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		CHAPTER 01

		S

		taring out her kitchen window, Kathryn Janeway sat quietly as she slowly sipped her coffee. Why, she wondered, why did something always taste better back here on Earth? She gave a soft sigh. Even with the contentment brought about by a cup of Terra Firma coffee, Janeway was forced to concede something was missing. She ran her finger around the rim of the cup: would it ever again genuinely feel like home?

		  Her blue eyes gazed down into the cooling liquid as she sadly admitted, and accepted, the truth. Without Mark… home would never be the same.

		  Finishing her coffee she slowly, thoughtfully, walked over to the replicator. Placing the cup on the tray for recycling, Janeway debated about what to do next. Either relax for a couple of hours, or return immediately to Starfleet Command, there to finish the end of assignment reports. She decided on the former.

		  Walking into the bedroom, the captain quickly discarded her Starfleet uniform, in preparation for a much anticipated bath. Instead of the shipboard sonic shower today, she was able to relax in warm water, enjoying one of Earth’s small pleasures. Here, there was no rushing to the bridge, no call from her first officer announcing a new stellar phenomenon. Here, there was time to unwind.

		  Feeling refreshed and regenerated Janeway slipped into a pair of comfortable slacks and a blouse. Standing in front of the mirror that topped her dresser, she was running a brush through her short hair when the sound of a console beeping interrupted her. Sensing who was on the other end, Janeway tossed the brush back onto the bureau. Quickly going into the living room, she walked over to the desk. Pulling out the dark blue upholstered chair, Kathryn activated the monitor as she took her seat.

		  The smiling face of Admiral Janeway greeted her. “Welcome back, Captain! How was the exploratory mission?”

		  Kathryn Janeway eased her chair closer to the desk. “Dad, it was great!”

		  With a big smile, causing her eyes to dance, she leaned forward, gesturing with both hands to emphasize her words. “The Gamma Quadrant was full of surprises. The wonders! Not to mention the wormhole itself. What an experience! The scientist in me was very, very happy. I stopped by earlier, but you were in a meeting. How’s Molly?”

		  Since the day, two years previous, when she had found the four-month-old pup, Kathryn and her father had been sharing the care and devotion of the large Irish Setter. Not wanting to inflict the dangers of space upon the dog, she had appointed her father as official dog-sitter. Molly, having been found just before the break-up with Mark, had turned into a much-needed lifeline during those dark days.

		  The admiral’s deep affection for his daughter showed in his smiling face. “She’s fine. All excited this morning, seemed to sense that you were due back. How are you doing?”

		  Janeway lowered her eyes as sadness crept across her face and into her voice. “In other words, have I recovered from the divorce…? Being away for over seven months helped. Does one ever recover?”

		  Feeling her pain, the admiral had trouble finding the right words. “I know, it is difficult.”

		  Kathryn nodded. “Even though the marriage was not successful I miss Mark. His loving embraces. The happiness that we shared… when we could be together. I had something to look forward to at the end of each mission.”

		  Her voice caught in a throat that had suddenly developed a huge lump. “Even with the passage of a year the pain is still acute. Twelve months can either be an eternity or just yesterday.”

		  Though not showing his concern, the admiral was worried. Time may heal; however, the scars would always remain.

		  He spoke softly, the pain of his own loss was evident. “I recovered from the death of your mother and brother. After the accident, I thought my life was also over. You were just over a year old, too young to remember. It took time. I centered on the need to raise and care for you, as you have centered on work. Make the best of each day. Eventually, everything will slip into its proper place. In your memory, and in your heart.”

		  Looking down, Kathryn ran her finger along the edge of the desk. “Dad, sometimes I feel the pain will never ease. We still love each other, but living in different worlds. I’m a scientist of deep space. Mark is a philosopher with his feet planted on solid ground.”

		  The admiral’s face reflected his understanding of the turmoil within. “I know. You’re carrying a heavy burden.”

		  Clasping her hands in her lap Kathryn nodded slowly, sadly. “Yes, I guess I am. Our main, in fact, only problem arose from the different roads that the two of us had taken. Our deep feelings for each other never changed, but our work kept us apart. Although Mark denied it, I felt that I was being unfair to him. My guilt caused the breakup.”

		  She stared at a blank spot on the wall, her thoughts not on her father.

		  “Kathryn!” Her father broke into those thoughts. His voice softened as he scolded his daughter. “You must stop blaming yourself for the failure of the marriage. What happened has happened, it’s best to keep busy.”

		  His fatherly tone was now replaced by the brisk admiral’s voice. “Are you game for something new?”

		  Kathryn Janeway’s interest was pricked. Placing her arms on the desk, she focused on the monitor. “Something new? I was hoping my next assignment would be soon… I want, need, to keep myself occupied. Take my mind off Mark.”

		  His hand moved to end the transmission. “Come to my office, I have a mission of importance. Something I don’t want to discuss, even over a secured channel. Let’s just say it involves the Maquis!”
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		ooking at the now darkened screen, an extremely puzzled Kathryn Janeway stared at the familiar Starfleet emblem. Muttering to herself, she slowly rose to her feet. “The Maquis! What connection would they have with me?”

		  Promptly changing into a fresh uniform, Kathryn immediately walked to the transporter station a block away.

		  Seeing Janeway walk in, the male operator hurried over to the control console. “Where to, Captain? Starfleet Headquarters?”

		  Quickly stepping up onto the transporter pad, Kathryn faced the middle-aged man. “Yes, Kurt. Section AA1.”

		  Within seconds, her body rematerialized in Starfleet’s main terminal, in exactly the same spot that she had left only a short time before.

		  Her arrival surprised the young female ensign. “Captain! Back so soon. Short vacation!”

		  Janeway’s reply followed her out of the room. “That’s part of being a Starfleet captain.”

		  The turbolift from the ground floor to the third seem to take longer than usual, as the pleasure of seeing her father again mingled with curiosity. Reaching her destination, Janeway quickly covered the few yards of hallway to her father’s office. There, a warm greeting, not only from its human inhabitant, awaited her. As she walked through the door, a very excited, large and happy, red object hurled itself at the captain.

		  Crouching down, she wrapped her arms around the neck of the dog. “Hello, Molly.”

		  She laughed as the enthusiastic animal nearly knocked her over. “Yes, I missed you, too.”

		  The office was modest, decorated for comfort. The north wall, consisting almost entirely of one large window, overlooked the Starfleet gardens.

		  Close to the window, at a ninety degree angle to the door, stood a plain oak desk, as usual littered with PADDs. A computer monitor sat on the right hand side with several leather bound books, held upright by marble bookends, to its left. In front, two matching oak chairs waited for visitors, with the admiral’s black leather chair behind the desk near the window.

		  To one side, its back facing the center of the room, stood a brown leather couch. A small oval table and four chairs were nestled between the wall and couch, achieving the affect of privacy and informality.

		  Replicas of starships from different eras stood on shelves lining the three walls and a small amount of space beside the window. Holographic images of Starfleet’s renowned 1701 and up sat on both the desk and table.

		  A tall man rose from behind the desk. In his early sixties, Admiral Janeway still had a spring in his step, with dark brown hair showing only a trace of silver.

		  Walking forward, arms outstretched, a huge smile lit up his face. “Katie, it’s good to have you back.”

		  As they enjoyed a warm loving embrace, a red bouncing entity circled the two of them.

		  The admiral held his daughter at arm’s length. “Unfortunately, not for long. That is… if you accept this assignment. Come… let’s have coffee.”

		  Arms linked, they walked towards the table, a happy shadow following on their heels.

		  “Dad, as much as I want to be with you… I’m restless on Earth…” Kathryn left the sentence unfinished as her mind flashed to Mark, to the husband she had so recently divorced.

		  Turning to face his daughter, the admiral placed his hand gently on her arm. “Katie, I can feel the conflict within you. There was the separation, then the divorce. Very difficult, very trying days. And I know it was because of your love for the unknown. The wonders of the universe.”

		  Gazing at the starships on the wall, he smiled, a small melancholy smile, as he turned the hands of time back to memories of long before.

		  Looking sadly at Kathryn, he spoke with deep understanding tinged with regret. “Sometimes I feel guilty. It’s a trait inherited from me that keeps you out in space. Far from the man who was your husband, coming between the two of you. Sometimes life can be very unfair, especially when caught between two loves.”

		  Giving his daughter’s arm a slight pat, the sadness on his face changed to a small smile. “You and Mark are still good friends. For this, I am grateful.”

		  Kathryn returned the smile with a melancholy one of her own. “So am I.”

		  Reaching the table, the admiral pulled out a chair. “Here, sit and relax with Molly while I get the coffee.”

		  Once her mistress was sitting down, Molly placed a large red paw on Kathryn’s knee.

		  The dog received her reward of a loving pat. “So was Dad good to you?”

		  The reply came not from the dog but from her father, as he placed two steaming cups on the table. “Maybe you should ask if she was good to me.”

		  Kathryn looked up at her father. “She’s always good to you.”

		  Laughing at the reply, he sat down opposite his daughter. While under the table, a contented Molly stretched out between the two most important people in her life.

		  Once they were settled, Admiral Janeway wasted no time. “Kathryn, this is a very important and dangerous assignment, for which I require someone completely incorruptible.”

		  In the process of reaching for the cup, Kathryn’s hand stopped in mid-air. “Dad, you have my complete attention!”

		  His laugh was warm and deep. “Yes, I thought that would focus your attention away from Molly.”

		  Becoming serious, his mouth grew taunt, his face grim. “As you are aware, there are innumerable difficulties with the Cardassians. The peace that we had hoped to achieve has not occurred, with the colonists and the Maquis appearing to be the major factors. These outlaws, which started out as just an irritant, have become a serious threat.”

		  Picking up his cup, collecting his thoughts, he took a sip of coffee. “The problem is escalating. Their leader, Commander Chakotay, a former Starfleet officer, is good. Too good! He took over command about three years ago. Since then, he has joined together almost all of the various fractions. Almost daily new members are being recruited, weaponry improved. Turning the Maquis into a force… a small army… which we can no longer ignore.”

		  Kathryn sat quietly. Drinking her coffee, legs stretched out before her, she listened to and absorbed every word.

		  Her father drummed his fingers silently on the table. “Remember about a year ago I discovered our security had been breached? I never did find proof of exactly what they were after. However, I did find evidence suggesting that the blueprints for our new Intrepid line had been copied to an unauthorized tricorder.”

		  Kathryn Janeway nodded, but did not interrupt. How could she forget, her father had been furious.

		  Concern etched itself deeply into the admiral’s face. “I’m afraid my fears were justified. Two days ago, the Maquis looted a Cardassian supply station, with Chakotay himself leading the raid. They escaped on a ship that was new to Federation territory. Katie… the design of that ship was based entirely on the template for the Intrepid line!”

		  Sitting up straight, Kathryn brought her legs closer to the chair. “Are you absolutely certain that it was Chakotay?”

		  For a moment, the admiral stared at his cup. “There is no doubt! How did he manage to build a ship of this nature? Especially in such a short space of time, while we are still working on the prototype! I don’t understand… The only logical answer, that I can see, he had help from Starfleet engineers. Engineers who may also be saboteurs.”

		  The lines on his face tightened, the dark brown of his eyes deepened. “This could explain why our Intrepid class ships are six months behind schedule. At the moment, that Maquis ship is faster than anything we have. While the Galaxy class are able to reach 9.975, they cannot maintain such speeds. Our new Intrepid line, one of which has now become Chakotay’s ship, can.”

		  The admiral’s hand tightened around his cup. “That is not all! The ship contains bio-neural circuitry, enabling it to easily hide and maneuver in the Badlands. That outlaw is virtually unstoppable. Kathryn, if the Maquis are able to build more ships… The Cardassians are screaming, threatening to cancel the peace treaty.”

		  Draining his cup, he placed it on the table. “As far back as two years ago, I spoke with Admiral Tarrattki at Starfleet Command and President Jaresho-Inyo about the Maquis threat. At that time, they were not too concerned. Now… they agree that Chakotay must be stopped. Dropping the ball right into my lap.”

		  Leaning forward, the admiral placed his elbows on the table, his hands pressed tightly together. “It’s useless sending one ship after him, not in the Badlands. It would require a whole fleet, even then we would have to be extremely lucky. It could take months of hide and seek, with our resources being wasted. We might destroy a few ships, perhaps a couple of bases, but that is all. And at what cost to us? The Badlands are Chakotay’s home field, he has the advantage.”

		  Stressing his frustration, he opened and closed his hands. “If we did manage to track him down… what then? We are not going up against a band of disorganized rebels. Just the opposite! I want to do everything possible to avoid a direct confrontation. The Maquis are placing us… me… in a difficult position. Starfleet is not in the business of hunting and killing, and these are Federation citizens. A fact that I cannot forget. Plus, I don’t want to risk the lives of Starfleet men and women when we have other options.”

		  Several seconds speed by as he toyed with his empty cup. “There is another reason, an extremely important one. In spite of the fact that it will not be easy, Chakotay must be captured alive. This is not only important… it is vital. That is why I need cunning to stop him. I need a plan and I need you. He has converted many of our officers into Maquis, this he will not be able to do with Kathryn Janeway.

		  Rising to his feet, he picked up the empty cups, then walked over to the replicator. “Computer, two coffees, regular.”

		  Carrying the refilled cups, he returned to his seat, carefully stepping over four red legs sticking out from under the table. “Katie, I’m ashamed to admit this, many in Starfleet are secretly sympathetic to the Maquis cause. Over the last year the amount of information, and aid, being passed from Starfleet sources to these rebels has increased tremulously. It has reached a point I don’t know whom to trust.”

		  He ran his finger up and down the cup, a sign of his unease. “I had originally planned to give Captain Picard the assignment. Not only is he completely trustworthy, but Jean-Luc has much more experience in missions of this nature. Whereas… you have devoted your entire Starfleet career to peaceful scientific exploration. Unfortunately, I required his expertise on another, extremely important, mission. One which I expect will occupy him for some time.”

		  Admiral Janeway stared down into his still full cup. Kathryn waited quietly for her father to continue. Never… had she seen him so worried.

		  When he next spoke, his voice hard, cold as ice, conveyed his apprehension. “To complicate the problem, time is of the essence. As if things were not bad enough. There are rumors of a group, headed by Ro Laren, a Bajoran, will soon be joining Chakotay. Ro is an excellent example of what I was just saying.”

		  The admiral paused, remembering how disappointed Captain Picard had been over her defection. “Slightly over a year ago, Ro was working with Jean-Luc on a mission against the Maquis. Suddenly, she switched sides, joining the Maquis. In this short space of time she has gathered together over six thousand former resistance fighters. Well trained, very dangerous. Up until now, Ro has apparently been operating on her own, independent of Chakotay, therefore not causing much trouble. This could be changing. If the two do join forces, I fear that we will have another war. The Cardassians will certainly break the treaty.”

		  Placing his hand flat on the table, he looked at his daughter. “Chakotay has to be stopped before this coalition takes place. Katie, we don’t have much time. Can you come up with a plan?”

		  Smiling slightly, Kathryn Janeway continued sipping her coffee. “Based on something you once told me, I already have.”

	


	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 03

		S

		hortly thereafter, an encoded message found its way from the home of Kathryn Janeway to a home on the planet Vulcan. Late one night, a solitary figure paid a visit to the Starfleet captain.

		  One month later, Commander Chakotay of the Maquis, recruited a new crewmember. A man that the Maquis leader had been watching. A man who appeared to be a very strong supporter of the rebel cause. A Vulcan named Tuvok!

		  Kathryn Janeway poked her head around the door of her father’s office. “Hi, Admiral, mind if I come in?”

		  As the elder Janeway looked up, a delighted smile eased his stern features. “Katie! Of course, come in. Haven’t seen much of you, lately.”

		  Moving a chair closer to the desk, Kathryn sat down, stretching her legs out as she relaxed. “The special outfitting of my ship kept me busy. I never realized that a Nova class science vessel had so many miles of wiring and circuits. Now that is finished, all I can do is sit back and wait.”

		  Admiral Janeway put the PADD that he had been reading back down onto his desk. “Have you heard from Tuvok?”

		  Kathryn nodded. “Yes, he joined Chakotay’s crew the other day. So far he has little to report; however, he was able to send a crew listing.”

		  That piece of news pleased the admiral. “Excellent! Up until now, we knew very little about his crew. Being able to identify them should help.”

		  Leaning forward, she handed a PADD to her father. “According to Tuvok, the Maquis leader is in the process of enlisting a new pilot. Evidently, Chakotay is considering a young man now serving on another ship. However, no name was mentioned. But Tuvok did discover that the candidate is a former Starfleet officer who has been with the Maquis for less than a year. It appears that despite his age, and lack of experience, this pilot is supposed to be exceptionally good.”

		  For a moment, the elder Janeway scrolled through the PADD. “I don’t recognize any of these names. I’ll run them through our data banks, see what we can find out. Hmmmmm… Here’s one or two that sound familiar. Especially this one. B’Elanna Torres. Yes, she spent a year or two at the Academy. Half Klingon, the part with a temper.”

		  Rubbing the PADD along the arm of his chair, the admiral shifted his attention back to his daughter. “So… you said a young pilot who is a former Starfleet officer and who is highly skilled at maneuvering a starship. Interesting!”

		  Bending her head slightly to the side, Kathryn looked at her father. “I seem to be missing something.”

		  Tapping the desk with his finger, Admiral Janeway spoke quietly. “Oh, just a stray thought. Wondering if it might be Tom Paris.”

		  In astonishment, Kathryn stared at her father. “Owen Paris’ son!”

		  A deep sadness crossed the admiral’s face. “Yes, I’m afraid so. Though it’s really not a surprise. The boy might be a skilled flyer, with a great deal of potential; however, he has been a constant source of worry for his father.”

		  Standing up, the captain walked over to the replicator. “From what I heard, young Paris is somewhat of a troublemaker, irresponsible. I doubt that he would ever make a good officer. The type who believes rules and regulations are for everybody but himself. Someone, whom I would never tolerate as a member of my crew. Coffee?”

		  “No thanks, just finished my third.” Turning back to the PADD, her father continued to scrutinize the Maquis leader’s crew.

		  “Computer, coffee regular.” Picking up the fresh beverage, Kathryn took a sip while studying her father.

		  Returning to her seat, for a moment the captains eyebrows knotted together. “Before I left, on my last mission, wasn’t Tom Paris facing a disciplinary hearing regarding an accident?”

		  Her father slowly placed the PADD onto the desk. “Unfortunately, yes. A shuttle accident in which three cadets were killed. An accident that he first lied about, denying that he had been at fault. He later came forward admitting the truth. Tom was under house arrest until the board reviewed all the evidence. He disappeared! I believe that he might have joined the Maquis.”

		  The younger Janeway replied tongue in cheek. “I thought that the escape alert anklet was designed to prevent such occurrences. To prevent someone from just ‘disappearing’?”

		  She took a mouthful of coffee to avoid laughing at her father’s expression.

		  “He removed it.” Came the rather sheepish reply from the embarrassed admiral.

		  Without success the captain attempted to keep a straight face. “Were you not one of the main designers of this type of anklet? Which was supposed to be tamper proof?”

		  Glaring at his daughter Admiral Edward Janeway did not reply.

		  She managed to suppress a laugh. “Well… if he does join Chakotay’s crew, we should know. Tuvok is supposed to send reports regularly. Hopefully, he will gain the commander’s trust. When he does, those reports should be interesting.”

		  Kathryn Janeway was correct. As the days went by, the Vulcan learned more and more, passing on this information to his Starfleet captain. Using these reports, Janeway painstakingly designed and perfected her strategy. Two weeks passed, and another, then two more. Finally she was ready.

		  The trap was set!

		  Only one thing remained… would Chakotay nibble at the cheese?

		  Finally in the early morning hours, Janeway received the long awaited communique.

		  Three hours later, she entered her father’s office.

		  Forgoing her usual coffee, she sat down in front of the desk. “I hear, from Tuvok, Chakotay has taken the bait. I’m leaving for Syzygie day after tomorrow.”

		  Admiral Janeway leaned back in his seat. “Excellent! That is good news!”

		  Picking up a PADD, he made a few notations. “I’ll issue the necessary instructions to the medical transport. My orders will be worded very carefully. Anyone intercepting them will be convinced that we are proceeding as arranged.”

		  Kathryn nodded. “Just in case there is a Maquis spy or two around.”

		  Her father smiled. “Well Katie, I’m looking forward to your return.”

		  Resting an elbow on the chair, she ran a finger along her chin. I’m looking forward to meeting this Commander Chakotay. From what I’ve learned, he is an excellent leader. Too bad his abilities are being wasted. Starfleet can use officers of his caliber.”

		  The admiral nodded sadly. “It is too bad. We have lost many fine people to this Maquis cause. If you are successful, perhaps we can end this.”

		  Kathryn took a deep breath. “If everything goes according to plan, not only Chakotay, but his entire crew will be captured.”

		  The elder Janeway looked at his daughter. “Once Chakotay is caught and out of the picture, I’m expecting the Maquis to fall apart. With no strong leader, they could completely disappear. At worst… they will probably break up into small groups, which we will be able to capture one at a time.”

		  Kathryn ran her hand along the arm of the chair. “What about this Ro Laren? Would she not take over?”

		  He shook his head. “I doubt it. From what I know about Ro, she does not have the experience or the temperament. She may try to… but I doubt that she will succeed. At least not for long. The Maquis were nothing until Chakotay took over. With him out of the way, I’m sure that we can stop worrying about this band of rebels.”

		  Kathryn stood up. “The next few days should be very interesting.”

		  Leaning forward, her father placed his arms on the desk. “Yes! They should be very interesting!”

		  The captain headed for the door. Before stepping into the hallway, she turned back to her father. “If it’s okay, I’ll drop Molly off tomorrow afternoon. Perhaps we can have supper together.”

		  “Perfect, I’ll see you then.” Admiral Janeway spoke to an empty doorway.

		  Two days later, Captain Kathryn Janeway left for her rendezvous with the Maquis, and their leader… Maquis Commander Chakotay.
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		itting in her command chair watching the stars streaking past the viewscreen, Janeway’s mind was on her mission.

		  She was deep in thought when the voice of Ensign Rollins, from the ops station, broke into those thoughts. “Captain! I’m receiving an encoded communication from Starfleet Command. Top Priority!”

		  Concerned that something of the utmost importance must had occurred, Janeway leaped to her feet. Due to the nature of her mission, only routine messages were being transmitted. Top priority was not routine!

		  Moving quickly in the direction of her ready room, the captain threw orders over her shoulder to both the ops and conn stations. “Mr. Rollins, route the message to my ready room. Ms. Stadi, maintain present heading and speed. Mr. Cavit, you have the bridge.”

		  Once inside, Janeway hurried to her desk. “Computer, lock doors!”

		  “Doors locked,” responded the computer’s voice from somewhere within the communications system.

		  Sitting down, she activated the monitor.

		  Instaneously, the face of Admiral Janeway appeared on the screen. He spoke without preamble, the deep tone of his voice conveying concern. “Kathryn! We may have a problem. A member of Chakotay’s crew has been captured… his pilot.”

		  For a moment, his thoughts centered on Admiral Paris, of the pain only a father could know. “I was right, it’s Tom Paris!”

		  Her father’s news, coming as a surprise, caused the captain’s forehead to furrow in puzzlement. “Strange… Tuvok never mentioned Paris.”

		  His daughter’s mystified expression brought a slight smile to the admiral’s face. “Under questioning, Tom Paris did admit to joining the Maquis right after his escape. However, he became part of Chakotay’s crew less than two weeks ago, after Tuvok’s last report. Tom refused to answer any more questions. Told us that if we were looking for information on the Maquis, then we should speak to Chakotay.”

		  Captain Kathryn Janeway was not amused. “A real smart aleck. Perhaps a few years in prison will teach him some manners.”

		  For a moment, her father hesitated. “Kathryn, this will sound strange, but I have a feeling there is more to this than meets the eye. I don’t know what, it’s a gut reaction. Something just doesn’t add up. The Bradbury spotted a shuttle heading for a colony on Bubastis, which we suspect is one of Chakotay’s main supply depots. When the shuttle disregarded the Bradbury’s hails, Captain Frelais suspected that it was Maquis. Except for trying to outrun the patrol, Paris offered no resistance. Frelais boarded the shuttle and arrested Paris easily.”

		  The admiral tapped his desk. “That is why I’m suspicious. I reviewed the log records from both ships. The comm system onboard the shuttle was working perfectly. Tom would know that any reply would have been better than ignoring the Bradbury, and he only made a halfhearted attempt to escape. Tom Paris is a fine pilot, flying a craft with a great deal of maneuverability.”

		  He shook his head. “No! We made the arrest TOO easily. It was as if he wanted to be captured.”

		  Sitting back, Kathryn shrugged her shoulders. “Perhaps he felt escape was impossible. Or, he was tired of playing the part of a rebel.”

		  For a moment, her father thought over the situation. “Hmmmmmmm. Well… we’ll probably never know. However, this could affect your mission. Since Paris was not only part of Chakotay’s crew, but also his pilot, most likely this raid will be called off. According to Tuvok’s reports, Chakotay is extremely cautious. Very quick to change plans at the slightest hint of a problem.”

		  Leaning slightly forward, Janeway rested her arm on the desk. Slowly she rubbed her fingers together. “This time, he may not.”

		  Dropping her elbow onto the arm of the chair, the captain contemplated the effect this development could have. “Even if Paris did have knowledge of the raid, and he did betray the Maquis, at this stage, what could we do?”

		  Thinking for a moment, she then shook her head. “No… the only countermeasure would be not to drop of the supplies.”

		  Slowly she rubbed her hand along the arm of the chair. “We know the Maquis are in desperate need of these drugs. That is why I arranged for it to be difficult to obtain medicines. As long as we follow our original plans, make it appear we have no knowledge of the raid, I think Chakotay will go ahead. And if he does, I’ll be waiting. The best thing will be to continue, I see no reason to cancel.”

		  The admiral moved his hand to end the transmission. “I hope so. Nothing would please me more than seeing Chakotay in a penal colony. The Maquis have been causing too much trouble for too long. Good luck! You’re going to need it!”

		  She smiled at her father. “Thanks, Dad! This is the first time Starfleet managed to arrest a member of Chakotay’s crew. Perhaps, his luck is running out. Captain Janeway out!”
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		fter closing down the monitor, the captain sat staring at the blank screen, mulling over this new development. A development that could make the difference between success and failure. Would the Maquis leader also feel as she did, that perhaps his luck was running out? Would Chakotay be frightened off? Though she had not said so to her father, his news did worry her.

		  Standing up, she walked over to the replicator. “Coffee!”

		  Returning to her seat, Janeway once again opened her computer, analyzing and studying various pieces of information.

		  Picking up a PADD, she compared it to a schematic on her screen. “Computer, unlock doors!”

		  “Doors unlocked,” confirmed the unseen voice with its usual efficiency.

		  Once again, without raising her head, the captain spoke into the air. There, the ship’s communication system picked up and relayed her command. “Mr. Cavit, please report to my ready room.”

		  A moment later, the door slid open as a man in his late forties entered. A Starfleet officer for over thirty years, with an excellent service record, this was Cavit’s third mission as Janeway’s first officer.

		  Two feet past the door, Cavit came to a respectful stop. “Captain, you wish to see me?

		  She indicated a set of chairs before her desk. “Mr. Cavit, please have a seat. We will soon be reaching Syzygie. It’s time for you to know the true nature of this mission.”

		  Sitting down, Cavit looked inquisitively at his captain. “True nature?”

		  Janeway’s face carried a slight, strange smile. “Yes, Mr. Cavit! Our assignment is to capture Chakotay, the Maquis leader. The drugs are bait.”

		  Cavit jerked in visible astonishment. “The Maquis leader! Are you expecting him to attack the ship?”

		  The captain quickly shook her head. However… she did not mention that, hopefully, Chakotay would not change his plans. “No! But I will have a very carefully designed surprise waiting for him on Syzygie. Planned down to the minutest detail, dozens of planets were studied until I found the right one. Are you familiar with Syzygie?”

		  Cavit’s mind was still trying to grasp the implications behind his captain’s revelation. “No Captain, I’m not.”

		  Changing the image on the monitor, she turned the screen in Cavit’s direction. “As you can see, for a planet it’s fairly small.”

		  After tapping a command, which produced a close-up view, she outlined various areas. “Three-quarters of the surface is either tall frigid mountain ranges, or inhabitable desert. A planet of considerable environmental contrasts.”

		  Intrigued by this unexpected situation, the first officer moved forward in his seat. “It appears to be a vary barren, desolate place. Not hospitable to humanoid life forms.”

		  Janeway nodded. “Yes, so it would appear. Surprisingly, there is a fair size population. For some reason, long lost in the annals of time, a colony was started in one of the few suitable regions.”

		  She changed the picture to below the equator. “In here, at the foot of this mountain range. This southwest valley is the largest on the planet. Moderate temperature, more than adequate water supply due to both mountain runoff and streams formed from subterranean sources.”

		  Cup in hand, Janeway leaned back as she gave Cavit a history lesson. “Legends state the first colonists were either escaped criminals from nearby star systems, or prisoners left there on purpose. Whoever they were, the settlement flourished, outlasting its founders. There is some light industry, with farming the main way of life. They raised a vine fruit, unequaled in this region of space. If you have the opportunity, I advise you to taste it. You will not be sorry.”

		  Cavit replied graciously, wishing she would return to the explanation concerning the capture of the Maquis leader. “Thank you, Captain. I will keep your suggestion in mind.”

		  After gathering her thoughts, Janeway continued. “Over time, by selling to and trading with other planets, they built up a decent, prosperous community. Several small towns were established at the north end of the valley.”

		  She held up her cup. “Would you like coffee, Mr. Cavit?”

		  “No thank you, Captain.” Silently longing for her to finish the boring discourse, the first officer did not allow his irritation to show. Impatiently, he waited for her to reveal the plan.

		  Leaning forward, Janeway tapped another command into her monitor, producing a close-up of the valley. “These small towns gradually merged into one large city, Tanis. The inhabitants are now spilling over into new communities on the outskirts. Altogether the population is over two hundred eighty thousand.”

		  Oblivious to the frustration of her first officer, Janeway, slowly sipping her coffee, relaxed back into her chair. “Since there are few minerals or natural resources, and limited livable area, the planet was considered of little value by outsiders. Therefore, they were left alone, allowing for peace and prosperity with a simple, but technological advanced, lifestyle. It would have continued that way except for one fact… its location. Situated outside the Bajoran system, it lies just off the direct path between Bajor and Cardassia.”

		  Deep sadness flowed through Janeway as images of the devastation she had seen flashed through her mind. “During the war, the Cardassian Empire stripped Syzygie of anything useful. Equipment, medicines, anything and everything. They left the farmland in ruin, some of the smaller outlying areas without power sources.”

		  “Like Bajor.” Interjected Cavit, but without much feeling. It was just another planet, distant and unknown to him.

		  Janeway nodded her head slowly. “Yes! Like Bajor, it will take years to rebuild.”

		  Cavit breathed a silent sigh of relief as the captain began explaining her plan. “Due to this, they were very eager to accept a large supply of badly needed drugs. Since they are not part of the Federation, it is a gesture of goodwill. Humanitarian aid. We know the majority of the people are sympathetic to the Maquis, often granting sanctuary to the outlaws. As I anticipated, the pending arrival of these supplies reached the ears of Chakotay.”

		  Picking up the PADD she had been studying, Janeway handed it to Cavit. “Here are your orders. All must be in place before we are in orbit.”

		  Reaching for the PADD, Cavit thought to himself. ‘Finally! At last she finished talking. With a chance to capture the Maquis, Janeway can be certain everything will definitely be ready.’

		  Rising to his feet, Cavit clutched the PADD in one hand. “Captain, you can count on me.”

		  Janeway nodded her dismissal. “Report when the modifications are in place.”

		  “Yes, Captain!” Turning on his heel, Cavit left the room.

		  The captain took one more precaution to ensure the success of her plan. “Computer, authorization Janeway pie-one-one-zero. Without my direct order, all outgoing communication is restricted. I am to be notified of any attempt to do so.”

		  “Acknowledged,” confirmed the cold impersonal voice.

		  With that taken care of, she again reviewed her plan. Checking and rechecking until she was as satisfied with it as she would ever be.

		  Now only one thing remained—the cheese.

		  Three days later, Captain Kathryn Janeway arrived at her destination.
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		s the Maquis were unaware of the Starfleet trap, so too was Janeway unaware of Chakotay’s change of plans.

		  Concealed behind one of Syzygie’s moons, he had monitored the delivery. Captain Janeway was correct, Chakotay definitely wanted the drugs; however, being careless or reckless was not part of his intentions.

		  Standing at the engineering station, he was talking to the half-Klingon woman sitting at the console.

		  B’Elanna Torres shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

		  Beside them, stood Evans, Chakotay’s second-in-command. All three faces carried worried, troubled expressions.

		  Chakotay turned to the tactical station. “Tuvok, verify these sensor readings. Be sure that Starfleet ship is disabled. I don’t want this to be a console malfunction.”

		  The Vulcan ran skilled hands over his panel. “It is as Torres stated. The Starfleet captain can maintain orbit; however, shields, transporters, warp drive, and weapons are off-line. They do have limited impulse power. According to their distress call, repairs are expected to take twelve hours.”

		  With his face a mask of deep consternation, Chakotay glanced at his thirty-year-old second-in-command.

		  Evans just stood there, slowly shaking his head in total disbelief.

		  Chakotay returned his attention back to his chief engineer. “B’Elanna, do you agree with their estimate?”

		  Torres studied the display. “Definitely, with an accident of this magnitude. According to these readings, damage is extensive to weapons and transporters. Shields are not too bad. Twelve hours would be an optimistic estimate.”

