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HISTORIAN’S NOTE

The events of this story take place in the year 2369, soon after Captain Jean-Luc Picard’s capture and torture at the hands of the Cardassian interrogator Gul Madred (Star Trek: The Next Generation “Chain of Command”), and before Starfleet’s assuming tactical control of the Cardassian space station Terok Nor and establishing a permanent Federation presence in the Bajor sector (Star Trek: Deep Space Nine “Emissary”).






A lie runs until it is overtaken by the truth.

—Cuban proverb
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Emerging from the tunnel while balancing the oversized rock on his shoulder, Panat Hileb noted the thin sliver of orange sky separating the sun from the distant horizon. The horn declaring shift change was imminent, he knew, but any pause of work before that welcome sound brought with it the promise of swift punishment. Having seen others suffer for such a lapse, Panat did not break stride or spend any time appreciating what was a breathtaking view.

With just enough purpose to avoid provoking the guards, he shuffled from the tunnel entrance and past other workers on his way to the nearby mining tram, where he tossed the rock into one of the bins that still had room. In response to his action, the car shuddered where it sat hovering on its antigravity sled just above the flattened path that served as a service road leading to and from the mine. Knowing a fellow laborer was right behind him, Panat turned and headed back toward the tunnel where more rocks awaited. One constant about this work detail was that there were always rocks waiting to be removed from the mine for transport to the nearby quarry, which was little more than a refuse pit.

And a graveyard, Panat reminded himself. Filled with bodies of those our oppressors no longer found useful. It also included workers who slackened their efforts before the end of their scheduled work period.

Clearing rubble from the mine’s work areas was one of the cruelest labors demanded by the Cardassians running the prison colony. Inside the mine, other Bajorans drudged through the arduous task of extracting uridium ore from the planet’s depths. That valuable mineral, once separated from the surrounding bedrock, was placed in containers for transport to a location unknown to Panat and the other workers. None of the Bajorans knew if the ore was refined here or placed aboard cargo freighters bound for a processing facility on another world.

One more mystery for Panat and his fellows, along with not knowing the planet’s name, location, or strategic value. Were they near some boundary separating Cardassian territory from that of an interstellar neighbor or rival? Despite the best efforts of the intelligence-gathering network threaded through the Bajorans, such information remained closely guarded secrets, which to Panat made sense. Assuming one was able to call for help, it was an all but useless effort when there was no way to know where to summon assistance.

Proceeding to the mine entrance, Panat made eye contact with other forced laborers. Some of them were friends, others he knew only by name. It was a matter of degrees; in a place like this, all who shared the same plight were colleagues, companions, and—when the time was right—comrades-in-arms. While they were here to serve their overlords, all the laborers also shared the desire to be rid of the Cardassians. Even for those like Panat, born during the Occupation, they longed for freedom.

One day, he mused. One day, hopefully the Prophets will help our people.

He noted the lengthening shadows stretching across the ground ahead of him as well as the surrounding canyon walls at the mine’s entrance, which was cut into the face of the hillside as part of a larger excavation effort completed earlier in the year. The shadows at this time of day told him the days were getting shorter. Soon, the temperatures would begin to cool, and even here in the planet’s temperate zone, another winter would make its presence felt.

Assuming you live that long.

“Step with greater purpose, friend.”

He heard the comment, uttered in a quiet tone, from his left, and he looked up to see Ranar Ehu walking past him while carrying his own large piece of stone. Like Panat, he wore tattered clothes made from scraps of cloth and other materials provided by the Cardassians with irregular frequency or which he had scavenged or fashioned from discarded clothing. His hair, once dark and long, had gone gray and was thinning on top, and what remained was secured at the back of his neck with a strip of cloth. They had not known each other before being shipped to this planet but had become close companions in the years since. They shared many of the same interests from their lives before being transported here from Bajor. This included a fondness for the outdoors, a love of music and the arts, and constant plotting to undermine their oppressors.

With a small, guarded smile, Panat nodded at him. “All of my steps are with purpose.” It was an innocuous response to an innocent salutation, which of course carried great meaning for those Bajorans who, like him and Ranar Ehu, participated in the resistance effort on this world.

Born during the Cardassian Occupation of Bajor, Panat had been content to do what he considered necessary to survive and keep his aged, frail parents safe. That meant enduring much hardship and sacrifice, doing as he was told by those who subjugated Bajor. It was not an ideal existence, but he could secure his parents food, shelter, and medication, and for a time that satisfied Panat. All of that vanished one horrific night when a Cardassian security detail descended on Panat’s village in the Lonar Province, killing anyone they considered a waste of resources. His parents vanished in a hail of disruptor fire.

Panat was still reeling from the shock of their deaths when he was put aboard a transport ship and brought to this forsaken planet. From his first moments, he had sought out any Bajorans who might be part of the resistance movement he knew was gaining momentum on the planet of his birth. It had taken nearly a year before Ranar approached him and brought him into the fold, beginning their friendship and their partnership in arms.

And now we toil by day, and plot by night.

Indeed, Panat and Ranar, along with other trusted members of the Resistance, convened at irregular intervals after the work detail’s return to camp and before curfew. They discussed possible disruptions. Given the isolated nature of the forced-labor camp and the relatively small population of Bajorans—fewer than two hundred, by Panat’s count—doing anything too drastic would leave them no room to hide among the population. This abundance of caution forced them toward smaller acts that on the surface did not point to insurrection. Sabotaging equipment was a common ploy, though even that had to be done with care and proper timing. The same was true with finding methods of interrupting the workflow in a manner that did not arouse suspicion. Then there were the more challenging acts, such as eliminating one of the guards.

If things went according to plan, that would happen here, today.

The horn sounded, echoing off the hillside and making every worker look up from whatever task had consumed them. Those still carrying rocks to the tram continued forward, looking to add their final burden of the day to the bin.

