker appeared.

“Computer, lower force field,” she ordered, praythe computer would respond.

“Cannot comply.”

She was glad to hear the computer’s voice buatisaver was definitely not what she
wanted to hear.

“Okay, that's fine. I'll just stand here and btkto death!” she joked without much

sense of humour. “Why, Computer?”
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“Emergency protocols have been enacted. Forcd feeh level 1 emergency force
field.”

The Computer must have sealed the rooms whelmulhesas breached. However, with
the breach sealed the need for this field wouldem@dt. It was a waste of power to keep
this force field online.

“Computer, can | lower this force field?” she agk

“Authorised command codes are required to loweewel 1 emergency force field.”

She could not understand why the Computer was se@edantic about this force field.
Requiring command codes was an extreme measukdélylas First Officer she had
them.

Hadris was about to give her code when she ribsoenething through the smoky haze.

“Computer, report on the structural integritytioé deck above me.”

“Structural integrity has been compromised. Emaagestructural integrity fields have
been erected.”

Hadris had soon ascertained that the force frajgbing her in was not in fact there to
maintain atmospheric integrity for the inner seasipit was helping to hold the section
above her intact. This meant if she took downsthields even for a second she could
cause the sections around her to collapse.

That left her with a single tough decision. $bald try to save herself and in the
process cause significant damage to the ship amskaaore causalities or she could do

nothing and stay there and die.

102

——
| S—



Star Trek: Swiftfire| 103
The Verdict of History

Hadris collapsed onto her bed. She had neviesddired in her entire life. The
Monashhad just limped back to Federation lines afterBhtle of the Tibor Nebula,
another heavy loss for the Seventh Fleet. Théebadid following the hard fought battle
at Sybaron, which had left the fleet at half stttngrheMonashhad taken major
damage during the battle. The hull looked a ké& Bwiss cheese and they had lost their
starboard nacelle but in the end they had got tirdhe battle.

Then the word had come through, Starfleet Commeagiredeploying the Seventh
Fleet. She did not know what the commanders oflést had said, but she did not doubt
that they had fought for the fleet to be sparedfthis duty. But alas they were the only
ones that could do it. The repairs crew had wotkipte speed to get thdonashready
to deploy with the rest of the fleet. That had nidétle sleep for the crew as they rushed
around patching up the ship. Not one member ottbe was spared in getting the ship
ready.

They had launched with the fleet but half way¢hheir repairs gave out and they were
forced to impulse to make repairs. They were fotcelisten as their comrades engaged
the Dominion at the Tibor nebula. It was a pitcbattle but the fleet was outnumbered
and outgunned and far from its best. In the eedbminion had dealt them a heavy
defeat with all but four ships destroyed.

It seemed like a pointless loss of life sendirgdearly battered and exhausted fleet into
battle. She was not even sure what the signifeafi@ngaging the Dominion at the
Tibor Nebula had been. Despite that she had ievzethat there was a reason for what
they had been asked to do. She guessed that igwelde it so hard to accept the losses

they had taken, the not knowing why.
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Hadris brought her hands to her face and covieré@here’s a reason,” she whispered.
“There is a reason.”

Hadris lay in her bed in the dark quietly repegtihis mantra.

Hadris slumped against the wall and slid to tberf She almost did not notice the
burning pain in her right side as she did. All sbeld focus on was the fact that she was
dying. That she was going to die. She wonderegivthey found her if they would
understand why? She felt tired and her lids sedmeéttrease in weight with each
passing moment. As they slowly fell she couldmap but think about the events that
had led up to this point...

Suddenly the room was awash with a brilliantgwlf-orange light. She forced open
her eyes to see a phaser blast slice through speictes from the invisible barrier that
kept her from been sucked into space. It wasvi@tbby another blast. It was
magnificent, she had never seen a ship’s phasstrthia close before and it was a
terribly beautiful sight to behold. When it washgoshe was left with a view out into the
darkness of space, it was an amazing view. Shaedtidet to see this wide a view of
space from anywhere but back down on a planethisitvas so much clearer and pure, it
was hard to compare them. The stars spun as ifhensived and another ship moved
into view.

It took her a few seconds to recognise the shipas a Cardassiakberaxclass
destroyer. The Cardassian warship was less thHathkaize of theSequoiaclass

Monashbut she had heard a rumour that in the previoas gkthe war a singl@berax
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had destroyed &alaxyclass vessel on patrol, so they were not an oppidade
underestimated.

Hadris quietly watched the battle. The Cardasskap often left her field of view but it
was a sight to behold. The spinning of the shipen&look like the stars were dancing
and every once in awhile a line of golden energuldarisscross the star field as both
ships reached out to touch each other. She sadmnited the view as she felt her life
draining away.

Her eye lids again started to weigh down as bdytempted her to close them. She
fought to keep them open. She knew that she weady dead and it was just her
stubbornness to let go that was keeping her atitiead point. Again she wondered if the
crew would understand that there had been a rdastver death and that she had never
given up. That their first officer had fought teesher crew through to the end of the
battle.

The Cardassian ship appeared again. She sawdtish-orange glow of photon
torpedoes zip towards the fleeing Cardassian ve3sedy struck the rear of the vessel
and the ship exploded.