		  She looked from Chakotay to Evans. “As for warp drive, it could be longer. Certainly not sooner.”

		  Frustrated by the unexpected developments, Chakotay stared at the wall surrounding the engineering alcove. Finally, he looked back down at Torres. “What could have caused such an incident?”

		  B’Elanna shrugged. “Any number of factors. From a poorly designed conduit, to bad maintenance, to a new piece of equipment improperly installed, or perhaps some adjustments or changes not carried out properly. It appears to be some sort of chain reaction. Without closer examination, I cannot give you an exact cause.”

		  Chakotay rested his arm against the top of the console. “All right! To your expert knowledge, there is nothing suspicious or unusual about this?”

		  Thinking over her commander’s question, Torres looked intently at her display. Resting her hands lightly on the panel, she slowly shook her head. After several seconds, she looked up. “Suspicious, no. Unusual…? If I was the captain… I would be asking my chief engineer some very hard questions.”

		  Evans ran his right hand up and down his left arm. “B’Elanna, are you absolutely certain that phasers and transporters cannot be repaired within the next… say… four hours?”

		  Tapping her controls, Torres studied the information. “No, it’s impossible.”

		  Pressing more buttons, she looked intently at the readouts. “Even I would require nine to ten hours. As for Starfleet engineers…”

		  Her comment generated a small grin on the faces of both Evans and Chakotay.

		  The Maquis leader walked over to the operations console located just above the two command chairs. Running several scans, he reviewed the accident and distress call. Placing both hands on opposite sides of the panel, he analyzed the information.

		  After several minutes he turned to Tuvok. “You have the bridge. Keep that ship under very close surveillance. Any change, no matter how small, notify me right away. Run their message to Starfleet Command through the decoder computer again. Try other algorithms. Make sure that it said what it appeared to say.”

		  Heading in the direction of his ready room, Chakotay nodded to Evans. “Come with me!”

		  Once inside, the Maquis leader stopped in the centre of the room. He ran one hand along the back of his neck. “I don’t like this. With Paris gone, we have an inexperienced pilot at the helm. Trevor is good, but he lacks the training. Been in a few minor skirmishes, no real battles. If there is more to this accident than it appears, and the situation becomes difficult, we could have a problem.”

		  Placing his hands behind him, Evans leaned his five-foot-eleven inches against the desk. “I agree. Trevor might be all right maneuvering around plasma storms, but enemy phaser fire… that’s a different matter. So far, he has never piloted a ship in battle.”

		  Chakotay walked over to a set of wall shelves near his desk. For a moment, he gazed at the books. “It’s unfortunate. Trevor is eager; however, he was a farmer accustomed to flying shuttles between colonies. Since our highly qualified pilots are all assigned to other ships, Paris’ capture put me in an awkward position. The pilots that we have in training, except for Trevor, have very little Badland experience.”

		  Watching his commander Evans added softly. “Not to mention, no knowledge of an Intrepid class starship. It was a wise choice on your part to set up a pilot training program.”

		  Chakotay fingered one of the books. “Yes, soon we will not have to depend upon recruiting trained pilots, especially as they are hard to find. Over the last couple of months, during the shakedown cruises, Trevor did, on several occasions, helm this ship under my guidance, which proved to be fortunate, since it gave him some experience.”

		  He turned to face Evans. “I never fully trusted Tom Paris. That’s why I waited until absolutely necessary before arranging for him to join my crew; however, right now, with his Starfleet training, I would prefer he be the one sitting in the conn chair. I was watching and studying young Paris from the moment he joined the Maquis. His capabilities as a pilot, I can find no fault. As far as personality and responsibility are concerned… that is another matter. When Kay’tl was injured, I decided it was time to give Paris a chance, especially, as I had few to choose from.”

		  Evans uttered a small bitter laugh. “Then… a few days later, on his first solo assignment, he gets caught.”

		  Chakotay ran his finger along the edge of the desk. “Was that bad luck or what? Now, we have the problem of that Starfleet ship!”

		  Evans glanced up at the ceiling then back at his commander. “Can there be a connection between these drugs and Paris? If not, but he does betray us, would Starfleet have enough time to act? They would have no help from the Syzygiens.”

		  Taking a deep breath the Maquis leader straightened his broad shoulders. “The Federation had arranged for this delivery before I asked Paris to join the crew. I don’t see how there can be a connection. While Tom did know I was planning a raid, he had very few details, especially as to when.”

		  Hesitating a moment he stared down at the deck. Raising his head, he looked at Evans. “However, if he does tell Starfleet that I have something planned… would they have time to set up a trap, or attempt an attack? The shipment was already on its way when Paris was captured. There are no other ships in the area close enough to reach us before we leave. If Starfleet is aware of our plans, they would not have made the transfer. Everything appears to be as it should be—except for that damn accident!”

		  Chakotay waved his arm in frustration. “Evans, you and I have been monitoring that ship since it arrived. Our scanners clearly indicated the explosion. Additional scans have not revealed anything else out of the ordinary, yet…”

		  After taking a couple of steps back and forth, Chakotay placed his hands on his hips. “I don’t know… I’m concerned. One ship with its weapons off-line would not, normally, concern me. It’s the combination of factors. The recent capture of one of my crew, plus the special nature of these drugs.”

		  From his half-sitting position against the desk, Evans removed his hands from beside his legs, slowly rubbing his palms where the edge of the desk had left an imprint. “I understand what you mean, medicines that definitely would have attracted your attention. Did we receive confirmation concerning the medical and security detail?”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Our contact finally sent word. The medical transport will arrive in another six hours. Which means… we go ahead with the raid before the hospital ship arrives, or not at all.”

		  The Maquis leader ran his hand through black hair laced with grey. “No Evans, I do not like the combination of factors. It’s too neat. Could it be a trap?”

		  Chakotay shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t see how. Even if the weapons of that Starfleet ship were not off-line, it’s no match for our superior size and capabilities. It’s a science vessel, not a fighter. The captain would have to be a fool to attack us.”

		  He looked at Evans. “You verified all Starfleet personnel left Syzygie?”

		  Uncrossing his arms, Evans transferred his weight from the desk to his feet. “Eight people went down with the first lot. Seven humans, one Vulcan. Nobody afterwards. Eight returned to the ship. I ran several scans of the surface, both before and after the accident, there are no life signs other than Syzygien. Perhaps it would be best to forget these drugs. Cancel the raid.”

		  Chakotay stared down at the floor. When he raised his head, worry deepened the dark steel of his eyes. “We need them, they will save the lives of many settlers. Settlers whom I have sworn to protect. Return to the bridge, I’ll let you know when I make my decision. In the meantime, run more scans. Be sure there are no humans down there.”

		  Evans moved in the direction of the door. Then he turned back. He focused light brown eyes onto his commander. “Chakotay, don’t forget, the settlers need the medicine; however, they also need you. Look at what you have accomplished, and the situation that is developing. Ro is good, but lacks the experience and training that you have. Exactly what you said about Trevor. You do have one other possible solution. There are no other Starfleet ships close by. If you are apprehensive about this one, look as if you plan to attack. If this is a trap, we will find out. If it’s not, we can still go ahead with the raid.”

		  For a brief second, Evans locked eyes with Chakotay, then he turned and left.

		  Staring at the ready room door, Chakotay did not move for several long minutes, thinking over the parting words of his friend and advisor.

		  Finally he stirred. Walking up to the second level, Chakotay went over to the replicator. “Coffee, black!”

		  Cup in hand, he sat on the couch positioned under the window. Staring out at the stars, his mind turned to the sick and injured back on the colonies. Men, women and children who were depending on the drugs now sitting on the planet below.

		  Standing up, he spent the next couple of hours pacing back and forth, weighing the facts, looking at the situation from several angles.

		  Finally after several cups of black coffee, the Maquis leader made up his mind.

		  With the decision weighing heavily upon his shoulders, he contacted the bridge. “Tuvok, B’Elanna, report to my ready room, Evans, you too.”

		  His plans had changed.
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		he day before reaching Syzygie, Kathryn Janeway had spent most of her time in the ready room. Several times she reviewed the whole plan, concentrating on the more complicated components, making sure that the timing was perfect.

		  She was hard at work when the computer’s polite chime announced someone seeking admittance. “Enter!”

		  When the door slid open she looked up. “Ah Mr. Cavit, come in. Are the modifications complete?”

		  Quickly walking over to the desk, he handed her a PADD. “Yes, Captain.”

		  Sitting forward in her seat, one elbow on the desk, Janeway scrolled through the information. “Excellent!”

		  Removing her elbow from the desk, she put down the PADD, picking up another. “Here are your final instructions.”

		  Reaching for the PADD, Cavit voiced the question foremost on his mind. “How can we be certain if, and when, Chakotay will attempt a raid?”

		  Clasping her hands together, a sly smile on her face, she placed both arms on the desk. “We have it on good authority that Chakotay does have a raid planned, when… he has little choice. As far as the Syzygiens are concerned, the Federation was very willing to provide these drugs; however, they had to accept a group of Federation personnel to aid with the medical relief. A strong security detail will be with the medical team. Due to another humanitarian mission, we are supposed to be leaving right after the delivery. There will be a time gap between the arrival of the drugs and the arrival of the medical transport.”

		  Leaning back, Janeway looked at her first officer. “Along with certain other precautions, the supplies will be placed in a secure location, one that I personally selected on a previous visit. We assured the Syzygiens officials, Starfleet was not concerned with this small time period. The drugs would be safe, when in fact, with the transport due to arrive only a few hours after we leave, the Maquis only have a narrow window for a raid.”

		  With a nod of her head, Janeway indicated the PADD Cavit was now holding. “Your orders are very detailed! Very clear! This will require split second timing. If all goes according to plan, we will be successful.”

		  She did not add Chakotay’s cooperation was a requirement. “You will be in charge of the away team. After the drugs have been properly stored, you will return to the ship, prepare to leave orbit.”

		  Cavit replied with an air of smug confidence. “You can count on me. The Maquis are a menace. They should all be hunted down and eliminated.”

		  Concentrating on her plan, Janeway paid no attention to Cavit’s choice of words. She would come to regret her lapse.

		  The captain turned back to her computer. Mr. Cavit, you have your orders. Review them. If you have any questions, ask them before we reach Syzygie.”

		  “Yes, Captain!” Tightly holding onto the PADD, Cavit quickly left.

		  Late that evening Janeway completed her preparations. Everything in readiness, she attended to the last item. “Computer, authorization pie-one-one-zero. When we are in orbit around Syzygie allow for two-way communication between ship and planet, also between ship and Starfleet Command. Until I issue the cancellation command, all other out-going communication is disallowed without my consent, I am to be notified immediately should an attempt be made.”

		  “Acknowledged,” confirmed the unseen voice.

		  Turning off the desk monitor, finishing her coffee, the captain returned to the bridge of her ship. “Mr. Cavit, have sensors detected any ships in this area?”

		  Not that she was expecting Chakotay to formally introduce himself.

		  Cavit quickly rose from the command chair. “Negative, Captain. We will reach our destination at oh-nine-hundred hours tomorrow morning.”

		  Janeway turned in the direction of the turbolift. “You have the bridge. I’ll be in quarters.”

		  At oh-nine-hundred hours the next day, they were in orbit high above the planet of Syzygie.

	


	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 08

		L

		ooking up from his console at the ops station, Rollins turned his head in Janeway’s direction. “Captain, Syzygien control is attempting to contact us.”

		  Janeway gave the arm of her chair a small slap. This was it! The time had come!

		  Rising from her command chair, the captain moved to the centre of the bridge. “Open a comm channel! On screen!”

		  A moment later, a humanoid face appeared before her. A face that was a cross between Cardassian and Bajoran with Klingon brow ridges, Ferengi ears and… “Captain Janeway, the planet of Syzygie bids you welcome. I’m ruler Au’st. I regret to being off-world during your previous visits, and have been waiting anxiously for your arrival.”

		  Janeway thought to herself, ‘You and who else?’ However, when replying, she kept her thoughts to herself. “The Federation is pleased that they could provide these drugs. We understand the people of Syzygie are in most dire need of medical aid.”

		  Ruler Au’st responded with what could be construed as a smile, revealing a set of very sharp teeth. “We are extremely grateful to the Federation.”

		  The captain inclined her head in acknowledgement. “If everything is ready, I’ll begin the transport shortly.”

		  Clasping his hands together, Ruler Au’st bowed slightly, the Syzygien form of agreement. “The medical staff made the arrangements you requested. They are standing by to lend whatever assistance you may require.”

		  There was one key component of her plan she hoped had not been overlooked. “What about access to the section where the room is located? Have my instructions been carried out exactly?”

		  The Syzygien raised both hands shoulder high. “Precisely as you insisted. The vice-consul was very careful when relaying your requests. I personally oversaw all preparations and issued the necessary instructions myself. Until the security detail arrives, access will be limited. All medical classes have been canceled, only the emergency response team will be allowed into the area. This cannot be avoided as the section contains our planet’s crisis monitoring system.”

		  The captain was aware of this. If Chakotay went ahead as planned, it would not be a problem. “Excellent! I’ll prepare the shipment. Please notify the hospital chief to expect us shortly. Captain Janeway out!”

		  She turned to Rollins at ops. “You have the bridge!”

		  Moving in the direction of her ready room, Janeway signaled her first officer. “Mr. Cavit, with me!”

		  Sitting down at her desk, she activated her monitor, turning it so Cavit could see, “Have a seat, Mr. Cavit. One of my primary reasons in choosing Syzygie was due to the location of their only medical facility. Situated in Tanis, the inhabitants from the surrounding areas go into the city for treatment.”

		  She pointed at the map showing a close-up of a large city. “Since the drugs can only be delivered to this one location, it made planning much easier, eliminating the danger of last minute changes.”

		  Janeway rotated the map. “As you can see, the building is located at the edge of the city, not in its busy metropolitan centre. This was a major consideration.”

		  The captain looked meaningfully at her first officer. “Less chance of being detected.”

		  Cavit liked what he saw, perhaps this plan would work. At first he had been doubtful, considering Janeway a ‘science’ captain with little experience in other fields. He had served on a variety of Galaxy class starships, though never as first officer. Even with the promotion, he had considered it below his calling when assigned to Janeway. However, managing to push aside his deep longing to be on another ship, such as the Enterprise which had more important assignments, he had accepted his new posting gracefully. Now, he could be instrumental in the capture of the Maquis leader.

		  Janeway tapping a button, changed the picture. “This is the floor plan. The supplies are to be placed in this room, here at the back.”

		  The first officer nodded his approval. “The location is perfect. Due to the enhanced dampening field, Chakotay cannot beam the drugs up to his ship. He must send an away team. The layout of this building is a natural trap!”

		  Janeway leaned back in her seat. “Correct! This field will remain around the whole room as long as the drugs are there. Then once the transport arrives, not only will Chakotay be unable to beam the drugs up to his ship, he will also have the security team to contend with. That is why the Maquis must go ahead with the raid now.”

		  The captain rubbed her hand along the arm of her chair. “You will place a special device on the wall which, once activated, will seal both itself and the doorway of the room with a regular force-ten security field. Nobody on Syzygie will be able to disengage it; however, Chakotay, a former Starfleet officer, has the necessary training. Of course, we are not supposed to have knowledge of the Maquis raid. Starfleet assured the Syzygiens the drugs would be safe.”

		  Cavit felt certain Janeway had overlooked the obvious. “Captain, Chakotay will use scanners and tricorders. He will detect the trap.”

		  Clasping her hands together, Janeway looked at her first officer. “During these past few weeks, Tuvok has not been visiting his family on Vulcan. Instead, he has been undercover on Chakotay’s ship.”

		  Cavit felt a surge of shock course through his body. Janeway had more sense than he had given her credit for.

		  Completely unaware as to the thoughts of her first officer, the captain continued her explanation. “Tuvok has been supplying the information upon which I based my plans. By becoming familiar with the Maquis ship and crew, he feels that it will be possible to undermine their systems. At least to the degree necessary for our success.”

		  She leaned forward, placing her arms on the desk. “According to Tuvok’s last message, only five or six Maquis will beam down, one of which will be Chakotay, himself. There is only one other in his crew with the expertise to deactivate the force field, his chief engineer B’Elanna Torres. I had hoped Chakotay would join the away team, instead of sending Torres, evidently that part of my plan has worked. Let’s hope the rest goes as well.”

		  Reaching the most complicated part of her plan, Janeway took a deep breath. “When the Maquis walk into my trap, I’ll send you a comm signal. Upon receiving that signal, you will extend the dampening field around the entire building, therefore preventing the outlaws from beaming back out.”

		  She hesitated for a moment, choosing her words carefully, ensuring her first officer understood the importance of his orders. “That will be the easy part. Since Chakotay is planning to participate in the raid, normally, I would concentrate my efforts only on the raiding party. However… Starfleet wants his ship, it’s vital that we attempt to seize it.”

		  She turned on her monitor, showing a star and planet map of the area. “This is Syzygie, and this will be our orbit around the planet. Now comes the difficult part, requiring critical timing. The Maquis ship will be hiding behind one of the moons, moving into the open only seconds before the landing party beams down.”

		  The captain pointed to several objects on the map. “As you can see, the moons are not close together, meaning the ship could emerge anywhere in this vast area. In order to reduce our scanning time, Tuvok will attempt to send out a signal, revealing which moon they are behind. This will give you the opportunity to compute the most likely point from which they will appear and their probable orbit. However, Tuvok’s signal will be of short duration, and will probably be sent just after you return to the ship. Therefore, you must be alert and be watching for it.”

		  Placing her elbow on the desk, Janeway’s arm pointed in Cavit’s direction. “It is vital that you have this information. The second that the dampening field is extended, you will attempt to disable and seize the Maquis ship. You will only have from Chakotay’s beam down to when I spring the trap for locating their ship. This is an unknown time frame.”

		  The first officer was astounded that Janeway had been able to plan with such complexity. However, one point was still causing him concern. “Extending the dampening field will alert the Maquis ship as to the danger.”

		  Janeway leaned back. “Unfortunately, yes! Also, they will be keeping a very close watch on this ship. That is why we must be able to project their probable location in advance. You will not have time to scan a wide area. Also, any concentrated search effort on our part will make them suspicious. You will have to be ready. The element of surprise will be on our side. Make the most of it!”

		  “I’ll be ready!” Cavit promised.

		  Leaning forward, the captain picked up a PADD from the desk. “While I have full confidence in Tuvok’s abilities, there are many unknown factors over which we have no control. Also, there is the possibility that Chakotay will become suspicious and cancel the raid. Hopefully, luck will be on our side.”

		  Cavit did not like Tuvok, and it annoyed the first officer that the Vulcan was playing such an important role. Cavit wanted to ensure, should the plan fail, the blame would fall on the security chief. “The success or failure of the mission could depend on Tuvok.”

		  For a moment, Janeway tapped the PADD she was holding against the desk. “Yes, much depends on Tuvok. Over the years there is one lesson that I have learned… never underestimate the capabilities of a Vulcan.”

		  Looking at the PADD she was holding, Janeway hesitated. While she had been concerned that Cavit was a Maquis supporter, he had made no attempt to undermine her plans. Now the reverse caused her unease. If he was strongly anti-Maquis, the information she was now going to provide caused her some unease. If he used this knowledge incorrectly…

		  However, it was too late for second thoughts. Leaning forward she handed Cavit the PADD. “Since the Maquis are not to be taken lightly, I had additional defenses installed. Here are the instructions for accessing. Since we are a science vessel, these weapons would not normally be included in our arsenal. Therefore, they are not listed in the data banks and are shielded from detection. If you are unable to disable the Maquis ship, most probably they will attack. Should this occur, you are ordered to retreat immediately, returning after they have left the area.”

		  Driving home this important point, she tapped the desk with her finger. “DO NOT! I repeat… DO NOT engage in battle! These weapons are to be used solely as the last resort, only if you are unable to avoid Maquis, but you are to make every attempt to do so. Only if this ship is in grave danger of being destroyed are you to utilize this information. If attacked, defend yourself as the situation warrants with our regular phasers, retreating as soon as you can. Is this completely understood?”

		  The first officer did not show his irritation at this part of his orders. For the first time since joining Starfleet, he had a desire to disobey a direct order. “Understood, Captain!”

		  She nodded dismissal. “Very good! Assemble the away team. Meet me in the cargo bay in ten minutes.”

		  Before leaving Cavit felt he had to speak up. “Captain, if circumstances dictate we must retreat, it means you will be left behind. Therefore, at the mercy of the Maquis, who will probably rescue Chakotay.”

		  Janeway slowly turned off her monitor. The prospect of becoming a prisoner of the Maquis certainly did not appeal to her. “Yes, that possibility does exist.”

		  Cavit took a step forward. “Captain, that would place you in grave danger. With these weapons, not only are we a match for Chakotay, we have superior fire power.”

		  Janeway heaved a deep sigh. “There are several reasons why we are to avoid a confrontation. Those are my orders. They came directly from Starfleet Command. Hopefully, nothing will go wrong.”

		  “Yes Captain!” Turning on his heel, a very unhappy first officer left the ready room.

		  Eleven minutes later, the drugs landed on Syzygie.
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		aterializing in a small open courtyard, Cavit and his team found themselves standing halfway between the medical facility and a smaller structure used for storage. The hospital, consisting of two floors with a landing pad and two emergency transports located behind, ran lengthwise away from the Starfleet team. In front of the building, a single road ended just past the main door. Right at, what appeared to be, some type of cornfield.

		  Cavit now understood Janeway’s ‘edge of town’. Except for the front that stared at open farmland, the medical facility was surrounded by forest. Tall tress marching off into the nearby mountains.

		  Nestled between forest, hospital and field, the courtyard was isolated. Except for the storage shed at the far end, and a couple of benches with shrubbery located along the side opposite the cultivated field, this area was empty. Grass dissected by stone pathways covered the enclosure. A doorway, with twin automatic sliding doors, led off the yard into the hospital. Cavit noticed that on the courtyard side, the building had windows only on the lower floor.

		  Detaching himself from the shadows, a man dressed in light green uniform walked over to meet the Starfleet team. Tall, thin as a toothpick, his face no different than Au’st, he carried the air of authority. “Starfleet, welcome! My name is Avaris, Chief Medical practitioner for the planet of Syzygie.”

		  Though Cavit’s first impressions of the Syzygiens were not favorable, he made sure his voice remained polite. “I’m First Officer Cavit. Captain Janeway sends her regrets. Important details concerning our next mission required her attention.”

		  Avaris carefully scrutinized the away team. Having spent all his life on Syzygie, he knew little about the Federation of Starfleet, except what he had learned from the Maquis. “I understand. Please convey my thanks to the captain we had the pleasure of meeting during a previous visit.”

		  The introductions over, Cavit got down to business. “Two of my team will supervise and assist with the storage. The others will carry the containers inside.”

		  Clasping his hands together Avaris gave a small bow. “The majority of my staff are in the medic section with those who require tending, and must remain there. However, there are four others, members of the emergency response team and myself, who are able to assist. I’ll attend to the arrangements.”

		  Turning on his heels Avaris began to retrace his steps.

		  Cavit did not particularly like Avaris. But then, he very seldom liked or thought highly of anyone. “Carpenter, Vorik, go with the Chief Medical Practitioner while the rest of the team carry the containers inside.”

		  As the Starfleet crew members started in the direction of the waiting containers, a female ensign and a young Vulcan hurried to join Avaris.

		  The first officer walked over to the entrance, quietly watching as his team placed the canisters just far enough inside. Satisfied that the Syzygiens would not be able to see the courtyard, he returned to the beam down point.

		  Ensuring that he was alone, Cavit looked around. He then tapped his comm. badge. “Cavit to Explorer.”

		  “Explorer here!” came the reply from high above the surface of the planet.

		  Once again Cavit looked around. “Send down lot two.”

		  Seconds later, more containers stood before Cavit, along with Janeway and five other members of the crew.

		  Quickly the captain pointed to the left. “There, behind that storage shed! Go!”

		  Giving her first officer a curt nod, Janeway hurried to join her team.

		  When the majority of lot two had disappeared inside, Cavit signaled for lot three. As before, more canisters appeared, accompanied by several more crewmembers.

		  Cavit motioned with his hand in Janeway’s direction. “There!”

		  Following on the heels of lot three came lot four, with the final members of the secret Starfleet team. Within seconds, they too joined Janeway. Her team now safely hidden from prying eyes, there to await the arrival of Chakotay and the Maquis.

		  Cavit followed the final containers into the building, stopping a few feet in front of the storage chamber. Placing his hands behind his back, he silently watched the last of the drugs disappear into the room.

		  After setting the final container in its place, Vorik walked over to the first officer. “Sir, all canisters have been properly placed.”

		  “Wait outside.” Going into the room, Cavit made a quick inspection. Satisfied, he exited the containment area. Placing a small device on the wall, he imputed a series of commands. Instantly, a force field shimmered into place across the doorway.

		  Tapping his comm. badge, Cavit contacted his ship. “Cavit to Explorer.”

		  Once again the invisible voice responded. “Explorer here.”

		  Cavit took a step back. “Initiate the dampening field.”

		  Moments later an invisible cloak surrounded the entire room, one that only commands from a Starfleet ship could disable.

		  Secure in the force field protected room, the drugs were now bait in a trap waiting to be sprung.

		  Oblivious to the unintentional part his people were playing, Avaris approached Cavit. “My people are indebted to the Federation. Again, we extend our thanks to Captain Janeway.”

		  Anxious to return to the ship, his thoughts now centered on the Maquis. Cavit was in no mood for pleasantries. “I’ll inform Captain Janeway.”

		  Turning on his heel the first officer hurried to the exit.

		  Avaris remained where he was, reflecting on the difference between Janeway and Cavit. Cavit and been distant and impolite, while the captain had been just the opposite, interested and concerned. He wondered which one the majority of Starfleet officers resembled.

		  Once outside, Cavit joined the other crew members, who were already standing in a semi-circle waiting transport back to their ship.

		  The first officer tapped his comm. badge. “Cavit to Explorer, away team to beam up.”

		  Back on board the first officer quickly stepped off the transporter pad. “Andrews, assembly a full security detail with phaser compression rifles. Remain on standby here in the transporter room.”

		  “Yes, Sir!” responded a slightly perplexed Starfleet lieutenant.

		  Cavit hurried up to the bridge, issuing orders the moment the doors of the turbolift opened. “Stadi, prepare to leave orbit!”

		  “Yes, Sir!” Stadi tapped her conn panel.

		  Cavit sat down in the captain’s chair. “Helm, lay in the quickest course to Alpha-Signey One.”

		  Stadi imputed the necessary information. “Course laid in Sir!”

		  Cavit gripped the arms of his chair. “Take us out of orbit!”

		  Stadi tapped her controls.

		  The ship shuddered. Violent rocking sent two of the crew plunging to the deck. Others grabbed frantically for anything within reach. Then all was quiet. The two men, shaken, but unhurt, returned to their stations.

		  Jumping to his feet, Cavit whirled in the direction of ops. “Rollins! What happened?”

		  In complete confusion, the hands of the ensign flew over his panel. “Sir! I don’t know! There appears to have been an explosion in Engineering! Sir! We’ve lost weapons and warp drive! Also transporters!”

		  Contacting Engineering, the first officer made sure his voice sounded as upset and irritated as possible. “Chief! What is going on down there?”

		  Several seconds flew by before the bewildered engineer responded. “Sir, I don’t understand! Our panels show an explosion of some kind! But the computer is unable to pinpoint the source! There are no visible signs; however, our consoles are registering a number of damage reports!”

		  Cavit poured every bit of anger and frustration he could muster into his voice. “Find out what happened! Report the moment you have news!”

		  In two strides Cavit reached the ops station. “Rollins! Get down to Engineering. I want this fixed immediately!”

		  “Yes, Sir!” Just short of running, Rollins hurried to the turbolift.

		  The first officer moved behind the ops console, quickly tapping the display. “Computer, authorization First Officer Cavit one-beta-two-one-three, send Captain Janeway’s prerecorded message to Starfleet Command. Special authorization gamma-two-five.”

		  “Message sent.” Confirmed the uncaring metallic voice.

		  ‘Good,’ Cavit thought to himself. Janeway had been correct, that had been the easy part. A small, sinister smile appeared for a brief moment. The modifications simulating an accident had worked perfectly. Now, if only the rest of her plan worked as well.

		  Alert and watching for the signal from Tuvok, Cavit glued his eyes to the display sitting before him. A signal which would lead to the capture and probably the end of the Maquis.
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		rom her vantage point Janeway anxiously watched the arrival of lots three and four, breathing a sigh of relief when the last of her team reached the security of the shed. So far so good, nobody had seen her team.

		  After Cavit returned to the ship, Janeway settled down to wait for the arrival of the Maquis.

		  Three hours later she was still waiting. Rubbing her hand along the back of her neck, the captain attempted to gently work the stiffness out of her muscles. Looking upwards into the vastness of the sky above, she could only hope that Chakotay was out there… somewhere.

		  Janeway glanced around. If they had been there for any other reason, she would have enjoyed the peace and quiet of a beautiful day. Overhead, against a light blue sky, lazy clouds slowly drifted by. Warm sunlight, at just the right temperature, engulfed the land. Amid the multitude of trees, colorful native birds filled the air with songs. For any other reason, a beautiful day.

		  However, Kathryn Janeway was in no mood to appreciate the climate. In fact, she was paying no attention to it. In fact, she was becoming uneasy.

		  Still no sign of the outlaws! In irritation, she shifted her feet. With the medical transport due in slightly less than three hours, Chakotay either had to go ahead with the raid soon… or not at all. Easing cramped muscles, Janeway turned her head, checking on her team.

		  She whispered softly to the young woman standing beside her. “Not much longer.”

		  The ensign nodded, returning her captain’s smile.

		  Changing her position, Janeway placed her back instead of a numb shoulder against the wall. Around the captain, other members of the team also switched from standing to sitting, or vice versa; from leaning against the building, to not leaning against the wall; trying to relieve the monotony and soreness of a long wait.

		  As the minutes edged along, her mind drifted over the negative possibilities. Perhaps Chakotay had changed his mind. Perhaps he had discovered the trap. If so… had he attacked the ship? There had been no communication from Cavit, did that mean all was as it should be?

		  The possibility loomed closer and closer, that all her planning could be for nothing? This she would know, if Chakotay did, or did not, show up before the arrival of the medical transport.

		  Would he attempt a raid with the security detail guarding the drugs? Everything that she had learned about the Maquis leader said no… but…  So far luck had been on her side, would it remain so?

		  She tapped her foot impatiently. Chakotay, where are you? Had Tuvok’s duplicity been discovered? What would the Maquis leader do if he discovered a Starfleet undercover officer?

		  According to Tuvok, the raid was scheduled for shortly after the delivery. Of course, her ship was not supposed to be where it was, the apparent victim of an unfortunate accident. That was one of the weak links in her plan. That, and the longer they waited, increased the chances of being discovered.

		  Unknown factors over which she had no control. Necessary elements of her plan. However, this she did not like. Kathryn Janeway preferred to be in complete control.

		  Suddenly the captain tensed. All senses on the alert.

		  “Damn!” she whispered to herself.

		  Two of the medical staff, part of the emergency response team, emerged from the hospital. Engaged in a very animated conversation, for several minutes, they stood just outside the entrance.

		  Janeway mentally crossed her fingers, willing them to go back inside.

		  Five minutes passed. Then another ten.

		  Still the two continued their conversation.

		  Turning toward the courtyard, the man and woman started up the stone pathway, heading directly in the direction of the storage shed and the Starfleet team.

		  When the medical couple came abreast of the benches, Janeway caught her breath. For an instant, it appeared the two would stop there. No! They continued along the pathway.

		  Janeway knew the one drawback to the hiding place was the hiding place itself. Due to the angle of the pathway, at one point near the end, the rear of the shed and therefore the Starfleet team would be visible.

		  Under her breath, the captain cursed Chakotay. Why had he changed his plans? Kathryn Janeway had taken a chance, she had gambled. Now she was about to lose!

		  Absorbed in earnest conversation, the young couple continued to head in the direction of the team. Motioning for the others to press up against the building, Janeway gripped her phaser. Slowly easing it out of the holder.

		  The two stopped! Apparently arguing about something, they remained where they were.

		  Janeway willed them to go back!

		  No! Once again they continued in her direction.

		  To have come so far, only to have her plans ruined so near to completion. It crossed her mind that these two might not be Maquis supporters, dismissing the possibility immediately. Just about everyone on Syzygie sympathized with the rebels.

		  Janeway held her breath. ‘Please turn around.’

		  On they came! If the two had not been so deep in conversation, by now, the Starfleet team would have been detected. Setting her phaser on stun, Janeway raised her hand. Slowly, her grip tightened.

		  What else could she do? And afterwards? They would certainly be missed by their colleagues, especially if an emergency arose.

		  On they came! As the seconds sped by, Janeway’s mind searched desperately for another way.

		  There had to be a solution!

		  She could fine none!

		  Janeway took aim!

		  Only two more steps!

		  One more step!

		  Her finger pressed down on the firing button!

		  A shout broke the death-like silence!

		  A shout from the medical building. “Magote, Cholula, we have an emergency!”

		  The two halted, made a one-hundred-eighty degree turn, then hurried back to the hospital.

		  A hair width from firing, Janeway relaxed her finger muscle.

		  For more than one reason, the captain breathed a sigh of relief, at the same time her body taunt with expectation, poised for action. Were the Maquis going ahead with the raid? From Tuvok’s last message, she knew Chakotay was planning to issue a fake emergency call. Luring the Syzygiens away, so they would not be blamed for the loss of the drugs.

		  She would know in moments!

		  The couple quickly joined Avaris and the other emergency responders headed for the landing pad. Within seconds, the jet-craft roared to life, then it was gone.

		  The way clear for both Starfleet and Maquis. The hunter and the hunted.