“Finish up,” said one of the Cardassian guards, Lubak, an older trooper whose disinterest had long ago become evident. His command was not a harsh order but a simple recitation of a directive given at this time every day. “Put those last rocks on the tram and get in line.”

Rumors around camp held that Lubak had been passed over for promotion enough times that he was resigned to completing his term of required military service in as expedient and uneventful a manner as possible. To his credit, he had chosen not to take out his frustrations on the Bajorans, instead doing only the minimum necessary to maintain order and efficiency while overseeing their work. Like Panat, many of his fellow Bajorans knew Lubak’s apathy was their good fortune, and therefore conducted themselves in a manner that would not cause trouble or otherwise draw the ire of more attentive and less benevolent guards.

Many of the other guards on the detail appeared to be of similar mindset. There was no denying this was tedious duty, perhaps punishment for infractions real or perceived. Deviations from the normal schedule of activities consisted in large part of accidents or a laborer suffering from exhaustion. Otherwise, most days followed a routine. Repetition, Panat knew, begat boredom, which in turn bred inattention. Sabotage was most effective when it could exploit that laxity in a fast, decisive, and even violent manner.

Changing direction so that he now proceeded toward the rally point where the laborers formed columns for marching back to camp, Panat cast a quick glance toward the front of the tram where another trooper, Locin, stood watching the daily ritual play out. As Bajorans brought the day’s last chunks of rock to drop into those tram cars that still harbored room for additional debris, the Cardassian pulled a device from a holster on his equipment belt. He pressed a control on the unit and the tram’s internal power systems activated. Utilizing antigravity plating, the entire set of twelve cars rose to hover less than a meter above the ground, emitting a low-frequency hum as it idled while awaiting further instructions. Under normal circumstances, whoever controlled the tram could send it on its programmed course with the touch of another control. Panat had seen the exercise play out on uncounted occasions over the years.

Today, however, the tram did not wait for that command. Instead, it lurched forward without warning, proceeding not at its normal, near-walking speed down the worn service path but accelerating as it altered direction toward Locin. With no time for him to move out of its way, the tram’s front end slammed into him at waist level, knocking him backward and off his feet. Tumbling to the ground, he had no chance to scramble for safety before the tram hit him again, this time striking his head and pushing him back to the dirt before all twelve cars glided over him. The sound of Locin’s death scream echoed off the canyon walls as the antigrav plating exerted force downward, keeping the tram above the ground while crushing the Cardassian to pulp.

Instead of stopping, the tram shot across the path and over open ground before slamming into a pile of oversized boulders. The collision caused the other cars to decouple, sailing off in different directions to either smash into the canyon walls or tumble into the ditches on either side of the pathway. Several of the Bajorans and even a pair of Cardassians, all clueless to the reality of what had just happened, stared in disbelief at the scene unfolding before them.

“Help!” Panat yelled, playing his part as a distressed Bajoran witnessing a traumatic event. “Guards! Help!” He knew there would be no helping Locin, but he had to play out the scenario the same way as those laborers who had not known this was coming. Running to what remained of the guard, Panat confirmed he was dead, likely before the tram had even finished its work. In a surprise bonus, his control pad had also been destroyed by the force of the tram’s antigravs. There would be no examining the unit to see if it had suffered any tampering. Panat knew that it had, but even that contingency had been anticipated.

“What happened?” The question was loud and forceful, uttered by another Cardassian, Glinn Irvek. An officer in charge of the working detail as well as the guards assigned to oversee it, he was younger than several of the troopers around him, and prone to callousness and even brutality when it suited him. Panat and others had learned to give him a wide berth whenever possible, but even that was sometimes insufficient to avoid the glinn’s wrath.

Pushing his way past Bajorans and a pair of guards, Irvek stopped near Panat and beheld for himself Locin’s ghastly remains. “Who saw this?” He turned, his eyes boring into Panat with growing fury, and he even moved his right hand to rest on the sidearm holstered on his hip. Panat, who from the moment he and Ranar had hatched this scheme knew quick and severe retribution might be a possibility, braced himself for whatever might come next, but Irvek’s hand was stayed by another voice.

“I saw it, sir,” said Lubak, his voice carrying past Bajorans who moved out of his way as he approached. “Trooper Locin activated the tram as he does each day, and it ran him over.”

As if exerting physical effort to tear his eyes from Panat, Irvek turned to his subordinate. “You’re saying this was his fault? He did this to himself?”

Exhibiting the experience and wisdom of a seasoned soldier, Lubak replied, “I can’t assign fault, sir. All I know is that there was no one on or near the tram when he activated it.”

“Sabotage, then.” Snarling as he glanced once more to Panat, Irvek said, “Get the workers into formation.” Before Panat could move, the glinn pointed a finger at his chest. “You.” He shifted his aim to Ranar, who stood at the forefront of the gathered Bajorans observing the scene. “And you, collect Locin’s remains. Leave so much as a stray drop of blood on the ground and you’ll die the same way he did.” He glared at Lubak. “Watch over them.”

They waited while another Bajoran retrieved a cadaver transport container from the supply building near the mine’s entrance.He offered it to Panat before Lubak ordered him back to the formation of laborers gathering on the service path under the watchful eye of other guards.

Is Irvek going to kill them?

The question hung in Panat’s mind, and he waited to see if the glinn might order his troopers to execute the entire work detail. Standing orders at the camp called for the immediate execution of any Bajoran found to have assaulted any Cardassian. Such drastic action had not occurred for some time, but it was not out of the question. When he first arrived here, a guard might kill a Bajoran for the feeblest reason. Laborers at that time were as expendable as they were replaceable, and it was not uncommon for the Cardassians to make an example of a hapless worker, often an elderly prisoner or some other, weaker member of the population. Panat had noticed that the guards never targeted anyone who could still provide manual labor. Likewise, he was aware that new arrivals to the camp had slowed as time passed. This corresponded with a subtle yet distinct change in how the garrison treated them. Punishments grew less severe except in the most egregious of circumstances, at least as defined by the Cardassians. So far as Panat knew, it had been over a year since any new Bajorans had been brought to the planet. What reason would the Cardassians have not to replenish the workforce?