The brilliant explosion bloomed in the darkneksgace, casting a pleasant glow in the
room. As the fiery spectacle started to die dovaddi$ smiled one last time, pleased at
the victory of her ship and its crew. She no larfglt any pain, just a sense of
tranquillity and readiness to move on.

“Magnificent,” he whispered as her eyes finallysed and she slipped into darkness.
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One iIs the Loneliest Number

Did | always feel this way? | can’t rememberll IA&now is that now | don't really feel
anything. Itis like my entire being is numb, Indofeel pain, |1 don’t feel joy, | don’t feel
sadness, | am no more than a machine.

| look at the others around me and wonder do teelthis way? | look at their faces
and see nothing. They are just blank slates that ack. They don’t show any signs of
how | feel. | pause and look at a reflective scefto see how | look. | am the same, | am
blank.

Do they think the same way | do? Do you thiniks istrange or do they accept it? Am |
unusual because I think this way? All I know isatvhhear in the constant whispers.
That | have a place and a function to perform anedd this without question because |
know that what | am meant to do.

| don’'t have a problem with that. Obedienceispdy the way of life; it is the right
thing to do. To question it is unthinkable becaitiseeakens us all. To question is also

to risk been alone and that is unthinkable. Nowasts to be alone.

| had a dream last night. | dreamt | was faryafram where | am, a totally different
world, a brighter world. | dreamt | was walkingvdoa hallway and | pass several
beings, different beings. Not like me. Not like urhese beings smile and nod in my
direction. | even stopped to talk to one, a femalfelt something when | spoke to her, |
don’t know how to describe it. | can’t categongleat it is, to me this feeling does not

exist...but it did, at least in my dream.
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| left the female and made by way to a room eheamportance. It was some sort of
hub. In the centre of the room was a chair witha. A man | respected and admired. |
went to a console. The console was familiar bwtas not right. It was primitive and
inefficient, though | don’t notice. | did thingsti the console and | enjoy it. | was
content.

Then | awoke and found myself back here. Thesérfgs were gone, just vestiges of a
memory of a dream. | miss them.

Now | wander around performing various taskss like | am split from myself. | do
as | am told without question. | feel the need¢bthings down, efficiently and without
pause. Butinside my mind I still have these fegdithat | don’t share, thoughts | keep
only to myself. | gain no satisfaction from anytil do, | just do it. Is this what
existence is?

What of those feelings from my dreams? Do thaegt@ Or are they just figments of
my imagination? They must exist because | knothem. Why don't | feel them? |
sense that they have no really function where | aimat these emotions and feelings are
nothing but a distraction that weakens us.

When [ finish | am told | am no longer neededeturn to my section to rest until | am

needed. | close my eyes and await the dreams.

“I can’t believe you said that!”
| shrugged. “What? It's just my opinion.”
“You think that Captain Picard is a better captéien Kirk?”

“YeS_”
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Lieutenant Grant throws his arms in the air. d®ou spend too much time on the
frozen wastelands of Andor when you were growing up your brain actually frozen in
that blue head of yours? Kirk is by far the grettaptain the Federation has ever seen!”

“Kirk was a great man. He made some importast fiontacts and won several battles
but look at what Picard has done. Picard has fdee&lingons, Romulans, Cardassians
and the Borg. He’s even beaten them twice. Anylgigin’'t say | thought Picard was
the greatest captain, just greater then Kirk.”

“Okay, who then?”

“Jonathan Archer.”

Grant looked at him with disbelief. Then startedheadbutt his tricorder. “I must have
brain damage because you didn’t just say Archer!”

“ did.”

“Archer is not even in the top five.”

“Look at what he did. He explored the quadrard ship that was slower and poorly
armed compared to the surrounding powers. He Eaoth from a single planet with a
few insignificant colonies to the driving force @imulti-species Federation in a decade.
Then he became President of that Federation. etargaished more with less than
anyone.”

“I can’t believe I'm hearing this. You obvioudigok too many hits to the head while
you were in the Marines.”

“Hey, it's just my opinion. If you don't like ithen...”

There was an explosion in the background. Bfibess looked at each other.

“The shuttle!”
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They ran back to where they had landed their lstreft. All they found was a crater.

“Damn, this isn’'t good,” said Grant. “Thiaximuswon’t be back for another day at
least.”

“We have to get out of here,” | said. “Whoevesttoyed the shuttle will probably send
someone down to check for us.”

“Good thing you made us take our phasers withWhat are you doing?”

“Little trick | picked up in the Marines, I'm g&tg my tricorder to mask our biosigns.”

“Too late.”

| looked over to see several people beam dowhetarash site. Dread filled the pit of
my stomach. One of them saw us and they all turomdrds us. | levelled my phaser
and fired.

“Run!” | said. “RUN!"

We both broke into a run away from them. My angee twitched in fear, | couldn’t
stop it. This was probably the scariest momemynlife and I'd been under fire on more
than a dozen other occasions.

In front of us several more beamed in. | fire® Quick shots. They would box us in if
we stood our ground. We had to keep mobile, hattwould only last so long. | turned
to yell to Grant and saw one beam in right nextit. Grant screamed as he was

grabbed. | raised my phaser to fire and felt adlgnab my shoulder.

| wake suddenly. There was a buzz around mengbhhad progressed. We had moved

on and found what we were looking for. My drearsti with me but those feelings are
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not. |1 remember them but | don’t feel them, na¢rea trace. | know | should but it
doesn’t seem to worry me. | move to join the athterprepare for our task.