		  “Go!” The captain ordered her team into action. When the last member raced past her, Janeway started in the direction of the main complex.

		  Desperate to reach their hiding places, Janeway and her group flew across the courtyard, black boots pounding across grass and stone. Past the shrubs, past the benches. Lungs straining, the captain watched as, one by one, her team disappeared inside.

		  Three yards left!

		  Two yards left!

		  The soft sound of a transporter reached her ears.

		  This was it!

		  This was what all her planning had been for!

		  One yard left!

		  As the molecules of the Maquis began to materialize, Janeway raced through the doorway. It had been close. Very, very close.

		  Quickly, her team slipped into position, phasers ready, waiting for their unsuspecting prey. Janeway fought to catch her breath, muscles tense, every fiber of her body on the alert, the tingle of expectation running up and down her spine. The long weeks of planning drawing to their climax for the two chief players… herself and the Maquis leader.

		  From her vantage point, beside a small window, about two feet from the door, Janeway could see two Maquis standing in the courtyard. Phasers in hand, the outlaws stood beside the bench. Partially protected by the stunted trees, they still had full view of the entire area.

		  Taking out tricorders, they began scanning.

		  Janeway held her breath. Had Tuvok been able to sabotage Chakotay’s equipment?

		  One of the outlaws raised sharp eyes from the instrument in his hand. Standing still, not a hair moving, eyes probing every corner, every shadow. Several seconds flew by before his eyes dropped back to the tricorder.

		  He carefully studied the information then continued his scrutiny of the area. “It appears to be all clear. I’m not registering any life signs in the section containing the drugs.”

		  Some of Janeway’s tension eased, one more hurdle passed. The fact there were only two did not surprise the Starfleet captain. She smiled to herself, Chakotay was being cautious, he had changed his plans.

		  However, with Cavit ready, her ship fully armed and functional, it would make no difference.

		  The eyes of the other Maquis was still on his tricorder. “I’m registering life signs only in the main hospital section. All Syzygien.”

		  Still the foremost outlaw made no move. Hand tightly gripping his phaser, keeping it at the ready, he put away his tricorder. Once more, keen eyes continued probing the darkest recesses, forcing the deepest niches to reveal their secrets. Motioning for his companion to follow, he took a step forward, starting in the direction of the hospital.

		  Cautiously they approached the entrance. As the doors slid open, one behind the other, they slowly entered. The lead Maquis stopped. Once more, every object, every corner, every shadow, not one inch of the circular room avoided scrutiny. Piercing eyes moved over displays, workstations, and counters.

		  Everything was as he remembered from a previous visit, made while planning the raid. After all, the Syzygiens were friends to the Maquis, keeping the outlaws informed of all Starfleet plans.

		  Without moving, he whispered to the man standing a couple of feet behind. “Keep an eye on your tricorder! The drugs are in the far section.”

		  Still they made no move. One stood scanning, one stood probing.

		  Janeway held her breath, praying her team would be completely hidden. Hoping no piece of clothing, or stray strand of hair could be seen peeking around a corner.

		  The seconds ticked by. Her whole body now tingled with the electricity of anticipation. With herself and the team strategically placed, the escape route for the Maquis would be cut off. However, the outlaws had to be at least half way to the back section.

		  The outlaw nearest the door raised his eyes from the tricorder. “I’m not registering any unusual life signs.”

		  The leader cautiously took a step forward. “Keep scanning!”

		  He took another step forward, then another. Watching, listening for the least sign something was wrong. For a shadow to move, for anything that should not be.

		  Again he stopped. Turning around, his eyes probed the area behind, near the door.

		  Janeway could feel the intensity of his penetrating gaze as his eyes moved around her hiding place. She held her breath, had something alerted the outlaw?

		  Several seconds speed by, then turning back in the direction of the storage room he continued.

		  For an instant, Janeway closed her eyes in relief. Then she continued watching as the two Maquis slowly moved forward. Deeper into the trap.

		  One painfully slow step at a time.

		  Past the desk of the chief medical practitioner.

		  Past the main console with systems now quiet, on standby. The buttons blinking red-green, red-green, casting eerie lighting around the panel. Ready to relay information to the emergency shuttle, should another call come in.

		  A silent witness to the unfolding drama.

		  Inch by inch, the Maquis continued, toward the waiting drugs and the net ready to tighten.

		  The halfway point!

		  One more step!

		  Two more steps!

		  Sending the signal to Cavit, Janeway hit her comm badge, as she called out. “Maquis, you’re surrounded by Starfleet! Drop your weapons!”
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		n mid-stride, the foremost outlaw froze. For a fraction of a second, all was suspended in time. Then realization and anger registered on his face.

		  Instantaneously analyzing and understanding the gravity of the situation, the Maquis rebel threw his phaser onto the floor.

		  Slowly the captain stepped from behind a partition, as her team moved into the open from their hiding places.

		  When she carefully approached the two men, they turned in her direction. “Well, Commander Chakotay, I’m Captain Kathryn Janeway. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

		  Out of the corner of his eye, Chakotay noticed that his companion had lowered, but not dropped, his weapon. The Maquis leader glanced in his direction. A suspicion began to form.

		  A suspicion that was confirmed by a very satisfied Captain Janeway. “Good work, Lieutenant Tuvok.”

		  Janeway’s comm. badge chirped.

		  Her eyes never left the Maquis leader as she tapped open the comm. line. Janeway here!”

		  The voice of her first officer drifted between the Starfleet captain and her Maquis prisoner. “Captain! We were unable to capture the Maquis ship. As they emerged from behind the moon, I did obtain a fix on their location; however, after beaming down the raiding party, they immediately went into warp. They’re masking their warp signature, we’ll be unable to track them.”

		  Janeway concealed her disappointment. She knew how badly her father wanted that ship. “All right, nothing we can do. However, we were still successful, I do have Chakotay. Stand down security teams. Have them report back to their stations. Reduce the dampening field to just around the storage room, tell the transporter room to prepare for beam up.”

		  Chakotay breathed a silent sigh of relief, now thankful at having changed his plans. Fortunately B’Elanna and Evans had done their part well. The fate of the Maquis would now rest on the shoulders of the person whom he had every confidence in. The person he himself had trained… Ro Laren.

		  He turned his attention back to the Starfleet captain. The captain who had ended his days as a Maquis, and probably forever as a free man. “My suspicions about a trap were correct. Somehow, you managed to fool my sensors, and that somehow must be connected to Tuvok.”

		  Carefully watching the Maquis leader, Janeway assessed the man she had just captured. To her surprise, though obviously angry, he was completely composed. Not at all behaving in the manner she had expected. Even as he turned in Tuvok’s direction, Chakotay appeared more upset with himself than with the Vulcan.

		  She looked on with interest as Tuvok addressed the man he had just betrayed. “I am Captain Janeway’s chief of security. I was assigned to gather and supply information, which would lead to your capture.”

		  At Chakotay’s retort Janeway could not suppress a smile. “I thought Vulcan’s did not lie. It would appear, to me, you have told a number of them, especially today. Am I correct, you are responsible for the false reading from our sensors and tricorders.”

		  Janeway answered the man she would have the pleasure of sending to Federation justice. “He gave you the correct information based on his orders. There are several shades of truth, especially when dealing with Vulcans. One must learn, sometimes it depends on how a question is asked.”

		  To the captain’s shock, instead of an angry retort, the Maquis leader looked at her with the same piercing eyes that had dissected the shadows. No fury burned in their dark depths, just curiosity. “I’ll remember that for the next time. That is, if there is a next time. Congratulations, Captain, an excellent trap. Presumably, the medical supplies are non-existent.”

		  Janeway felt an unexpected surge of pleasure, the capture of the rebel leader would benefit not only the Federation, but also the people of Syzygie. “No, the drugs are real. A small price to pay for your capture.”

		  Was it her imagination or did Chakotay seem relieved? Janeway continued to study the Maquis leader. “Besides, the medicine is really needed. Though I doubt that will bring you any comfort. The court will have a warm welcome. It will be a long time before you cause the Federation any more trouble. In fact, this will probably be the last time.”

		  Little did Janeway imagine she was slightly incorrect.

		  The captain tapped her comm. badge. Time to return to her ship and begin the trip back to Starfleet Headquarters. “Janeway to Explorer, away team plus two for beam up.”

		  As they dematerialized, she heard the Syzygien shuttle returning. Returning from the emergency that never existed.
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		aneway looked back at Tuvok as she stepped down off the transporter pad. “After you escort Chakotay to his new accommodations, change back into uniform, then report to my ready room.”

		  The Vulcan inclined his head in acknowledgment. “Yes Captain. Darwin, Stephens come with me. The rest of the away team, return to your stations. Mr. Chakotay, this way.”

		  Exiting the transporter room ahead of Tuvok, Janeway could feel Chakotay watching her. As she glanced back at the Maquis leader, their eyes locked. During those few seconds, the captain was bewildered to see no resentment, no bitterness, only curiosity and something else, something akin to amusement.

		  When Tuvok moved between their line of sight, the connection was broken. However, it had lasted long enough for Captain Kathryn Janeway to question what manner of man this Maquis leader was.

		  As Janeway continued to her destination, the Vulcan headed to the brig with their prisoner.

		  Stepping out of the turbolift, onto the bridge, Janeway was greeted by her, obviously elated, first officer. “Captain, we captured Chakotay?”

		  Janeway smiled. “Yes, Mr. Cavit, we did. Luck was on our side as I also retrieved Tuvok. Set a course for Earth, maximum warp. Run continuous scans for the Maquis, stay at yellow alert. I’ll be in my ready room.”

		  Turning away, she was stopped by Cavit. “Captain, what about the other outlaws? Are you going to allow them to escape?”

		  Something in Cavit’s voice caught Janeway’s attention. Something she did not like. Her tone did not allow for argument. “Mr. Cavit, for the moment, there is not much we can do. Our priority is to deliver Chakotay to Federation authorities. What will be done about the remaining Maquis remains the decision of Starfleet Command.”

		  With that, the captain turned and walked in the direction of her ready room.

		  “Yes, Captain.” Hiding his disappointment, Cavit watched Janeway disappear. He had been a fool to believe a captain such as Janeway could ever complete such an important assignment.

		  Moments later, sitting at her desk with a fresh cup of coffee before her, Janeway opened her monitor. “Computer, Janeway pie-one-one-zero, cancel any previous orders concerning outgoing communication, connect me to Starfleet Command, Admiral Janeway.”

		  Immediately, her father’s anxious face appeared on the screen. “Kathryn?”

		  She graced her father with a triumphant smile. “I have Chakotay and Tuvok. Unfortunately, the rest of the crew escaped along with their ship.”

		  The admiral’s hand slapped his desk. “Well done! Well done indeed! I’m not concerned about the rest of the Maquis. Chakotay was the one I wanted. As for the ship, well… hopefully, we will be able to get our hands on it at a later date. Congratulations! That was some feat.”

		  She felt pleasure at her father’s reaction. He was a man of controlled emotion, very seldom showing such an open reaction for a completed mission. But then, this had been no ordinary assignment. “I have to admit, scientific exploration is easier, much less nerve racking than catching Maquis outlaws. Though, this has been a rather interesting experience.”

		  Pride in his daughter’s accomplishment shone in the eyes of the admiral. “I’ll inform the medical transport to alter course back to their original destination. New orders will be issued to the ships heading to Caprice V. They should rendezvous with you in about four hours. Until then, be careful. Any sign of a possible Maquis attack?”

		  Kathryn shook her head. “No, at least not at the moment. They were taken by surprise, I’m sure their leader’s unexpected capture will cause some turmoil and indecision. They also know by launching an assault, there is a risk Chakotay could be injured or killed. I doubt they will take the chance.”

		  The admiral’s face sobered. “You’re probably right. Still… I’ll be glad when the escort is in place. You and Tuvok both have my admiration. We have a great deal to talk about. I’m looking forward to your return. Admiral Janeway out.”

		  As she closed the transmission, Tuvok entered. Resting her arms on the desk, Janeway wrapped her hands around the cup of coffee. “The admiral is extremely pleased. We are eager to read your report, sabotaging their equipment must have been difficult.”

		  The Vulcan stood in front of the desk, hands clasped behind his back. “The commander and crew trusted me. I had complete control over their security systems.”

		  Janeway studied her security chief. As usual, his Vulcan face revealed nothing, but she had the feeling it had not been so simple as he claimed. “Well… however you managed, it’s done. Did Chakotay say anything to you?”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “Say anything? Could you be more specific?”

		  “About your part in his capture,” Janeway elaborated.

		  Tuvok’s response was not what she expected. “No, Captain. In fact, he has not spoken since we beamed up from the planet.”

		  To that, Janeway made no comment. The complete manner of the Maquis leader was not as she had anticipated. “Starfleet is sending an escort. We had arranged for several ships to be heading in the direction of Caprice V. This placed them close enough if needed, but not so near as to arouse Chakotay’s suspicions. Do you think the Maquis will attack?”

		  “Unlikely,” Tuvok replied. “Chakotay has a standing order against any rescue attempt, should he at any time be captured. In addition, he instructed Evans to return to the Badlands, in the event the raid was unsuccessful, and meet with Ro Laren immediately. However, Evans and Chakotay spoke privately just before we beamed down. I have no knowledge of that conversation.”

		  Leaning back, Janeway looked up at the Vulcan. “He mentioned being suspicious. Interesting!”

		  Tuvok looked at his captain. “He was uneasy with your ship in orbit. They ran several scans to ensure it was disabled. His orders were a logical precaution.”

		  Janeway was not so sure. “Yes… his orders do make sense; however, he evidently did suspect a trap. The question being… why did he go ahead with the raid? Your reports said Chakotay was exceptionally cautious. The two are paradoxical.

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “That Captain, is best answered by Mr. Chakotay.”

		  Janeway’s interest in the outlaw was growing. “Perhaps Mr. Tuvok, I might do just that.”

		  Kathryn Janeway definitely wanted a conversation with the Maquis leader. “Until the escort arrives, we’ll remain on yellow alert. Now that we have Chakotay, I don’t want to lose him. Since he was suspicious during that meeting with Evans, Chakotay might have issued order regarding a rescue. I want to be ready just in case. Is he secure?”

		  “Yes, Captain,” assured Tuvok. “I stationed two men in the brig area and increased the cell’s doorway force field.”

		  Janeway tapped a control button on her monitor. “Good. Return to your station, report when the escort ships arrive. Take extra precautions to ensure any approaching ships are Starfleet. If in doubt, notify me immediately.”

		  Tuvok acknowledged the order with the usual slight inclination of his head. “Yes, Captain.”

		  After Tuvok left Janeway finished her report, little realizing that it was not the Maquis she had to worry about.
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		hortly before reaching Earth, Janeway decided the time had arrived to meet with the Maquis leader.

		  When Tuvok entered her ready room with Chakotay, she rose from behind the desk. “Please have a seat, Commander. I thought you might enjoy a change of scenery. By now, the walls of the brig must be monotonous.”

		  Chakotay slowly approached the desk, stopping beside the chair as he appraised the Starfleet captain standing before him. “I must admit, being imprisoned is tiresome. Unfortunately, I’m sure the Federation will not consider that at my trial.”

		  Looking at Tuvok, Janeway issued a silent dismissal. When the Vulcan hesitated, she glanced meaningfully at the Maquis leader. “Don’t worry, Mr. Tuvok, Chakotay is not going anywhere.”

		  Before turning away, Tuvok warned Chakotay. “I’ll be right outside.”

		  After the Vulcan left, Chakotay, completely at ease, placed one hand on the back of the chair, the other on his hip. He looked intently at the captain who had so successfully engineered his capture. “Not for the lack of desire, Captain. You have been on precautionary alert since bringing me onboard. I would have to be an idiot to try an escape, at least until you drop your guard. Which… I fear you will not do. I’m sure if I made one wrong move, a security detail would be here within seconds.”

		  Chakotay’s frank assessment of the situation amused Janeway. “Probably two details… that is if I know Tuvok. I see among your many attributes being, foolhardy is not one of them. Would you care for coffee?”

		  “Thanks. Do you always treat your prisoners so well?” Chakotay inquired as Janeway started towards the replicator.

		  Walking around the desk, she passed behind Chakotay. “To be honest Commander, I doubt I would. You are my first. How do you like your coffee?”

		  The Maquis leader was intrigued by her answer. “Cream and sugar.”

		  To Chakotay’s inquiring look, Janeway explained. “In the past, my missions have always been of a scientific nature. This was my first assignment which was non-exploratory.”

		  Returning with two cups, she handed one to her guest.

		  Chakotay accepted with pleasure. “Thanks, I can use this. It’s difficult not being able to enjoy a cup of coffee or tea, except when your meals are brought in.”

		  After the captain had taken her seat, so, too, did he.

		  Janeway studied the man before her. “Strange, I thought you would prefer black coffee.”

		  He laughed. “Only when trying to make difficult decisions, helps to keep my mind sharp. Though last time… well… I’m honored Starfleet sent someone of such capabilities. It was a very clever, well-prepared trap. You would make a good Maquis. Are you always so successful with new ventures?”

		  Chakotay was as interested in his captor as the Starfleet captain was in her prisoner.

		  Cup in hand, Janeway settled back in her chair. “Sorry, though thanks for the offer, I’ll remain with Starfleet. As for new ventures… I don’t like to fail!”

		  To Janeway’s shock, she found herself sitting relaxed behind her desk, fascinated by the man opposite her. A man who appeared to also be completely at ease. To anyone watching, they would see two friends sharing coffee and pleasant conversation.

		  A deception!

		  Though relaxed, both were carefully watching, scrutinizing the other!

		  Watching facial expressions!

		  Listening not to words, but to tone!

		  A game of cat and mouse!

		  Each learning about the other…

		  Knowledge, which would save the lives of almost two hundred people!

		  Knowledge, which would lead both Kathryn Janeway and Chakotay to make some very quick, unusual decisions!

		  Intent on the Maquis leader, Janeway raised the cup to her mouth. “I must admit, you are not what I expected.”

		  Her comment startled and surprised Chakotay. About to take a sip of coffee, he lowered his cup. “I’ll accept that as a compliment. Should I apologize?”

		  Janeway laughed. “Yes, it was a compliment. And no… don’t apologize.”

		  Over the rim of her cup, she monitored Chakotay’s reactions. “I expected you to be angry, bitter. Even aggressive. Instead, you act as though nothing is wrong. You don’t even appear angry at Tuvok.”

		  Lowering the cup, she gazed down into the dark liquid. “You didn’t resist capture. I had anticipated a fight.”

		  Chakotay sampled his coffee. “Good coffee. Much better than mine. Captain, what advantage would I gain by being angry? I must admit, I do want to wring somebody’s neck. My neck! At this moment, there is nothing I can do.”

		  He took another mouthful of coffee, then holding his cup in both hands, he rested it in his lap. “Right now, if I manage to find a phaser, take you hostage, where would I go? Even if I successfully commandeered a shuttle, I’m sure Starfleet has provided you with an escort. In fact, I bet it would be the ships that had been heading for Caprice V. They are the only Starfleet vessels which could have reached you in a matter of hours.”

		  Chakotay laughed at the surprised look on Janeway’s face. “Captain, I was well aware of those five ships. They were several hours away, so I did not worry. I now realize they had been set up to provide you with an escort, should you be successful… as you were. Well… am I correct?”

		  Janeway smiled. “Your reasoning, Commander, is perfect. You are correct.”

		  The Maquis leader glanced downwards. “I only wish I had realized that possibility at Syzygie, but I did not. Now… If I did steal a shuttle, and if I could not be recaptured, Starfleet would never allow me to escape. As a last resort, they would not hesitate ordering the destruction of the shuttle… even if you were a hostage.”

		  Janeway remained silent. Chakotay’s reasoning was sound, but he was missing some information. Under ordinary circumstances, Starfleet would never allow an outlaw of his status to escape, he was too dangerous, even if it resulted in the death of a captain. However, Starfleet Command desperately wanted Chakotay alive, if the choice had to be made, they would allow his escape. This had been her orders at Syzygie… this Chakotay did not know.

		  He looked intently at Janeway. “Despite your opinion of me… I don’t enjoy killing. On Syzygie, if I had tried to escape, if I had fired on you, what good would that have done? Most probably I would be dead, and perhaps some of your team. Alive, I still have a chance. As for your crew, what would their deaths accomplish? They were only doing their jobs, following your orders. As was Tuvok!”

		  Grinning he held up his cup. “At least, it has given me the opportunity to try your coffee.”

		  “I’m glad you like it.” Janeway was slightly baffled. His answers and attitude were confusing. Not the response one would expect from a cold-blooded outlaw and rebel.

		  Chakotay gave her a small, sad smile. “Besides, as you pointed out, it was for a good cause. Those drugs will save many Syzygien lives. You might find it hard to accept, I do take comfort in that.”

		  Janeway did not know why, but she believed the Maquis leader. Her perception of Chakotay was beginning to change. She decided to as the question foremost on her mind. “Why did you go ahead with the raid? You admitted to being suspicious. Also, why were you planning to take only a small amount? Those drugs would bring a good price on the black market.”

		  Chakotay played with his cup, thinking about how best to put his unease into words. “I was not exactly suspicious, you might say I was apprehensive. There were too many coincidences, Tom’s capture, the nature of the drugs. However, I did not see how it could be a trap. Of course, I didn’t know about Tuvok, about the sabotaged equipment. That… I never expected. Someday, I’ll have to ask him how he arranged the false readings.”

		  The Maquis leader shifted in his seat. Janeway’s expectations as to why he wanted the drugs made him feel ill at ease. “Why was I planning to take only a portion of the shipment?”

		  His eyes never wavered from Janeway’s face. “Captain, the Syzygiens really need those drugs, but they are not the only ones. You are badly mistaken. I was not planning to sell any of the medications. They were for the colonists, I felt the risk was worth taking. Trying to help as many people as possible, trying to save a few more lives.”

		  Unmoving, Janeway stared at Chakotay, trying to find some falsehood in his words. Something, deep down inside her said he was telling the truth.

		  Chakotay lowered his eyes, gazing into his cup. His voice was quiet, barely audible. “At least my crew escaped.”

		  Hiding her surprise, at Chakotay’s reply concerning the drugs, Janeway responded to his last words. “If you are concern for the welfare of your crew, convince them to surrender. They will have a fair hearing, as will you. It would be better for members of the Maquis to turn themselves over to Starfleet than risk capture by the Cardassians. I’m sure their justice system is far more severe.”

		  Chakotay uttered a small sarcastic laugh. “In that… you are correct. The Cardassian justice system does not exist. Though my crew, for that matter all of the Maquis, would be better off in Federation hands, they would never surrender. I would never ask them to do so. As for a fair trial, can you deny that you have not already tried and convicted me? Have you not already decided on the sentence the court should hand down? Most probably a long one. I’m sure those on the tribunal, and the Federation Justice Minister, feel as you do.”

		  Waiting for the captain’s reply, Chakotay quietly sipped his coffee. Watching carefully, the Maquis leader knew by the flicker of unease crossing Janeway’s face, he had struck a nerve about being prejudged.

		  But the captain’s gaze never wavered. “I cannot speak for the Tribunal. As for myself, you are correct. I do hope that you enjoy the pleasures of prison life for a long, long time. You do realize… Starfleet will hunt down the Maquis. As will the Cardassians. They are rebels, outlaws, breaking Federation laws. We signed a peace treaty to stop a war. You are only serving to prevent complete peace from being achieved.”

		  Heaving a long sigh, for a moment Chakotay glanced down at the floor. When again he looked up, there was a deep sadness in his eyes. “Captain, I’m sorry you feel this way. Are you certain that you know the truth? You have not seen what I, or others, have. The way the Cardassians are slaughtering the colonists who have refused to move.”

		  Moving forward in her seat, Janeway placed an elbow on the desk. “Chakotay, I am also upset that people have died. I understand your parents were among those killed. You claim it was the Cardassians, where is the proof? The Cardassians are denying it. In fact, they are pointing the finger right back at the Maquis. Rebels and outlaws among rebels and outlaws.”

		  Rubbing her hand along her chin, Janeway spoke with deep sincerity. “The whole situation is regrettable.”

		  She again leaned back in her chair. “I was not happy when the Cardassian Empire requested our colonies, in exchange for signing the peace accord. If the Federation council could have found a better way, they would have done so.”

		  Chakotay remained silent, drinking his coffee, watching the Starfleet captain. Never realizing their destinies were intertwined.

		  When Chakotay did not respond, Janeway continued. “Don’t forget, the Federation did offer to relocate everyone in the transferred territories.”

		  She held up her hand when Chakotay started to speak. “I know what you are going to say. These colonies are their homes, and have been for generations. Moving is never easy, especially to new worlds light-years away. However, new homes and peace are better than old homes and war.”

		  Once again, the Maquis leader remained silent. Drinking his coffee, learning. Gaining knowledge that would shape their futures. Knowledge, which would lead them down a pathway neither could ever envision.

		  In puzzled frustration at his silence, Janeway stared at the outlaw. “Look Chakotay, we are aware that the Cardassians are trying to convince all the remaining colonists, in what is now Cardassian territory, to leave. They do have that right. However! No one has provided evidence proving they are using the violent methods that you claim. Just words, accusations, no hard proof. From where I sit… the Maquis are the terrorists.”

		  Chakotay longed to speak freely with this Starfleet captain. But he could not! At least not yet! “Captain, proof does exist. If I could supply you with it, I would. I truly wish I could do so right now, but I cannot! Unfortunately, at this time, evidence is incomplete, but it does exist. Providing the proof we have now, would endanger those risking their lives gathering the information.”

		  Looking closing at the Maquis leader, Janeway wondered to what, and to whom, he was referring.

		  In a voice that conveyed earnest desire to convince, Chakotay continued. “We are not the rebels, or the terrorists, which you think we are. Most of the Maquis would like nothing better than to return home, live in peace and get on with their lives. Do what they were meant to do instead of raging war. I hope you will not learn this, that we are decent people, the hard way.”

		  He stood up, as did Janeway.

		  Chakotay placed the empty cup on the desk. “Thanks for the coffee. Perhaps someday we will continue this conversation.”

		  Looking at Chakotay, she was unsure of how to take, or reply to, his remark concerning the Maquis. “Perhaps Commander, someday we will. Tuvok, report to my ready room.”

		  Instantaneously the Vulcan entered. Obviously he had been waiting just outside the door.

		  A fact that did not go unnoticed by the amused Maquis leader.

		  Standing with fingertips touching her desk, Janeway looked intently at the outlaw. She had found the conversation unsettling. “Tuvok, please escort Mr. Chakotay back to his cell.”

		  He turned to leave.

		  The captain stopped him. “Commander!”

		  Chakotay turned back.

		  Janeway had one last statement. “I do hope somehow all this can be resolved without more bloodshed.”

		  Chakotay took a long, deep breath. “No one could wish for a peaceful solution more than myself. However, I fear it will be the opposite. Again, thanks for the coffee.”

		  There was a strange look on his face as he locked eyes with Janeway. “And thanks for the conversation!”

		  With that, the Maquis leader turned and walked out of the captain’s ready room. Leaving behind a very puzzled Kathryn Janeway.
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		till standing behind her desk, Janeway watched as the ready room door slide back into position. Picking up her cup, she walked over to the replicator. Still reflecting on Chakotay’s parting words, she obtained a fresh coffee then slowly resumed her seat.

		  Sitting quietly, sipping her coffee, Kathryn Janeway tried to comprehend this strange, quiet man. Admitting to herself, he was both intriguing and puzzling. She too wanted to continue their conversation, but doubted they ever would.

		  A man who appeared to hold no hatred against those responsible for sending him to prison. Nevertheless a man who become the leader of a powerful and dangerous rebel army. A man, who had grown so powerful, all the Federation wanted him in prison.

		  Obviously, someone not to be trusted.

		  Finishing her coffee, Janeway returned to the bridge, and the running of her ship.

		  She was more mystified when, two weeks later, she sat in the courtroom.

		  The room was packed with representatives of the Federation, almost every member species, all wanting to see this famous leader of the Maquis. Every inch of available space contained a body. The room filled with voices, each shouting to be heard above the others. Bouncing off the walls, comments and opinions flew from one side to the other, all voicing their perspectives concerning one thing… Chakotay and the Maquis.

		  The hall was rectangular, with several rows of raised observer seats along the walls. The two public doors were located at one end, while directly opposite stood the platform where the Chief Justice was waiting. The wall to the left of the platform contained the door through which the prisoners entered.

		  Seated not far from the Tribunal podium, on the side of the courtroom opposite the prisoner’s doorway, Janeway would have a clear, unobstructed view of the outlaw.

		  Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the door opened. Escorted by two guards, one on each side, Chakotay walked quietly into the room.

		  Silence descended as if a switch had been thrown. No one moved, no one spoke. Not even a whisper.

		  Despite the crowd, his eyes found and locked with hers. No animosity, only sadness. Sadness, not for himself, but for her and the Federation.

		  Taking his place before the Chief Justice, he stood quietly, hands by his side. The guards behind, slightly to the side.

		  The timbered voice of the aged, white haired magistrate resounded through the room. “Commander Chakotay, you are charged with actions violating the laws of the United Federation of Planets. With endangering the lives of the citizens of said Federation. Of actions jeopardizing the peace of said Federation. Of attempting to destroy the peace treaty that said Federation has with the Cardassian Empire. How do you plead?”

		  Without moving a muscle, without hesitation, Chakotay responded quietly, but firmly. “I have no plea.”

		  Placing his hands on either side of the dais, the Federation’s Chief Justice gazed intently at the Maquis leader. “I understand you have declined legal council.”

		  “Yes, Sir!” Chakotay stared straight ahead, eyes fixed on the podium.

		  The judicator carefully assessed the prisoner before him. “Very well, Commander, that is your right. Do you have anything to say in your defense?”

		  “No, Sir!” Chakotay’s features were as emotionless as a Vulcan’s.

		  Janeway watched with growing interest. Her eyes never wavered from Chakotay’s face. She leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees. This trial was nonexistent. He was saying nothing. Nothing at all!

		  Then almost before it had started the process was over.

		  She sat there, watching Chakotay’s ridged face and body as he calmly waited for sentencing. Why, she asked herself, why did he not offer some defense? What better forum for voicing the Maquis doctrine. A captured audience to hear his strong beliefs and claims.

		  Once again, his words rang in her ears… ‘Providing the proof we have now, would endanger those risking their lives gathering the information.’

		  The courtroom held its collective breath as the head of the Judicial Tribunal pronounced sentence:

		  “Commander Chakotay, for crimes committed as stated in the official records, you are hereby sentenced to forty-five years in a maximum security penal colony. Due to the serious, and dangerous nature of your offenses, there will be no chance of parole. Furthermore, you are hereby declared a perpetual danger to the Federation. At the conclusion of the forty-five years, this court reserves the right to evaluate existing conditions and situations, to assess if you are still a threat. Should the conclusions prove positive, you will serve an addition term of ten years. Each time you are scheduled for release, a determination will be made. Each time, if deemed warranted, you will be sentenced to addition time.”

		  It was over!

		  Quickly, the guards moved to either side of Chakotay.

		  Turning to leave, again his eyes found hers. Again, for an instant, they locked.

		  Then he was gone. Walking calmly between the two security officers.

		  The room now a complete contrast to what it had been only a short time before. Like invisible birds racing around, the air buzzed as voices flew black and forth. All disappointed at so short a spectacle.

		  Standing up, Janeway saw her father approaching. A big smile graced his face.

		  He reached Janeway’s side as she stepped down from the seating area. “Well Katie, Chakotay will never cause any more trouble. Thanks to you, we’ve seen the last of that rebel. I doubt he will ever be released from prison, at least not until he’s an old man.”

		  Side by side the two Janeways walked the length of the Judgement Hall. Pausing in the corridor they stood against the wall, avoiding the lava flow of society exiting the latest of attractions.”

		  Kathryn turned to her father. “What about the other Maquis? Any sign of a rescue attempt?”

		  The admiral shook his head. “Nothing! Don’t worry, we have Chakotay under very heavy security. Since his capture, there has been no Maquis activity anywhere. We cut off the head, the tail will soon die.”

		  The captain was not as confident as her father. There was something about Chakotay’s attitude. He was not a rebel, a misfit wagging war against society. Instead, she thought of him as a dignified, competent leader fighting for something he felt was justified. If she was correct, then his sub-commanders would probably be organized and capable. Based on the information supplied by Tuvok, her assessment was certainly correct about his crew. If the rest of the Maquis were the same…

		  She kept her thoughts to herself. “What about this Ro Laren? According to Tuvok, Chakotay ordered Evans, his second-in-command, to meet with her.”

		  Her father shrugged his shoulders. “There has been no further word from my contact. As far as I know, there was never a formal alliance. I doubt there will be one now. No, I fully expect the Maquis will slowly fall apart.”

		  Kathryn glanced about her, at the now almost empty corridor, then back at her father. Dad, did Chakotay have anything interesting to say during questioning?”

		  Her father appeared uneasy, replying cautiously. “What do you mean?”

		  Puzzled by his tone, Kathryn studied his face. Her blue eyes probing his face. “About the Cardassians and the colonists?”

		  The elder Janeway was visibly relieved. “No! In fact, I understand he had very little to say. I did not attend the interrogations. At the moment, I have nothing to ask him. Chakotay would never betray the Maquis.”

		  Slowly they began to make their way down the long passageway, passing several closed doorways leading to various offices.

		  Turning her head, Kathryn again scrutinized her father’s face. She had the feeling he was holding something back. This he never did! Strange her father had not been present when Starfleet had questioned Chakotay. Something was not right!

		  Before his daughter could say, or ask, anything more, Admiral Janeway interrupted her thoughts. “Now… enough of Chakotay and the outlaws, back to business. Would you like to return to the Gamma Quadrant?”

		  Her eyes lit up. “You know I would, there is so much to be explored.”

