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With the architectural wonder of the San Francisco Bay Bridge looming in the distance, the central grounds of Starfleet Command was a rather breathtaking sight.  People milled around, going about their business as usual.

Overhead, a beautiful deep blue sky was interrupted only by the occasional shuttlecraft or ferry that scurried to its destination.

Slowly, Commander Bren Kylan took in the sight as he stood just outside the shuttlecraft that had brought him here.  It had been seemingly forever since he had last been on Earth, having spent the last five months stationed aboard the science vessel Demetrius.

A sudden presence behind him brought him out of his reverie.

“Is there anything else, Commander?”

The commander turned to face the young officer who had piloted the shuttle and smiled.  “No, that will be all, Ensign.”

“You act like you’ve never seen Earth before, sir…” the ensign replied, commenting on the older officer’s enormous smile.

Glancing back over his shoulder towards the bay, Commander Kylan merely shook his head in response.  “I have…  It’s just been awhile, and it’s a good feeling to be back.”

Nodding in understanding, the ensign stood erect.  “Yes, sir…”

Commander Kylan shook the ensign’s hand.  “Thank you, ensign.  You’re dismissed.”

The ensign wasted no time in leaving as he climbed back aboard the shuttlecraft and fired up the engines.  Commander Kylan stood watching as the shuttlecraft lifted from the small, concrete pad and began its return to orbit.

The shuttlecraft disappeared from view as it ascended through some clouds, and the commander returned his gaze to the main Starfleet Command building directly in front of him.

Before he could take a step towards the building, a distantly familiar voice called out from behind him.  “Commander Kylan!”

Although he recognized the voice, he had to pivot on his foot to see the woman approaching him anyways.

Not dressed in her usual uniform, Alexandra Kai wore a simple free flowing skirt that billowed out across the ground – giving the outward appearance that the woman had no feet and was merely gliding across the ground on a cushion of air.  The green tunic she wore was lacking the typical Starfleet communicator that normally adorned her outfits.

It surprised the commander to see Alexandra’s long blond hair, flowing in curls down around her shoulders.  The entire time that they had served together, she had always worn her hair spiraled up into a tight weave.  He could not recall ever seeing the attractive woman with her hair down in such a fashion.

Another smile now gracing his face, the commander acknowledged the woman he knew as ship’s counselor.  “Alexandra – I wasn’t expecting to see for at least another three weeks…”

“Same here.  But it has been a long time, and it is good to see you…” she replied, her melodic voice singing to him.

“Yes, I agree with you.  Still I am just taken aback to run into you here,” the commander conceded.  “So, what have you been up to?”

“I’ve been attached to a unit of the Starfleet Marines here on Earth.  It has been quite an… interesting experience, to say the least…” she said, a soft hint of sarcasm in her voice.  “I thought you were on the Demetrius?”

He nodded his head.  “I was, until this morning -- I was summoned here by Admiral Hayes.  In fact, I was just on my way to his office,” Commander Kylan replied.

A look of surprise crossed her face.  “That’s odd – the admiral called me just a few minutes ago and requested that I come to his office immediately…”

“Do you have any idea what he wants?” Commander Kylan asked, sensing a sudden air of intrigue rising in the situation.

She shook her head, causing her hair to sway across her shoulders.  “No, but I can’t help but wonder if the two of us being called at the same time is related…”

“I agree,” Commander Kylan replied.  “Well, let’s not keep the admiral waiting any longer…”

The counselor showed her agreement with a curt nod, and the two officers simultaneously turned and began walking towards the building.  The building’s entrance doors slid open at their approach, and they made their way into the main lobby.

Situated in the middle of the room was a desk, sitting behind which was a tall, muscular man wearing the uniform of a lieutenant.  A small symbol situated on the uniform adjacent to his communicator indicated that he was part of Starfleet Security.

The man regarded the two officers as they came close to his desk.  “Can I help you sir?”

“Commander Bren Kylan – I believe that Admiral Hayes is expecting us…”

The security officer checked a small panel on his left, and looked back up at the commander.  “Yes, sir.  The admiral is waiting for you in the conference room on the sixth floor.”

The counselor exchanged a quick glance with the commander, and almost as one, they left the lieutenant at his desk and began walking towards the turbo-lifts on the far wall.

While they waited for the lift to arrive, Commander Kylan lowered his voice to a near-whisper and leaned in closer to the counselor.  “Somehow, I get the feeling that this isn’t going to be a social call…”

The lift doors opened and they stepped in.  In a decidedly female voice, the computer posed a question.  “What floor, please?”

In unison, both officers stated “Six.”  Startled that they had responded at the exact same time, they exchanged looks of surprise.

The lift moved fast, and in a few short moments they had arrived on the sixth floor.  When the doors slid open again, gone was the expanse of the main lobby.  Instead, a long hallway appeared in front of them spanning to their left and right.  Immediately ahead of them was a doorway marked “Conference Room 1”.

As they stepped out of the lift, the doors leading into the conference room swished open, and a familiar figure stood in the opening.

The elderly man stepped forward and offered his hand in greeting.  “Commander, welcome back to Earth…  And Counselor Kai, it is always a pleasure to see you,” the man said.  A dark but graying beard masked his face, and his full head of hair was a mass of silver.