As we walit | feel something. Deep inside meel & sense of shame, anger, and
betrayal. It inhabits itself in the pit of my staoh and feels as if it is twisting my
insides. | stagger slightly due to the pain ar@uhfamiliarity to it.

This is noticed by others around me. They torlobk at me, their blank faces showing
no concern or intrigue. | hear them ask me whatrang. | don’'t know how to answer.
They ask again. | reply that it is nothing, a motaey lapse. They suspect that is
because | have not been adequately rested, thatildsreturn to my section.

| tell them that it is not necessary. Somethinggde me wants me to keep going. For
the first time | feel a drive that is not from tb#hers. It is from within; it is something
that | want to do for myself. This confuses me lbauin interested in where it will lead. |
straighten up and reiterate that | am ready. Thers accept it and the attention leaves

me. Patiently | wait and wonder what will come thex

This place is familiar. The bright hallways rewhime of somewhere. | start walking,
not knowing where I'm going but guided by somethingome to a set of doors. They
are locked. That means little as | interface higr controls by the door. We know the
codes. Have we always known them? The door opetis enter a dark room. They are
quarters. | scan the room.

A noise attracts my attention and | move towatrds find a female cowering behind a
bed. She looks up at me and whimpers. | reacmdowards her and then pause. |

recognise her. | know her. She is the person fropndreams.
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“Computer, lights,” | say, hearing my voice a$oif the first time. Is that what | sound
like? It doesn’t sound like | how | remember.

The woman'’s fear is palpable. However when igjig$ come on and she see me her
fear subsides slightly. A look of recognition carie her face.

“Yeltar? Yel'tar, is that you?”

| don’t know | want to reply. Is it me? | try to search that name but | cannot find it.

“Yel'tar, it's me Vanessa.”

Vanessa. The name stirs up emotions deep witkin| know that name, | can feel it.

“We thought you were dead! When we returnedfandd your shuttle destroyed, we
thought you were dead! My God, what have they don@u?”

What have they done to me? | stand up and loamkna. This is all familiar. | know
this place. The woman stands up next to me.

“You do remember me, don’t you? They can't taket we had away.”

| look back at her. She reaches up to touchaung.f | want to pull away but | don't.
Her touch, it is so familiar. | close my eyes aathember. | remember Vanessa. |
remember being with her. | remember her bodylipsy her scent...everything. With
comes all the knowledge we have on her. Somdisesthat had to have been sourced
from me.

“Come with me,” she pleas. “We could make iatshuttle and get away.”

She’s right. The others wouldn’t chase afteingls fleeing shuttle. If they did I could

hide it from them. | know how they think, | coliélp her escape.
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At that moment it all comes rushing back. | rember everything of my life before.
What more | can place it within the context of aukand lives. At that moment | know |
have no choice, | know what | have to do.

“Van...essa,” | say. My voice sounds wrong. fttishe voice | hear in my dream, the
voice | hear in my mind.

Joy sweeps across her face. “Yes, it's me,"sstys as she strokes my cheek.

“l...am...Yel'tar.”

“Yes! We have to get out of here. Once we afe we can find someone to fix you.
Someone to make you the man | love.”

| tilt my head. “Love...you.”

“Yes, we love each other. No matter what theyalgour mind or body they can’'t deny
what is in your heart.”

| reach out to her. My hand hovers centimetresither cheek. She looks back at me
with love; | recognise it because | have seenfibiige | remember. A tear rolls down my
cheek.

“It's going to be okay,” she says to comfort me.

| smile. Something | have only known in dreamd &do it in real life. She smiles
back. | know she doesn’t understand my smile, bowd she? But how do | explain it
to her? | can’t, not in mere words. | am past gant now.

How do | explain to her that | know the loneliseshe feels, the loneliness that is within
the soul of all those in the Federation. Theyheaat and touch each other across the
stars to say, “don’t worry, you are not alone.”eyhry to fill the void that comes from

being nothing but a grain of salt within a vastnuglieg black ocean. They band together
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to better themselves, but all they are doing isgusrounding themselves with others to
shield themselves from the night. To protect thedues from the terror of being alone.

| see the truth about them because it is a platis acted out across the galaxy. Itis
acted out by those who do not understand its natNceone understands it, but we all
try. That is what this is about. It is about ursi@nding, an understanding that can only
be gained by those fabled perfect beings that rhang believed in. That is what we all
seek.

The Federation is a contradiction. It seeksdkisve all do but it does not accept other
methods. It knocks back out offers to belong tmething even greater then itself
because it like all self confessed ‘great powerbkelieves it knows the best way, it is
arrogant, it is selfish. It is an impertinent chthat slaps back the hand that is trying to
guide it. That is why we do not give up, all clndd need guidance, whether they want it
or not. To deny someone the right to better théraseand others would be wrong. That
is why we offer the gift, why we won't stop offegrit.