With this in mind, Panat dismissed his worrisome thought. Still, there was a distinct chance Irvek would find or invent a justification to punish someone from the work detail. He would deem it necessary to set an example, or to remind the workers that disobedience carried penalties even though he possessed no evidence for misconduct. Such things were not needed when one carried the power of life and death over those under him.

Sunlight grew weaker with every passing moment as Panat and Ranar set to work collecting the trampled remains of Locin’s body. Under Lubak’s watchful eye, they exercised care in placing the remains into the cadaver pouch. Without gloves or other protective equipment, the task was even more gruesome thanks to the blood and other bits of bone, skin, and destroyed uniform that soon covered their hands and clothing. In keeping with Irvek’s instructions, they also collected bloodstained rocks and loose dirt, placing these into pockets on the pouch’s exterior. Ranar sealed the pouch, and they both stood to face the guard.

“Take… him… to Glinn Irvek’s vehicle,” said Lubak. Rather than conveying anger or impatience, the guard’s mood seemed even more sober than it had been before the incident. He pointed toward the armored skiff parked outside the supply building. The antigrav vehicle was of the type preferred by the officers among the camp’s garrison.

Shouldering their grisly burden, Panat and Ranar headed off in that direction. Without looking too obvious, Panat cast a look over his shoulder to confirm Lubak was not following them but instead had joined other guards in organizing the formation of Bajoran workers.

“You think he was pondering the idea it could just as easily have been him?” asked Ranar. “Accidents happen, and so on.”

Panat shifted his part of the cadaver pouch on his shoulder. “I’m guessing all of the guards are thinking that.” He also knew that Irvek and others were considering the possibility that Locin had not fallen victim to a tragic accident.

They would be right, of course.

“He got what he deserved,” said Panat, remembering to keep his voice low.

Known for his excessive cruelty toward the elderly and his wanton advances toward many of the Bajoran women, Locin’s fate had been decided four months earlier. It had come after the unnecessary execution of an older worker who had stumbled and fallen while loading tools onto a cart. One of the tools had landed on Locin’s foot, and despite not causing injury, the Cardassian had erupted in fury at the perceived disrespect. He had beaten the old man senseless, cracking his skull along with several ribs, causing internal damage and bleeding. Even if the camp doctor had been able or willing to help, the worker’s injuries were too severe, and he died within moments. The murder had stirred many of the Bajorans, coming within a hairsbreadth of triggering a riot. Only the other guards, including one or two appalled by Locin’s actions, kept the situation from spiraling out of control. Resentment persisted for days afterward, to the point the trooper was assigned to other duties away from Bajoran work details.

That changed a month ago, when Panat saw him awaiting the arrival of the primary shift at the mine. Perhaps those in charge of deploying the individual garrison members thought enough time had passed and the workers were too exhausted to mount any sort of protest, but from the moment Panat laid eyes on him, he vowed Locin would pay for what he had done. That pledge set off a flurry of planning between him and Ranar, who harbored feelings even stronger than Panat’s.

The plan required enlisting the assistance of another Bajoran, Yectu Sheeliate, a technician assigned to the camp’s maintenance facility where care and repair of the Cardassian garrison’s vehicles and equipment was conducted. Her skills had been vital in programming the viral code ported to the tram’s onboard computer when it was brought in for its regular maintenance check. Panat did not understand everything about what she did, but she had modified the tram’s systems in such a way that it had carried out its redefined purpose, homing in on the signal emitted only by Locin’s control pad and not another guard’s, then wiping all traces of any software changes from its onboard memory once the attack was over.

Yectu Sheeliate had accomplished her sabotage weeks earlier, then set a delay into the software to ensure a gap of time following its last maintenance check before the scheme was put into motion. If and when the tram was subjected to an investigation to determine the cause of its apparent malfunction, the Cardassians would, according to Yectu, find nothing out of the ordinary. It would appear Locin’s death was caused by his own error with his control pad. A wrong button pushed or a command entered by mistake. The only accurate part of that assessment would be that the trooper had indeed brought about his own demise, in a manner of speaking.

Only as he and Ranar moved to take their place in formation with the others did Panat realize that the second shift of Bajorans had not yet arrived. Under normal circumstances, that detail would be on-site and ready to take over from the first shift with only a minimal amount of time and work lost during the transfer. Looking up the service path in the direction he would expect to see the incoming formation, Panat instead saw nothing. Neither did he hear the telltale signs of a large group on the march.

“Something’s happening,” said Ranar, echoing Panat’s own thoughts. “Or, happened.”

Instead of replying, Panat glanced around the formation, counting the Cardassians. Nineteen guards including Glinn Irvek. The twentieth guard, Locin, accounted for everyone. Rather than their full attention being on the working party, several of the guards were talking among themselves, and Panat could read troubled expressions on some of their faces. Punctuating the hushed, indecipherable whispers were occasional glances toward the Bajorans. A couple of the guards fidgeted with their disruptors or rifles. After a few moments, Irvek stepped away from his subordinates and waved in the direction of the service path.

“Back to camp,” he snapped, his irritation almost but not quite hiding something else. Was it concern? Panat could not be sure.

As the Bajorans, organized into two columns, began their slow shuffle back to the dismal outpost that was their only home, the glinn shouted again in a louder voice. “Now.”

Panat exchanged glances with Ranar. Whatever had occurred, it was unexpected and unwelcome, but what did this mean for him and his fellow Bajorans?

One way or the other, he expected the answers would not be long in coming.
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Despite already losing count of the times he had read it, Gul Havrel once more regarded the decrypted message displayed on his desktop workstation. The labor camp overseer knew staring at it would not cause it to change, but he still could not believe what the words conveyed.