		  He smiled at his daughter’s enthusiasm. “Good! I have a short, three month mission for you. I knew you wanted to be here for the trial, so I waited. Drop by my office tomorrow.”

		  The mention of the just completed trial diverted Kathryn’s attention. Coming to a junction, the captain was only half listening. “Okay Dad, I’ll see you then.”

		  Leaving her puzzled father standing in the hallway, quickly, without fully understanding why, she headed in the direction of the shuttle bay. Upon entering, Janeway walked over to the far end. Watching as the four-man security prepared the Maquis leader for the short trip to the penal colony. Where he would be spending the majority of his life. Possibly the rest of it!

		  As before, he was standing quietly. One guard in the process of securing Chakotay’s arms behind his back, while another examined the escape alert anklet.

		  The Maquis leader moved to entered the shuttle. Catching sight of Janeway, he stopped. One foot on the ramp, one foot on the platform, he turned to face her.

		  He smiled. “Well Captain, I guess you are happy. It will be a long time before we again have coffee together.”

		  Janeway returned his steady gaze. “It should have been longer. Forty-five years is not enough. Treason does not deserve leniency!”

		  Lightly he replied. “I guess you don’t want my opinion. In forty-five years I hope you will not be on the review board. That is if the Federation still exists.”

		  Shifting his weight, bringing both feet firmly down onto the platform, the Maquis leader looked Janeway directly in the eye. “Captain, be careful, be watchful. I know you feel, as do many others, that the Cardassians will honor the peace treaty. They will not! At least not all of them. The ones who will not are, unfortunately, in the top ranks. Keep your eyes and ears open. Not only for yourself, but for the good of the Federation.”

		  Janeway’s eyes did not waver. “Do you mind explaining!”

		  Sadness showed as Chakotay shook his head. “I can not. At least not at this moment. I hope, before it is not too late, I will be able to do so. Perhaps someday we will no longer be enemies.”

		  Her voice carried the chill of a winter’s dark night. “There is no chance of that!”

		  He responded slowly. “No… I guess not.”

		  Kathryn Janeway’s eyes locked with those of the Maquis leader. “Nothing justifies breaking the law. Within the constricts of the edicts which govern this society, there are always opportunities to speak up.”

		  A deep sadness covered Chakotay’s face. “Only when somebody listens!”

		  Without another word, he turned, starting up the ramp. The guards walking slowly behind.

		  Janeway had one last question. “Why did you not offer any defense?”

		  He stopped. Looking up, his eyes stared at the metal dome high above his head. Seeing not the physical barrier, but the limitless regions of space that lay beyond.

		  Without turning he replied softly. “You know the answer.”

		  Saying all he had to say, Maquis commander Chakotay continued up the ramp, disappearing inside.

		  Janeway watched in silence.

		  Did she have the answer?

		  Was he really protecting others?

		  On the other hand, was he nothing more than an outlaw without a justifiable defense, trying to make her believe that he did have one? Too bad Janeway thought, she would never have the opportunity of knowing which it was.

		  As the door of the prison shuttle slowly closed, Kathryn Janeway was convinced that was that.

		  When the shuttle lifted off, she turned away. Walking back to her life as a Starfleet captain.

		  While Maquis Commander Chakotay started his life in a Federation prison.
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		our months later, Kathryn Janeway was once again sharing coffee with her father. Sitting relaxed at the table in his office, the captain sipped her coffee as she enjoyed the pleasant conversation. Molly, content with the world, was stretched out asleep beside her mistress. The dog’s feet jerking as dreamland sent her chasing an imaginary ball.

		  Kathryn held up her cup. “It’s a strange thing, ship replicators are supposed to produce the same coffee we have on Earth, but the quality is not the same.”

		  Her father laughed. “Katie, come on now, it’s just you. Admit it!”

		  “I’m not so sure about that.” In a very definite manner, Kathryn placed the cup on the table.

		  She then fixed stern eyes on the admiral. “Okay Dad, out with it. What’s going on? You sent me into the Gamma Quadrant on a three-month exploratory mission, with explicit instructions to watch for signs of Cardassians interested in establishing colonies. No explanations! Now, I’ve been back for a month, no assignment. Not even a hint of one. Let’s have it. What is going on?!”

		  Her father lowered his eyes, staring into his cup. “I’m sorry Katie, I know you’re anxious for another mission. However… I might need you.”

		  Turning his head, he stared out the window. Kathryn remained quiet, giving her father the room he needed. She had suspected something was wrong, now she was sure.

		  When the admiral turned back towards his daughter, his face was taunt with apprehension. “During your conversations with Chakotay, did he say anything about the Cardassians and the Dominion?”

		  “The Dominion!” In shock and confusion, Kathryn Janeway stared at her father.

		  Puzzled, she shook her head. “No! We did talk about the Cardassians, and the peace treaty. Nothing at all was mentioned about the Dominion. Why?”

		  As if to rub away the problem, Admiral Janeway ran his hand up and down his cheek. “About two years ago, it came to my attention of a possible alliance between the Cardassian Empire and the Dominion. At first I dismissed it, the reports were sketchy and infrequent. That is until several months ago, when I began to receive more and more information. Information, which if correct, could mean we’re heading for war. A bad one! Nothing has been confirmed; however, I now fear it’s more than rumors, or somebody trying to stir up trouble.”

		  Kathryn Janeway’s eyebrows knotted together. “I don’t understand! We have had no problems with the Dominion. From what I know, only a few Alpha Quadrant ships have ventured into the Gamma Quadrant, with very limited contact.”

		  Worry etched deep lines into the admiral’s strong face. “In a manner of speaking you are correct. We’re proceeding very cautiously. The Dominion is an alliance of planetary systems ruled over by the Founders. These founders are ruthless and militaristic, claiming sovereignty over the Gamma Quadrant. They have refused any of our attempts at diplomatic contact.”

		  Taking a sip of coffee, he heaved a deep worried sigh. “From the limited intelligence we have been able to gather, they want to destroy the Federation. Take over the Alpha Quadrant for themselves. So far… they lack the resources for a full scale invasion. Plus…  there is no way they could bring a substantial attack force through without alerting us. Only one or two large ships, such as battle cruisers, can traverse the wormhole at a time, thus giving us sufficient time to assemble enough ships to overpower them as they exited.”

		  With shocking awareness, the picture came into focus. Kathryn now understood why her father was so worried. “A treaty with the Cardassians could give them the necessary resources. And a possible way of entering the Alpha Quadrant without our knowledge.”

		  Her father nodded. “Exactly. We keep track of the number of ships going back and forth, but not the number of people onboard. A Cardassian ship could enter the Gamma Quadrant with a skeleton crew, return full of military personnel. Meanwhile, Cardassia could build entire fleets without our knowledge. It would not be easy, but it is possible.”

		  Kathryn could hardly voice the thought in mind as she slowly whispered. “The annexed colonies give them a perfect place to do so.”

		  Realizing the conversation was taking a very serious turn, the captain shifted into a less leisurely position. “What does Chakotay have to do with this?”

		  Her father replied with a question of his own. “Did you ever wonder why I was so determined to avoid a confrontation? Why I wanted him alive?”

		  Kathryn shrugged. “Not really. The reasons you gave were legitimate. Though after the trial, I felt you were holding something back.”

		  Her father responded with a small smile. “Katie, I apologize. Never have I withheld anything from you. It was necessary since you were going back to the Gamma Quadrant. Your orders were worded very carefully, very specifically. Watch for Cardassians interested in colonization, offering assistance and information should they request it. This legalized your interest in any Cardassian ships, without putting you in danger by mentioning the Dominion.”

		  Running a finger along the rim of his cup, the admiral’s eyes shone with anger. “Damn it Katie, with the Founder’s ability to shape shift they can be anywhere, making them extremely dangerous. We suspect they have, on several occasions, infiltrated our ships in the Gamma Quadrant, including yours. Starfleet has been very careful to ensure that none of our ships going into the Gamma Quadrant contained sensitive information.”

		  Think of how his daughter had been unaware of lurking danger on her own ship, caused shivers to run up and down his spine. “On one’s own ship, a captain feels secure. Alone in your ready room or quarters, orders are read, log entries written up, never thinking someone could be looking over your shoulder. Be the very cup from which you are drinking. So far, the Founders have not interfered with the limited amount of exploration we are conducting. I believe they are using this as a means to spy. Gathering information concerning Starfleet and the Federation. That is why I lied to you. Knowing the truth would not only have alerted them to our suspicions, it would have put you at risk.”

		  Placing a hand on his knee, he rose to his feet. Walking over to the desk he picked up a PADD, silently studying it before returning to his seat. “I have been concerned about the Founders and Dominion since learning of their existence. However, until Cardassia came into the picture I did not see the need to worry. I first learned of Cardassian involvement from Ro Laren, when she was undercover with the Maquis. Some of the information she passed alone to Jean-Luc concerned the Dominion. After Ro joined the Maquis, I thought her allegations were nonsense. Something the outlaws had cooked up to cause trouble. I’m now convinced that what, or at least part, of what she said was true.”

		  Starting to pick up his cup, then realizing the coffee would be cold, the elder Janeway changed his mind. “That’s the mission I sent Jean-Luc on, trying to determine the truth behind the rumors. We now know there is some type of agreement; however, so far he has been unable to discover how long it’s been in effect, or what it entails. I suspect Chakotay knows more than we do.”

		  Standing up, he handed the PADD to Kathryn. “Here’s the report I received from Jean-Luc yesterday evening.”

		  Picking up the cups, he walked over to the replicator. “Computer, two coffees, regular.”

		  Returning to the table, he placed one cup before his daughter. Molly, having been disturbed, looked up in annoyance. The admiral laughed. “Sorry, go back to sleep.”

		  Coffee in hand, he sat down, waiting for his daughter to finish.

		  Carefully studying the information, Kathryn slowly scrolled through the PADD. Her face reflected the seriousness of what she was reading. “This could have some very nasty consequences!”

		  “That… is an understatement!” confirmed the elder Janeway.

		  She placed the PADD on the table. “With their undercover operations, it makes sense the Maquis could know more than we do. Now the warnings Chakotay issued makes sense; however, he never mentioned the Dominion.”

		  She picked up her coffee. “Thanks for the refill.”

		  Adding tongue-in-cheek. “I was about to go myself.”

		  For an instant, a smile flickered across the admiral’s worried face. “You’re welcome.”

		  Thoughtfully, Kathryn’s finger tapped her cup. “Why would the Cardassians want another war? They suffered badly during the last one.”

		  The elder Janeway shrugged. “Land, minerals, technology. Don’t forget we now have an alliance with Cardassia, and we are not supposed to have any knowledge of the Dominion agreement. Taking into account Federation help, in three or four years the Cardassian Empire will be back on their feet. All they have to do is be patient, bide their time. Kathryn, the Federation may have signed their own death warrant. Adding to the problem… the Founder’s shape-shifting abilities. They can board our ships, even infiltrate Starfleet Headquarters. How do you stop intelligence gathering or sabotage when you have no idea of what the enemy looks like!”

		  Slowly he shook his head from side to side. “They may already be in the Alpha Quadrant. I would be surprised if they were not. It gives anyone allied with them a distinct advantage.”

		  Kathryn held up her hand. “If that is the case, would they not infiltrate the Maquis? Shape-shifters within the rebel ranks could cause major problems for the outlaws.”

		  Admiral Janeway heaved a sigh. “I had thought of that. This would be a question for Chakotay. Something tells me… that if our suspicions concerning the Dominion are correct, he has taken steps to prevent such an occurrence. We know virtually nothing about the Dominion or the Founders. Their strengths, their weaknesses.”

		  The captain sat quietly, absorbing all that her father said.

		  For a moment, the Admiral closed his eyes. Then pinching the bridge of his nose, he continued. “What we do know… the Founders harbor an intense hatred for solids. Ruling those Dominion planets with an iron hand. And… with their special fighting force, the Jem’ Hadar, a genetically engineered species of killer soldiers, they are extremely dangerous.”

		  Thinking over her father’s words, Kathryn was still slightly mystified. “Dad, the Cardassians are also ‘solids’, what could they hope to gain? Once the Federation was defeated, what would prevent the Founders from turning on them?”

		  Her father shrugged his shoulders. “The desire for power and conquest can lead to very strange bedfellows. Perhaps Cardassia feel the risk is worth it. The Cardassians might have something to offer, or the Founders have reason to fear them. It is possible the Cardassian Empire have a device to control the shape-shifting. We are working on such an instrument. One which would not only prevent the shifting, but also, detect and alert us to their presence. So far, we do have limited means of detection, ensuring the security of Starfleet Headquarters. Odo from DS9 has been aiding us.”

		  The admiral rubbed his hand along his chin. “I suspect Odo has also been helping the Maquis… in this respect. I’ve been turning a blind eye to it mostly because we need Odo’s help. But… just in case these rumors are correct, I certainly don’t want Maquis shape-shifters. Helping the rebels in this will not endanger the Federation… Katie, if what I suspect is true, we might need the help of the Maquis.”

		  Continuing to think over the words of her father, trying to put everything into a clear perspective, Kathryn slowly sipped her coffee. “Would confronting the Cardassians not help? Realizing we know, that Federation aid could be withdrawn, perhaps they would reconsider this alliance.”

		  Leaning forward, the admiral placed his arms on the desk, folding his hands before him. “I plan to do that. However… first I must know when  this coalition began.”

		  Kathryn looked puzzled. “Why would that be important?”

		  Her father rubbed his hands together. “If the Cardassians formed this alliance because of the growing threat of the Maquis, feeling the Federation could not protect them, then that would not be so bad. Especially now that we have Chakotay in prison. On the other hand… if this alliance began a few years ago, before the Maquis became a serious danger, perhaps even before the peace treaty, or before the peace negotiations began… then we have a major, major problem. If the latter proves to be true, then most likely the Cardassians never planned to honor the treaty. Gain our help in rebuilding then… That would put a different light on things!”

		  Kathryn Janeway grasped the seriousness of the situation. “Now, I understand why you wanted Chakotay alive.”

		  The admiral leaned back in his seat. “Now… You understand the position I’ve been in over the past year… year and a half. It was vital to stop Chakotay, see the reactions of the Cardassians. See if they put an end to this alliance. At the same time, since he might have information vital to the safety of the Federation, it ruled out an armed assault on Maquis bases. I was caught in a catch twenty-two situation. To know if what the Cardassians, or Chakotay, tell me is correct, I need the truth before I speak to either one. On the other hand… they have that truth. This was one of the reasons behind wanting his ship. His computer banks could hold vital information.”

		  Kathryn drummed her fingers on the table as the whole picture slid into focus. “An alliance of protection or aggression.”

		  The admiral looked at his daughter. “That… Katie is the problem in a nutshell. The nature completely dependent on when it was formed. There are only three parties with the answer. The Cardassians, the Founders, and most probably the Maquis.”

		  The captain brushed the PADD along her chin. “From what, and the way, that you are speaking, it sounds very much as if you don’t trust the Cardassians.”

		  Running his finger along the edge of his cup,  the elder Janeway appeared ill at ease. “Between you and me… no I don’t! I never agreed with the Federation’s decision to turn over the colonies, argued very strongly against it. I think we were wrong, that the Federation council moved too quickly. Cardassia was tired of war, their resources drained. In my opinion, and others share it… the Cardassian Empire would have accepted a peace treaty without these colonies. This alliance certainly puts everything into a different perspective. I wondered at the time why Cardassia was so adamant about these settlements. Now I realize these colonies give the Cardassians an excellent starting point for an invasion… especially, if supported by the Dominion and the Founders.”

		  For a moment, Kathryn’s piercing eyes studied her father. “Dad… do you support the Maquis?”

		  Admiral Janeway smiled. “No! Not in the way you mean. I could never provide information or resources to such a group. However, I do understand them, and in my own way sympathize with Chakotay. If this alliance began before the peace treaty, and the Maquis are aware of it, then this is probably the reason behind their formation.”

		  He returned his daughters penetrating gaze. “I have always believed peaceful methods to be the only way to settle differences. If this alliance between the Cardassians and the Dominion is one of aggression, and the Maquis know this, then Chakotay must have some proof. This proof should have been brought to the Federation of Starfleet.”

		  Hesitating for a moment, his gaze shifted to the floor. After a couple of seconds, he again looked at Kathryn. A sadness overshadowing his face. “It’s easy to pass judgement sitting here in the comfort and protection of our offices. Katie, the Federation did break their word, turned their backs on these colonies. We did not honor any of our commitments, leaving the settlers with nowhere to turn but to themselves.”

		  Pride burned deep in his eyes as he looked at his daughter. “I am a Federation officer, the fleet-admiral of Starfleet forces. Even if I am not in full agreement, it is my sworn duty to uphold the laws of the Federation. Which up to now I have been proud to do. Damnit! We could be the makers of the Maquis. If Chakotay, and the others, are correct in their accusations… that the Cardassians never intended to honor the peace accord, and they are killing the colonists, then Katie, it will bring me no pleasure to hunt down the Maquis. In all honesty, if their claims turn out to be true, thought I could never support them, I might be forced to resign from Starfleet. Under those conditions, if I helped to send the Maquis to prison, or be instrumental in any of their deaths, I would not be able to live with myself.”

		  For a moment, the captain remained silent. “I understand how you feel. Though I slightly disagree. They are still outlaws, operating outside of Federation laws. I see no justification for that. Even if their claims are correct, their actions might only be compounding the difficulties, not resolving them. As you pointed out, in this case they must have some sort of evidence against the Cardassians, which should have been brought to the Federation.”

		  The words of the Maquis leader resounded in her ears. “However… Chakotay did make one very good point. Talking is good only when somebody listens.”

		  Slowly her father nodded his head. “Only when somebody listens. I fear that is what we failed to do. The colonists have claimed, right from the moment the treaty was signed, that the Cardassians have been burning the settlements, attacking and killing men, women, and children. We turned a deaf ear. I did suggest that Federation officials should go and verify, or disprove, these claims. The council refused… they did not want to upset the Cardassians. Fearing any such action would appear as a distrust of the Cardassian Empire.”

		  In despair, he again shook his head from side to side. “Kathryn, when talking is useless, what then? What is the answer? Now that we are prepared to listen, perhaps it’s too late.”

		  Deeply troubled by the conversation, remembering the one with the Maquis leader, Kathryn leaned forward, placing her cup on the table. Slowly she sat back in her seat. “Chakotay and I discussed the former Federation colonies. About how the Cardassians were treating the colonists. I now realize he was being vague, very careful. He mentioned there was evidence being gathered, that to provide proof now would endanger these people. I believe this was the reason behind Chakotay’s silence during the trial.”

		  Her father looked both agitated and shocked. “Really! I was surprised by Chakotay’s silence, he made no attempt to justify his actions, and I did wonder why. Katie… do you realize what position the Federation will be if these accusations against the Cardassians prove true. The blood of the colonists will be on our hands!”

		  Kathryn Janeway made no reply. What could she say!

		  Her father slowly rose, the burden he carried clearly showing in his movements. Walking over to the window, he stood looking out, hands clasped behind his back. “The time has arrived for Chakotay and I to meet. I’m arranging to have him brought to Starfleet headquarters.”

		  “What?!” The captain bolted upright in her chair. Causing a startled dog to jump to her feet.

		  When the shock wore off, she attempted to reason with her father. “Dad… we have no proof against the Cardassians! There is the possibility this alliance with the Dominion is one of protection, the Maquis might be the cause. And… we do not have any evidence of aggression against the colonists!”

		  Receiving a reassuring pat from Kathryn, Molly lay back down. Resting her head on outstretched paws, the dog watched her mistress.

		  Kathryn thought about all the long hours she had put into planning and achieving the capture of the Maquis leader. “This could be what the Maquis are waiting for, Chakotay out in the open. I certainly agree with the meeting, but why not go to the prison rather than risk moving him?”

		  The admiral turned around, standing with his back toward the sun-filled window. “If I was Chakotay, I would be inclined to talk more freely here than at the penal colony. With something of this importance, I, too, feel safer. Here we have protection against the Founders. We also have access to the databases of both Starfleet and the Federation, which we would not have at the prison. While the penal colony is secure, it was not designed for high-level meetings. I want our conversation secret and private. Only you, Chakotay, and myself. That is if you are interested?”

		  The captain’s retort was very firm. “You bet I want in. However, I’m concerned about this transfer. I strongly suspect that the Maquis will take advantage of the situation. Don’t forget, once here, Chakotay has to be returned to the prison.”

		  Admiral Janeway tried to reassure his concerned daughter. “Don’t worry. At the moment, no one else knows of my intentions, not even the warden. He will be notified once I’m on my way.”

		  Glancing at the old-fashion ship’s clock sitting on his desk, he moved away from the window. “Unfortunately, Katie, I must end our conversation. I’m planning to leave shortly.”

		  Standing up, Kathryn addressed the dog now standing beside her. “Come on, Molly. let’s leave the admiral to his business. Which… between you and me, I do not agree with.”

		  With the dog at her heels, the captain started in the direction of the door.

		  The senior Janeway joined them. Laughing, he patted Molly’s sleek head. “I’ll return tonight with full escort. No ship will be able to come within transporter range.”

		  Walking beside his daughter, he gently teased her as amusement twinkled in his eyes. “What’s the matter, Katie, don’t you trust your old man?”

		  She dropped a kiss on her father’s cheek. “I trust my old man, I don’t trust the Maquis!”

		  With that, Kathryn turned and left, leaving her father laughing in the doorway.

	


	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 16 

		L

		eaving her father’s office, Kathryn Janeway headed to the transporter room. Walking with her usual quick pace, she voiced her opinion to Molly as they proceeded down the corridor. “Damn! I hope Dad knows what he’s doing. Usually, I agree with him. Not this time!”

		  Oblivious to the problems of the world surrounding her, Molly trotted silently alongside her mistress.

		  Entering the transporter room, Janeway was greeted with a formal nod from the young male ensign. “Afternoon Captain, you too, Molly. Transport to Station Center Three?”

		  Janeway moved in the direction of the platform. “Please! I’m looking forward to a peaceful afternoon and evening. It might be the last opportunity that I’ll have to relax for a while.”

		  “Captain?” Knowing Janeway was one of the more ‘approachable’ captains, the ensign was not afraid to voice a question.

		  Stepping up onto the pad, Molly jumped up beside her. “Nothing. Just afraid something will happen that I hope will not.”

		  Seconds later, human and dog found themselves only a couple of minutes from home.

		  As Janeway hurried from the transporter station, the attendant sneaked Molly a dog biscuit from the hidden supply under the console. “Afternoon, Captain, have a good evening.”

		  “Thanks, you too,” returned Janeway, pretending not to see the treat sticking out on one side of the red muzzle.”

		  Once home, she changed into civilian clothing, at the same time holding a one-way conversation. “Molly, I don’t like this. Not one bit! Dad is confident he’ll have no trouble, I’m not so sure. Want to play ball?”

		  Molly, knowing the word ball, wagged her tail.

		  Walking outside, they entered a large backyard, enclosed by wood fencing. There, they played the age-old game—human tosses ball, dog catches it. Then dog drops ball from wet mouth into human hand .

		  An hour later, Janeway returned to her kitchen. After feeding Molly, she went over to the replicator. “Computer, one cheese sandwich and coffee.”

		  Supper in hand, she decided to go into her study where, with Molly curled up at her feet, she picked up a book of poetry, trying to read until bedtime. Time and again her mind strayed from the printed page to her father and the Maquis leader. To the conversations with both men. Finally, finding the words failing to register, and having read the same page four times, she called it a day.

		  But rest did not come easily. Even in bed, her mind refused to deviate from the Dominion-Cardassian alliance and the events miles away surrounding her father. When sleep did arrive, Kathryn Janeway tossed and turned.

		  Would her father be successful?

		  Or would the Maquis manage to free their leader?

		  There was no peaceful slumber as the question refused to rest.
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		hile on the other side of the world, her father, confident his mission would be successful, was unaware of his daughter’s fitful slumbers.

		  The pilot of the shuttle tapped the comm. display. “Prison control, this is the shuttle Abydos requesting landing permission.”

		  A polite, but authoritative, male voice responded.” Abydos, this is prison control, you are clear to land heading one-mark-two-seven-five.”

		  Reaching to close communications, the pilot acknowledged his orders. “Landing one-mark-two-seven-five. Abydos out.”

		  Turning his head, the pilot addressed the man sitting beside him. “Sir, we’ll be down in two minutes. The landing zone is just within the prison gates.”

		  Nodding his head in confirmation, Admiral Janeway did not turn his head away from the window. Emerging on the horizon, he could see the prison complex basking in the New Zealand afternoon sunlight. “I will not be long. Wait here with the security detail, be ready to leave the moment I return.”

		  “Yes, Sir!” Preparing the craft for landing, the pilot’s hands glided back and forth across the instrument panel.

		  Two minutes later, when the shuttle touched, the admiral lost no time in disembarking.

		  A tall man with silver hair approached. “Admiral Janeway, this is a pleasure. I’m Warden Britt.”

		  Janeway shook the warden’s hand. “The pleasure is mine. I have received many fine reports on your successful rehabilitation programs. At a more appropriate time I would like to discuss these with you; however, today I must leave immediately. Where is Chakotay?”

		  The warden replied as he pointed in the direction of the prison complex. “In his cell. As per your orders, he has not been informed of the transfer. I am the only one aware of the reason for your visit. Do you wish him to be brought here or to my office?”

		  “I’ll meet him in your office,” Janeway replied, taking a step in the direction of the buildings.

		  With a swing of his arm, the warden indicated a set of buildings slightly to the front of the five-floor section housing the inmates. “Right this way.”

		  With Admiral Janeway walking beside, Warden Britt headed towards the long, single story building containing offices, reception center, and medical clinic.

		  The entrance way led into a medium-sized antechamber where the atmosphere was pleasant yet authoritarian. White walls contained several pictures, all pertaining to various member planets of the Federation.

		  The furniture was sparse and functional. In the center stood a couple of desks equipped with computer monitors, where security officers kept guard over the activities of the penal colony. In front of each desk stood two empty chairs, waiting to greet those with business at the complex. To the side, where visitors waited to be escorted to see inmates, stood a row of six seats. At the moment, five were empty.

		  Several doors along the side and at the rear of the room led to various departments. Britt quickly headed in the direction of the furthest doorway on the left.

		  Entering a small outer office, Warden Britt addressed a Vulcan woman sitting at the desk. “T’su, please have Chakotay brought to my office immediately.”

		  Turning to the admiral, Britt indicated a door to his right. “My office is over here. Chakotay will arrive within five to ten minutes. We take extra precautions anytime he leaves his cell and he is monitored constantly.”

		  Entering the room, Janeway found it small and serviceable. A plain desk with a computer monitor stood under a large window. Through the window, Admiral Janeway could see the exercise yard, where several prisoners were engaged in a game of tennis. One chair faced the desk, with several others lined up against a wall. The wall opposite the chairs contained shelves of books and PADD organizers full of records. Several pictures and citations were visible hanging on the walls.

		  After the door slid back into position, the warden turned to his visitor. “Your communique came as a surprise. Has something developed with the Maquis?”

		  Janeway’s answer was truthful, yet evasive. “We have some questions which would be best asked back at Starfleet Command.”

		  The admiral quickly changed the course of the conversation. “Has Chakotay been causing any problems?”

		  Britt shook his head. “We had naturally expected problems with a prisoner such as this, but no, it has been just the opposite. We couldn’t ask for a better inmate. Quiet, polite, he does what is asked of him without complaint or back-talk. He keeps to himself when in the exercise areas or work rooms, no attempt to obtain support for the Maquis, or incite the other prisoners.”

		  The warden started to say something, then hesitated. After a moment, he continued. “It’s strange… whenever I observe him… I have the impression he is waiting for something.”

		  Admiral Janeway made no comment.

		  The warden’s combadge peeped. “Yes, T’su?”

		  “Chakotay is here,” replied the crisp Vulcan voice.

		  “Bring him in,” instructed Britt.

		  The door slid open, admitting Chakotay with a guard before and behind.

		  Janeway turned to the warden. “I would like a moment alone with Chakotay.”

		  “Of course.” Motioning to the two security agents, Britt left Admiral Janeway alone with the outlaw.

		  Chakotay walked slowly to the center of the office. Standing with feet slightly apart, hands by his side, he surveyed his visitor. The Maquis leader had been expecting this, especially if he was correct about his caller. A moment later, he had his confirmation.

		  Placing his hand on the back of a chair, the admiral studied the man standing before him. During his years in Starfleet, he had faced many people, all too frequently they were in opposition to Starfleet and the Federation, with that hostility always reflecting in the eyes.

		  This time, he stared into the eyes of the Maquis leader. Finding to his surprise, no coldness in the deep brown, only curiosity. “I’m Admiral Edward Janeway from Starfleet Command.”

		  Though he had heard of Admiral Janeway, Chakotay had never seen the man up close. He studied the admiral’s face. “Are you related to Captain Kathryn Janeway?”

		  The admiral nodded, but did not elaborate. “Yes, there is a relationship. There are several important questions to which we require answers. I felt you would prefer meeting with me under more suitable conditions, we’re leaving for Starfleet Headquarters at once.”

		  The Maquis leader spoke softly. “Admiral, I know to what you are referring. What I have to say will depend on how much you already know. And… what action you are prepared to take. Another Janeway made her position quite clear. If you share the same sentiments, then perhaps you are wasting your time.”

		  Chakotay had heard a lot about Admiral Janeway. He knew if anyone would listen, this man would be the one. Why else had he arranged for certain information to cross the admiral’s desk? Chakotay also knew this Janeway, as with the captain, was not to be taken lightly. The fact that he had come himself went a long way with the Maquis commander.

		  The admiral did not flinch before Chakotay’s piercing gaze. “Sir, until I have proof that would change my position, I do share the same viewpoints as the captain. I cannot promise that the information you have will change my position; however, you told Captain Janeway nobody would listen, I am prepared to do so. I would not have come all this way if I was not ready to hear you out. And I give you my word… it will be with an open mind.”

		  Admiral Janeway watched Chakotay. He understood the thoughts of the Maquis leader. The Federation would have to show a willingness to admit they were wrong. Begin to believe and trust the Maquis, or afraid of Starfleet warning the Cardassians and Dominion, either on purpose or accidentally, Chakotay would keep his knowledge to himself. Especially, if Kathryn Janeway was correct, and the Maquis leader was protecting others, probably those working undercover.

		  If positions were reversed, the admiral knew he would do the same.

		  After a moment of deliberation, Chakotay placed a hand on his hip. “Who will be there?”

		  Admiral Janeway knew he had passed the first test. “Just you and I. And Captain Janeway.”

		  A small smile formed on the corners of Chakotay’s mouth. “I hope you will supply me with a thermal outfit. The last conversation between Captain Janeway and myself caused the temperature to drop several degrees.”

		  Glancing downwards for a second, the admiral gave a slight laugh. “Yes, Commander, I imagine it did. The captain is not one to mince words.”

		  Walking to the door, the admiral addressed the men on the other side. “Warden Britt, would you prepare Chakotay for traveling and provide an escort to the shuttle?”

		  Once again, the Maquis leader found his arms firmly secured behind his back. The anklet, worn for the past four months, carefully inspected.

		  Satisfied, the guards escorted him out of the office. Then turning immediately to the left, they passed through another door and down a short corridor leading outside.

		  With the warden and admiral taking the lead, the small group moved in the direction of the shuttle. Few words were spoken, with the conversation between Britt and Janeway centering on routine prison affairs. Reaching their destination, Chakotay was quickly led inside by the security detail from the shuttle, as the escort from the prison returned to the complex.

		  After watching the Maquis leader disappear inside, Admiral Janeway turned to Britt. “Thank you, Warden. I’ll notify you when Chakotay will be returning. I’m not sure how long he’ll be at Starfleet Headquarters, but I expect it will be a few days.”

		  The warden shook hands with Janeway. “I wish you success. Hopefully, Chakotay will answer your questions. Up until now, he has refused to say anything about the Maquis.”

		  “Warden, so do I.” With that, Janeway followed the outlaw into the shuttle.

		  Edward Janeway had failed to add, with the outcome meaning peace or war, he feared what those answers would be.

		  Moments later, they were airborne, joining a fully armed escort that had been waiting. A short distance away, two more Starfleet ships, on full alert, weapons online, scanned the area for any unauthorized ship.

		  Inside, Chakotay sat facing Janeway, with the guards sitting two behind, two on the other side of the small craft. All was quiet. Starfleet admiral and Maquis outlaw both lost in a world of thought.

		  Thinking about the conference that was to come.

		  Time passed in total silence, the two men studying each other. Both knowing the future of the Federation depended on the result of the next few hours.

		  Suddenly, the silence was broken by a slight, barely audible sound.

		  The air around Chakotay began to shimmer.

		  Janeway, about to speak, sat with open mouth, words unsaid.

		  Stunned, admiral and startled guards, with phasers still in place, stared at the vacant seat.
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		he peeping of her console brought Kathryn Janeway back to the world of wakefulness. Rolling over, she forced ladened eyelids open far enough to peek at her twentieth century clock. A gift from her father, it was a replica of a hand-carved one, brought over by a distant seventeen-century ancestor from Ireland.

		  Using her hand, she pushed into a sitting position, quickly disengaging herself from the warmth and comfort of her bed. “Damn! I told him so!”

		  Grabbing her dressing gown, stepping carefully over the still sleeping dog, Janeway headed for the outer room. Hurrying to her desk, without waiting to sit down, she activated the monitor. “So Dad, how did Chakotay escape?”

		  The furious face of Admiral Janeway growled. “How did you know?”

		  Tightening the house-coat, she sat down. “You would not be calling me at 02:30 to ask the time of day!”