The Federation call us monsters. They fear, &iatkerevile us. Their histories speak of
atrocities that we have committed....it is a biasesvww They don’t see that what we do
is for them. That all we want is to join with theand truly be one. To never be alone.

| slowly move my hand until it touches her. éf@er and in that | feel a connection
with her. | know she feels it too, but it is natinext to what it could be. What it
should be. 1looking into her loving eyes andé sgyself. | see the joining of flesh and
machine. | don’t see Yel'tar, | only see the cdiilee. There is only one way to explain
all this to her.

“Resistance is futile.”
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...And the Conseguences We Reap

“So you see we all make decisions that can h#eete much greater then we expect.
In the end we have to accept the consequences actians and learn to live with
them.”

He let that sit with his audience as he poureaskif a cup of water. All this talking
had left his mouth a touch dry.

“You didn’t tell one with you in it,” pointed ouine of the girls.

He gave the young girl a bemused look. “Didf’t |

“No,” she and several others echoed.

“Maybe | did but | used a different name, you wnao protect the innocent parties. Or
then again maybe | used my real name and you alwkne by a different persona.”

The Tellarite looked unconvinced. “Why would yloave a different name now? Do
you have something to hide?” he asked, or to beeroorrect demanded in a typically
Tellarite tone.

“Maybe he’s in hiding. Or that he did somethswterrible that he had to change his
name!” said the Bolian, his excitement rising & thought of some great mystery.

He raised his cup to salute the Bolian. “Thalokghe vote of confidence.”

“If he is anyone he is the Masters characteid agDevanion girl.

“What makes you say that?” he asked, genuinégressted in how she came to that
conclusion.

“You can’t be Yel'tar, Hadris or Collins becaubey're dead,” she said counting off the
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names. “Plus he can’t be Benton, Jasis or Letaxedhey’re women. So Masters is the
only one left.”

He nodded with a look of understanding. Sheussdl reasonable logic to determine
who she thought he was.

“Plus none of the stories take place onSheftfire...why?”

He shrugged. “No real reason. Those are jestdales that came into my mind first.”
“Unless you're purposefully avoiding stories twe Swiftfire because we would be able
to figure out who you were on that ship,” said Baian. He had to admit the kid had an

active mind.

“Now why wouldn’t | want you to know who | was d@he ship?”

“Maybe it is tied to why you left Starfleet anatia be able to find out your secret.”

Several of the children started talking at onoe @ver each other as they swapped ideas
and argued. Finally one shouted above the rest.

“Don’t you guys see what he’s doing? He didrsé this name in the stories because
they are all made up. In fact he never said heiw&sarfleet to begin with. He’s just
messing around!”

That quietened down the group as they excharaged lbetween each other to try and
gauge what they thought about the latest theory.

“So were you in Starfleet?” asked one of thesgirl

The old man just grinned and shrugged. It wasols to the group that they would not
get an answer out of his on the subject.

“What about the stories, did you make the stan@®’ asked the Bolian.
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“The question is not whether the tales were beaif there is a lesson involved. What
does it matter if they are fake as long as theyairtihg lesson?”

This got an almost universal unsatisfied lookrfrihe group that showed that they now
considered the tales to be fabrications.

“I guess,” replied the Bolian. “Still, it wouldé been nice to get a straight answer.”

Several of the others nodded in agreement.

“Well, it's late,” he stated. “You all better tggome sleep; we have a lot of walking to
do tomorrow.”

The group slowly started to disperse and retceizt® their tents for rest. He remained
out by the fire and warmed up a cup of tea. Heal@ase for a while before another
person rejoined him by the fire, it was the Caraasboy.

“Can’t sleep?” he asked.

“No, | wanted to ask you a question. Do you kidamar was an evil man?”

He put down his drink and gave his entire atemaver to the boy before he replied. “I
think he was flawed. We all make decisions thatwome to regret. It's hard to go
through life without wronging someone in some fashat some point.”

“What would make someone kill an unarmed womk tie did? It isn’t the actions of
a hero,” said the boy confused. “You said his sleci was shaped by his experiences,
what could make someone do that?”

“The answer to that is birthed years before hdartaat decision. Back when Damar

was younger man with a bright future ahead of him...”

* k *x %
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Corat Damar stood upright, chest thrust forwga, jutting out proudly. He was the
picture of a stereotypical Cardassian Guardsmamweéte his uniform with pride and
handled himself with the youthful arrogance of espa who thought they were going
places.

For Damar he knew he was going places. He had bee of the top graduates in his
class. His service to the Cardassian Union waslkext and he had visions of quickly
becoming a gul and commanding his own warship.higtcould stop him; he would be
a hero of the Union and long after he died peomald/speak his name in awe.

“You're in the Guard and you're proud of it, wetgt.”

Damar looked at the speaker. Peclyar Viscot,afines oldest and closest friends. “I
don’t expect you to understand, Peclyar. The Gistlde greatest way to serve the
state.”

“What | do also serves the state,” said Visc@&ut | don’t go throwing it in other
people’s faces. Shall we?” he gestured them t&.wal

Viscot was an industrialist. He ran a fairlygarand successful communications
company. Somewhat of a genius he had designed@anesource efficient way to store
and disseminate communications across a planetadléormed his own company and
won many contract for the government and it hadentach very wealthy at a relatively
young age.