FROM CENTRAL COMMAND: BY ORDER OF DETAPA COUNCIL, OCCUPATIONAL FORCES OF THE CARDASSIAN GUARD ON BAJOR ORDERED TO IMMEDIATELY COMMENCE WITHDRAWAL ACTION.

REMOVE ALL EQUIPMENT, WEAPONS, AND OTHER MATÉRIEL DEEMED SENSITIVE FROM ALL PLANETSIDE FACILITIES AS WELL AS TEROK NOR. ABANDON ALL OTHER ASSETS INCLUDING INFRASTRUCTURE. CRADIS PROTOCOLS ARE NOW IN EFFECT.

ALL BAJORAN NATIONALS ARE NO LONGER UNDER CARDASSIAN AUTHORITY. ALL NATIONALS LOCATED OFFWORLD ARE TO BE RETURNED TO BAJOR OR ALLOWED TO DO SO ON THEIR OWN. RETURN OR SURRENDER TO PROPER AUTHORITY ALL BAJORAN HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL ARTIFACTS. CEASE ALL EFFORTS TO PURSUE RESISTANCE TARGETS. TAKE NO FURTHER AGGRESSIVE ACTION AGAINST BAJORAN AND OTHER CIVILIANS UNLESS NECESSARY TO DEFEND PERSONNEL AND SENSITIVE MATÉRIEL. PLANETARY EVACUATION TO COMMENCE IMMEDIATELY. ADDITIONAL TRANSPORT ASSETS EN ROUTE.

ABANDON TEROK NOR.



“Has this message been verified?” asked Glinn Trina, Havrel’s adjutant and second-in-command of the labor camp and its tenant facilities.

With a sigh, Havrel replied, “I confirmed it three times. The ciphers used to encode and decode it are legitimate. This is an official directive from the council, with concurrent authentication from Central Command.”

The decree, phrased as it was, sent a shock through Havrel. Across the width and breadth of Cardassian military forces, those charged with overseeing any aspect of the occupation of the Bajoran people were being told that operation was concluded. While Bajor was the epicenter of this extraordinary reversal on the part of the council, it would have repercussions throughout the region. Bajoran citizens served as forced labor on more than a dozen planets within the boundaries of Cardassian territory. The council’s order called for their return to Bajor.

Such a command from the Detapa Council was as astonishing as it was unprecedented. Havrel could not recall a similar instance of the civilian government exerting this degree of control over military forces. While it was enshrined in law that the Cardassian Central Command answered to civilian authority, the reality of the relationship between the two entities was much more complicated. Havrel reasoned that whatever had brought about this momentous decision, it must have direct impacts on both parties, perhaps even forcing them to work together despite the barely restrained contempt in which each side often held the other.

But what of us? The question taunted Havrel as he considered his current situation, governing a labor colony on a world that officially did not exist. As he sat here in the private office of the modest home he maintained just outside the confines of the labor camp for which he served as gul, he was already considering the impacts both immediate and enduring that would affect the inhabitants of this remote planet far from the Bajor sector, including himself. Just in this room alone were pieces of Bajoran art and sculpture acquired over the course of his career. The council’s orders with respect to such items came as a disappointment. Did they truly expect him to part with the collection he had spent so long acquiring? How would they know if he obeyed the directive? What were the penalties for noncompliance? After all this time, such a rash decision seemed unfair.

“Gul?”

It was Trina, and only then did Havrel realize he had been lost for a moment to his own thoughts. He turned from the workstation to face his aide.

“What did you say?”

His expression one of concern, Trina replied, “I’m sorry, Gul. I was asking if you wanted me to activate our withdrawal protocols. There is much work to be done if we’re to secure operations and ready the laborers for transport to Bajor.”

“Indeed,” said Havrel. Tapping a control on the workstation, he called up the colony’s schedule for the day. Only then was he reminded that nightfall had come, and the shift changes for the uridium mine and the disposal quarry had already taken place. Rather, they would have taken place if Trina had not already taken the initiative of sending word to the security details responsible for moving the groups of Bajoran laborers to and from the work areas. The glinn had ordered the guards to cease shift change and return all of the workers to the camp. Havrel could not fault the junior officer’s initiative. Under normal circumstances, his order would have been the correct procedure. The problem was that Trina had no reason to suspect the circumstances now facing them were anything but normal.

“Signal the guards to direct the second-shift laborers to start.” When Trina regarded him with confusion, Havrel added, “It will be some time before we’re ready for transport offworld. They may as well remain useful while we wait. Additional uridium is always desirable, after all. Maintain our normal daily schedule for the time being.” To his own ears, Havrel thought his explanation a weak cover story, but if his counterpart thought something was amiss, he chose not to show it.

Trina replied, “There is the matter of the accident at the mine, sir.”

It took an extra moment for the comment to register, and when it did Havrel chastised himself. How could he have forgotten that already? Was the message from Central Command of such importance that it pushed aside even a moment’s reflection on the loss of one of his soldiers from something as senseless as an equipment accident?

“They’re bringing the remains back here, yes?” he asked.

Nodding, Trina replied, “Yes, Prefect. I’ve already ordered an investigation, but witnesses at the scene indicate the tram somehow malfunctioned. There was no one on or near it when he activated it, and there are no obvious signs of anything unusual.”

“Have the maintenance staff inspect it. If it was mechanical or some other error, I want the cause identified. Have them go back through the maintenance logs and determine if any Bajorans worked on it recently.” He knew the engineers charged with maintaining the camp’s vehicles and equipment used Bajoran laborers who demonstrated useful skills in any number of areas. While there were always rumors of resistance efforts among the worker population, no real, irrefutable evidence of any such activity had ever been discovered here. Havrel knew that might only mean any actual perpetrators were good at avoiding detection. Vigilance was therefore necessary, but given the new orders from Central Command, he wondered if all of this would be moot in a very short time.