“Admiral Hayes…  I trust you are doing well,” Commander Kylan replied.

Frowning slightly, the admiral shook his head slowly.  “I’ve been better.  Please step inside – we need to talk.”

He lowered his arm and motioned for the two subordinate officers to move inside the conference room.  They complied, and the admiral followed them through the doors.

Inside the room was a small table, surrounded by six chairs, and a small viewscreen set in the wall.  The middle of the table had a metallic object, circular in design, which the commander recognized as a holographic emitter.

Sitting at the head of the table, erect and stiff as a board, was another officer bearing the admiral rank pips.  Her uniform was dark blue, as opposed to Hayes’ red and gold, and her ears definitely set her apart as a Vulcan.

Admiral Hayes offered an introduction for his counterpart admiral.  “Commander, counselor – this is Admiral T’Por.  She’s the overseer of operations at Starfleet Academy….  She’s agreed to join us in this meeting.”

They silently nodded at each other in greeting, but the Vulcan admiral remained silent.

While Commander Kylan and Counselor Kai took seats, Admiral Hayes continued to stand.

“I’ll come right to the point,” Admiral Hayes began.  He took a moment to eye each officer with great regard.

Admiral Hayes circled around to the opposite side of the table, and sat on the table’s far corner.

“We’ve got a disturbing situation rising here.  For several months, we’ve been monitoring a small group of mercenaries operating within Federation borders.  So far, they’ve done nothing but small raids on local systems, but our intelligence says that they’ve got bigger plans on the horizon…”

“It’s not the Maquis acting up again, is it?” Counselor Kai threw in.

Hayes shook his head from side to side.  “Definitely not the Maquis, Counselor.  The Maquis chose to target the Cardassians, but these mercenaries, they’re targeting the Federation…”

Noting the concern in the admiral’s face, Commander Kylan sat forward in his chair.  “Are they really a threat?”

The admiral drew in a breath.  “A month ago I would have said no.  Now…  They’ve increased their numbers a lot in the last few weeks, and they’ve been acquiring better equipment at an alarming rate.  Plus, we believe that they may have infiltrated the Academy!”

Counselor Kai interrupted him momentarily.  “What do you mean, infiltrated?”

The Vulcan Admiral spoke up finally from her end of the table.  “The admiral and I have two trains of thought to explain that.  One, is that they actually have members of this group that gained admissions and are now part of the Academy.  Possibly being used as spies…”

Admiral Hayes picked it up and finished off the statement.  “Or two, that somehow, someway, they managed to influence existing cadets at the Academy into supporting their cause.”

“On the one hand, sir, the question that should be asked is -- why would they want to infiltrate the Academy?  What is this group’s agenda?” Commander Kylan asked.

Hayes reached up with his hand and stroked his beard.  “Noone seems to know their agenda, Bren.  Not even Starfleet Intelligence is giving me much information on them.  We simply don’t know how these people are operating…”

“Well, how did you learn about their ties to the Academy?” Commander Kylan countered.

Hayes looked across the table at T’por, who merely inclined her head.  “A small group of cadets came forward and reported suspicious activities of some of their fellow cadets.  We investigated, but we were not successful in implicating them from outside the group.”

“That’s where you and the counselor come in,” Admiral Hayes said, standing up and crossing his arms.

Commander Kylan stared up at the admiral, his interest piqued.  “How so?”

“We know that this group of cadets has some connection to the mercenaries, who we know very little about.  We plan to try to make contact with the mercenaries through the cadets,” Hayes responded, a stern look on his visage.

Admiral T’por cut in.  “This class of cadets is due to graduate in a week.  I have instituted a fake trial program for this class that a select group of cadets be taken out on a training starship for field testing,” she explained.  

She stared directly at the commander dead pan.  “You will command this training mission, with the understanding of course, that its’ ultimate goal is not for training, but surveillance…  The counselor will be along for assistance.”

Admiral Hayes picked up a PADD from the table and handed it over to the commander.  “Your orders are to take command of the starship STS-100, designated the Vanguard.  We want you to track down one of these mercenary ships that have been raiding our systems and confront them.  Try to find out all you can about them,” he finished.

T’por waited for Hayes to complete his sentence, before speaking up again.  “You will be assigned a group of 34 cadets for the mission.  The six cadets who came forward to us will be among them – the others suspected of collaborating with the mercenaries.”  She paused.  “Our hope is that when you confront the mercenaries, the cadets sympathetic to them will reveal themselves in some fashion.”

A short look of confusion passed over Commander Kylan’s face as he shifted his gaze back up to Admiral Hayes.

“One thing I don’t understand, Admiral,” he stated simply.

The Admiral returned the gaze and nodded his head.  “Go ahead, commander.”

“Why did you choose me and the counselor for this mission.  Why not someone closer to Academy operations…  someone better suited for a training mission?” Commander Kylan asked.

The admiral lowered his face for a few moments, before returning his solid, somber gaze to the commander’s.

“I hate to have to be the one to tell you this, Bren.  But we have a firm suspicion that the man who is leading this terrorist group…” he paused hesitantly.  “…is your brother!”