“How goes the system upgrades?”

“As well as could be expected,” his friend regligith a slight sigh. “The old system

was criminally inefficient and it has been a stiegtut the deadline for completion is
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still intact,” replied Viscot. His latest contragas to upgrade the military’s
communication system across all of Cardassia Pritwée could always use a new
worker. If you'd like to earn some good moneydochange | can get you a fairly senior
position. You're talents are wasted in the militar

Damar was smart. He knew it and he made susrokmew it to. Viscot had lobbied
him hard to join him instead of the military butiar had his site set on glory and on
Cardassia there was no glory like military glory.

“Money is not my driving force, Peclyar.”

Viscot rolled his eyes. “It should be, my friehd

They entered an up market cafe and sat dowmtead. The two old friends spent the
time catching up on each other’s lives and thaheir common friends as well as
reliving some old but good memories. Viscot braugeir meeting to an abrupt end.

“Well, I have to go. | have a meeting with myidion heads in twenty minutes. This
one is on me,” he said with a wink as he paid leirtbill. He did like to show off the
fact he had money, even if in a fairly small way.

They said their farewells and Damar remainednigh off his meal. He was not alone
for five minutes when another man sat opposite Hramar looked up at him
guestioningly.

“Hello, Gil Damar.”

“Do | know you?” he asked suspiciously.

“No, but I know you. | see you just enjoyed atspf lunch with Peclyar Viscot.”

“l did. So?”
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“A very interesting character Viscot. Young, atidus and powerful. His pursuit and
accumulation of wealth would make a Ferengi jealous

Damar put down his eating utensils. He was ootgto allow some stranger to insult
his friend. “He has vision and direction. He igad Cardassian.”

“Is he?” asked the man with the slightest of ssil

Damar’s eyes narrowed. “What do you imply?”

“He has resisted the government from taking $icpmt stakes in his operations. All
that power and wealth contained by a single indiglccan only add to the temptation of
corruption.”

“Peclyar is one of the most honest men | haverkmoHis commitment to the state is
unguestionable,” he said, his voice rising as higea did at the man’s behaviour.

“Yet here | am doing just that,” replied the mhisg voice measured and calm despite
Damar’s rising frustrations.

“Who are you? Are you working for one of his quetitors? If you are trying to gain a
spy in his employ you will not sway me.”

“l am from the Order.”

It did not have to be said; Damar understood Weaneant immediately. The man was
an agent for the Obsidian Order. His spine sttaigdd and he tried to hide his
nervousness from the man across from him.

“The Order has some concerns about his actiaiiesthe people he chooses to
associate with. Recently we have noticed thattispany has had some unusual

interactions with his competitors and other comeaim different fields. So far nothing
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substantial has been found, but we feel it is @ casis not having the right access to the
information rather then it not existing.”

The Order had a fearsome reputation and therewésve between the Guard and the
Order but Damar knew he was far from been a pesduncould rely on the fact he was
in the military to prevent the Order from makingnhdisappear. “What does that have to
do with me?”

“You are close to him. You have access we dd not

“Are you asking me to betray my friend?”

“No I'm asking you to protect the state. To lwe to your oath to defended the
Cardassian Union from all unwanted influence frartitees that would seek to bring the
downfall of our civilisation and corrupt our ideglsaid the man. For the first time the
man’s demeanour changed. While he spoke somedlaingerous flashed in his eyes and
it scared Damar.

Damar was rarely speechless but at this momedidheot know what to say to the
Obsidian Order agent. The agent returned to s aad smiling demeanour and placed
an isolinear datarod on the table.

“Here is just some of the information we havdexdkd on your friend. Review it and
make your own mind up.”

Damar felt his courage return. The stubborraktreithin him that had often got him
into trouble as a youth and in his early service waver far from the surface. “I could
just destroy this and refuse to help you.”

“Refusing the Obsidian Order would be a mistake.”

“Are you threatening me?” he said struggling taimtain his anger.
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The agent laughed. “Of course | am! Whether gocept this or not it doesn’t matter.
The Order has its eyes on Viscot and few survivardansegaze. If you get involved
you would have the chance to limit the damage donéscot.”

“‘Damage?”

“The Order has many resources to draw on, mostdaaare little for Viscot's fate and
would be just as happy as to poison his meal dhtiki immediately whether his crimes
necessities execution or not. To them suspicigmasf enough of wrongdoing.”

Damar gulped. The agent was making it sounfi@amar was helping for the right
reasons, that it cared but he had heard enough #i®ou to realise that was always some
sort of secret agenda to all of their actions. didenot want to be drawn into it but the
agent had made it clear that if he did not hiswfitigvould probably be found dead in his
home soon.

“Consider your options, Damar,” said the agefi¢ stood up without another word and
left the cafe.

Damar did not even watch to see where the marhisfgaze was firmly fixed on the
datarod on the table. He no longer felt like fiingy his meal so Damar picked up the

datarod and headed for the exit. He had no otbigor

“Go right in Gil Damar. Mr Viscot will be alonig a moment.”