Trina moved away from Havrel’s desk, tapping the communicator on his left wrist and opening a channel to the officer in charge of the security details to pass on Havrel’s instructions. He was pacing near the office’s door when it slid aside to reveal Ijok, one of the six Bajorans detailed to Havrel to maintain his house and the surrounding grounds, prepare his meals, and see to other duties and needs as directed. She and the others all worked under the watchful eye of Zajan and Decar, a pair of older Cardassian women who served as supervisors of the staff as well as being Havrel’s personal assistants. Ijok stood in the doorway carrying a tray with a bottle of kanar and two glasses along with a small covered dish.

“Good evening, Prefect,” she said, waiting for Havrel to direct her to enter. “When you did not partake of your evening meal, I thought—”

“Yes, yes,” said Havrel, waving her in. “Thank you.” He pointed to a small table to the right of his desk where she knew to place the tray. “Duty called once again, my dear. I hope you did not go to much trouble preparing tonight’s offering.”

Nodding in deference to Trina as she strode past him, Ijok proceeded toward Havrel. “No trouble, sir,” she said, as Havrel expected she would. Leaving the tray on the table, she retreated from the desk and clasped her hands behind her back, as was expected from Bajorans working in proximity to any Cardassian. “Do you require anything else?”

Havrel noticed the look on Trina’s face before replying, and as he did so he gestured to his adjutant. “Prepare something for Glinn Trina. We may be working late into the evening.” After Ijok nodded and excused herself from the office, he waited for the door to close before regarding the other officer. “Something troubles you?”

“The guard commanders are confused about the abrupt changes to their orders,” said Trina. “Part of that is my fault, Gul. I acted without first consulting you.”

Waving away the comment, Havrel made a mental note to come up with an explanation for the reversal of Trina’s instructions to the guards. For now, the need to continue extracting uridium from the mine would suffice. Instead, he said, “That wasn’t what I meant. You seem to have concerns about Ijok.”

Clearing his throat, Trina replied, “Not her specifically. At least, not at this time. I’m thinking of the Bajorans in general. I know you’ve made a point to treat them well, but you do seem to provide an even greater latitude for those assigned to serve you.”

“I don’t do so lightly.” Havrel rose from his chair and stepped around his desk, ignoring the meal and the kanar. Those would have to wait, he decided, as there were more pressing matters now demanding his attention. Gesturing for Trina to follow him, he moved from the office and outside the chalet serving as his home, heading for the labor camp’s perimeter fence and the entrance reserved for him. Away from the house, he said, “If you mean I grant them a degree of trust, you’d be correct. Ijok and the others had to earn the right to work under Zajan and Decar.”

“Still,” said Trina, “it seems dangerous to risk allowing them to work in such close proximity. Do you not worry about one of them trying to poison your food or kill you in your sleep?”

Havrel laughed. “That’s why I have Zajan and Decar, both of whom I’ve known since I was younger than you are now. I have complete faith in them to oversee the workers they lead.” Far more than simple assistants or housekeepers, the women also were veterans of the Cardassian Guard, having left the military some years earlier after serving on Havrel’s staff at a prior duty station. Upon learning of their retirement, Havrel invited them to come work for him directly, and they had accepted his offer. They were a luxury for someone of his rank and station, and one for which he did not mind paying to ensure his home enjoyed a level of civility and security he might otherwise have forgone at a remote posting.

The guard assigned to the small outbuilding near the entrance entered the code to deactivate the gateway positioned between two posts that along with dozens of others formed the force-field barrier surrounding the labor camp. The trooper nodded in greeting to Havrel and Trina as they passed through before reactivating the electronic barricade. Now inside the camp, Havrel continued walking in the direction of the two-story building that served as the outpost’s headquarters. Three larger structures bracketed the command post, one to either side and the third behind it, each serving as barracks for the enlisted guards along with individual quarters for the officers. Buildings behind those housed equipment, vehicles, and supplies as well as maintenance, training, and recreational facilities for the guard complement along with a small hospital. An expansive open field separated this portion of the camp from the pair of buildings used to billet the Bajoran workers. Guard towers placed around the camp’s perimeter kept watch over the grounds, with a garrison of sixty troopers divided into shifts and scattered around the base itself to protect infrastructure and pay closer attention to their Bajoran charges.

Havrel watched as the columns of laborers from the primary shift at the uridium mine and disposal quarry during daylight hours, having already entered the camp via a different gate, were now organizing into a formation on the field. There they would undergo the first of two counts between now and just before their nightly curfew. The days on this planet were just under thirty intervals in duration, divided in half between the two shifts. Each shift spent twelve intervals at work and twelve under curfew, with the remaining periods devoted to transport to and from work areas as well as meals and hygiene here at camp.

“Prefect,” said Trina as they entered the outpost’s headquarters, passing the guards on duty there. “Should we not be redirecting the workers toward activities needed to support our own departure?”

It was a valid question Havrel would expect his adjutant to ask. Still, he could not help exhaling with consternation. “I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple. In fact, I think it’s well past time you learned just how complicated our situation is here in our own little private paradise.” He smiled as he said the last part, underscoring the irony of describing their home in this way. The planet was unremarkable in most respects. It did possess a temperate climate, but its more picturesque regions were well away from the camp, the location of which had been dictated by a need for proximity to one of the world’s richer uridium deposits. Rather than lush forests or calming beaches, the outpost instead was surrounded by austere, uneven terrain tucked between a pair of low-rise mountain ranges. While practicality was the primary reason for the campsite, the area did own its share of secrets.

Proceeding to his office, Havrel waited for Trina to enter behind him before closing the door. “Computer, activate security protocol Vinalu Cradis One Four.”

In response to the command, Havrel heard a series of locks engage, sealing the room’s door and windows, leaving him and Trina alone in the well-appointed office. A subdued hum from the room’s far end accompanied a portion of the back wall sliding aside to reveal a compact two-person field transporter.

“I don’t understand,” said Trina, his expression turning to one of confusion as he watched the process play out. “A hidden transporter? For escape?”

Although Havrel laughed at that, the reaction was not spurred by amusement. “How I wish it were that simple.”