		  Admiral Janeway banged a fist on the desk in his office. “Kathryn! How did they know? How did they engineer such an escape? He just vanished. It had to be by transporter, from where, I don’t know. There was no warning, no ships, nothing. Just puff and he was gone. We were scanning constantly, even on guard for cloaked ships and transport signals from Earth. One moment he was sitting in front of me, the next he was gone! No trace! Nothing from the anklet! No warp signature from a ship! Absolutely nothing!”

		  The younger Janeway tapped her fingers on the arm of her chair. “Well, obviously, he was not beamed into open space. What about the warden? He knew beforehand?”

		  The fire in the eyes of the admiral almost melted the computer monitor. “Only an hour before. However, we’re not ruling anything out. From the time I notified Britt until I arrived, he was at the penal colony the whole time. As a precaution, I had outgoing communications monitored. No unusual transmissions, unless there was a hidden code which we missed. I’ve order a complete investigation of all communications from the prison and Starfleet Command, plus a review of all activities of anyone involved, from security guards to office staff. I’ll be examining every piece of information, myself.”

		  In frustration he shook his head. “Katie, I don’t know. Nobody, other than myself, knew beforehand. I revealed the destination coordinates only after we were airborne, and only then did I contact Britt.”

		  Thinking of all the hard work that had just vanished into space, the captain was more than slightly annoyed. “It is possible the Maquis were monitoring the prison for unusual activity, ready for this moment.”

		  Her father rubbed his hand along the edge of his desk. “Possible. I had thought of that, and felt prepared. The main question is, how did they do it? No ship! When there had to be a ship!”

		  The younger Janeway rubbed tired eyes with her fingers, while her mind went into action. “Well, there’s only one way to find out. I guess you want me to bring him back!”

		  There was no reply from her father.

		  Kathryn pointed out the obvious. “Okay, but this will not be easy. Without a doubt, I will not be able to send Tuvok undercover again.”

		  Thinking of how best to proceed Kathryn Janeway began drumming her fingers faster and faster on the desk. A sign of intense irritation. “I need Tom Paris!”

		  “Paris!” Exclaimed her father in surprise.

		  The captain nodded. “Yes! He was a member of the Maquis longer than Tuvok, therefore Paris might have some information. Especially, since he was one of their pilots, it stands to reason he would know about their bases and operations. This time I don’t see any alternative but to go into the Badlands. Maybe Chakotay would be interested in a cup of coffee.”

		  “Kathryn!” responded the completely baffled admiral.

		  She had no time for explanations. “Nothing! Just get me Tom Paris.”

		  As the admiral’s anger subsided, his concern moved to the forefront. “You have him and anything else which you need. It’s vital you find Chakotay. Use any means necessary. Just find him!”

		  The captain then made a pledge she would keep. Though not in the manner she envisioned. “Dad, I promise you, that Maquis leader will remember the name of Kathryn Janeway until he dies!”

		  A quick smile crossed the admiral’s face. “I’m sure of that!”

		  Both his voice and face became solemn and grave. “Kathryn, it’s vital I speak with Chakotay. Today, right after you left, I received a message from Jean-Luc.”

		  The lines under his eyes deepened, fatigue and worry made his face suddenly old. “It does not look good. Evidently, there was contact between the Cardassians and Dominion before commencement of the peace negotiations with the Federation. Perhaps, as much as two years before; however, we still don’t know the results of those meetings. Were they trade negotiations, or were they anti-Federation perhaps planning an invasion? Knowing Cardassia… Katie, this is top priority, top secret. As far as your official orders are concerned, you are to apprehend and return Chakotay to prison. However, you have another order… directly from me. It is far more urgent I speak with him.”

		  His eyes registered the horror that lay on the horizon. “We are facing a much greater threat than the Cardassians alone would ever be. Perhaps the greatest danger, outside of the Borg, this Federation has ever been up against. Instead of wasting time trying to recapture Chakotay, try to speak with him. I want you to arrange a meeting between the two of us. If he should request it, in the Badlands at a place of his choosing. You have authorization to make any arrangements that you deem fit.”

		  Realizing the implications of the Cardassian-Dominion alliance, Kathryn felt her stomach muscles tighten into a know. “I’ll do whatever is necessary!”

		  “I know I can depend on you!” Admiral Janeway closed the transmission.

		  Slowly, the captain turned off her monitor. Deep in thought, she started to dress. No use going back to bed when there was so much to do… and think about. At the moment, she didn’t know whom she was angrier at, Chakotay for having escaped, or her father for having taken such a risk. Though he did have a very good reason for having done so.

		  Reaching down, she patted the head of the now awake dog. “Molly, I fear this is not going to be easy. First I have to find Chakotay, in his own backyard. A backyard he knows inside and out. Somehow, I promise you, I’ll find him. Wherever he is!”

		  Six hours later Captain Kathryn Janeway headed her ship in the direction of the Badlands. And one Maquis Commander Chakotay!
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		ocated at the perimeter of the bridge, the tactical station stood behind and slightly to the left of the command area. Studying the readouts, Janeway and Cavit were discussing with Tuvok details of what lay ahead. With them, Tom Paris, released from prison into the captain’s custody, under the provision that he aid in locating Chakotay.

		  Janeway turned to Paris. “As one of their pilots, you must have knowledge of the Badlands, and the most likely location of Chakotay.”

		  He replied with a trace of amusement in his voice. “Captain, I have some knowledge. Chakotay was careful about how much any one person knew. He has the Maquis divided into several divisions, each with a different home base. Except for group leaders, there is little contact between the various sections. Only his most trusted advisors, Evans and Ro Laren, know all the locations.”

   		  Janeway hid her surprise. ‘Ro Laren? An advisor!’ This would be news to her father. Evidently, there were several things Starfleet intelligence did not know. She wondered what other surprises would come her way?

   		  Paris pointed to the console. “May I?”

   		  The captain stepped aside.

   		  For several minutes, he bent over the panel, studying a display of the Badlands. Finally he straightened his long, lean frame. Tapping the map with his finger, slowly, thoughtfully, Paris informed Janeway. “Chakotay has several bases in the Terokof Belt. In this area here. These are the ones favored by the Maquis. They are well secluded, extremely difficult to locate.”

   		  Looking directly at the captain, Paris’ voice carried more than a trace of insolence, as he tilted his head in the direction of the conn. “Unless you know about them. They are protected by major plasma storms. Your helmsman better be good. You might be sorry for not allowing me to be on the conn.”

   		  Janeway made no reply. Only discipline prevented the captain from showing her intense dislike for young Paris. He was arrogant and cocky, everything a member of Starfleet should not be. She was looking forward to the end of this mission, when once and for all she would be rid of this mutinous youngster.

   		  The captain moved closer to the display, examining the area pointed out by Paris. “This is a large region. Are you able to narrow it down?”

   		  Paris answered easily. Knowing, but not caring, about the captain’s opinion of Tom Paris. He drew a circle with his finger. “My guess, he could be here. On this M-class planetoid.”

   		  Janeway looked up at the Vulcan standing beside her. “Mr. Tuvok, do you agree?”

   		  The security chief glanced down at the console. “It is logical. I have heard of these bases, Mr. Paris is correct, only a few know of their location. During the time I was with the Maquis, Commander Chakotay did not take his ship into the Terokof Belt. Though, on several occasions the Commander and Mr. Evans did go by shuttle, and is rumored to be the site of Chakotay’s own headquarters. This region is extremely dangerous, perhaps the most treacherous in the Badlands.”

   		  Janeway looked directly at Paris. “You were there?”

   		  He shrugged indifferently. “Only once. Just after joining the Maquis, I was taken into the Terokof Belt to speak with Chakotay. Look Captain, I was the chief pilot onboard his ship for only a week, during this time Chakotay did not go to his headquarters and command center. I do not know the exact location, only what I can surmise based on rumors. It never really mattered.”

   		  Continuing to study the readout of the region, Janeway did not like what she saw. Major plasma storms were an understatement. “I suspect Chakotay, or the other Maquis while he was in prison, may have moved, or be in the process of moving the bases.”

   		  Shaking his head, Paris uttered a hallow laugh. “It’s not that simple. It took months to locate the ones he now has. In the Badlands, you take what it gives you.”

   		  Placing his hand on the wall, he regarded Janeway in a condescending manner. “Captain, you have no idea what you’re heading into. Not all land masses are habitable. Not all plasma storms can be navigated. The combination of the two are difficult to find. But why would they go to the trouble of moving? Chakotay would never give out their locations.”

   		  Staring directly into the eyes of Tom Paris, Janeway beckoned with her head in his direction. “What about you? As a member of Chakotay’s crew, you could have facts and details which others would not. I’m sure they would consider the possibility of you exchanging early release for information.”

   		  Then she added with a bit to her voice. “Exactly as you are doing!”

   		  Tom took a deep breath, at the same time shaking his head. “Captain, Captain, you don’t understand. It really does not matter. This is Chakotay’s territory. I, or someone else, can tell you where he is, getting there is another story. Why do you think he chose the Badlands? You have to know and understand the storms, which takes months of study. Even with the Federation’s advanced computers, this data must be collected right on location… over a period of time. Then, and only then, it would take a whole fleet of ships to harm the Maquis in here. The possibility of a large number of ships surviving, either Starfleet or Cardassian, is virtually impossible. Chakotay knows that.”

   		  Removing his hand, standing straight and tall, Tom Paris returned the steady gaze of the captain. “Besides, Chakotay has a warning system set up along the safe routes into the Badlands. This is one of his ‘little secrets’. I found out only by accident, and only because I was a pilot. He knows the moment any ship enters the area, he has several surprises set up along these pathways. No ship travels in the Badlands… unless Chakotay allows it to do so.”

   		  He then added in a mocking tone of voice. “If I thought you had a chance… I would not be here!”

   		  His attitude grating on her nerves, Janeway refrained from allowing Paris any satisfaction by replying. Instead, she turned to the female lieutenant manning the conn. “Stadi, adjust our course to the new heading.”

   		  Stadi quickly tapped instructions into her panel. “Aye, Captain! Course laid in, seven-mark-seven-two-five.”

   		  Walking over to her command chair, Janeway sat down. Paris slowly followed, stopping beside her seat.

   		  Fascinated, Janeway watched the ribbons of plasma flashing in anger. First one way, then another. Lashing and flaring against the blackness of space. Tendrils reaching, hoping to grasp and destroy any ship unfortunate enough to venture within their range.

   		  Paris looked down at Janeway. “Beautiful and dangerous!”

   		  She felt a chill run up and down her spine, understanding Chakotay’s reason for choosing the Badlands. This region was not only treacherous, but finding one man would be the proverbial needle in a haystack, with deadly traps every inch of the way. Now she knew why Paris had so readily agreed to help her… an easy ticket out of prison.

   		  Well, she would take this haystack apart piece-by-piece if necessary. This young man and a certain Maquis leader were in for a surprise. Kathryn Janeway was not one to allow anything to stand in her way.

   		  Even plasma storms! Especially with so much depending on her success.

   		  From the ops position, Harry Kim’s voice rang out across the bridge. “Captain! There’s a ship heading our way. It’s Maquis!”




	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 20

		J

		aneway turned in her seat. For an instant, she stared at the newest and youngest member of her crew. “Heading our way? Ensign, are you sure?”

		  Straight out of Starfleet Academy, this was Harry Kim’s first mission. Try as he might, the young man could not prevent his voice from revealing nervous excitement. “Yes, ma’am! Directly in our direction. An intercept course. They will be within viewscreen range in one minute, communication range in four.”

		  Janeway was puzzled. ‘Could he be planning an attack?’ “Mr. Kim, is it possible they have not detected us?”

		  The reply came from Tuvok. “No, Captain.”

		  Standing up, Janeway faced her security chief.

		  The Vulcan enlightened the captain. “Mr. Paris is correct. Chakotay has reconnaissance ships and beacons along the perimeter. He knew the moment we entered the Badlands. As very few ships travel the exact route of this Maquis ship, it is logical to assume this is Chakotay, and he is aware of our presence. If for some reason we did enter unnoticed, which is illogical, Chakotay would have nevertheless detected us several minutes ago.”

		  Janeway resisted the desire to comment on the use of so much logic.

		  She stepped closer to the tactical station. “Mr. Tuvok, I don’t remember any mention in your reports about this warning system.”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “No Captain, there was no reason. It had no bearing on my orders which specifically covered the trap on Syzygie, and conveying information to that end.”

		  Placing her hands on her hips, Janeway gave her head a small shake. And she had mentioned to Chakotay about carefully wording questions and orders when dealing with a Vulcan.

		  Cavit cut short her thoughts. “Chakotay! That damn Maquis is attacking! Red Alert! Raise shields! Bring weapons online!”

		  Janeway spun around. “Belay that order!”

		  She turned back to Harry Kim. “Ensign! Can you identify that ship?”

		  Kim urgently ran his hands over his panel. “The energy from a major plasma up ahead is interfering with the sensors. There, I have it! Yes, Ma’am, it is Chakotay!”

		  The captain took a deep breath. The haystack had suddenly become much smaller. But why? “Has he raised shields or powered weapons?”

		  “No, Ma’am.” Harry Kim replied.

		  Janeway made a silent memo to speak to her new ops chief about using ‘Captain’ instead of ‘Ma’am’. “Mr. Kim, alert me should Chakotay bring his weapons online or raise shields.”

		  “Yes, Ma’am.” Intent on the panel, Harry Kim failed to see his captain give her head a small shake.

		  She looked at her first officer. “Until Chakotay makes an aggressive move, we will not.”

		  The captain then turned in the direction of the conn. “Stadi, maintain heading.”

		  An agitated Cavit attempted to reason with Janeway. “Captain! We should go to red alert. There is no telling what this outlaw is planning. We are at risk by doing nothing.”

		  Janeway looked at her first officer. “Your objection is noted. My orders remain. We follow whatever course of action Chakotay takes. I doubt he wants an armed conflict. Certainly not here in the Badlands.”

		  She moved over to the ops station. Mr. Kim, has Chakotay scanned us?”

		  The nervous ensign tried to respond as would a seasoned officer. “Yes, Captain.”

		  “Then he knows our weapons are not online,” reflected Janeway softly, more to herself than to anyone else.

		  Kim raised his eyes off the panel before him. “Captain, the ship is within viewing range.”

		  “On screen!” Janeway quickly turned toward the viewscreen. Eager to see the Maquis ship, she took a step forward.

		  For the next couple of minutes, nobody spoke. Walking back to her seat, the captain sat down, her eyes glued to the approaching ship. While appearing to settle back comfortably, in reality, her whole body was alive with expectation. ‘Why had the needle come to her?’

		  Watching Chakotay slowly closing the distance between the two vessels, she admired the sleek lines of a well-designed ship. Of a ship built for speed and endurance. A fighter, a survivor.

		  Harry Kim broke the silence. “Chakotay’s hailing us.”

		  Janeway was extremely pleased at this unexpected turn of events.

		  Chakotay’s now familiar face appeared on the viewscreen. He smiled a greeting. “Captain Janeway, I’ve been expecting you.”

		  Janeway feigned surprise. “Really! I didn’t expect a welcoming committee. Don’t tell me, you had a change of heart and wish to surrender.”

		  The Marquis leader grinned. “Captain, I’m sorry to disappoint you. As much as I enjoyed your excellent hospitality… I’m afraid the answer is no. It’s simply a matter of preferring to face you on my terms. This time!”

		  Gently swinging one crossed leg, Janeway gave an excellent appearance of someone completely at ease. “And now what?”

		  

		  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Tom Paris edging as close to the wall as he could, out of viewscreen range. Evidently, he did not want to be seen by Chakotay. Momentarily, she found pleasure in his discomfort.

		  The Maquis leader pretended to think for a moment. “You could turn around and leave.”

		  He shook his head. “No, somehow I doubt you would do that.”

		  Copying his adversary’s relaxed position, Chakotay also appeared to settle back comfortably. He rubbed his hand along the arm of his chair. “So… I guess that means we sit here staring at each other, hoping one of us will eventually tire.”

		  Leaning one elbow on the armrest, Janeway rubbed the hand along her chin. What was he planning? Would Chakotay risk transporting in an attempt to board and seize her ship? Why had he met her instead of forcing her to hunt for him?

		  She smiled cordially, giving a small welcoming gesture with her hand. “Why not come over and discuss it?”

		  Chakotay slightly angled his body in the direction of the viewscreen. “Captain! I walked into your trap once. You may have enjoyed the four months I spent in prison. However… I did not!”

		  The captain shrugged her shoulders in apparent hopeless resignation. “Well, I can try… can’t I?”

		  Janeway then retaliated. “Yes, I did enjoy having you in prison. And definitely want you back there!”

		  The Maquis leader laughed. “Captain, as much as I would like to please you, I have no intention of making it easy. Certainly, not as easy as last time!”

		  Janeway gave her head a small toss. “Chakotay! I assure you, that trap was not easy to plan, much less carry out. However, it was worth the effort. That is, until you escaped. I had intended for the Federation to hold onto you.”

		  By now, the two bridge crews were staring at their commanders, both of whom gave the illusion of being completely at ease. The non-aggressive conversational by-play flowing so lightly between Janeway and Chakotay had them confused. This was not the type of confrontation they had expected.

		  What the crews did not realize, though the tones were light, both the captain and commander were on their guard as never before. Neither underestimated the other. Both trying to figure out what move the other would make.

		  Thinking about how to carry out her father’s orders, Janeway wondered if Chakotay would trust her. If she promised to allow him to leave, that no attempt would be made to hold him, would the Maquis leader transport over for a meeting. Or perhaps, he would agree to a meeting onboard his ship.

		  Janeway decided to try the latter. “Commander, it would appear we have reached impass. So… unless we’re prepared to spend the rest of our lives here, we need to resolve the situation. I, for one, would like to continue the conversation which we started onboard my ship, would you allow me to transport over, unarmed and alone?”

		  If Chakotay felt any surprise at Janeway’s offer, he did not show it. But he did appear uncertain. “Well… Captain, I don’t know. However, I might consider your request if you offered to bring along a flask of your coffee.”

		  The captain smiled. “I’m sure, Commander, that would not be a problem.”

		  She was about to stand when a flash of light coursed through both ships.

		  Janeway and Chakotay both leaped to their feet.

		  The captain whirled in the direction of the tactical station. “Tuvok, report!”

		  The Vulcan replied in his usual calm manner. “We were scanned by some type of tetryon beam.”

		  Janeway turned to her ops station. “Source, Mr. Kim?”

		  The young ensign replied in a voice not so calm. “Unknown!”

		  Kim’s hands flew over his console. “The distance is too great to pinpoint the origin.”

		  She pivoted back to the viewscreen. “Chakotay, were your sensors able to track the source?”

		  Chakotay looked at his ops station. “Javis?”

		  The Maquis operator shook his head. “Sorry, Chakotay, it’s beyond even our range.”

		  Chakotay’s attention returned to Janeway. “Perhaps…”

		  “Captain!” Kim cried out, forever leaving Chakotay’s words unfinished.

		  In a voice tense from fear, his hands racing back and forth across his display, Harry Kim informed his captain. “There’s a massive displacement wave heading directly in our direction!”

		  Dread leaped into the hearts of both Janeway and Chakotay, as they cried out in unison. “Onscreen!”

		  On the two ships, the view shifted from each other to that of space. What the two commanders saw chilled both of them. White solid energy exploded before their eyes. A massive sheet of distortion capable of crushing them as a giant would an ant.

		  A force sent to destroy!

		  A force from hell!

		  Janeway spun around to Tuvok. “Analysis!”

		  The Vulcan replied in a composed, unemotional voice. “Some type of polarized magnetic variation.”

		  “Captain!” Chakotay’s grave voice rang out over the still open comm. channel. “Captain! We might be able to outrun it.”

		  Chakotay took over his conn. “Captain, follow me. I know a way around these plasma storms.”

		  In desperation, Chakotay turned his ship away from the body of destruction bearing relentlessly down on them.”

		  Janeway moved toward Stadi. “Set the same course as Chakotay!”

		  The helmsman tapped her controls. “New heading, two-mark-one-two-zero-four.”

		  Cavit moved in Janeway’s direction. “You can’t trust this… this traitor. He’s probably leading us into a trap.”

		  Janeway swung in irritation towards her first officer. “I doubt that! Mr. Cavit… unless you have another option, we do not have much choice.”

		  She made a mental note to have a very serious talk with her first officer. That is, if they survive.

		  Tuvok’s placid voice rang out over the bridges of both ships. “The wave will reach us in four… three… two… one…”

		  Annihilation bore down.

		  Janeway and Chakotay cried out a warning to their crews. “Brace for impact!”

		  The wave crashed down on the two small ships.

		  As if matchsticks, Starfleet and Maquis were picked up and flung as a small stick before a storm.

		  Both helpless as they became a pawn of fate.

		  On his ship, beside his conn, Chakotay lay quiet and still.

		  Janeway, gasping in vain for the railing, was thrown to the deck. She struck hard, hitting her head on the flooring.

		  Her last conscious thought was to the danger of both helpless ships colliding!
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		wareness returned. With it came the sickening smell of burning circuitry and flesh.

		  Slowly pushing herself onto her knees, Janeway attempted to clear away the fog smothering her brain. As her eyes finally started to register her surroundings, they focused on a scene of unbelievable destruction.

		  Holding onto the arm of her command chair, the captain regained her feet. In total horror, she looked around at what used to be her bridge. “Report!”

		  The captain’s voice brought Harry Kim back to his senses. Responding immediately, as best he could, the ensign grabbed hold of a console. Pulling himself upright, he dragged his aching body back to his station. Hands and face covered with cuts, his right uniform sleeve ripped from shoulder to elbow. At least all his bones were in one piece.

		  Still in a daze, Kim forced himself to concentrate on his panel. Tapping display after display, they revealed the immense amount of damage the ship had suffered. “Comm. lines to most of the ship are down. Trying to reestablish. Multiple hull breaches.”

		  Janeway’s mind began racing over all that had to be attended to. “Use the operating comm. lines to get repair teams onto those breaches, and make sure the injured are being attended to.”

		  She walked over to Tuvok’s station. The Vulcan was already on his feet, a small cut on his forehead oozed green blood. Cavit, just in front of tactical, was climbing to his feet. Both men had suffered little more than minor bruises.

		  Others were not so fortunate.

		  Janeway took a deep breath. “Tuvok, is your console working?”

		  He tapped several of the control buttons. “Not at the moment, Captain.”

		  “Work on it!” She wondered how much of her ship would be operational.

		  She turned to her first officer. “Until we have ship-wide communications, organize teams to start a deck to deck evaluation. Attend to the injured. Make sure that everyone who requires medical care receives it as quickly as possible. It might be necessary to establish emergency triage facilities. Find out the situation down in sickbay, coordinate rescue and treatment efforts with Dr. Fitzgerald. Prioritize those who are injured, try to sedate anyone who must wait. Assign crews to the most badly damaged areas, concentrate on main systems. Report back here once you have the teams assembled. If the bridge is any indication as to the rest of the ship…”

		  She gestured hopelessly with her arm.

		  “Yes, Captain!” Cavit immediately headed towards the turbolift.

		  Concerned the lift might not be in working condition, Janeway watched her first officer then breathed a sigh of relief when the doors slid shut behind him.

		  Crossing her fingers, hoping Chakotay had survived, Janeway took a step in the direction of ops. “Mr. Kim, what about the Maquis, can you locate their ship and do we have communications with them? What about the viewscreen?”

		  Desperately Harry Kim worked in the damaged controls. “I’m trying, Captain. I don’t know about the viewscreen, but there is something registering on my sensors, which I believe would be their ship and there does appear to be life signs onboard. Perhaps the outgoing comm. line will work.”

		  Waiting for contact with Chakotay to be reestablished, Janeway walked to the centre of the bridge. Looking around, she took a deep breath, what the captain saw made her feel sick. The injured were being attended to, the dead would have to wait.

		  She wondered how many of Chakotay’s crew survived, and what about the Maquis leader himself?

		  Paris, just regaining consciousness, slowly climbed to his feet. Except for being dazed, he was unhurt. Apprehensively, he approached the conn. One look told him all he needed to know… Stadi was not so lucky. The unnatural position of her body left no doubt, the young lieutenant was one of the victims of that which had been enacted upon them.

		  “Paris, are you all right?” Janeway asked gently, taking a step in his direction.

		  Eyes on the woman lying beside the conn, Paris replied softly. “Yes, Captain! I’m all right.”

		  Fighting a wave of nausea, with tender care, he moved the broken body aside.

		  Then the ex-con sat down, doing whatever could be done to bring the damaged systems back online. Using skills and training that, on the day Starfleet had sent him to prison, Tom Paris felt he would never again utilize onboard a ship carrying the emblem of Starfleet and the Federation.

		  A sizzling sound came from under the panel, the small obvious.

		  “Damn!” Cursing to himself, Paris dropped down under the console to repair burnt wiring.

		  Shaking her head in despair, Janeway turned to Kim. “Any luck with the comm. lines?”

		  Busy with his panel, Harry Kim did not look up. “I think so, Captain. Just a minute more. I’m still unable to reconnect lines to the rest of the ship… There! We have a link to the Maquis, and I also have the viewscreen operational.”

		  “Good work, Mr. Kim.” Turning away, Janeway focused her attention on the screen as it hissed and crackled.

		  Finally Chakotay appeared. The Maquis ship, a mirror of her own. As on her own Starfleet ship, Janeway could see the dead and the injured. Panels burnt black, sparks shooting everywhere. Smoke curling up from smoldering debris. Pieces of broken ceiling hanging in fragments, or lying on the floor, serving as shrouds for the dead.

		  “Chakotay, any idea where we are, or what caused this?” Her uniform disheveled, pieces of hair hanging over her face, a cut on one cheek, Janeway did not worry about the picture she presented. There were more pressing matters.

		  Neither did the Maquis leader. Bleeding from lacerations on his left arm and a small cut on his chin, his concern was for the injured. Around him, Janeway could see members of his crew tending to their fallen comrades.

		  A voice came from behind her. “Excuse me, Captain.”

		  Turning her head, Janeway saw two crewmen in the process of lifting a piece of a console off an unfortunate member of her crew.

		  With mounting rage against the perpetrator of this carnage, she moved out of the way. Turning back to the screen, she waited for Chakotay, who was talking to his second-in-command. Slowly, Janeway walked in the direction of her damaged conn.

		  She could see and hear the Maquis leader giving orders. “Evans, go with Javis down to sickbay, the doctor is not responding. If necessary, activate the EMH.”

		  One of the men, who from Tuvok’s earlier reports, she knew to be Evans, responded. “I’m on my way. But Chakotay, the Emergency Medical Hologram is untried. We can’t be sure the program will work.”

		  The Maquis commander ran his hand through his hair, causing pieces of ash to go flying. “I know! We may have no choice. Perhaps the doc is okay, the comm. line might just be down. Keep me posted.”

		  Evans nodded, then quickly joined the other man waiting at the turbolift.

		  Chakotay turned back to Janeway. “Sorry, Captain. I have no idea where we are or what happened.”

		  His eyes looked around Janeway, slowly moving over the Starfleet bridge. “I see you are in no better condition than we are. My sensors and scanning system is offline. With the damages those systems took, I doubt they will be operational anytime soon.”

		  Janeway, trying to get the conn panel back to life, worked with Paris, who was still repairing burned out wiring underneath the console. We have multiple hull breaches and most of our comm. lines are down. I dread to think of the casualty count. We are…”

		  Suddenly Harry Kim interrupted Janeway. “Captain! There’s something out there!”

		  Janeway turned her head. “Get it on screen! Share it with the Maquis ship. Keep the comm. line between Chakotay and myself open!”

		  Tight lipped, the young ensign struggled with the damaged controls. After what seemed an eternity, the viewscreen switched from the Maquis ship to some sort of space station.

		  A strange oblong structure, throwing energy discharges into the dark unknown of space, filled the viewscreen. For several seconds, both commanders stared at the object.

		  Janeway was completely bewildered. “Chakotay! Have you ever seen anything like this?”

		  The startled Maquis leader was just as confused as the Starfleet captain. “Never! I don’t think there is anything like this in Federation territory. Where the hell are we?”
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		nsign Harry Kim had the answer to Chakotay’s question. His hands unmoving on the console, his voice quiet. “Captain… according to these readings, we’re on the other side of the galaxy. We’re over seventy thousand light-years from the Alpha Quadrant.”

		  Tom Paris slid out from under the conn. Still clutching a broken piece of wire, he sat there open-mouthed on the deck, staring at Kim. Hoping he had heard incorrectly.

		  Feeling as though she had just walked through a force field, Janeway stood frozen in place. Her eyes glued to the viewscreen and the alien array. Hiding her shock, the captain managed to override the tightness in her throat, forcing her voice to sound normal. “Ensign, switch the viewscreen back to Chakotay.”

		  She looked into the face of the Maquis leader. A face that was the mirror image of her own bewildered one.

		  Concealing dismay, her mind in a whirl, Janeway turned in the direction of her ops officer. The captain’s voice equally as quiet as his had been. “Mr. Kim, are you certain?”

		  Removing his eyes from the display, Harry Kim looked at Janeway. Looking, hoping for answers from his captain. “Yes, Ma’am.”

		  Janeway had no answers. There was only one answer she could give. “I see.”

		  Turning back to the viewscreen, Kathryn Janeway had no reply to the unspoken question.

		  “I heard.” Chakotay spoke quietly, his mind beginning to gasp the implications.

		  Stunned silence descended onboard the bridge of both ships. All movements halted as the crews turned to their captains for reassurance.

		  Reassurance that could not be forthcoming.

		  The Maquis leader and Starfleet captain resisted the rising sense of dread and panic. Determined not to show before their crews the absolute shock and fear they were now feeling. Nothing in the experience of either one had ever prepared them for this. Two ships, desperately in need of help, alone in unknown space. Cut off from all they knew, from all help. Just the two of them… alone!

		  The hunter and the hunted, two enemies, thousands of light-years from home.

		  Abruptly, startling everybody, bringing them back to reality, the silence was broken.

		  Onboard Chakotay’s ship, the somber voice of Evans drifted out of the comm. system. “Chakotay, sickbay is a mess. Both the doctor and nurse are dead. We’ve activated the EMH, but this place is full… with more arriving…”

		  At that moment, the comm. lines on Janeway’s ship sputtered a few times then… “Dr. Fitzgerald to Bridge! Bridge respond!”

		  Expecting the worst, Janeway rested her hands on the conn panel, trying to draw strength from the cold, hard steel of the ship. At least her doctor had survived. “Janeway here!”

		  The reply came from a very impatient and irritated medical officer. “About time! I need help down here! In no way am I able to cope with such a large amount of massive injuries.”

		  Dr. Fitzgerald added as an afterthought. “The nurse is dead! Meaning I have no one to assist me!”

		  Wishing her ship was equipped with an EMH, Janeway turned to Kim. “Ensign, get down to sickbay!”

		  Realizing he had done all that he could, at least for the moment, Paris leaped to his feet. “Harry, wait for me!”

		  A frantic call from engineering demanded the captain’s attention. “Carey to Bridge. We’re in shambles down here. Casualties heavy, including the chief. Danger of a warp-core breach!”

		  Janeway sprung into action. “Secure engineering systems! I’m on my way!”

		  Turning from the viewscreen, she glimpsed Chakotay also rushing in the direction of his turbolift, intent upon lending an experienced hand somewhere on his own crippled ship.

		  What she missed was the look Cavit, who had just returned to the bridge, threw in the direction of the Maquis.

		  Janeway rushed past her first officer. “Mr. Cavit, the bridge is yours. Such as it is. Keep the comm. line open with Chakotay.”

		  The door slid shut as the captain stood rigid and tight-lipped in the center of the lift. “Engineering!”
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		aneway’s quick strides carried her swiftly down the corridor to Engineering. As the door opened, she was forced to slow down by the sight greeting her. Gasping in horror, with tightly clenched fists, she stepped around a body stretched out across her path.

		  The distress of the situation growing as she looked around. At the massive damage and carnage of what had been engineering. At the burned, broken bodies of the dead. At those, who despite their own injuries, were offering comfort to comrades worse off.

		  As on the bridge, the destruction was beyond belief. She was amazed that her ship was still in one piece. To Janeway’s relief, an emergency medical team entered Engineering, quickly taking care of the injured.

		  Her attention was immediately drawn back to the danger they faced by the callous computer voice chanting on and on… “Warp-core fracture, possibility of a warp-core breach. Warp-core fracture, danger…”

		  Janeway spotted Carey standing with one of the few remaining engineers beside the core chamber.

		  Quickly, she moved in their direction. “Carey! Lock down the magnetic constrictors!”

		  His head swung in Janeway’s direction. “We might have a problem afterwards!”

		  The captain’s voice nullified any additional argument. “No choice! We have to take the risk. Do it!”

		  “Yes, Captain!” Carey jumped to the only functioning control panel. Fortunately, it stood just in front of the core. He inputted the necessary commands.

		  Mentally crossing her fingers, Janeway anxiously watched the warp-core. She counted the passing seconds… one… two… three… four… five… Suddenly, there was a burst of light as the seal slipped into place.

		  She held her breath as slowly, ever so slowly, the escaping nitrogen tapered down into nothing. She moved closer, placing her hands on the railing.

		  Carey motioned to the young woman standing beside him. “Grab that vice!”

		  Kneeling down, swiftly the two engineers began working on the damage near the base of the core. Within minutes, the fracture was repaired.

		  Standing up, Carey looked over at his captain. “Now… to get the warp-core back online.”

		  ‘Yes, now!’ Janeway thought to herself. Now the test. Would they be able to reestablish the dilithium reaction.

		  She nodded to Carey. “Unlock the constrictors.”

		  Returning to the console, the engineer quickly tapped the display, sending instructions to the computer.

		  Janeway waited!

		  Carey waited!

		  Once again, the seconds ticking by.

		  Then, with a dazzling flash of blue light, the core flared back into life.

		  Grinning, Joe Carey turned to the captain. “Online!”