Damar smiled sweetly at Viscot’'s young femalestey. She knew Damar fairly well
from his frequent visits to his friend and had molgpems with him waiting inside
Viscot’s office when he asked. There was alskeldbubt in Damar’s mind that she also

had a crush on him. He was after all a virile yp@Guardsman.
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“Thank you, Breena. It's a crime that Peclyagp®you trapped behind this desk all
day. Maybe one of these nights we can get togétiner few drinks and get to know
each other a little better,” he said with a wink.

The young woman giggled and he entered Viscotdsad)office. It was far larger than
his quarters on his current starship assignmentdaticlassier with works of art on
display, selves with keep sakes and books, no danbtand expensive ones at that. At
the end of the room was the focal point, a vergdaand ornate desk. It was very well
ordered with a computer station, a few datapaddgansonal objects on it. He made his
way and sat in Viscot’'s chair. He immediately vadhhat the&lar-tar’s bridge were
equipped with these immensely comfortable chairs.

He did not know how much time he had so he hdditoy. He had read through the
files given to him by the Order agent and all theg was very circumstantial evidence,
mostly based on him meeting with some ‘people tdrgst’ to the Order. No doubt if the
name was Corat Damar rather than Peclyar Viscotdwdd have been dragged in for a
chat with the Order’s interrogators but Viscot vaagery powerful individual with
numerous contacts in both the Detapa Council aa€tntral Command. The Order
could not risk going after him without solid eviden Despite the lack of this evidence
Damar could not help but be somewhat swayed bpdktern the Order showed. He had
to see for himself that there was nothing to beatbu

One of the Order’s biggest problems was that thiégd in all attempts to monitor his
communications or remotely access his computeesyst/iscot was a clever man and

he was part of the system, he knew how to protisctécrets. The Order considered that
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extremely suspicious but Damar did not. Not evenrhost loyal Cardassian would want
the Order to have unlimited access to their pelsaf@mation.

The Order seemed to be relucent to raid Visdaiiwe or office. From the data he had
been given he found that whoever was investigdtadywanted to conduct a raid but it
seemed his superiors decided that such actionstgaperson like Viscot was too risky
without more solid proof. That explained why hel lheen tapped, if he was caught there
would be no embarrassment for the Order. It wdeldhis word against theirs and it did
not take a genius to figure out how that would go.

Getting into Viscot's computer was easy. It \wastected by a password and it only
took him two guesses to get it right. The passviad been the name of his first crush
way back when they were just young children gohrgugh their schooling. At first he
did not know what to search for, it was not asigddt would have files labelled, “lllegal
activities” if he was up to anything.

Damar searched through blindly and was surprugeeh he found something. It was a
simple note that just had a location and a timamBr knew that Viscot was a very
methodical person and all the rest of his notes@étings included vast amounts of
information. This simple note seemed strangelyodyiace. It was for that night and
the location was not one he was familiar with. ddpied the note to his personal
datapadd.

The door to the office suddenly opened and irke@Viscot. He came to a stop as he
saw Damar.

“Playing company boss?” asked Viscot with a grin.
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“You caught me,” he said with fake embarrassméntst thought I'd see how it all
looks from this side of the desk.”

“Just say the word and you’ll have an office ltkes by the end of tomorrow,” he said
restarting his walk towards the desk.

“Not sure it's for me,” Damar replied as he stpsdrreptitiously logging off the
computer.

“So what can | do for you Damar if you're noréseeking employment?”

Viscot walked around him and Damar moved badkéomore appropriate side of the
desk.

“I was wondering if you were free tonight to gatdor a few drinks,” he lied.

“Unfortunately tonight is not a good night. Meabusiness,” he said.

“Surely you can put it off for an old friend.”

“As much as | like to | can’t. This client is®mwf those tough nuts. You understand.”

Viscot started up his work station and Damar disgtinow was the time to make his
escape. “Well, if you change your mind you knowewehto reach me.”

Damar excused himself and turned to leave. Hengarly to the exit and was already
breathing a sigh when Viscot called him back.

“Don’t think | don’t know what you are up to, Dam’

Damar froze in his tracks. His mind raced, haoaviee get caught? Had he changed
something on Viscot’'s computer? The room was @ybaonitored; Viscot had seen
the whole thing. Possibly excuses flooded him mind they all sounded weak.

“What?” he said finally.

“Breena is one of my most valued employees.”
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He turned back to Viscot. “Breena?” he asked.

Viscot returned a disbelieving look. “I'm not afhot, Corat. Your real reason to visit
me was to chat up my secretary. | know what yolikes you see a pretty girl and you
lust after them. Just don’t string her along s th the end she’ll end up quitting
because | don’t want to have to start hiring oldhijest so | can keep them in my employ
after your visits.”

Damar smiled. “I will be a gentleman.”

Viscot's disbelieving look did not leave his facdust remember | work in
communications, | could give every woman you'vekemthe heart of your current
contact information.”

“I don’t doubt you would, Peclyar. Consider mamed.”

Damar left his friend’s office and barely regrsie the goodbye from the lovely Breena
as he hastily made his way out of the buildingallisounded reasonable but why was it
then that Damar could not shake the niggling dodlitere was only one way he could be

sure; he had to follow Viscot tonight.