“Cradis.” Appearing to consider this for a moment, Trina said, “That word was in the message from Central Command. ‘Cradis protocols are now in effect.’ That part of the message was meant for us, wasn’t it?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.” Havrel waited for Trina to join him on the recessed transporter pad before touching a control on the vestibule’s wall. There was the usual fleeting moment of disorientation as everything faded in a shower of golden light and the view of his office beyond the vestibule disappeared, to be replaced heartbeats later with the sight of a much larger chamber.

“Where are we?” asked Trina.

Havrel exited the transporter alcove into another office, this one possessing more luxurious furnishings. In addition to an expansive workspace, there also were quarters for him on those occasions when duties required him to be here rather than the camp’s official headquarters. Turning as Trina followed him, he caught the look of confusion on the younger officer’s face.

“Welcome to the real reason for our presence on this world.”

The office’s door slid aside, and Havrel stepped out onto a raised walkway running along the second story of a nondescript building to survey the immense underground cavern in which he now stood. High ceilings rose and curved up and over a collection of buildings not unlike those of the labor camp. One- and two-story structures flanked enormous warehouses, and there were signs of activity around the buildings as Cardassians—some in military uniforms but far more wearing utilitarian work clothing, laboratory attire, and even environmental equipment—exited or entered the various structures.

“What is this place?” asked Trina. “It’s bigger than the camp. Where are we?”

Havrel replied, “Deep beneath the camp.” He gestured toward the cavern ceiling. “One of the reasons for its location was this cavern as well as providing an entrance to the uridium deposit in close proximity. There were other areas in and around the region that encompassed the vast mineral repository which in reality would have made a more attractive place to establish the labor camp. However, they did not offer the advantages of a suitable subsurface environment in which to establish this facility.” He smiled. “The entire complex is powered by geothermal energy thanks to natural wells located beneath us. Down here, we’re totally independent from the camp, and completely undetectable.”

Making no attempt to hide his disbelief, Trina said, “This activity has been here the entire time?”

Once again, Havrel smiled. “This planet’s only use to Cardassia is its location. The uridium we mine could be obtained from other systems closer to the homeworld, but the camp’s presence offers a plausible reason for our being here in the event it’s ever discovered by an adversary.”

Confusion replaced skepticism on Trina’s face. “It was my understanding that this planet’s location is classified.”

“Far more than that, my friend,” said Havrel. “You already knew this world has no name. It’s only given a number in our databases. Should an adversarial power ever gain access to our stellar cartography models and data, they’ll discover it listed as uninhabited and incapable of supporting life.” He smiled again. “Indeed, when you and everyone else assigned to camp were given your orders, your posting was listed for a completely different planet. So far as any official records are concerned, this planet doesn’t exist.”

Trina said nothing for a moment, choosing instead to stare at the scene before him. There would be many questions, Havrel knew, most of the sort he had asked upon arriving on this world. At first, he had thought he was being penalized for some unknown infraction that had angered some superior officer, immolating his career in the Cardassian Central Command and banishing him to this distant, all-but-forgotten rock to serve out his punishment running a mining camp. Only after meeting the officer he was sent to replace was the truth explained to him. Far from being castigated, he had been entrusted with a very singular responsibility.

“There are secret installations on numerous worlds,” said Trina. “Including Cardassia Prime. Why the extraordinary measures for this place?”

Havrel replied, “It’s by no means unique. You are correct such facilities exist elsewhere, and neither you nor I are ever likely to see them. The success and continued prosperity of the Cardassian people lies in how well they can be protected by those of us who commit our lives to their security. To achieve and maintain that security, we must sometimes carry out tasks others might consider extreme or distasteful.” He gestured to the sprawling underground settlement before them. “Such work is conducted here, and it must be protected at all costs.” Reaching over to Trina, he placed a hand on the younger officer’s shoulder. “Come. I’ll show you what I mean, so you can understand the importance of what occurs here beneath a thick, warm blanket of secrecy.”

Once more, he considered how he and his adjutant differed. Trina was young, and much closer to the beginning of his career than the end. Because of that, he still harbored a great deal of the optimism expected from junior officers who had not yet been exposed to many of the harsh realities that came from service to the Cardassian people. His head doubtless swam with the platitudes instilled during his training at the military academy, where young men and women were molded into instruments for the Cardassian Central Command, to be used, exploited, and discarded as they saw fit.

We are all but tools, Havrel reminded himself.

Shaking his head, Trina said, “Prefect, if secrecy is so vital to the success of whatever you’re about to show me, then why risk it by bringing Bajorans here?”

“They are unaware this place exists.” Havrel learned that when taking command. The labor camp on the surface was an almost perfect screen for the activities taking place far beneath their feet. So far as they knew, they had been interned on yet another planet to exploit its natural resources for the good of the Cardassian people. “The Cradis protocol is a directive from the Obsidian Order. It directs me to ensure we relocate this facility without ever exposing its presence, or leaving behind any trace it was ever here. None of the Bajorans will ever know. They will die here.”
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Entering the transporter room, Captain Jean-Luc Picard nodded to the lone ensign standing behind the control console. Her posture stiffened upon his arrival, and he noted the young woman’s attempt to conceal her anxiety. He recognized her as a recent assignment to the Enterprise, but he could not recall her name.

“Ensign…?” he prompted.

The woman somehow managed to stand even taller as she replied, “Ensign Lindsey Bridges, sir. I came aboard two weeks ago.”

The captain nodded, now remembering her name along with the excerpts he had read of her understandably thin personnel file while reviewing the new arrivals. “My recollection from our initial meeting is that you requested this posting.”

Bridges smiled, pleased to be remembered. “Yes, sir. Competition for the Enterprise is fierce, but you know that.”

“Indeed. You managed to arrive at a rather interesting time, all things considered.”