		  “Pressure?” Janeway, still with mentally crossed fingers, walked over to where Carey was standing.

		  So far this had not been a good day!

		  Pressing the display buttons, Carey studied the figures. “Holding. The core will require additional repairs; however, for the time being we’re out of danger.”

		  Janeway breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Yes, we might be out of danger here; however, what other risks are we facing?’

		  “Mr. Carey…” her words unfinished as the man before her shimmered and vanished.

		  Within seconds, one, then two more dematerialized.

		  Startled, Janeway cried out. “Emergency lockout…”

		  Disappearing as she called out the command to an empty ship. Her words hanging in the air for there was no ears to hear.
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		long with her crew Janeway found herself standing in the middle of a large grassy field. The injured lying on the ground, the others standing in a daze.

		  On one side, stretching as far as the eye could see, stood a cornfield with long yellowish-green stalks full of growing ears. On the other side, a large two-story rustic house. The brown paint fresh and glistening in the sun, the black singled roof in perfect repair. Several yards past the house, a red-sided barn with a raven black roof. A perfect country setting, straight from a picture-book back on Earth.

		  Except they were not on Earth. Instead, they were on an alien space station, light-years away from where they should have been.

		  Close by, stood the Maquis, as confused and disconcerted at their Starfleet adversaries.

		  Chakotay immediately headed in Janeway’s direction. From the look on his face, and the determination of his stride, he was furious. The strange thought, ‘So he is human,’ flashed through her mind. The captain found it interesting that it had taken something of this magnitude to visibly upset the Maquis leader.

		  Before Chakotay reached her, Janeway found Cavit standing before her.

		  The first officer pointed in Chakotay’s direction. “Captain! We must do something about the Maquis!”

		  “Excuse me!” responded an already extremely angry Janeway.

		  Cavit swung his arm. “The outlaws! The rebels…”

		  “Mr. Cavit!” Janeway interrupted, holding in her temper only by enormous effort.

		  She managed to keep her voice level, her tone no nonsense. “Mr. Cavit! At this moment, they are in the same predicament as we are. At this moment, they are not the problem!”

		  She looked around then back at the officer. “Attend to the injured as best you can. Then I want you, and any other member of the crew with a tricorder, to gather as much information as possible. Stay in groups of two or more. If you encounter any of Chakotay’s crew, inquire if they have any knowledge or information. Report back here in one hour.”

		  “Yes, Captain.” Cavit walked away with his hatred of the Maquis rising to a burning level.

		  Chakotay had been close enough to hear the exchange. “I have a feeling your first officer doesn’t like me.”

		  Janeway took a deep breath. “Probably not. However… there is a time and place for everything.”

		  Rubbing her bruised left arm, the captain watched as Cavit began to organize members of her crew. Silently she made a mental note to reprimand him. He was a Starfleet officer and should have better control. His judgment, considering the circumstances, disappointed her. In fact, his actions since the moment Chakotay’s ship had been spotted back in the Badlands, were not what she expected from a first officer.

		  She turned her attention to the man now facing her. The man who, before today, had been her enemy. “Chakotay, I’m prepared to call a truce. My concern is to get everyone, and I mean everyone, safely back home in one piece. Let’s worry about what side we’re on after that.”

		  “Captain, you have my full agreement and cooperation,” Chakotay responded wholeheartedly. Pleased that, at least for the present, he would not have to fight this Starfleet captain. One enemy, especially one unseen and unknown, was problem enough.

		  He glanced around at their surroundings. “The question being who, or what, are we up against?”

		  Janeway pointed over to her right. “That’s a good question. Let’s go over to the house, we’ll be out of hearing range.”

		  They walked side by side in silence, each trying to make sense of recent events. Reaching their destination, Janeway sat down on the steps, while Chakotay remained standing.

		  Not one for caution, the captain jumped in with both feet. “Do you have any knowledge of such technology? Perhaps the Dominion? We know very little about them.”

		  Chakotay looked warily at the captain. “The Dominion?”

		  The time had come for cooperation, not distrust. Janeway had unlocked the door, Chakotay pushed it open.

		  He carefully monitored the captain’s reaction. “No, they don’t have any technology so well advanced. Seventy thousand light-years requires a very high level of scientific achievement. The Dominion, even with Cardassian help, would never have such abilities. I don’t think anybody in, or close to, the Federation that has this capability.”

		  Janeway was pleased with Chakotay’s response. Not wanting to push too hard, but leaving the door open, she took another direction. “Starfleet does have on record a few species with both the knowledge and the power. However, none have ever acted in this manner, nor have they ever damaged or attacked a Starfleet ship. There is one entity in particular which Starfleet is very distrustful of. His name is Q.”

		  Chakotay’s face reflected his puzzlement. “Q! I have never never heard of this Q. What a strange name. Does Q stand for the letter in the alphabet?”

		  Janeway could not prevent herself from laughing. “Q belongs to the Q Continuum. All members are called Q.”

		  Chakotay looked both baffled and amused. “Welllllll, that must lead to some confusion!”

		  The captain’s mind reviewed whatever her father had told. “We’ve never asked. Starfleet knows very little about the Continuum. Except they are very powerful, apparently immortal beings. There is an advisory out to all Starfleet captains to be watchful. While he has caused numerous problems for Jean-Luc Picard of the Enterprise, so far he has not bothered anyone else. Nor has any of the other Qs. Also, while he has great power, and has taken the Enterprise into the Delta Quadrant, though not this far, he never harmed the crew. Both our ships were almost destroyed.”

		  Chakotay gave a low whistle. “He certainly does sound like trouble. I don’t think I want to meet him.”

		  Taking a shot at the Maquis leader was more than Janeway could resist. “Actually, from Jean-Luc told us, Q is considered a bit of a rebel by the Continuum. The two of you should get along well together.”

		  The Maquis leader decided his future would be best served by keeping his mouth shut.

		  With effort, the captain refrained from laughing. However, for a moment, her voice carried the note of amusement. “Anyway, with that aside, be glad you haven’t met Q. He appears to be more mischievous than malevolent. Though he has threatened to destroy mankind, so far Jean-Luc has managed to prevent him from doing so.”

		  Chakotay stared at the captain. “Can you be sure this Q is not behind what happened?”

		  Janeway shook her head. “No, I can’t be sure, but I doubt he is. Based on what happened with Captain Picard, this is not Q’s way. Besides, he usually puts in a personal appearance. Which means… we are probably dealing with a new and dangerous species. One… who has no respect for human life, and with technology far greater than ours. A race we know nothing about, which at this moment renders us helpless.”

		  For several minutes, they continued to toss various theories back and forth. Matching their knowledge with the circumstances. Finally realizing nothing was being accomplished, they grew silent. Each reflecting on what was known, or not known.

		  Exhausting all her possibilities, Janeway’s thoughts drifted to the strangeness of the setting. Glancing up at the Maquis leader, a small smile formed on her face.

		  Seeing the look on Janeway’s face, Chakotay inquired cautiously as to her thoughts “Captain?”

		  Janeway replied with a slight twinkle in her eyes. “I was wondering if the irony of this situation had dawned on you. Our other meetings were under vastly different conditions. The last in the landing bay at the Federation Justice Building.”

		  Chakotay had the grace to look embarrassed.

		  The laughter in Janeway’s eyes deepened. “Now… I hold no weapon, and we are both prisoners in surroundings which back home would be quite pleasant.”

		  Chakotay rubbed his palms together. “I wish you were the one holding the phaser. At least, with you, I would know what to expect.

		  His eyes wandered over their surroundings. “Whoever they are, they went to the trouble of creating a scene in which we would feel comfortable. Something familiar. I wonder where they obtained knowledge of our environment?”

		  “Damn!” Janeway’s sudden exclamation startled Chakotay.

		  The captain quickly explained. “It must have been when they scanned us with the tetryon beam.”

		  She gestured with her hands, opening arms wide. “Bright sunshine, a slight breeze rustling the overhead leaves. There, off to one side, a holographic pond shimmering in the sunlight, and over there a family of ducks heading in the direction of the water. What more could you ask for?”

		  She leaned back, placing her elbows on the step above. Her eyes intense as she looked at Chakotay.

		  It took a moment for the Maquis leader to catch her meaning. “This is beautiful, but it’s not home. Right now, even the penal colony would be wel…

		  Chakotay stopped in mid-sentence. Realization dawning, he stared down at Janeway. “Of course! I see what you mean. When we were scanned… if they obtained this information from our computers, they know about Starfleet and the Maquis. You and me!”

		  She nodded. “Placed together, we should be fighting, not talking. This could be some sort of experiment.”

		  Each of Chakotay’s hands formed a tight fist. “There is that possibility, it would not be the first time. Perhaps whoever is behind all this wants to see how much blood humans can shed.”

		  Janeway’s anger was also evident. “If that is the case, if good men and women have died just so we can be lab rats, for that matter lose of life is never justifiable, I promise you they will regret their actions. At least they have not given us any weapons. Which means, for the moment, they do not want us killing each other.”

		  Placing his hands on his hips, Chakotay glanced downwards. After several seconds of deep thought, he looked up, carefully studying their surroundings before turning back to the captain. “For the moment, I don’t see any alternative but to wait, continue to gather as much information as possible. Until we have a better understanding of what we are up against, there is little we can do.”

		  Janeway nodded. “I agree with you on that point! We need more groundwork before making decisions or attempt to formulate any counter measures.”

		  As he continued, Chakotay was glad the two of them appeared to be similar in reasoning. “Then… if or when we find the alien, or aliens, let’s hope they are reasonable. Eventually… we will find out what this is all about. As you pointed out… we have no weapons. We might find some, then again we might not. Even if we discovered a way back to the ships, what defense do we have against their advanced technology? Especially as both ships have sustained considerable damage. Right now, our best hope would be their intentions are not hostile.”

		  Janeway found her opinion of Chakotay rapidly changing. He was now standing with one foot resting on the step beside her. Elbow on his knee, head bent, contemplating the situation.

		  She realized Chakotay was intelligent with keen insight. Quickly analyzing conditions, enabling him to arrive at possible solutions, various courses of actions. Which, in this case, would depend on what the investigating teams discovered.

		  The captain was beginning to think of Chakotay not as a rebel and outlaw, but as her equal. Despite the situation back in the Alpha Quadrant, years of training instinctively told her this Maquis leader could be depended upon.

		  The step was hard. To ease her position, Janeway leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees. Watching the Maquis leader, she regretted the circumstances under which they had met. If the situation had been different, Chakotay could be congenial company. She gave her head a quick shake. Quickly, almost angrily, Janeway attempted to change her line of thought. Uncomfortable with the path her mind was taking.

		  Glancing up at Chakotay, she met his deep brown eyes as he stared down at her. Obviously, he too had been having similar reflections. Janeway forced herself to remember that once back home she had a duty. A duty to send this man back to prison. Where now he would have to once again stand before the Tribunal. This time, to be held accountable to the charge of escaping, something the Federation would not hold in his favor.

		  Of course, there was her father’s directive to arrange a meeting. This could override the Starfleet order to return Chakotay to prison, even if the opportunity to capture the Maquis leader presented itself. It would depend on what Chakotay had to say and his actions until that time. She had to admit, so far the odds were on his side.

		  She rose to her feet, breaking the awkward silence. “Let’s see what the crew discovers, fortunately several had tricorders.”

		  Chakotay brought his foot back down to the ground. “Let’s hope they do find something, even the smallest piece of information would be welcome. Right now we know practically nothing. Except we are a long, long way from home. Half a dozen of my crew also have tricorders.”

		  He added innocently while looking at his companion. “Which work! We arrived here about ten minutes before you. I had already sent them off to investigate this… well whatever you call it.”

		  Out of the corner of her eye, Janeway watched the reaction of the Maquis leader. “Since joining Starfleet, I’ve done a lot of exploring, seen many strange things. But never like this! Even in the Gamma Quadrant.”

		  Chakotay’s head jerked around. “You were in the Gamma Quadrant?”

		  “Yes, twice,” appearing indifferent Janeway replied very simply to the question.

		  Knowing she had raised the interest of the Maquis leader, the captain said nothing more on the subject. “I’ve gone over all the knowledge I possess, trying to match this type of technology with known species.”

		  She threw up her hands, feeling the same frustration Chakotay was experiencing. “Nothing… I can not recall anything like this, or close to it, ever being recorded in Federation records.

		  Janeway took a couple of small steps away from the house. Stopping, she turned and stared at the building standing there, silent and mysterious.

		  Placing both hands in the small of her back, she attempted to work out the kinks. “I do know, I don’t like it!”

		  Chakotay turned to face the Starfleet captain. “Neither do I. I doubt either one of us would ever enjoy being at the mercy of the unknown. When meeting an enemy face to face, you know where you stand.”

		  Janeway was about to suggest exploring the house, when she noticed a movement off to the side had captured Chakotay’s attention. Turning his head, the Maquis leader was standing still, watching something. Slowly, folding his arms across his chest, he gave a small chuckle.

		  Janeway followed his line of sight. Harry Kim had just exited a shed, with him, Tom Paris. She ran a hand along her neck.

		  Chakotay turned back to face her, a strange, small grin on his face. “Tom Paris! I was wondering what you would do this time. Obviously, I would never allow Tuvok back into my crew. It also answers why, and how you discovered, the route into Terokof Belt, especially in such a short space of time.”

		  Janeway laughed. Amusement lit up her eyes. “Yes, I assumed Tuvok would not be able to rejoin your crew. I hypothesize you will be very careful about new crewmembers… Especially Vulcans.”

		  Chakotay locked eyes with Janeway. “Captain! As long as both of us occupy the same universe, I intend to be very careful about everything and everyone!”

		  Only respect. No rancor, no anger. His eyes shone with a challenge. A friendly challenge of wits, not weapons. One that Janeway silently acknowledged and accepted. One that, unknown to both of them, would last until they were no more.

		  “What…?!” Crying out in unison as a white blinding light suddenly engulfed both of them. Janeway had just enough time to register Chakotay’s startled face, a reflection of her own.

		  In a fraction of a second, Janeway found herself transported from an enjoyable farm setting to a hard, cold metal examination table.

		  Unable to move her body, the captain could see Harry Kim on one side, Chakotay on the other. Without straps or visible restraints, she was held in place by some invisible force. Naked, flat on her back. Eyes staring up at a terrifying assortment of tubes, wires, probes of various sizes.

		  Horrified, Janeway watched as several long needles disconnected themselves from the assembly. Inch by inch, they crept downward. Inch by inch, they slid toward her waiting body. In vain, she attempted to twist away. To escape the approaching terror.

		  Hopeless! To her rising panic, Janeway realized her body was locked in position. Gritting her teeth, she tried again to twist away. Without success! Terrified, all she could do was wait.

		  Wait for the coming evil.

		  Without mercy, the instruments forged their painful paths through skin, bone, tissue. More probes, more needles, piercing legs, arms, and chest. Only her face remained free from mutilation.

		  One either side, as in the rest of the laboratory, similar scenarios were being played out.

		  For what seemed an eternity, the anguished screams of the others joined with hers in a chorus of pain and agony.

		  The relentless onslaught continued. A parade of terror. Assisting their comrades, larger needles, began injecting a multitude of colored fluids. Assisting in the examination of their now unconscious victims.
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		ne minute unconscious on a demonic examination table, the next awake on the hard deck of Engineering. Eyes staring up, not at tortuous devices, but at the welcoming, oscillating blue light of a warp-core. Her warp-core.

		  Jumping to her feet, Janeway regretted her haste. As momentary lightheadedness turned the deck to an unwelcomed angle, she braced her hand against a bulkhead. When the flooring under her ceased spinning, the captain checked on the people around her.

		  “Mr. Carey, are you alright?” placing her hand on his arm to steady him.

		  Joe Carey held his head in one hand, while the other was wrapped tightly around the railing surrounding the core. “I… I think so, Captain. What… what about the others?”

		  Janeway slowly looked around the room. “To my memory, everything seems to be the same as before. Except for being dazed and disoriented, everybody appears to be as they were. Once the others regain their senses, make sure the remaining injured are taken to Sickbay.”

		  Still holding fast to the guardrail, Carey looked at Janeway. “What happened to us?”

		  Janeway’s voice left no doubt as to her anger. “Mr. Carey, I don’t know! However, I certainly intend to find out! Make sure…”

		  Stopping in mid-sentence, she again looked around. The dead! There were no dead. She could think of only one reason. The aliens! Violating the deceased was just as bad as violating the living.

		  Infuriated, she contacted the bridge. “Cavit, are you there?”

		  There was a slight tremor to the voice of the first officer as he softly replied. “I’m here.”

		  Once again the captain mentally crossed her fingers. “Are the others also on the bridge?”

		  Still in a daze, Cavit replied slowly. “Yes, Captain.”

		  Janeway immediately started in the direction of the turbolift. “How long were we on that… that Array?”

		  Cavit managed to walk over to the console above the command chairs. His movements sluggish, it required several seconds before he obtained the required information. “Five days.”

		  Five days! The captain shuddered. No wonder her body ached! Again, Janeway shivered. Never would she forget the feeling of violation and the excruciating pain inflicted by those implements.

		  Or the dreadful screams from those who had surrounded her!

		  Fearful of the answer, the captain held her breath as she asked the next question. “Computer, are there any members of the crew missing?”

		  The mechanical, dry emotionless response sent dread coursing through her body. “Ensign Harry Kim is not onboard.”

		  Janeway marched into the turbolift “Deck One!”

		  Standing stiffly in the center of the tiny conveyance, hands clenched at her side, the captain contacted the bridge. “Cavit, what about Chakotay and the other Maquis?”

		  This time the first officer was capable of responding quickly. “Life signs are registering on their ship. They’re hailing us.”

		  She whispered a silent prayer that Kim had been transported to the Maquis ship. “Open a comm. channel. I’ll be there momentarily.”

		  Just as the turbolift doors opened onto the bridge, a frantic message came from Tom Paris. “Captain! Captain! Harry Kim is not onboard! He must still be over there!”

		  “Acknowledged!” Kathryn Janeway covered the distance from the lift to the center of the bridge in record time.

		  Opposite her stood the viewscreen and the Maquis commander. His face as grim and angry as that of the Starfleet captain.

		  Having heard Paris, Chakotay answered Janeway’s question before she could even open her mouth. “He’s not here. I was hoping my chief engineer, B’Elanna Torres, might be with you?”

		  ‘Damn!’ Janeway gritted her teeth almost to the breaking point.

		  Placing her hands on her hips, she stood with feet slightly spread. “No, unfortunately Torres is not onboard my ship. So… it seems we each have a member of our crew missing. Apparently, Commander, our problems are just starting. I think it would serve our mutual interests to continue working together.”

		  A simple statement! One that would start the wheels of destiny along the road called fate.

		  Chakotay nodded, a slow uncertain nod. Taking a deep breath, for a moment, he closely studied the Starfleet captain. Then he made a decision. A decision destined to forever alter not only his life, but also the life of Kathryn Janeway.

		  His eyes drilled into the face of the Starfleet captain. “Send me your transport coordinates. I’m coming over with one of my men.”

		  Then he added warily. “At least I hope he’s one of mine!”

		  A small smile formed on Janeway’s lips. “Rest assured, Commander, I have no spy onboard your ship.” No way could she resist. “At this time!”

		  Standing at his station behind her, Tuvok raised an eyebrow.

		  Before turning away from the viewscreen, Chakotay threw her an amused look. Then he headed for his turbolift. “Evans, with me. Seska, you have the bridge.”

		  Janeway turned in the direction of tactical. Mr. Tuvok, send the coordinates for the bridge to Chakotay’s transporter room.”

		  Waiting for the Commander to arrive, Janeway walked over to Tuvok.

		  The Vulcan surveyed his captain. “Humans never cease to amaze me. How you are able to exchange light-hearted conversation during a serious situation.”

		  Janeway thought over Tuvok’s statement. How do you explain emotion to one who suppresses it? “Yes… I guess it is one of the strange aspects of being human. Often during trying times, when under pressure, it is possible to share pleasant bantering. Tuvok, this type of emotion is difficult to explain!”

		  The Vulcan retorted with two raised eyebrows. “Captain! Humans are difficult to explain.”

		  Janeway smiled. “I suppose we are. It is not to lessen the severity of the situation, or make light of it. Instead, it eases the stress, producing a feeling of comradeship, that one is not alone. It helps to clear the mind for the task ahead.”

		  As the humming of a transport arrival reached her ears, Janeway turned in the direction of the sound. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the movement of a phaser.

		  As the molecules of the two Maquis settled into human form, Janeway whirled to face her first officer. “Cavit! I did not order phasers. Put yours away!”

		  Cavit’s phaser remained centered on the two visitors. “Captain! We have dangerous people beaming over. Starfleet regulations state…”

		  Janeway took a step in Cavit’s direction. The captain’s face clearly showed the anger she was feeling. “I am fully aware of the rules and regulations of Starfleet! I should not have to remind you… here, Chakotay is not the enemy. Must I repeat a direct order?”

		  “No, Captain.” Hiding his inner fury, Cavit returned the phaser to its proper place. Janeway might be the captain, but how dare she embarrass him before the crew… all because of this outlaw and traitor.

		  Turning back to Chakotay, Janeway hid the displeasure and disappointment she was feeling. At the first available opportunity, she would notify Cavit that a formal reprimand was being inserted into his file.

		  Nodding to Tuvok to accompany her, Janeway walked over to her guests. Nursing his ego, Cavit remained standing beside the tactical station. Tom Paris, having arrived on the bridge in time to learn that B’Elanna Torres was also missing, remained by the turbolift. Not quite certain what to do now that Chakotay was standing only a few feet away.

		  Having witnessed the actions of the first officer, Chakotay remained silent, the expression on his face speaking for him. The phaser of the Maquis leader had never left the holder on his belt, he had put his trust in her word. A trust she had kept.

		  Stopping just a few feet from Chakotay and his companion, Janeway addressed the man who by the strange twist of circumstances had become her ally. “Chakotay, did any of your crew obtain information about the Array?”

		  He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. At least nothing we did not already know.”

		  Turning her head in the direction of her security chief, Janeway noticed the amused faces of the two Maquis as they looked at the Vulcan. “Tuvok, what about your investigations?”

		  As with any Vulcan, his voice was quiet, steady. No emotion, one continuous monotone. For him, speaking about a forced abduction was no different than reply to a question concerning the weather. “I was in the process of tracking the holographic projector when the alien transferred us to the examination room. I believe this alien is searching for something, most probably information about our species. We were subjected to a biological examination then released. There appears to be no intent to cause us any harm.”

		  Hearing Tuvok, Tom Paris moved in their direction. “What about Harry and B’Elanna? They’re probably dead. What about the others who died? Is that no intent to cause harm?”

		  Tuvok turned to face the agitated young man. “Perhaps they are dead, and we did suffer considerable lose of life; however, that does not imply intent to do so.”

		  Holding up her hand, Janeway interjected. “At this moment we have no proof either way. I prefer to believe that our two missing crewmembers are still alive. There could be many reasons why they were not returned at the same time that we were.”

		  She turned to the Maquis leader. “Chakotay, are any of your dead still onboard your ship?”

		  The question took him completely by surprise. For a moment, he stared at the Starfleet captain. “No! I assumed the doctor… damn!”

		  Stopping to take a deep calming breath, Chakotay glanced at his companion, then back to Janeway and Tuvok. “Your dead are also missing.”

		  A statement, not a question.

		  Janeway made no attempt to hide her feelings. “If that alien took them for experimentation…”

		  Chakotay finished her sentence. “The dead deserve respect, not subjected to alien curiosity.”

		  Janeway held up both hands. “We’re jumping to conclusions.”

		  Bending her head, hands on her hips, Janeway stared down at the deck as she weighed her options. There were few to choose from. In fact, there were none. At least, none that were acceptable to the Starfleet captain.

		  Chakotay waited for her decision. He knew what his choice would be. However, he also knew Starfleet captains were notoriously cautious, looking to Starfleet Command for their orders. This time there was no Starfleet Command. No higher authority. So far he liked the way Janeway worked. Now he was about to discover Kathryn Janeway was not afraid to made decisions.

		  To make the choices that were necessary!
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		aising her head Kathryn Janeway turned to her security chief. “Tuvok! Bring four compression phaser rifles. Meet us in the transporter room.”

		  Before walking to the turbolift, he acknowledged the captain’s order with a slight, almost indiscernible nod. “Yes, Captain.”

		  Turning back to Chakotay, again she saw the amused look on the face of the Maquis leader as he watched Tuvok entering the lift.

		  Feeling the gaze of the Starfleet captain, Chakotay shook his head. “Nothing. I just noticed Tuvok responds to your orders as competently as he did mine.”

		  Janeway felt the same confusion she had experienced during the first meeting with the Maquis commander. Staring in frustration, the captain was again bewildered by Chakotay’s lack of animosity. Having never before encountered such an attitude should she just accept it, be worried, or amused?

		  Looking from his commander to Captain Janeway, the other Maquis managed to refrain from laughing at both Chakotay’s remark and the look on the Starfleet captain’s face. Obviously, Janeway wasn’t quite sure how to deal with the Maquis leader’s attitude.

		  Wondering if she would ever understand Chakotay, the captain quickly returned to the task at hand. “We’re going back. Unless you have another suggestion.”

		  Chakotay was pleased with her decision. “No, Captain, I fully agree. That would have been my choice. We need answers, and there appears to be only one way to obtain them… by going back. Attempt to find the perpetrators behind this. My scanners are highly advanced; however, I doubt, even if operational, they would be able to penetrate the Array, leaving us only one course of action.”

		  Janeway was extremely satisfied at Chakotay’s reply. As on the Array, once again, she found his reasoning to be excellent. “Then we are in agreement. We have a double agenda… retrieve our missing crewmembers and find a way home.”

		  Turning in Cavit’s direction Janeway could tell from his face that he disapproved. Disapproved not of her returning to the Array, but of Chakotay. She could feel his resentment. Bitterness that could, and was, interfering with his judgment. A problem she certainly did not need.

		  Putting on her best ‘captain’s face’, Janeway hid the disappointment she felt with her first officer. “Cavit, continue with the repairs. Give weapons and the warp-core top priority.”

		  “Yes, Captain. Captain, I suggest taking a larger security detail with you. We have no idea what will happen over there.” Unable to hide the quick glance he threw at Chakotay, Cavit’s true meaning was obvious.

		  Purposefully misunderstanding Janeway shook her head. “I don’t think a show of force will achieve anything. I’m hoping to make peaceful contact with whoever or whatever is in charge. Convince this alien or aliens to return our missing crewmembers and to send us back home. Diplomacy is always best… At least at first.”

		  Curious as to what Chakotay would say, she turned back to the Maquis leader. “What do you think?”

		  Again, Chakotay felt satisfaction at Janeway’s actions. Perhaps they would be able to work together. “You’re right about taking one step at a time. We were released unharmed, or so it appears. Long-term effects are possible; however, I doubt that is the case. It is also feasible we are being watched. Our reactions monitored, as you and I were discussing back on the Array. Again, I don’t think so, though I’m not ruling this out. Not just yet! Until he have proof disproving Tuvok’s theory, I’m inclined to concur with him.”

		  Out of the corner of his eye, Chakotay watched Cavit. It was obvious that the first officer was angry, but this time he remained silent. Chakotay hoped that Janeway’s silent rebuke had been sufficient. He did not want to clash with Cavit, perhaps the officer would realize this was one captain who would not tolerate any nonsense. Or allow personal dislikes to interfere with her duty and obligations regarding her crew.

		  Still smarting from the captain’s rebuff, Cavit knew better than to disobey or ignore her wishes. Janeway had made her position clear, leaving the first officer with only one course of action. He would bid his time, wait until Chakotay made a slip, then take full advantage of the Maquis leader’s error.

		  Following Janeway’s lead, Chakotay purposefully misunderstood Cavit’s suggestion. “In any case, I doubt going over there with a large armed detail would do any good. Just the opposite. We want answers, and help returning to the Alpha Quadrant, not a fight. They have superior technology, we might start something we cannot finish. Attempting to reason is our best option, especially until we understand what we’re up against. Hopefully, force will not have to be used.”

		  Using her training and experience in judging people, Janeway closely watched Chakotay as he was speaking. Just as his regard for the Starfleet captain was increasing, so too was her opinion of the Maquis leader. She was beginning to regret that it was Cavit serving as her first officer instead of this man. A man who had just offered very sound advice. Cavit was placing her in a very difficult position. Forcing her to accept the help and support of an outlaw, instead of a Starfleet officer. His attitude was definitely adding to her problems, not assisting in finding solutions.

		  Janeway looked sideways at Chakotay. “Well… if we are lab rats, let’s give them a good performance.”

		  Chakotay grinned. “I’m ready.”

		  Until now Paris had been standing silently nearby. Quietly thinking. He knew what the captain’s opinion was concerning Tom Paris, he also knew everybody else shared her belief. Everybody else, that is, except Harry Kim.

		  As Janeway, along with the two Maquis, started in the direction of the turbo lift, he finally gained the courage to speak up. “Captain, I would like to go with you. Harry Kim is my friend, B’Elanna and I worked together.”

		  Stopping, Janeway turned around. Tom’s request had come as a surprise. For a moment, she scrutinized the young man standing before her.

		  A young man whose thoughts were centered on one morning not too long ago. The morning just before they had entered the Badlands. To the breakfast during which Fitzgerald and Cavit, feeling it was their duty to protect Kim, took him aside and revealed the truth about his new friend Tom Paris.

		  The officer’s attempt to end the growing friendship had failed. When he and Tom were once again alone, Harry Kim had simply looked Paris in the eye. “On DS9, you came to my rescue, saved me from a great deal of embarrassment. Nobody told you to do so. Nobody chooses my friends for me. I make my own choices.”

		  Now waiting for his captain’s decision, The eyes of Tom Paris never wavered from Janeway’s face. Would he be allowed to aid in the rescue of his new friend, his only friend? Or would he be pushed aside, once more paying for a mistake that lay in the past?

		  Janeway positioned herself squarely in front of Tom Paris, the ex-con waiting for her judgement. A young man, who until now, she had held in very low regard. However, since arriving in the Delta Quadrant, she could not fault his actions.

		  Her eyes centered on those of Thomas Eugene Paris. “Mr. Paris, before we arrived in this situation, you had done nothing to justify joining the away team.”

		  Paris felt his hope fading.

		  A moment that felt like an eternity passed before she continued. “However, your actions since are a different matter. The speed in which you took over the conn, then volunteering to lend a hand in sickbay. Both times without waiting to be told to do so. Actions taken under extremely difficult, unnerving circumstances.”

		  Her words came as a surprise. Paris never realized that with everything happening, she had paid attention to what he was doing. Noticing his small attempt to be helpful.

		  The somber, sincere face convinced her the time was right. This young man was growing up very fast, the boy was becoming a man. “Very well, Mr. Paris, grab a tricorder and a phaser, you’re part of the team.”

		  She walked over to where Chakotay had been waiting. The Maquis leader had been watching the interchange with interest, there was more to this Starfleet captain than he had realized. Much more!

		  Janeway stepped into the lift. “All right, shall we proceed? Let’s find our missing members of the crew, and let’s get ourselves home!”
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		he Array was quiet. An eerie unsettling quiet! The sun was still shinning. The ducks were still swimming, there was still a slight breeze. However, there were no people. No sounds. Nothing. Complete silence.

		  For an instant, a shimmer of light invaded the stillness. Then it was gone. In its place stood five people. Rifles at ready, tricorders searching. It was a strange group, consisting of those who should not be together. One Starfleet captain, one Maquis leader, one Starfleet security chief, one Maquis second-in-command, and one who was ex-Starfleet, ex-Maquis, and ex-con.

		  Janeway shifted her rifle to a less awkward position.

		  Chakotay turned to his companion. “Evans, anything on your tricorder?”

		  Evans shook his head. “Nothing, no life signs.”

		  With a very innocent expression, the Maquis leader looked at Janeway. “Hope his tricorder is correct.”

		  The captain glared at him. Janeway was sure she heard a small chuckle from Chakotay’s companion.

		  She was beginning to find that the manner in which the Maquis leader joked about his capture as both amusing and comforting. Most would have felt a degree of resentment, perhaps strong enough to put her at risk in their company. Instead, Chakotay was making her feel as if the two of them had shared some unique venture. Though secretly pleased at his attitude, there was no way she would let him know.

		  After throwing a very pointed scowl at the Maquis leader, Janeway turned to Tuvok. “You were in the process of tracking the projector?”

		  Looking down at his tricorder, Tuvok angled slightly to the right. “I believe so, Captain. There were a number of interesting readings coming from the barn area. I’m still registering something. However, they are much fainter and slightly irregular.”

		  Janeway nodded. “Check it out. Chakotay, Paris, and myself will search the house. If you find anything contact us immediately; otherwise, meet back here in one hour.”

		  She nodded to the man referred to as Evans. “Go with Tuvok. Stay together at all times.”

		  “Yes, Captain.” Evans replied promptly and politely. Then after flashing Chakotay an amused grin, he turned to Tuvok.

		  This time, it was Janeway’s turn to suppress a chuckle at the look Chakotay sent his companion.

		  The Vulcan, intent on the instrument in his hand, set off in the direction of the barn. Evans followed close behind, tense and alert, his eyes searching all around the area.

		  Janeway motioned to Chakotay and Paris. “Okay, shall we see what’s inside that house?”

		  Handing her rifle to Paris, she took out her tricorder. The captain looked up at the Maquis leader. “This one works!”

		  Chakotay replied with a grin.

		  Holding the instrument before her, Janeway started walking. Chakotay beside, Paris behind.

		  They had covered a little more than half the distance when Janeway suddenly stopped and turned to the Maquis leader. “You’ve been very quiet!”

		  Trying to keep the amusement off his face, Chakotay shrugged. “Nothing to say. You’re doing fine.”