Damar was sure he felt his heart break as henbst to Viscot talk to an unknown party.
He should have known as soon as he found out wherecation pointed to but he had
still come up with reasonable excuses to denyrtith.t Now from his concealed located
he listened as Viscot confirmed everything that@mnder agent had claimed him to be
and Damar could no longer deny it: Viscot was #adra

He could no longer listen to any more of thedatthery and he stepped out of his

location. Viscot's back was to him but the othartp spotted him. A look of panic
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flashed in his eyes as he fumbled for somethirtgsrclothing, no doubt a weapon.
Damar however had his disruptor out and ready aotltee man before he could pull out
his weapon. The man fell; lucky for him he wad gtenned.

Viscot spun around. Damar?” he said in shock.

“How could you Peclyar? How could you betray sate?”

“Look Damar there’s been some misunderstandiimg.not...”

“Don’'t. Don't lie to me. You just met with ashident...you are working for the
dissident movement!”

“Damar | wanted to tell you but you're in theftitigtion we are trying to bring to heel. |
didn’t know if I could trust you.”

“Don't talk to me about trust! | serve my statiedlon’t work against it in darkened
rooms with criminals!” he waved his weapon at tigaldled man on the ground.

“We are not criminals, Damar. We are fightinglfeat an injustice against the
Cardassian people! The military and the Order usl&ithout oversight as they should.
The military should serve the people, not the otirey around.”

“So you were going to bring them down? You wolelave us weakened when we have
enemies at our gates!”

“The Federation is only our enemy because Ce@mahmand antagonises them! We
could have peace with them but they prefer to kttlaeir ships and bases. Have you
even seen some of the reports on the size and povlee Federation?”

“Just because your enemy is stronger doesn’t mearshould bow to them.”

“Who said anything about bowing to them? Thig/ksat | mean, the blindness of the

military establishment to the idea of peaceful a@agion,” he said throwing his arms in
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the air in disgust. “What about Bajor? How marardassians have died on that world?
How many more must give their lives on its soilfisTis what you get when you let
arrogance and brutality be your measurements ferstellar relations. The movement is
small but we will grow and a change will come.”

“How were you helping them? Shielding their conmcations?”

Viscot nodded. “I made sure they could commueieédthout fear of the Obsidian
Order taking them in the night. | helped them gathformation to aid their cause.”

“The Central Command contract...” said Damar witbwing understanding.

“It was to be the movement’s biggest coup. Uefetd access to the Central
Command’s computers and communication system. ellweuld be no more secrets
from the people, no more lies about the situatiomajor or the Federation. The true
would get to the people and their eyes would baege Once that happened...the
movement would be an unstoppable tide.”

Damar shook his head in disbelief as he listeogbde man he thought he knew talk
with such passion about tearing down all he hadewwndefend. “I didn’t want to
believe it when they told me.”

“When who told you?”

“The Order,” he clarified. “After our lunch ag@nt met with me and gave me a
datarod with what they had on you. | thought isvaamistake, that you were innocent.
They wanted me to get evidence on you and givettiém.”

“Have you?”

“No. l...Ididn’t want to believe it. | thoughtnew who you were, Peclyar.”

“You still do, Corat,” he replied and took a stepvards Damar.
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Damar retrained his disruptor on Viscot that miite pause.

“So what now?” Viscot asked.

“I have to turn you in,” he said with deep regret

“Wait, Corat. We've known each other since weenghildren. If you turn me in they
will kill me.”

“I have no choice.”

“Yes...yes you do! You can let me leave here.ndwu can wait until tomorrow to file
your report and by then I'll have left Cardassighwiny family. For the sake of our
friendship please.”

Damar stared down the sight of his weapon as# thained on the man who was his
closest friend in the galaxy. He knew what hisydusas in this situation; there was only
one course of action. Despite this Damar lowelisdveapon.

“You have until tomorrow,” he said.

Relief washed over Viscot's face. “Thank youy&d He came in to hug him but
Damar brushed him away. Sadness marked Viscattsda he realised that their long
time friendship was truly over. “I will miss yo@orat. Take care.”

“You too.”

That brought a smile to Viscot’s face before reved past him and made a hurried exit

from the room leaving Damar alone with his thoughts

There was a sound behind Damar and he spun grosimg his weapon.
“Jumpy, Gil Damar?” He lowered the weapon asde the Obsidian Order agent

appear from out of the shadows.
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“You? What are you doing here?”

“You'? Is that any way to greet someone?”

“It is when you don’t know their name.”

The man chuckled. “Of course. I'm here to thgak for your help.”

“My help?”

“You helped the Order bring in a dangerous eneftie state. You'll be glad to know
he was intercepted not far from here.”

Damar’s heart sank. “You caught him? Is heeliv

“Of course we captured him! We are the Obsiddader. He has minor injuries but I'm
sure soon he will wish that he had met a more peemizend.”

“How did you know where we were?” he asked.

The agent gestured to Damar’s pocket. Damadrifhirough them unsure what he was
after but when his fingers wrapped around it hesustdod. He pulled it out of his
pocket, the datarod he had been given by the agent.

“A simple tracking and monitoring device madeeswe knew where you were and
what you were up to.”

“What if | had left it behind?”

The agent smiled. “Would you?”