Picard conceded his comment was an understatement, given the excitement surrounding the ship’s recent mission while under the temporary command of Captain Edward Jellico during his absence. Pushing away those memories before they had a chance to manifest, he instead took a moment to appreciate the feeling of normalcy that came with speaking to a member of his crew. He understood the expectations and reasonable tension a young officer might experience coming face-to-face with their commanding officer while carrying out their duties. With a crew the size of the Enterprise’s, it was not unusual for a new ensign to go weeks, months, or longer without ever seeing their captain after their brief welcome aboard.

“I hope you’re settling in well enough.”

Nodding, Bridges replied, “I am, sir. Thank you.” When she smiled this time, it was all Picard could do not to return it. “You’ve likely heard this a hundred times, but I’m excited to be here. This is a dream for me.” As if realizing she might be breaching protocol, she cleared her throat and composed her expression. “I’m sorry, sir.”

The captain schooled his features to remain impassive, despite his amusement at the ensign’s obvious nervousness. For a moment, it usurped his own unease. It was rare for him to harbor such feelings, but the circumstances surrounding this particular meeting were anything but ordinary. He thought he was prepared for this visitor, only to realize he was beginning to experience misgivings.

Lindsey Bridges was helping him. With all he had endured in recent weeks, Picard found himself comforted by this casual, even mundane encounter with the ensign, someone at the beginning of their career and with an entire galaxy awaiting them. It reminded him that he once was an anxious young ensign, driven to carry out his duties to the best of his abilities while avoiding any embarrassing mishaps in front of his commander.

Was it really so long ago?

Finally offering a small smile of his own, Picard replied, “No apologies necessary, Ensign. We’re glad to have you aboard.”

Her confidence restored, Bridges nodded before a signal from the transporter console got her attention. Checking her readings, she said in a controlled voice, “We’re being hailed by the Gorkon, sir. They’re ready for transport.”

“Make it so, Ensign. Energize.”

Picard had just enough time to pull down and straighten the front of his uniform tunic as a shower of energy appeared in the transporter alcove, within seconds coalescing and solidifying into the form of Vice Admiral Alynna Nechayev.

“Admiral,” said Picard, straightening his posture, “welcome back to the Enterprise.”

A trim, even petite woman several years his junior, Nechayev’s narrow, angular features gave her an almost hawklike appearance, an effect only intensified as she regarded Picard with piercing eyes he knew missed nothing. Despite her intimidating demeanor, which she used to great effect when the need arose—or when it suited or even amused her—Nechayev’s expression softened upon seeing Picard.

“Hello, Jean-Luc,” she said, stepping down from the transporter platform and extending her hand. “It’s good to see you.” As they shook hands, Nechayev placed her other hand on top of his, and he felt the slight extra pressure as she regarded him. “How are you feeling?”

Caught off guard by her gesture, and understanding the unspoken subtext behind her question, Picard replied, “I’m fine, Admiral. Thank you for asking.” Uncomfortable with the exchange in the presence of Ensign Bridges, he gestured to the exit. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me personally.” With a final nod to Bridges, he fell in step beside Nechayev as they made their way from the transporter room.

The admiral said, “Considering the gravity of the situation and the other factors in play, I felt an in-person meeting was best for all involved.”

Approaching a turbolift, they entered and Picard said, “Observation lounge.” As they began ascending through the ship’s upper decks, he returned his attention to Nechayev. “How was your trip from Starbase 375?”

“I’d say it was uneventful, but I’d be lying.” For the first time since Picard had known her, he observed her releasing a tired sigh. “I’ve spent the last thirteen hours reviewing more status reports than my last month as a ship captain. The past week hasn’t been much better. This business with the Cardassians leaving Bajor is causing no end of headaches at Starfleet Command. I thought we were past the worst of it when they pulled most of their forces from that sector in their misguided attempt to seize the Minos Korva system and we pushed them back. We’re trying to game out every possible scenario for what it means, not just for how their withdrawal affects the Bajoran sector as well as the surrounding region but also for how we deal with them going forward.”

Picard nodded. “I’ve been reading the reports. To say it’s a complicated situation is an egregious understatement.”

The turbolift halted, and Picard allowed Nechayev to exit the car first before catching up to her in the corridor. They said nothing else during the short walk to the observation lounge located behind the Enterprise’s main bridge. After procuring Earl Grey tea for the both of them from the room’s sole replicator, Picard offered one to the admiral where she had taken a seat near the end of the curved, polished conference table. He noted that she seemed to have conspicuously left open the chair at the table’s head for him.

“I’m going to hazard a guess you didn’t come all this way from Starbase 375 just to brief me on the Bajor situation,” he said, taking the seat nearest to Nechayev.

As she often did, the admiral offered a small smile that communicated she knew far more than she might say aloud. Taking a sip of tea, she placed the cup back in its saucer before replying, “You guess correctly, Captain. You’ve read the reports, so you know the situation on Bajor is fluid, to say the least. Their resistance movement, which gained momentum after the bulk of Cardassian forces were redeployed to the border, internal squabbling on Cardassia Prime, and the concessions we were able to force them to make following that business near Minos Korva have the Cardassians completely pulling the plug on their occupation of the Bajorans.” She sighed. “We have their civilian leadership to thank for that. They really stuck it to their military’s Central Command.”

“Internal squabbling,” repeated Picard. “The civilian Cardassian government doesn’t typically have that level of authority over their military forces.”

Nechayev said, “Times appear to be changing, at least in the short term. That means new headaches for Starfleet as we try to keep tabs on everything they’re doing in response to this upheaval. But it also means an opportunity for us to do right by the Bajorans, who as we speak are still coming to terms with the quantum shift their society is experiencing. That’s before we consider the impact of the Cardassian withdrawal. They’re leaving as quickly as ships can arrive to retrieve them, but they’re not going quietly.”

“I saw those reports as well.” Picard grimaced, recalling the litany of unsettling data points those accounts contained. “Environmental damage, an escalation of violence against the Bajoran people, and other acts of sabotage both on the surface and the Cardassian mining station orbiting the planet.”