		  After throwing him a look that said it all, Janeway continued toward their destination. Slowly climbing the four outside steps, they cautiously opened the front door and entered. A couple of steps inside, they stopped and stared.

		  Paris was the first to speak. “This place is completely empty. Not one piece of furniture. Not even a picture. Just bare wood walls.”

		  Janeway walked to the center of the room. “Well… I guess they were not planning to invite us in for tea. The whole setting is just a facade. A waiting room meant to give us a false sense of security.”

		  Chakotay, switching the rifle to his left hand, took out his tricorder. “The whole place does appear to be empty, including the upstairs.”

		  Slowly he moved in the direction of a wooden staircase at the far end. “I think we should still take a look.”

		  Stopping at the first step, he looked up and to the side, trying to see into the space above. Putting away the tricorder, he held his rifle at the ready.

		  With Paris behind, Janeway joined the Maquis leader. “Right with you. Let’s make sure.”

		  With Chakotay in the lead, they warily climbed the bare unpainted stairs. It took only one look to verify the single room was indeed empty.

		  Her frustration showing, Janeway put away her tricorder. “Nothing, absolutely nothing! Let’s check outside.”

		  Chakotay, tilting his head in a listening attitude, held up his hand. “Do you hear something?”

		  Paris shook his head. “I don’t hear a thing.”

		  For a moment, Janeway ceased all movement, concentrating. “I do. Very faint. It sounds like the strumming of some type of string instrument.”

		  Walking over to a glassless window, she placed her hands on the casing. Leaning out, she looked around. “The sound appears to be coming from over there. Toward a group of trees a few yards from this house.”

		  Chakotay took a step back, in the direction of the stairs. “Finally! Perhaps someone who can answer some questions.”

		  Quickly descending to the lower floor they exited the house, swiftly moving around to the back. Once again, Janeway and Chakotay took the lead with Paris, watchful and prepared with Janeway’s phaser rifle, walking behind. Following the soft, almost inaudible sound, they were led to a group of five large leafy trees, sheltering a couple of benches and an old man.

		  As Janeway and her companions approached, a surprised, craggy face looked up. “What do you want? I’m finished with you. Why don’t you leave like the others did?”

		  The captain and Chakotay exchanged glances. Did he mean Kim and Torres?

		  Not in the mood for riddles, Janeway’s voice was sharp. “What others?”

		  The old man motioned with his hand. “The other ships! They all left the moment I released them. You can go, too. I don’t need you!”

		  Chakotay managed to rein in his anger; however, there was a bit to his voice. “We are free to go where? What about the two who are missing? We are not leaving without them!”

		  When the Maquis leader stopped to take a breath, Janeway continued the tirade. “We’re stranded thousands of light-years from our home. Because of you! Unless you send us, we have no way back!”

		  Taking a deep breath to calm herself, the captain continued. “And we want the two members of our crew that you are still holding!”

		  The old man ran his fingers over the banjo. A banjo without strings. Shaking his grey balding head, he replied with a tinge of regret. His voice gruff with age. “I’m sorry, sending you back is impossible. The process is long and difficult, requiring too much time and energy. Both of which I have very little left.”

		  His body seemed to sag into the bench. “In whatever time that remains to me, I must try to complete my work. The two which you seek, I still have need of.”

		  He held up his hand. “They might have what I’m looking for. If not, if possible, they will be returned to you.”

		  Energy spent, his hand dropped down to the bench.

		  Both Janeway moved closer. “Tell us what you require. Perhaps we can help.”

		  The grey, uncombed head of the old man shook, its owner shocked at the idea. He looked up at Janeway and Chakotay, a touch of arrogance in his voice. “You are a minor biped species, with technologies way behind anything I have. No harm was intended, I regret what had to be done, but I have an obligation.”

		  For a moment, his voice picked up in strength. “One that must be carried out!”

		  Chakotay’s grip tightened on the rifle by his side. His voice sharp and firm with patience wearing thin. “We, too, have an obligation! Both the captain and myself have a responsibility to our crews. Which, thanks to you, are far from home. Seventy-thousand light-years to be exact!”

		  Janeway picked up where Chakotay left off. The Maquis leader was not the only one with tolerance running out. “What happened to our crewmembers which were dead? Killed by you!”

		  The ancient, tired eyes dilated in shock. “It was an unfortunate result of my conveyance emitter. Your species are so delicate. They were of no use, all have been disposed of.”

		  Only by supreme effort and training did both leaders prevent their feelings from erupting.

		  After several seconds, Janeway managed to bring her emotions under tight rein. She attempted to reason with the old man. “Our species have certain rites and procedures for dealing with our deceased, you have robbed us of that. You talk about obligation, what about the obligation to us? You and you alone brought us here. Don’t you have a responsibility to undo, as much as possible, the damage already done?”

		  The old man waved his arm. “I’m sorry, there is nothing I can do. Time has run out.”

		  A flash of blinding light engulfed the away team!
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		aneway, Chakotay, and Paris found themselves back on the Starfleet bridge, staring into the astonished faces of Tuvok and the other Maquis.

		  Frustrated and angry Chakotay remarked dryly. “Well… I guess he didn’t want to continue the conversation.”

		  Feeling the same way as Chakotay, Janeway placed a hand on her hip. “I’m afraid you’re right, which doesn’t leave us many options. At least we know Torres and Kim are still alive. Now what? I’m open to suggestions.”

		  Tuvok regarded his captain. “You met with the alien?”

		  She nodded. “However, other than the fact our people are still alive, we learned little else.”

		  Chakotay uttered a small laugh. “Except… he considers humans as minor bipeds.”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “He is then obviously non-human. What form did you see him as?”

		  Janeway turned to the Vulcan. “As an old man, I’m not sure what his natural form would be; however, I expect he can assume many shapes. You were correct, the alien is looking for something specific.”

		  Tuvok, in his non-expression, appeared taken back that the captain had doubted his assessment of the situation.

		  An agitated Paris waved his arm. “What could he be looking for with Harry and B’Elanna? What is he doing to them?”

		  Janeway spoke with a reassurance she was not feeling. “Easy Tom. We’ll get them back, safe and sound. Continue working on the conn panel, it’s important to have this ship in working order. As soon as something develops, I’ll let you know.”

		  “Yes, Captain.” Despite his deep concern for his friends, Tom Paris felt a warm glow pass through his body, thankful that Janeway was entrusting him with a major assignment. After handing his rifle to Tuvok, he immediately returned to the job of repairing burnt wiring.

		  Tuvok collected the weapons from the two Maquis. “Captain, I would like to review all log records covering the period when we were on the Array. It’s possible the alien came onboard or searched our computer banks.”

		  Janeway nodded. “You could be right. I suspect he obtained information when we were scanned back in the Alpha Quadrant. The farm setting must have come from our database. However, we were over there for five days, it will take time to review all the logs.”

		  Tuvok looked at Janeway. “Captain, you forget. As a Vulcan, I can process information at a much faster rate than humans are able.”

		  Janeway glanced over at Chakotay. “Ummmmm, this is not a good day for human bipeds.”

		  Tuvok raised both eyebrows.

		  Chakotay uttered a small laugh. “Captain, I can vouch for the abilities of your security chief.”

		  Knowing to what his commander was referring to, the other Maquis did not attempt to hid a deep chuckle.

		  Janeway was surprised to see amusement dancing in Chakotay’s eyes. He certainly appeared to enjoy teasing her about the trap at Syzygie.

		  Turning back to Tuvok, she shrugged her shoulders. “Go ahead. We need to start somewhere.”

		  With phaser rifles in hand Tuvok headed for the turbolift.

		  After he left, Cavit approached, handing two PADDs to Janeway. “Captain, here are the damage and repair reports, as well as crew status.”

		  He then gave her a third PADD. “We discovered a G-type star system two light-years from here. It’s directly in the path of those energy bursts from the Array.”

		  The captain glanced down at the PADDs. “A G-type system, that is interesting. How are the repairs coming?”

		  Cavit, wishing he could reply to the question in private, without Chakotay standing a couple of feet away, managed to keep his voice even and professional. “We are still having problems with the warp-core. However, impulse and all main sensors are back online. Most of the comm. lines are working and replicators are functioning in main areas, but not in personal quarters. Repair crews are still working on weapons. While we do have basic phaser power, it will be another three hours before they are back to full strength.”

		  Janeway was relieved to have communications and impulse power back online, but the rest of the news was cause for apprehension. Especially weapons, it they were attacked… “Concentrate on weapons and the warp-core. I want progress reports every hour.”

		  She turned to Chakotay. “I have a couple of things to discuss with Cavit. Afterwards, I’m going to review this data on the star system, would you care to join me?”

		  Chakotay was delighted with the captain’s offer. “Certainly! If you don’t mind, I would like to contact my ship, see how our repairs are coming.”

		  Janeway addressed the recently promoted lieutenant standing at Harry Kim’s station. “Mr. Rollins, open a comm. line to the Maquis ship.”

		  She turned back to Chakotay. “After I’ve spoken to Cavit, join me in my ready room.”

		  Nodding to her first officer to follow her, the captain left the bridge.
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		aneway sat down behind her desk. Resting her arms on the firm surface, hands folded, she looked up at Cavit. Her voice deceptively amicable. “Mr. Cavit, you appear to be having a problem with the Maquis.”

		  Cavit remained standing, hands folded behind his back. “Yes, Captain. They are outlaws… traitors. It is against Starfleet regulations to cooperate with such people.”

		  Janeway’s demeanor changed, her ice-blue eyes drilling into her first officer. Her voice biting. “In the Alpha Quadrant!”

		  The captain’s voice now as hard as steel, as cold as the far reaches of outer space. “Not here! The situation back home and here in the Delta Quadrant is very, very different. Here we are alone! There are no other Starfleet ships or bases, only this lone Maquis ship. If it means becoming an ally to ensure the survival of this crew, then I will do so. There is only one common element between the Alpha and Delta Quadrants. I am the captain! As such, I expect my orders to be obeyed… without question! It is totally unacceptable for my first officer to allow personal feelings to interfere with his duty and his dependability.”

		  As his anger mounted Cavit remained motionless. Not a muscle moving.

		  Her voice slightly less harsh, but commanding, the captain continued laying down the law. “As captain, I am in possession of information and orders from Starfleet which you are not. Plus, I place the safety of the people onboard this ship above all else. These are the factors upon which I base my actions and judgement. Not personal feelings! I am extremely disappointed in the manner in which you have acted. As much as I find the action distasteful, a formal reprimand will be placed in your file. If you ever again disobey a direct order, or act contrary to my wishes, you will be instantaneously removed from duty and confined to quarters.”

		  Hands balled into fists, Cavit kept his fury under control, his thoughts to himself. ‘A formal reprimand. Until now, his record had been spotless. That damn Maquis… just because of him.’

		  Janeway waited a couple of seconds for her words to register before demanding. “Have I made myself clear?”

		  Answering politely, Cavit hid his true feelings. “Yes, Captain.”

		  “Very well, dismissed.” Kathryn Janeway felt enough had been said. She expected no further trouble from her first officer.

		  Turning on his heel Cavit left the captain’s ready room. His rage burning into the core of his soul!
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		oments after Cavit left Chakotay and his companion entered.

		  The Maquis leader’s face was tight-lipped and grim. He knew, as did Janeway, both ships would be in dire circumstances if attacked. “You’re making better progress than we are. Though mostly minor, there is damage to every deck and to the majority of the systems. I’m very concerned about our sensor and scanning network. Our equipment supply area was badly damaged, we may not have the necessary replacement parts, and repairs might be impossible.”

		  Shaking his head, he glanced at the man beside him. “The good news… Fortunately, we do have minimal weapons and shields, which will be up to full strength shortly.”

		  Leaning back in her seat, Janeway took a deep breath. “I guess we should be thankful we were not destroyed. When the wave hit, I feared a collision between the two ships.”

		  Chakotay grimaced. “Taking everything into consideration… we were lucky.”

		  Lucky also, he thought, it was a captain like Janeway who held command and not Cavit.

		  Janeway stood up. “How about coffee? I definitely need some.”

		  Chakotay gave his ear a slight tug. “Thanks. If I remember correctly, you have good coffee.”

		  The captain retorted as she walked over to the replicator. “If I remember correctly… not too long ago you refused an invitation.”

		  Chakotay carefully pointed out a slight difference. “The circumstances were slightly different. Then… we were not on the same side. And you wanted me back in prison.”

		  Reaching the replicator Janeway placed her order. “Computer, three coffees.”

		  When the process took longer than necessary she crossed her fingers, hoping the coffee would taste like coffee.

		  Waiting for the cups to appear, Janeway baited Chakotay. Her tone light. “Ah… what makes you think I still don’t want you back in prison, and that we are now on the same side?”

		  Chakotay willingly took the bait. “Well… Starfleet Captain Kathryn Janeway, I’m sure you do still wish me back in the penal colony; however, for the time being, there is no danger of that occuring. And… until we return home, I would say we are on the same side.”

		  “Well… Maquis Commander Chakotay, you are correct… on both counts.” Janeway mimicked as she glanced at the two Maquis.

		  Worried about the coffee, she looked down at the replicator. Finally three cups appeared in the dispenser tray.

		  Evans moved in Janeway’s direction. “Here, Captain, let me help you.”

		  Smiling, she handed over two of the cups. “Thanks! Correct me if I’m wrong, but did I not hear Chakotay called you Evans?”

		  Evans replied as they walked back to the desk. “Yes, Captain! That is correct.”

		  Janeway was curious to hear how Evans would answer her next question. “May I inquire in what capacity you serve Chakotay?”

		  Handing his commander one of the cups, Evans answered as the three took their seats. “You could say I serve Chakotay in many ways. I keep my eyes and ears open, a bit of an advisor.”

		  Evans added with a gleam in his eyes. “Try to keep Chakotay out of trouble.”

		  No way could Janeway prevent herself. “That… must be more than a full time job.”

		  In the process of lifting the cup to his lips, Evans threw the Maquis leader an amused look.

		  As Janeway leaned back in her chair, she grew serious. “If I’m not mistaken, you were a teacher, with a wife and young son in one of the settlements turned over to the Cardassians.”

		  If Janeway’s statement came as a surprise Evans did not show it. However, his face did reflect deep concern for his family. “I recently moved Charlotte and Steven, along with my sister, to one of the Maquis bases in the Badlands. For the moment, they are safe.”

		  “Good!” A simple, but sincere, response from the captain. One that registered with both men.”

		  With a meaningful glint in his eyes, Chakotay tried to sound serious. “You certainly have information on my crew. I wonder how you obtained that knowledge?”

		  Tongue-in-cheek Janeway answered causally as she sipped her coffee. “Yes… I wonder.”

		  Chakotay ran his finger up and down his cheek bone. “I admit… it does give you a decided advantage. I know nothing about your crew.”

		  Her eyes shinning, Janeway returned the silent challenge. “That… is how I like it. I prefer to have the advantage.”

		  Leaning forward, she placed her arms on the desk, her hands playing with her cup. Oh, by the way, did I thank you for returning Tuvok?”

		  Unable to suppress a laugh, Evans almost chocked on his coffee.

		  Chakotay glared at his companion, which only served to increase the amusement of the other two. “If I had known the truth, he would have been returned with his neck in several pieces.”

		  His Starfleet adversary laughed, once again settling back in her chair. “Oh… I don’t know. Perhaps a black eye, not a broken neck.”

		  “I see,” was Chakotay’s only reply. Surprise at Janeway’s admission, albeit not directly, that she no longer believed him to be a cold-blooded killer.

		  Chakotay threw the ball back to the captain. “Convincing your crew that the Maquis way of life is better, would appear to be the best way of gaining the advantage.”

		  Laughter showed in the eyes of the Maquis leader. He enjoyed sparing with this captain.

		  Holding up one hand, Janeway pointed a finger at Chakotay, her voice grave. “You corrupt my crew, turn just one into a Maquis, I’ll skin you alive and hang your hide on the wall of the bridge.”

		  She managed to sound serious; however, Janeway’s eyes revealed the truth. The captain sensed Chakotay knew her crew was off-limits, and would respect her wishes.

		  The object of her warning responded in mock distress. “Captain! I believe you would do that!”

		  Janeway retaliated as she settled blue eyes upon her adversary. “Try me! Now, down to business!”

		  During the exchange, Evans had been sitting quietly, drinking his coffee and watching. He was beginning to like this Starfleet captain. She was definitely atypical from the few Starfleet officers that he had met.

		  Before beaming over to the Explorer, Chakotay had informed Evans of the conversation between himself and Janeway just prior to being transported to the lab. The Maquis leader expressed surprise at the captain’s attitude, the manner in which Janeway responded to being stranded with the Maquis was quite different than he expected.

		  Now Evans understood. While holding extremely strong anti-Maquis feelings, Janeway was able to see beyond the immediate framework of the situation. When necessary, she was capable of working with those who did not share her way of thinking, or were considered outlaws by the Federation, if it meant the safety and well-being of her crew.

		  However, by watching the Starfleet captain and Maquis leader, Evans realized something his commander had not. At least not yet. Chakotay had met his match, perhaps so, too, had Janeway. Both of them in more ways than one!

		  Settling the cup on the arm of her chair, Janeway spoke quietly, mulling over the situation in her mind. “What… would Kim and Torres have in common that we do not?”

		  Chakotay gave the question some thought before replying. “If Tuvok is correct, that the alien’s interest is biological, then perhaps Torres being half-human, half-Klingon is of importance.”

		  For a moment, Janeway gazed down into her cup. “Kim is completely human of Asian descent. He has no Klingon blood.”

		  In frustration, she threw her arm up, letting it fall back into her lap. “It does not make sense! The only common thread, at least which I can see, both have Starfleet experience. Kim is a graduate, Torres almost two years. She is the only member of your crew who served in Starfleet. I have never known Tuvok to be incorrect; however… perhaps this alien is searching for something other than biological. Something in their training!”

		  Chakotay took a sip of coffee. “Is there anything about my crew that you don’t know?”

		  Janeway settled her gaze onto Chakotay’s companion. “Not much. For example, Mr. Evans, did you not state that your duties include keeping eyes and ears open?”

		  Having a good idea where the Starfleet captain was heading, Evans replied cautiously. “Yes.”

		  Janeway was thoroughly enjoying her coup. “Which is correct. However, you left out something. Are you not, in reality, Chakotay’s chief spy and intelligence operative? Not to mention his second-in-command and right hand man.”

		  Chakotay just shook his head.

		  As for Evans, even though his wording had been less exact, he was glad at having told the truth.

		  Now realizing Janeway had more information than he had originally thought, the Maquis leader laughed as he admitted defeat. “You certainly do have me at a disadvantage, and win this round. I will have to speak with Tuvok, find out just what information he turned over to you. Try to balance the scales before returning to the Alpha Quadrant. The next round… well, we’ll see who wins that one. Now… as for a common thread, you and I are much in the same position as Kim and Torres. Both have Starfleet training, one of us remaining in Starfleet, the other joining the Maquis. Your ancestry is human, mine native.”

		  Janeway tapped a finger on her cup. “I wonder… if in spite of their apparent difference in lineage, could there be a common genetic link. Something the rest of us are lacking. Perhaps I should speak with Fitzgerald, our doctor. He may had some knowledge in that direction.”

		  Chakotay looked at Evans, then back at the captain. “Fitzgerald? Did he have a younger brother, Peter?”

		  “Yes,” Janeway replied cautiously.

		  The worried expressions on both men told her more trouble was heading her way. “Why?”

		  Chakotay’s face revealed deep concern over this new development. “About two years ago, I had a Peter Fitzgerald in my crew. He mentioned an older brother, a doctor in Starfleet. However, Peter never told me his name, only that the two had always been at odds, not seeing each other for over five years. When he made the decision to join the Maquis, Peter decided to meet with his brother, try to explain the reasons behind his choice. Evidently, there was a terrible argument, the doctor having very strong anti-Maquis feelings. Peter was with me less than two months, killed during a run in with the Cardassians.”

		  Janeway took a deep breath, this on top of Cavit. “Dr. Fitzgerald never referred to his brother, I only know about Peter due to the personnel records. However, I see no reason for worry. The doctor is busy with the injured, there is no reason why the two of you should have any contact. Besides, Peter was an adult, capable of making his own decisions. Even if Dr. Fitzgerald is anti-Maquis, surely he cannot hold you responsible for Peter’s death. This excursion into the Delta Quadrant proves Starfleet isn’t any safer than the Maquis.”

		  For a moment, Chakotay gazed down into his cup before replying quietly. “I hope so, neither of us need any more problems. Unfortunately, within both crews there are members who carry deep feelings over this Maquis-Starfleet-Federation situation. Due to the position we are now in, most will be able to restrain themselves. However, there is the possibility not all will attempt to do so.”

		  Not adding that he, as did Janeway, had one member of the crew who could be a major concern.

		  Janeway’s thoughts paralleled those of the Maquis leader as she momentarily shifted to her meeting with Cavit. “You’re right! The sooner we get ourselves home the better it will be.”

		  Thinking how best to proceed, Chakotay slowly placed his cup on the desk. “You have a good point about the genetic marker. Our doctor was killed, but my ship is equipped with an EMH, programmed with a wide range of medical knowledge. I’ll see if he can find something useful. Would you mind sending over Kim’s bio-info?”

		  Janeway shook her head. “Of course not, I’ll instruct Tuvok to do so.”

		  Not attempting to keep the merriment out of her eyes, the captain ran her hand along her chin. “Though it’s strange… I thought only Starfleet was experimenting with the EMH programs.”

		  Taking a sip of coffee, she used the cup to hide her amusement at the look on Chakotay’s face.

		  As for the Maquis leader, he felt silence to be the best course to follow.

		  This time it was Evans who shook his head. The Starfleet captain was way ahead of them.

		  Turning back to the serious problem at hand, Janeway sadly pointed out. “Even if we do pinpoint the reason behind their abduction, most probably, it will not tell us where they are.”

		  Chakotay heaved a deep, troubled sigh. “Unfortunately, I agree. From what we saw, or did not see, I don’t believe they’re on the Array. Our tricorders did not pick up any human life signs.”

		  Staring down into her cup, Janeway ran her finger along the cup’s rim. “I feel as you do. The question being… then where are they?”

		  Hoping for something helpful, Evans nodded at the two PADDs on Janeway’s desk. “What about that G-type star system?”

		  Picking up one of the PADDs, the captain browsed through the information. Finally, she shook her head. “I doubt we’ll find anything or anybody there. The planets are uninhabitable.”

		  Slowly she continued to scroll through the PADD. “Wait, there is one M-class planet…”

		  Her eyebrows knotted together. “This is strange!”

		  Face creased in puzzlement, Janeway studied the information before her. Leaning forward, she activated her desk monitor. After tapping several instructions, she turned the screen so that Chakotay and Evans could see it.

		  Moving from her chair, the captain stood beside Chakotay as she pointed to the diagram before them. “Here is the M-class planet. It is the only one in this system that should be capable of supporting life as we know it. The energy pulses from the Array are aimed directly at this area, hitting the planet slightly above the equator.”

		  Changing the picture to a close-up of the planet, a dusty brown image appeared accompanied by numerical information. “Here is the unusual part. There are no nucleongenetics in the entire atmosphere surrounding this planet. Not even a trace amount. It is impossible for rain or any type of moisture to form. Therefore… it must be one huge desert. As a scientist, I have never seen such a phenomenon. There must have been a terrible disaster of huge proportions, most probably not by natural means. To my knowledge, there is no element capable of producing an occurrence such as this, certainly not so widespread.”

		  Chakotay felt his hopes disappearing. “Therefore… it is unable to sustain life.”

		  Slowly, Janeway walked back to her seat. “Certainly not for any length of time, and certainly not a large colony. All water would have to be brought in, the environment would be hot and uncomfortable, at least to humanoids such as we are. There would be no plants, no animals.”

		  Evans looked from one to the other. “Why would this alien be sending so much energy to a lifeless planet?”

		  Janeway looked at the Maquis second-in-command. “That… is a question to which I intend to find an answer.”

		  Moving forward to the edge of his chair, Chakotay studied the information on the monitor. “If water was brought in, then people could survive.”

		  Janeway nodded. “Yes, for us it would be very unpleasant; however, the alien’s technology is far more advanced than ours.”

		  Evans could feel a glimmer of hope emerging. “And… with the right equipment water can be replicated.”

		  Resting his arm on the desk, Chakotay pointed to the screen. “Even we are beginning the terraforming of planets. Look at what the Federation was attempting on Velera III.”

		  Thoughtfully, Janeway rubbed her hand along the arm of the chair. “It’s a long shot there’s any connection to Kim and Torres. However… there has to be a reason why energy, in such quantities, is being sent down there. And right now, I’ll take anything, no matter how small.”

		  For a moment, Evans looked downwards, then after playing with his cup for several seconds he looked first at Chakotay then Janeway. “What if we are mistaken about this alien’s intent? Perhaps Tuvok is considering the facts from only one side, biological might only be one part of the equation. According to Chakotay, the old man alluded to other ships before ours. If those ships were also missing crewmembers, it is possible they are being kept for survival experiments. That would explain why the alien wanted two people of different ancestries.”

		  Looking at Janeway, Chakotay leaned back in his chair. “There is another possibility… slave labor. There could be natural resources of value to this alien, worth ensuring the survival of a small population. Perhaps something about Kim and Torres makes them ideal workers under the conditions down on this planet.”

		  Tapping her fingers on the chair, Janeway considered their suggestions. “Both points well taken and should be considered. Though the old man did say Torres and Kim might have what he needed, slave labor is a possibility. Plus, we have the question of why just those two. Between the two crews, we have Vulcans, Bajorans… I strongly feel we should investigate this planet, especially as it appears to be our only option at this point.”

		  After placing his cup on the desk, Chakotay put both hands on his knees. “It’s certainly worth a look. I don’t think we’re going to get anything useful from our friend on the Array. Frankly, with the type of technology we’re up against, I’m running out of ideas.”

		  Janeway sadly nodded. “You’re not the only one. Once our ships are in better condition I suggest we do a little exploring.”

		  Chakotay glanced over at Evans, both wore looks. “Hopefully, by tomorrow morning our weapons and shields will be back online. The sensors are another matter, perhaps we will be able to do something with the systems.”

		  Janeway took a deep breath. “As much as time is of the essence, it will not help Torres or Kim if we act irresponsibly. I’m worried about the warp-core, it’s still unstable and would be dangerous if we’re not cautious. Right now, we only have impulse power, and while I intend to avoid confrontations, we have no knowledge about the inhabitants of this region.”

		  The Maquis leader sadly nodded. “I fully agree. We are already at a serious disadvantage. Recklessness will only endanger both crews… Though knowing time could be running out for those two it is difficult to wait.”

		  Janeway folded her hands in her lap. “Yes… it is hard. Right now, very little is on our side. Except a lot of questions.”

		  Beginning to feel the effects that the chain of events had produced, Chakotay could feel exhaustion creeping through his body. “Questions that are multiplying. Maybe I’ll follow Tuvok’s line of thinking and review some of my logs. Never can tell, we might turn up something.”

		  An equally tired Janeway replied slowly. “Good idea. At the moment I don’t see what else we can do.”

		  She nodded in the direction of her monitor, still displaying an image of the mysterious planet. “I’m going to do more research on this planet. I have a gut feeling our answers will be found there.”

		  Chakotay rose to his feet. “Evans and I will return to my ship. If I find anything useful I’ll contact you immediately.”

		  Janeway smiled slightly. “I’ll do the same. If not, I suggest meeting in the morning to plan our next move.”

		  The Maquis leader nodded. “How about 0700 hours?”

		  “Perfect,” Janeway agreed.

		  Evans looked down at the captain. “Before we leave, could I bring you another coffee?”

		  Pleased with the offer, Janeway handed over her cup. “Thanks, I could drink the replicator dry.”

		  Waiting for Evans, Chakotay studied the captain. “May I ask when were you in the Gamma Quadrant?”

		  For a moment, Janeway studied her hands before looking up at the Maquis leader. She wondered what his reaction would be. “My first trip was before Syzygie. I spent seven months doing scientific research. The second mission lasted only three months, again strictly research. I returned about four weeks ago.”

		  Exhaustion had not ruined her sense of humor. “Just in time to chase you. Though I must thank you for not forcing me to run all over the Badlands.”

		  A small smile graced Chakotay’s face. “You’re welcome! I understand the Worm Hole is a wonderful experience. Did you run into the Dominion, or any of the Founders, who I understand live there?”

		  Janeway smiled at his careful wording. Being cautious of her own phasing, the captain opened the door of cooperation even wider.

		  She closely monitored the reaction of the Maquis leader. “Not that I’m aware of, though Starfleet believes my ship, and others, might have been infiltrated. In fact, on both of my trips I never saw another ship. Even Cardassians who… hmmm might be interested in colonization.”

		  Placing his hands on the back of the chair, Chakotay looked intently at Janeway. “Captain, at a more opportune time, I think you and I should have a talk.”

		  Her blue eyes locked with Chakotay’s. “Commander, you can bet on that!”

		  As Evans placed the fresh cup on her desk, Janeway contemplated the situation and the Maquis leader. She then made the first of two extraordinary decisions. The first had little impact on fate. The second, to be made the next day, sealed their destinies.

		  It required only seconds for Janeway to decide. “Chakotay, the damage to your ship is evidently extensive, if the safety and welfare of your crew is in question, until repairs can be completed, you’re welcome onboard my ship.”

		  Janeway’s offer shocked the Maquis leader. He began to realize this Starfleet captain was certainly unpredictable.

		  He smiled gratefully. “Thank you, Captain! I appreciate your offer, it’s very generous and considerate. At the moment, life support is functioning normally and we do have basic services. I think we’ll be okay.”

		  Janeway appreciated Chakotay’s reply. She knew he had picked up on her problem with Cavit, and understood that bringing his crew over would create more difficulties. Her respect for Chakotay was growing as she realized he would do everything possible not to antagonize the first officer, unless lives were in danger.

		  With a small grin on his face, Chakotay continued. “Besides, if I know B’Elanna Torres, she will not easily accept being held against her will. If there is any way of getting a message to me, she will.”

		  Janeway smiled up at Evans. “Thanks for the coffee.”

		  The Maquis second-in-command glanced over at his leader. “You’re welcome, Captain. It’s been a pleasure meeting the Starfleet officer who outsmarted Chakotay.”

		  “Evans!” Chakotay quickly responded with a small laugh. His embarrassment evident.

		  Janeway grinned. “I’m sure, Mr. Evans, that before all this is over we shall meet again.”

		  After throwing Evans a ‘Don’t you say anything more’ look, Chakotay turned back to the captain. “Thank you for your concern. If conditions change, I’ll gratefully accept your offer.”

		  Leaning forward, she placed her arms on the desk. “I’ll notify Tuvok. Should it be necessary, contact him and he’ll make the necessary arrangements. If it’s an emergency, begin transports immediately and we’ll sort things out afterwards. If at any time something should arise and I’m not available then, speak with Tuvok. He can be our go-between if necessary.”

		  The Maquis leader nodded. “The same applies to Evans, he can be trusted to relay information and messages back and forth. And… should anything happen that requires an evacuation of your ship… I return your invitation. In the meantime, goodnight.”

		  As Chakotay began to turn away, Janeway stopped him. “Fortunately, our supply area escaped with minor damages. I’ll have Tuvok send you a list of our spare parts. It’s not extensive, but perhaps something will be of use to you.”

		  Gratefully, Chakotay looked down at Janeway. “Thank you. I hope someday I can repay your generosity.”

		  Reaching her hand over to her computer terminal, Janeway smiled and nodded. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

		  After the two Maquis departed, Janeway continued to study the mysterious M-class planet. The planet with no rain, but lots of energy.

		  The place where, hopefully, they would find Harry Kim and B’Elanna Torres.

		  Alive!
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		fter a sleepless night Janeway forced herself up from the very uncomfortable ready room couch.

		  Harry Kim, B’Elanna Torres, the possibility of being stranded in the Delta Quadrant, all weighed heavily upon her. Throughout the long night, a thousand and one images had invaded her mind. Tormenting barriers that peaceful sleep could not penetrate.

		  The memories of the dead and dying, gruesome pictures forever burnt into her memory. Images of her father and the families of all those onboard fighting to cope with the anguish of loss.

		  Images of Kim and Torres… victims of hideous experiments.

		  She dreaded the possibilities which today or tomorrow could bring. The gut wrenching facing of her crew when she announced they would not be returning to Federation space. The words telling each member of the crew they would be spending the rest of their lives far away from homes and loved ones. Accepting the truth herself. Never again to see her father or those she held dear.

		  Nothing familiar, everything alien. Forced to survive among cultures that might or might not welcome them. How would those who placed their trust in her react? Would they feel betrayed, let down by their captain, their protector?

		  Rubbing her hand over her face, Kathryn Janeway knew that somehow she had to convince the old man to send them back to the Alpha Quadrant. Therein lay the dilemma. Should she concentrate efforts on the Array? Most probably the location of the equipment that had catapulted them into the Delta Quadrant? Or should she and Chakotay take the time to investigate that M-class planet? An investigation that could be a vain attempt in the hope of locating two missing crewmen.

		  Two missing crewmen who yesterday had been alive, and who today may or may not be.

		  Which one? Which would be the best avenue to choose? The longer one had to search for answers the more elusive they become. Would time be merciful? Would time allow them to pursue the quest for both solutions? The remote possibility of finding two missing members of the crew against attempting to return home… not a very pleasant choice!

		  Suddenly, the clock had become their enemy!

		  Walking over to the little cubicle located just behind the desk, Janeway splashed cold water onto her face, trying to wash away the dark circles that had started to form beneath her eyes. Looking at the image in the mirror, she made a pledge. “I promise you, I will get this crew home. At whatever cost, even if it’s the last thing I ever do!”