Damar stared down at the datarod. On it waseene that his closest friend was a
criminal, of course he would never let it out af Bight. Once they knew his location, an
abandoned building in a rundown area of the cityatild have been good odds that
something was afoot. They probably had the eatiea locked down; as soon as Damar

had arrived Viscot never had a chance to escape.
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“What happens now?”

“You can return to whatever you were doing befdBeit you should feel very fortunate
that the Order does not leave anything to chaiYaa would not want to have to be
giving a report to the head of the Order as to Wisgot escaped you. We have a low
tolerance for failure.”

“What about his family?”

“They are been rounded up as we speak for...quesg. From there the Order will
decide what to do with them.”

Damar did not want to think about what fate aacithem.

“Viscot's business will also come under scrutinywwouldn’t plan on getting a date with
Breena any time soon; | suspect she’ll be tied itp @rder interviewers for some time.”

Damar nodded, it was all he could muster atdtage. Even the agent’s lewd tone
concerning Viscot’s secretary hardly registeredl. hA felt was exhaustion.

“Well, there is nothing more for you to do he@)l Damar. | suggest you return to your
residence and await contact from the Order.”

“Very well,” he replied.

Damar turned and slowly made his way from themoo

“Tarat,” called the agent. Damar paused andetifvack to him. “My name,” he
clarified. “You’'ll need it for the report yowill do for the Order. We want it to be as

complete as possible.”
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Damar stood at attention before Gul Srejac, disroanding officer on thklaa-tar. A
day had passed since he had filed his report eoQttder he had been summoned back up
to theBel'shanclass vessel in orbit of Cardassia Prime.

“I must say I'm very disappointed in you, Damafou let your emotional connection to
a single individual blind you to your duty to thate. It is fortunate that the Order was
prepared for Viscot to flee the scene. If they hat..well, let's not dwell on
unpleasantness.”

“I am sorry to have disappointed you, gul. llwihdeavour to not do so again.”

“I'm glad to hear it but you don’t have to worapout disappointing me for much
longer.”

“Sorry, sir?”

“You have received new orders, which will be éeadammediately.” He handed a
datapadd to Damar.

“A military freighter?”

“Yes.”

Damar shook his head in disbelief. “This willruny career! The chances of
significant advancement from such an assignmemexeto nothing!”

The gul sighed. “That is the point, Damar. Tikigour punishment for failure.”

Anger from deep inside him rose. Fuelled by shfigation and the events of the past
few days. “Do we now take orders from the Obsidiader, sir? They have no right to
dictate where a Guardsman...”

“Consider yourself lucky, Gil Damar. The Ordexshmade people disappear for less.

The fact is whether you were on a mission for tihsi@an Order or not, you were
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willing to let an enemy of the state escape yoasgr What did you expect would
happen?”
“This is not fair!” complained Damar. He pictdrais future crumbling to dust as he
wasted away on the decks of a tramp freighter wgidey and honour swept past him.
Gul Srejac stared directly into his eyes. “lestbe a lesson. Next time pull the

trigger.”

Damar woke with a start, his brow damp with swed¢ threw off his covers as he sat
up. He had not dreamt about that event since é&akat had joined the crew of the
Groumall However, now he was awake it was not the imddpsoold friend Viscot that
was haunting him. It was a new image, one he togulish the image from his mind’s
eye. The image of a young woman with a burning oher chest slumping against a
wall, her mouth agape and her eyes wide as shdsha the wall. Her life’'s candle
extinguished before she hit the floor.

He stood and made his way to the washbasin &slsool water onto his face. He
stared at his dark reflection. He had done hig.dbte had made sure an enemy of the
state had not escaped the punishment they desandeas such he had been rewarded.
He was now Legate Corat Damar, leader of the Cal@as)nion. He had never dreamt
that he would be the sole ruler of the Union, teespn to guide it into the future. He had
met his goals and far exceeded them.

He should be proud. He should be boastful. hbeilsl be basking in the glory of his
position. He had upheld the Cardassian idealdlandtate. It was what he was trained

to do, what he spent his life doing. He had daselbty and he had pressed that trigger.
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As he stared in his own eyes in the mirror Damandesed, if this was all true, why was

it he could not sleep peacefully?

* k* *x %

“He regretted what he did?” asked the boy.

“Yes.”

“Why don’t we talk about this then? We hide it?”

“Sometimes we don't like to face the whole truiVe prefer to believe in the neat
package that is presented before us.”

“Did his actions to end the war make up for winadid, for killing that girl?”

“How do you make up for taking a life? | canftsaver that. Maybe it is best to
remember Damar as a man, nothing more and notéssg |IA man who was willing to
stand up for his people. A man that was ablertalliy see the faults in the system before
him and was willing to give his life to repair thém

“Thank you, Jack.”

“It's okay. Now hit the sack and get some sléep.

The boy returned to his tent leaving the manealoext to the fire. Jack sat peacefully
staring into the dance flames for awhile, his most in the past as he finished his drink.

Once he had he dug into his pockets, fumbledratdor a particular object that he
never let get too far from his reach. He pulledut and held it out in front of him in the
glow of the fire. It was a simple almost star sthpbject with a delta set on top of a

rectangle. It was an old combadge, batter, wothpaabably most importantly broken.
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He looked at the device and rolled it around hisdsa He then leant back and looked up

at the stars and wondered which ones he had visited
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