Nechayev said, “If they can’t take it with them, the Cardassians are doing everything they can to render it inoperable or otherwise useless to the Bajorans. In a few extreme cases, they’ve even planted booby traps they know will cause injury or deaths.” Speaking of such acts seemed to be inflaming the admiral’s temper, but she held herself in check. “A number of these efforts have been discovered and neutralized, and of course the Cardassian officials blame the activities on ‘rogue operators’ disobeying the orders of their Central Command. While they’re being difficult with the Bajoran government, they are responding to Starfleet requests to keep their people in line. Because of this, the Bajorans have grudgingly requested our assistance to mediate the process as it continues.”

“A Starfleet presence in the Bajor sector?” Picard could not keep the look of surprise from his face. “The Cardassians will love that.”

“I suspect they’ll have a rather broad spectrum of feelings once they find out I plan to send you to oversee the process.”

Pausing in the act of lifting his cup, Picard regarded the admiral with surprise. “Me?”

“I’ll admit I was reluctant to consider this option, given your recent… experience… with the Cardassians,” replied Nechayev, her expression softening. “But an officer of your stature and diplomatic prowess is exactly what’s needed to help advise the Bajoran government through this very delicate situation.”

“Given his own recent successes against the Cardassians,” said Picard, “Captain Jellico seems like a more logical choice.”

He tried not to dwell on the fact it was while Jellico commanded the Enterprise that his fellow captain had completed the difficult task which had earned him well-deserved praise from Command. Nechayev had given his ship to Jellico after selecting Picard along with Doctor Beverly Crusher and Lieutenant Worf to conduct a covert mission on Celtris III—a planet just across the border separating the Federation from Cardassian space—after obtaining intelligence that a metagenic device was in operation there. In reality, the Cardassians engineered the entire affair after discovering Picard was considered an authority on such weapons, with the aim of enticing him to investigate so he could be captured and interrogated about Starfleet defense strategies for the Minos Korva system.

Nechayev said, “Captain Jellico is one of the most formidable tacticians I know. He was the right person for the situation along the border and forcing the Cardassians to capitulate to our demands, but what’s now required on Bajor is a defter touch. They’re demanding reparations from the Cardassians even as many in the upper echelons of their Central Command are already attempting to downplay their actions—crimes, really—that occurred during the Occupation.”

Picard grimaced at the report’s usage of such bloodless terms as “alleged improprieties” and “unsanctioned activities,” supposedly committed by individuals acting outside the boundaries of authority rather than being part and parcel of what was daily life on Bajor for five decades. “History will not be kind to the Cardassians, to be sure. Or to us, for that matter.”

Finishing her tea, Nechayev replied, “I know you believe the Federation didn’t do enough to assist the Bajorans during the Occupation. I sympathize, but we were bound by the edicts of the Prime Directive.”

Once more, Picard felt emotions stirring within him, and again he prevented them from undermining his bearing. “We were committed to the military mission against the Cardassians while at the same time turning a blind eye to their numerous war crimes, proven and otherwise.” He caught himself, clearing his throat. “I apologize, Admiral. It’s just that for the first time last year, I saw with my own eyes the true plight of the Bajoran people, at least those fortunate enough to escape their homeworld and seek safe harbor elsewhere.” Along with Ensign Ro Laren, he had visited Bajoran refugee camps in the Valo star system. “Perhaps if we’d taken a more active role assisting Bajor and other worlds affected by Cardassian oppression during the war, things might have turned out differently for them.”

“I agree,” said Nechayev. “Now we have an opportunity to right some of the wrongs perpetrated against the Bajorans. For this process to work, the Cardassians must abide by the stipulations to which they agreed. This means a peaceful withdrawal from the Bajor sector while respecting the Bajorans’ cultural heritage and property. It also includes the release of any and all Bajoran prisoners and laborers, no matter where they’re being held. Holding the Cardassians to these agreements is a challenging proposition, to say the least, but I know you’re the right person with the right temperament to see it through.”

Leaning forward in her chair, the admiral rested her forearms on the conference table and regarded Picard with an intense gaze for a moment before saying, “Given everything you’ve recently been through, Captain, I don’t like having to ask you to do this. I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t think it was absolutely necessary, but I am asking and not ordering you to consider taking the assignment.”

Picard said nothing. The memories of what he had endured on Celtris III at the hands of Gul Madred, his Cardassian inquisitor, remained raw. His private—and ongoing—conversations with Counselor Deanna Troi in the wake of the incident had been helpful, and while the physical pain he had suffered was gone, the emotional scars would be a long time healing. On a personal level he would prefer to have no contact with any Cardassian or anything involving them. He also knew that facing off against those who sanctioned his torture, even if they had no actual participation in those acts, would be a form of therapy. Holding them accountable for their treatment of the Bajorans was important, but he could not deny his own stake in how the events might unfold.

Still, a question plagued him, one he dared not speak aloud. Could he keep his personal feelings at bay while acting in the best interests of the Bajorans and the Federation?

There’s only one answer, he mused. Otherwise, you need to recuse yourself.

“It would be my privilege to represent the Federation, Admiral. I accept the assignment.”

Nechayev eyed him for a moment, her expression softening just a bit. “I know you’re still recovering from your ordeal, and while I’m a firm believer in getting back on the proverbial horse after you’ve been thrown, I’m not completely heartless.” Then she smiled. “Despite my reputation.”

For the first time since her arrival, Picard felt himself beginning to relax. “Rest assured, Alynna, I will carry out my duties to the best of my abilities. You have my word.”

“Good.” Nechayev nodded in satisfaction. “Your word means more to me than similar pledges by other officers.” She rose from her seat, prompting Picard to stand in deference before she extended her hand. “Good luck, Captain. We’re all counting on you.”

Picard took her proffered hand. “Thank you, Admiral.”

At the edges of his consciousness, twinges of doubt lurked.
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