		  Straightening her uniform, attempting to make herself as presentable as possible, the captain then headed in the direction of the door and bridge. Just as she was about to exit, the buzzer announced a person or persons requesting admittance.

		  “Enter!” Changing direction the captain walked over to the replicator.

		  Both Tuvok and Cavit stepped inside.

		  Cup in hand, Janeway headed to her desk and sat down.

		  The first officer handed her several PADDs. “Here are the repair reports. Crews have main systems operational. We have warp drive up to 3.5; however, now that we were able to run a level-ten diagnostic, the damage is more extensive than originally thought. Carey is working on the systems, but cannot give a time estimate. I expect to have the problem rectified shortly.”

		  The captain began browsing through the reports. “I see most, but not all, weapons are back online. The core remains the most urgent, but so, too, are the weapons. We are in unknown territory, I don’t want to be caught in a compromising situation. Put as many of the crew as necessary on these two systems. If necessary, non-essential repairs will have to wait. Keep me informed.”

		  “Yes, Captain!” With Janeway’s silent dismissal, Cavit unhappily left.

		  Not only was the first officer still nursing a bruised ego from the rebuffs of the day before,  he also felt very strongly about being excluded from the tactical discussions. He was extremely disturbed over her private meetings with both the Maquis leader and Tuvok. After all, was he not the first officer? Was it not vital for him to be kept appraised of her plans? Was it not his duty to council and guide the captain in her decisions? Of which, during the last few many, had been in error.

		  Silently he made his way across the bridge to the turbolift.

		  “Computer, Engineering!” At the sound of his voice, the computer, had it been human, would have cringed. Janeway’s truce with the Maquis. The acceptance of advice from an outlaw and traitor was a gross violation of Starfleet’s regulations. It was his duty to convince the captain that she was wrong. He would have to be careful. He would have to be manipulative. She needed to be reminded of the proper protocols, the rules and regulations she had sworn to uphold. Which, as a captain, she was ignoring. Which, as a captain, she was bound to.

		  This had been his plan. Now, this morning, when the Maquis leader was not around to distract her. That is, if Tuvok had not chosen the same moment to meet with Janeway. Well, he would speak with the Vulcan, make sure the security officer understood his place. Never again would Tuvok seek out the captain at the same time as that of the first officer.

		  As for the captain, he would speak with her later. Meanwhile, as first officer, Cavit had HIS crew to attend to. He was determined HIS crew would not forget they were Starfleet. And that Tom Paris! The captain granting him freedom of the ship! Allowing him to work at the conn, on HIS bridge. The right place for someone like Paris was in the brig. This was another error Janeway had to correct.

		  In a foul temper, Cavit entered Engineering.
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		naware that her first officer was planning to rectify the manner in which she was conducting herself, Captain Kathryn Janeway continued the task of dealing with the complexities of the current situation, seeking advice from the one man she could trust not to allow emotion to guide his actions.

		  Leaning back in her seat, the captain looked up at the man who had been with her longer than anyone else. “Tuvok, what is your opinion of Chakotay?”

		  Holding a PADD in his hand, Tuvok moved to within a couple of feet of the desk. “Captain, could you be more specific.”

		  Reaching slightly forward Janeway picked up her cup. “Do you agree with Cavit that I was wrong in setting up the truce?”

		  Without hesitation Tuvok answered her question. “No, Captain. Under these circumstances, it was the logical action to take. It is better to work with him than against or in conflict with his efforts. Sharing of knowledge and abilities will always be the most efficient way of finding a solution.”

		  ‘Ah,’ thought Janeway, that wonderful Vulcan logic.

		  Tuvok continued. “To Chakotay, the crew comes first. As you do, he feels very strongly about his obligations to them. He maintains very strong discipline; however, he always treats the crew well. He respects them, they in turn respect him. He also follows many Starfleet protocols.”

		  Holding the cup in both hands, Janeway gazed down into the dark liquid. She was finding Tuvok’s assessment of the Maquis leader very interesting, the Vulcan was certainly giving her something to think about. “In the short time that I’ve known Chakotay, my opinion of him has started to change. He is certainly not what I would consider a rebel and outlaw. However, is this just an act due to our circumstances? Since you were a member of his crew, you know more about the man, not the outlaw.”

		  Tuvok understood his captain was in the process of deciding if Chakotay could be depended upon, of just how far the Maquis leader could be trusted. “Though by Federation standards he is an outlaw, Chakotay is a man of his word, and can be trusted. He will honor that trust, doing nothing to endanger you or this crew. He has very strong moral principals. To him, life is precious and should be respected, even that of an enemy. However, do not forget. Not only is he a dedicated Maquis, he is their leader. A skilled, powerful leader who will use every opportunity that comes his way. As you are able to watch and learn his methods, his strength, and weaknesses, he will also be learning yours.”

		  Janeway took a couple of moments to process the words of her security chief. “Do you think that is why he chose Evans to join him? To gather information?”

		  For a minute, Tuvok’s quick mind analyzed the situation. “Possible, but not probable. There are only three people that Chakotay trusts completely. Two of them, Evans and B’Elanna Torres, are members of his crew. The third is Ro Laren. Evans is what you humans refer to as being level headed. He does not hate Starfleet and the Federation; as do many serving, not only on the Maquis ship, but in the whole of the Maquis. Nevertheless, Captain, you must be careful. Evans is an extremely skilled intelligence agent. Given the opportunity to gather information, he will do so.”

		  “Really,” Janeway replied rather lightly.

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “Captain, you do not seem concerned?”

		  She did not elaborate, but instead commented on Tuvok’s previous statement. “It is interesting that Chakotay follows Starfleet protocols.”

		  The Vulcan quietly reminded his captain about Chakotay’s past. “He was a Starfleet officer.”

		  The captain tapped her finger against the cup. “Yes he was, with a fine service record. I can now understand why his commanding officers held him in such high regard, recommending that he be promoted to captain.”

		  Her interest in the Maquis leader was growing. “During your time with the Maquis, did you find or see anything to support their claims of Cardassian atrocities?”

		  The Vulcan folded his hands behind his back. “As for hard proof, no. However, I did hear many comments, but did not have first hand knowledge to the events being referred to. However, between what I heard and what I saw when we visited several of the colonies, I do believe closer examination would be justified. In this context, many of the Cardassian statements are not logical. Their explanations concerning the deaths of the colonists might not be correct. Especially in their claim that rebel Maquis, themselves, are doing the killing. Some of the facts appear to have been left out or changed in the reports that Cardassia sent to Starfleet.”

		  Thoughtfully, Janeway placed her cup on the desk. Had her father known this during their last conversation? “Did you inform the Admiral about this?”

		  Tuvok gave a slight nod. “Yes, Captain. We had a long debriefing. I also brought something else to his attention.”

		  Looking up at the Vulcan, the captain rested both arms on the desk. “Something else?”

		  Tuvok took a step closer to the desk. “During a battle, we destroyed a Cardassian supply ship. In the debris, we found some unknown technology.”

		  Unease stirred within Janeway. “Could it have been Dominion?”

		  Tuvok’s reply only served to deepen that concern. “There is that possibility. Chakotay thought so, as did Admiral Janeway.”

		  Janeway did not show the growing anxiety that Tuvok’s information produced. However, she was now determined, at the first opportunity, she and Chakotay would have a very serious conversation. “Did your search of the logs reveal anything?”

		  Stepping up to the desk, Tuvok handed Janeway the PADD. “Nothing, Captain. During the time we were on the Array, there was no activity onboard the ship, nor were our computer records accessed. It would appear this alien was interested only in our physical selves. I have tried to scan the structure, to no avail. However, I was able to determine that during the course of the night, the energy pulses have been increasing. Both in rate and intensity. The time gap between each one has decreased .47 seconds.”

		  Leaning back, the captain glanced at the PADD. “Increasing! Last night, Chakotay and I reviewed what little information we had. There is one M-class planet directly in the path of these pulses. Even though this planet is not very hospitable, we decided it would be advantageous to investigate. This energy must be directed to someone or something.”

		  Being the bearer of bad news did not divert Tuvok from his usual unemotional manner. “I have read Cavit’s report and ran several scans myself. It is erroneous to assume there is a connection to the missing crewmen. Based on the facts, it is logical to assume both Kim and Torres are dead.”

		  Janeway looked sharply at her security chief.

		  The captain’s glance did not go unnoticed by the Vulcan. “It is the human inability to accept loss which allows you to believe this barren world could be important. You are maintaining false hope, postponing the inevitable.”

		  Knowing Tuvok was speaking the truth, she played with the PADD. The truth she did not want to accept.

		  As he continued, Tuvok had served with Janeway long enough to understand situations such as these were difficult on humans. “According to your summarization of the conversation, the old man stated they might have what he needed, not that they were alive. You are interpreting his words to suit your own desires. It would be best to concentrate our efforts on the array. Try to locate the equipment that can transport us back to Federation territory.”

		  For several long moments the captain thought over her security and tactical officer’s advice. “I’m not quite ready to believe there is no hope. He did say something about one day returning Kim and Torres, this leads me to believe they are still alive. Besides, how do you explain those pulses?”

		  Though the Vulcan disagreed with his captain, he did not argue. Tuvok simply answered her question. “Surplus energy sent to a collector on the planet. We have no knowledge of how this alien lives, or how the Array functions. Most probably there are periods of time when he has to rely on stored energy. Our long-range scans have failed to reveal any life signs or indications of any type of civilization on the planet. Just a desert wasteland.”

		  A reluctant Janeway nodded sadly. “As usual, you are probably correct. Still… to give up. It does appear strange this alien would use a collector so far from the Array. If he did required this surplus energy, he would have to transport it back, or at best, be able to reach it in some manner. And… even a desert wasteland can yield up life, sometimes in the most unexpected of places. For the time being, return to the lab, continue to analyze the data we have already have. Run more long-range scans. Perhaps, just perhaps, we missed something.”

		  She looked intently at Tuvok. “One important aspect of the human species… we never give up.”

		  Standing up, she accompanied Tuvok to the door. “We need more information. Something to our advantage. Something to work with. Run what we know about this alien through the computer. Maybe somewhere, sometime, something like this has been recorded. I’m going to meet with Chakotay.”

	


	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 33

		U

		pon entering the bridge Tuvok immediately went to the turbolift while Janeway centered her attention upon the ops station. “Mr. Rollins, contact the Maquis.”

		  Though it was only 06:00 hours Chakotay responded instantaneously. His face haggard, he was in the process of wiping grime off his hands. An obvious indication the Maquis leader had spent the night working on damaged systems. “Good morning, Captain. Should I assume your night was no better than mine?”

		  Janeway walked slowly to the center of the command area. “I’m afraid so. Our repairs are progressing very slowly. We do have limited warp capabilities; however, the core is still a major concern. How are your repairs coming? Tuvok reports that the energy pulses are increasing. I think we should meet, plan our next move.”

		  The lines around Chakotay’s eyes attested to his exhaustion. “Captain, I would like to, but at the moment… Though most of our repairs are progressing, the replicators are offline. With my chief engineer missing… it has been several hours since my crew had any food.”

		  Janeway ran a hand along her neck. “Fortunately, that is one problem for which I have an answer, and which I can easily remedy.”

		  As she continued, the captain made a face. “In a half decent manner, our replicators are working. I can send supplies over for you and your crew.”

		  Chakotay managed a small relieved smile. “Thank you! If you can send something for my crew, it would be appreciated. In that case, I’ll transport over right away, grab a coffee there.”

		  Janeway glanced behind her, in the direction of Rollins. Through her mind, flashed recent conversations with both Chakotay and Tuvok. Then she made the second extraordinary decision. “Chakotay, are your sensors still offline?”

		  Heaving a deep sigh he nodded. “I’m afraid so. It appears they will be for some time.”

		  For an instant, the Starfleet captain glanced down at the deck. She then looked back at the Maquis leader. “Mine are working to full capacity. We’re conducting continuous sweeps, on the lookout for other ships, either friend or foe, as well as gathering information on this sector of space. Rollins and Tuvok are the only remaining members of my crew who have ops experience. Tuvok is occupied in the science lab and Rollins would be better off in engineering.”

		  She hesitated for only a mini-fraction of a second. “Would Evans be capable of manning the ops station?”

		  Still trying to clean off the grime, Chakotay’s hands froze in mid-air. Staring at the screen, the Maquis leader was not sure if he had heard properly, or if Janeway was serious. “Yes… he has considerable experience in that area.”

		  Captain Kathryn Janeway was very serious. “Would it be possible to borrow him?”

		  The request stunned Chakotay. “Certainly, I’ll arrange for him to transport over as soon as possible.”

		  Janeway was delighted. She would be able to send Rollins down to help with the warp-core. “Good! I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

		  Closing the comm. link she walked over to ops. “Mr. Rollins, send over at least two days of supplies. When Evans arrives, give him any necessary instructions then report to Mr. Carey in Engineering. Tell Evans to contact me should any problems develop. I’ll be in my ready room. Have Chakotay join me when he arrives.”

		  If Chakotay had been taken by surprise, so too was Rollins. “Yes, Captain!”

		  Quietly, a stunned Starfleet officer watched Janeway head for her ready room. Rollins was proud to be serving a captain who cared, not for personal glory, but for those around her. A captain who knew when to bend the rules. Who knew those around her were more than words, words forming an unfeeling set of regulations sitting on a dusty old shelf on the other side of the galaxy.
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		O

		ver on the Maquis ship Chakotay was in a mild state of shock. In a daze, he turned away from the viewscreen, walking over to a wall disposal unit near the turbolift.

		  After ridding himself of the soiled cloth, he turned in the direction of his tactical station. “Seska, you have the bridge, I’ll be over on the Starfleet ship. Chakotay to Evans, what is the status of the sensor arrays?”

		  The reply came from somewhere deep within the ship. “Slow, we’ll be lucky to have them back online within forty-eight hours. If by then.”

		  Not at all happy, the Maquis leader shook his head in frustration. “Damn! Meet me in the transporter room. Chakotay out!”

		  Evans replied as he headed for the Jefferies tube exit. “Acknowledged!”

		  Turning in the direction of the turbolift, Chakotay was stopped by Seska. “You don’t think this is a trick of some kind? Don’t forget, Janeway was successful once before in setting a trap.”

		  Chakotay looked at the Bajoran. “How can I forget? Remember, I spent four months as a guest of the penal colony. No, this is not a trick. Even in the Alpha Quadrant, Janeway fights fair. Besides, unless she has discovered a way home, what would be the sense of trickery? As strange as this might seem to you, I do trust her.”

		  With that, he turned and entered the turbolift. Moments later, when he entered the transporter room, Evans was waiting.

		  The second-in-command looked closely at his commander. “Chakotay, what’s up? Is something wrong? You have a strange expression on your face.”

		  Walking over to the transporter pad, Chakotay replied with a question. “Who do you have working on the replicators?”

		  “Ayala and Javis.” Evans studied his friend. Something had shaken Chakotay’s normally cool composure.

		  Chakotay started to speak, then gave his head a couple of quick, sharp shakes. “Forget the replicators for now, concentrate on the sensors. You are not going to believe this, in a couple of minutes, Janeway will be sending over food for the whole crew. Arrange to have it distributed. I don’t know how much will be arriving. If there is extra, store it in the cargo bay for later.”

		  Relieved that nothing disastrous had transpired, Evans gave his commander a huge grin. “After Janeway’s offer of help last night, I’m not sure I am surprised. If the situation was reversed, you would do the same thing.”

		  Chakotay looked at Evans. “Yes… however, I’m not bound by Starfleet and Federation regulations. If that does not surprise you, this will. Check on the progress of the repair crews, leave any necessary instructions with Seska. Have something to eat right away then transport over to Janeway’s ship.”

		  The Maquis leader ran his hand through his hair. “She wants to borrow you for the ops station.”

		  Evans stared at his leader. After a moment or two he finally found his voice. “Um… did you say she wants me to work on her bridge, a Starfleet ship, in the ops position?”

		  Chakotay grinned at the astonished look on the face of his second-in-command. “That’s correct. Any objections?”

		  Evans quickly shook his head. “No! Definitely not! You were right, Janeway is certainly not your everyday Starfleet captain. First, she sends over those spare parts. Then, throughout the entire night, she maintained a comm. link, giving us the results of all sensor sweeps. Without her help, we would be completely blind.”

		  Still disconcerted over Janeway’s actions, Chakotay rubbed the palm of his hand. “Evans, I must admit, I have never met anyone like her. After the first couple of conversations that I had with her back in the Alpha Quadrant, this help I would never have expected.”

		  For a moment he stopped, thinking about the Starfleet captain. Then again he shook his head in perplexity. “I now know what drives men to drink. If Janeway continues to pull such surprises, in order to deal with her, I’m definitely going to require something stronger than coffee.”

		  Evans laughed, then he became thoughtful. “I hate saying this, do you think Janeway has a hidden motive?”

		  Placing his hands on his hips, the Maquis leader stared down at the deck. “Seska voiced the same fear.”

		  For several seconds Chakotay stood there, thinking over the conversations back in the Alpha Quadrant and their meetings since.

		  Raising his head, he replied with firm conviction. “No! Janeway is a Starfleet captain in every sense of the word. However, she is much more than that, the captain has a strong code of ethics. Knowing when rules, regulations, and personal feelings must be put aside for the good of others, especially her crew. She has no hidden agenda, and neither do we.”

		  Thinking it would be interesting to see how things developed between these two, Evans replied with a relieved smile. “Understood, I’m glad you agree. I was thinking the same thing. Just wanted to be certain, since you know her better.”

		  Slapping Evans on the shoulder, Chakotay stepped onto the transporter pad. “Of that… I’m not so certain!”

		  He turned to look down at Evans. “I’m just wondering how she’ll explain all this to Starfleet Command!”

		  Chakotay’s face lost all trace of humor as the lines around his mouth tightened. “Be careful of Cavit and Fitzgerald. Especially, stay out of the way of the first officer, he could be trouble. I’m sure he did not enjoy his reprimands. I don’t know what transpired yesterday in her ready room. I do know, if I was in Janeway’s position, what I would have done. From the look on Cavit’s face afterwards, well… If anything arises, contact either myself or Janeway.”

		  Evans walked over to the transporter control panel. “See you later.”

		  He knew, as did Chakotay, staying out of Cavit’s way would be easier said than done.
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		E

		ntering Janeway’s ready room, Chakotay was pleased to find a coffee waiting for him. The steam still rising from the liquid sent out an enticing aroma.

		  Sitting down he reached for the cup. “Thanks, after last night I need this.”

		  The captain turned her attention from the PADD in her hand to the man who, as her prisoner, had sat in exactly the same spot only four months previously. “It would appear this is becoming a tradition. Though after the first time, I never expected that you would ever again be sitting here enjoying my coffee.”

		  She rubbed the PADD along her chin. “Certainly not of your own free will.”

		  “Neither did I,” Chakotay replied with a slight grin.

		  He sat relaxed with legs stretched out in front, enjoying a few minutes of rest that he knew would be all too brief. As usual, he was completely at ease, ready to match wits with his adversary. An adversary who was very quickly becoming a friend.

		  Slowly, thoughtfully, Janeway placed the PADD on the desk where it joined several others. Picking up her coffee, she leaned back in her chair. “Would you answer a question?”

		  “Certainly… if I can,” Chakotay replied carefully as he sipped the warm, refreshing liquid. He had no desire to jeopardize their growing friendship; however, there were still certain facts he could not reveal. At least not yet.

		  Holding her cup in both hands, Janeway locked eyes with the commander. She was determined to solve at least one puzzle. “Why did you meet me in the Badlands?”

		  One puzzle that Chakotay was willing and able to solve. “I wanted to arrange a meeting with Admiral Janeway. Since he sought me out in prison, I assumed he had certain details, information, which would make him more receptive to what I had to say.”

		  Surprised, but at the same time not surprised, Janeway settled her cup on the arm of the chair. “If you wanted to speak with the admiral, why did you not allow the first rendezvous to take place? Try an escape at a later date?”

		  Looking slightly embarrassed Chakotay shifted in his seat. “Ummm… I was taken by surprise.”

		  Janeway looked at him with disbelief written across her face. “Taken by surprise?”

		  The captain’s look did not ease Chakotay’s predicament. “You see, Captain, I had issued very clear orders, that if I was ever captured under no circumstances were they to attempt a rescue. I knew Starfleet or the Cardassians would keep me heavily guarded. Perhaps try to use me as bait for a trap. I gave B’Elanna, Evans, and the others a good tongue lashing for taking the risk.”

		  Chakotay’s obvious unease produced a look of amusement on Janeway’s face. A look Chakotay could not miss. Sipping her coffee, she studied the Maquis leader. “I don’t suppose you would tell me how your disappearing act was achieved?”

		  The Maquis leader replied with a large grin. “Sorry! That gives me a slight advantage. Which with you… I intend to keep.”

		  He knew the rules of this game. Every move, every word was being scrutinized. After all, was he not doing the same?

		  She tilted her head to the side, an impish gleam in her eyes. “You do realize, I will not stop searching for the answer. I hate mysteries. I also enjoy challenges and you have just presented me with one. You have my promise, I’ll discover how you pulled off that vanishing act.”

		  Chakotay heaved a martyred sigh. “Oh… I know you will. But for the time being, I’m safe. Even under threat of torture, my crew will not talk.”

		  She laughed. “I’m not prepared to go that far. At least not for the moment!”

		  Chakotay tried to sound serious. “I think I’m in trouble.”

		  Janeway’s eyes danced with mischief. “Mister… you can bet on that!”

		  The light dimmed as she became serious. “When we return to the Alpha Quadrant, are you still prepared to meet with Admiral Janeway?”

		  Before Chakotay could respond she held up her hand. “But I warn you, he’ll want the truth. The admiral will not accept vague statements because you are protecting others.”

		  The Maquis leader gazed intently at the captain. “Before I give you my reply, would you answer a question?”

		  “If I can.” As it was with Chakotay, Janeway was prepared to go only so far. At least for now.

		  The Maquis commander asked the last question she had been expecting. “What is your relationship to Admiral Janeway?”

		  Startled by the question, she studied Chakotay as several thoughts flashed through her mind.

		  Reaching a decision, the captain smiled as she softly replied. “He’s my father.”

		  “Your father!” Chakotay let go a short, low whistle. Shocked by the answer, for a moment, he stared at the woman sitting across from him.

		  Now he understood whom he was dealing with. “I thought perhaps a niece. I never thought, even for a moment, that the relationship was so close. I’ve heard a lot about the admiral, but there was never any mention of a daughter in Starfleet, or that he was married.”

		  Janeway responded with a trace of sadness in her voice. “My mother and older brother were killed in a shuttle accident when I was a year old. Dad never remarried. Chakotay, I’m telling you this in confidence. Only a handful of people know Edward Janeway is my father. Tuvok is one of those few, the only member of my crew with that knowledge. This information has even been omitted from my medical file, though there are special instructions as to who to contact in case of an emergency or my death.”

		  The Maquis leader understood why very few in Starfleet knew the Admiral had a daughter. Kathryn Janeway was not one to ride on somebody else’s coattails. The trust she was placing in him did not go unnoticed. “You have my word, this will remain between you and I.”

		  Chakotay looked Janeway with renewed respect and most importantly trust. “Admiral Janeway is one, if not the most respected officer in Starfleet. With a reputation for honesty and open mindedness, but a man not to be lied to or played with. A man well known for his consideration and respect for others. All the qualities that you have inherited.”

		  Talking of her father brought a sad, small smile to her face. “Many say Dad should have become an ambassador. He has a way of getting to the root of problems without starting wars.”

		  Sitting up straight, the Maquis leader placed his now empty cup on the desk. “You asked me if I would meet with the Admiral. Yes! If I have your word it will not be a trap.”

		  The captain held her breath as she posed the next question, knowing if the circumstances were reversed, her answer would be yes. Deep down inside, Kathryn Janeway sensed Chakotay could be trusted. But would that faith be reciprocated? “Would you accept my word?”

		  Chakotay locked eyes with the captain. “Yes, Captain, I would.”

		  Starfleet Captain Kathryn Janeway took a deep breath. “Commander Chakotay, you have it. Before I left for ah… The Badlands, my father gave me a special order. Should I be unable to recapture you, I was given complete authorization to arrange a meeting at the time and place of your choosing. If upon our return you wish to meet with the admiral, and you are prepared to be open and honest, providing the proof that we require, then I give you my word it will not be a trap.”

		  Chakotay’s breathing became slow and even. “What do you and your father know about the Cardassians and the Dominion?”

		  Rising from her seat, Janeway picked up the two empty cups and walked over to the replicator. Returning, she handed Chakotay a fresh cup, then sitting down she rested her arms on the desk, holding the cup between her hands.

		  Watching for Chakotay’s reaction, she replied to his question. “We know there is an alliance between the two. We know there were meetings before the peace negotiations; however, we know nothing about the contents of those meetings. For all we know they could have been trade negotiations. Other than that not too much. The nature of any alliance could depend on when it was formed. An alliance of aggression against the Federation, formed before the Maquis became a threat. Or, one of protection caused by the growing Maquis threat.”

		  Maintaining eye contact Chakotay was prepared to give the captain the answer that she was seeking. “If I tell you which it is, without being able to show you proof at this exact moment, would you believe me?”

		  The captain replied without hesitation. “Yes! I would believe you were telling me the truth based on what you have seen. However, since I do not know what this proof of yours entails, I must add that the admiral and myself may interpret this information in a different way. You must realize that before my father takes any action, you will have to provide absolute, indisputable proof. Until then, we are both prepared to keep an open mind, to whatever you have to say.”

		  Chakotay gave a slight nod. “Fair enough! The alliance was formed before the peace talks were started. This alliance is actually the reason behind the Cardassian request for a peace treaty with the Federation. The treaty is a sham. A way to gain the help and trust of the Federation. To lull security and intelligence forces into a false sense of stability that would facilitate an invasion.”

		  Taking a sip of coffee Chakotay could tell by Janeway’s face that she was seriously considering his words and they were causing her concern. “It was also meant to allow both the Cardassians and Dominion time to build up their forces within the Alpha Quadrant, right on the border of Federation space. The colonies were to be used as secret bases, an area where Starfleet could not venture, where they could train and increase the number of Jem’ Hadar in preparation for an invasion. The refusal of the colonists to move and then the formation of the Maquis put a serious dent into their plans. Fortunately, neither the Cardassians and the Dominion are as prepared as they had expected to be.”

		  Unsure of how much to say Chakotay hesitated for several seconds. Then knowing that for the first time someone was listening, he decided to continue. “At the moment there are Maquis agents trying to gather information as to the timetable of a Cardassian/Dominion attack. Since the Dominion have been unable to build up their forces within the Alpha Quadrant invasion plans could be on hold. Or… they, along with the Cardassians, may have prepared an attack force within the Gamma Quadrant. As long as the Federation is unprepared Starfleet does not have adequate defenses at the worm hole. I have been trying to keep Maquis ships in the area, but dodging Starfleet patrols makes it difficult.”

		  For a long moment Kathryn Janeway stared at the Maquis leader. Cold fear for the safety of the Federation washed over her. The captain could only hope he was misinterpreting, at least some, of the evidence that he had.

		  Her voice tight, the captain had trouble voicing her next question. “You have, beyond a shadow of a doubt, proof of this? Is it possible you could have misunderstood what was seen or heard?”

		  Janeway did not need a reply. She stared into the dark eyes of the Maquis leader, willing him to be wrong, knowing that he was right. Maquis Commander Chakotay was not a man to jump to conclusions, and Kathryn Janeway knew this.

		  “Yes, Captain! I do have proof!” Chakotay replied without hesitation. In a decisive manner that left no room for doubt.

		  In disbelief Janeway shook her head. “What do they hope to gain? What prevents them from turning on each other if they do gain control of the Alpha Quadrant?”

		  Chakotay gave a small shrug. “That is a good question, one which I cannot fully answer. However, I do believe part of the reason comes from an isogenic enzyme which the body of the Jem’ Hadar cannot produce. Due to the absents of this enzyme all Jem’ Hadar are dependant on a substance known as ketracel-white, which until recently, the Vorta had complete dominance over. Somehow, and I don’t know how, Cardassia managed to gain control of this material. As long as the Cardassian government maintains this advantage then the Dominion would never attack. Now, due to the shape shifting abilities of the Founders, the Cardassians never know if they are being spied upon. Prevents them from plotting against the Dominion.”

		  The Maquis leader added sarcastically. “A very trustful alliance.”

		  Janeway spoke very quietly. “I think we had better get ourselves home and this information to my father as quickly as possible.”

		  Chakotay breathed a silent sigh of relief. Not only for the good of the Federation but for himself as well. The Maquis leader knew Kathryn Janeway believed him, no longer would he be the outlaw and traitor to the Starfleet captain. “Did Tuvok discover anythoing important?”

		  She handed him the PADD that Tuvok had given her. “The frequency of the pulses are increasing, all are aimed directly at the M-class planet. He’s down in our science lab running more scans, trying to discover why. What makes this planet so special? Are the pulses aimed in that direction on purpose or just by chance? The energy does appear to reach the planet; however, at this distance we cannot be certain.”

		  Chakotay scrolled through the PADD. “It certainly appears to be something of value down there, something requiring this much power. According to Tuvok there is a ninety-nine point seven percent possibility that the pulses are reaching the surface. I suggest setting a course, then once in orbit see if close range scans reveal anything. If feasible, an away team with full security.”

		  Hesitating a moment the captain sat back, at the same time placing her cup on the desk. “I had been thinking along the same lines; however, I’m not certain if this would be the best decision.”

		  The captain’s hesitation gave Chakotay cause for concern. “What do you mean? It appears to be our best chance for finding Kim and Torres.”

		  Janeway found it difficult voicing her doubts. What if Chakotay agreed? Would they bring the hunt for the two missing crewmembers to an end? “Are we wasting our time and resources on a fertile search? The odds that Kim and Torres are still alive are very slim. The longer we wait we might loose our chance to return home. Perhaps we should accept the loss, concentrate on the Array.”

		  She added sadly. “More than once the old man mentioned about running out of time. It could mean many things, including the possibility that he is dying or planning to leave. If he dies, we may not be able to locate or operate his transportation device. If he leaves, he will probably take his equipment… or destroy it. Either way would leave us stranded. Tuvok feels the pulses are just surplus energy being sent to a collector. Our long range scans have not revealed any life signs around the planet.”

		  Chakotay knew the captain was right, but… “All that energy would be affecting the scanners.”

		  Janeway nodded. “I had thought of that.”

		  The Maquis leader took a deep breath. “A decision of this nature is never easy. The curse of command! However, I never did like coincidences. The last time I ignored one it landed me in prison for several months.”

		  Janeway retorted with a gleam in her eye. “Only four. At least so far.”

		  For a moment Chakotay smiled, then a deep sadness crossed his face. “What Tuvok said is… logical.”

		  Collecting his thoughts Chakotay ran a finger along the rim of his cup. “It is difficult maintaining the respect of a crew that feels any one could be abandoned the moment things get rough. They only see the loss of a comrade. They do not know, or understand, or really care about the decision behind it. Then there is the living with yourself. Never being sure you had done all that was possible. It is not easy losing a member of your crew. I have been in that position and, unfortunately, I’m sure you have been also.”

		  Nodding slowly the muscles of the captain’s face tightened. Reflecting the pain that only a captain can know. “One never forgets. They return to haunt your dreams and your darkest moments. As you said… it is the curse of command. The burden we must carry, knowing that at any time our decisions can cost a life.”

		  She lowered her eyes, gazing at her desk. “Those under us regard us as infallible. They expect us to always have the right answers, always follow the correct course of action, to always know what to do. While in truth we have the training and the expertise, but seldom is anything black and white.”

		  Moving forward Chakotay placed his arm on the desk. “We might be jumping to conclusions. How can we be certain this alien has his equipment on the Array? All Tuvok found were traces of holographic imaging projectors. Nothing else. The examination lab, the instruments controlling the displacement wave might not be there. Is there not the possibility we were transported elsewhere? He does have that capability. Does this alien live on the Array? Perhaps the planet is his natural environment.”

		  The Maquis leader fixed his eyes on his counterpart. “What is your decision? Do we investigate this planet, or try returning to the Array?”
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		hank you!” Kathryn Janeway breathed a silent sigh of relief.

		  Chakotay’s confusion clearly showed. “You’re welcome, I guess. May I ask what I did?”

		  Janeway managed a very innocent facial expression. “For helping me justify the course of action which I had already chosen.”

		  “Oh!” Handing the PADD back to the captain, Chakotay gave his head a small, quick shake.

		  After placing it in her PADD organizer she turned off the monitor. “How about an away team of myself, you, and Tuvok, along with three Starfleet and three Maquis. With emergency beam out procedures?”

		  He nodded agreement. “That should be sufficient. We could have a security team on stand-by, just in case.”

		  Janeway stood up. “All right, let’s do it! I’m on my way down to the science lab. Will you join me?”

		  Chakotay answered as he, too, rose to his feet. “Of course! But first, if you don’t mind, I’ll like to contact my ship.”

		  Entering the bridge Janeway and Chakotay walked into the center of the command area. The captain turned to the ops station. “Mr. Evans, open a comm. line to the Maquis.”

		  The Maquis temporary Starfleet officer tapped the control panel. “Yes, Captain!”

		  Watching his man efficiently carry out this Starfleet captain’s order Chakotay ran a hand along his chin, trying to hide the amused smile on his face.

		  When a Bajoran face appeared the Maquis leader turned in the direction of the viewscreen. “Seska, we’re heading for that M-class planet. Set a course to match this ship using the information from the tactical link. Once we’re in orbit three of our crew will join the away team.”

		  Rising from the command chair Seska moved closer to the railing near the conn. “Which three?”

		  “I’ll let you know.” In truth Chakotay was not sure which three of his crew to choose.

		  Seska grinned. “Afraid you’ll have a mutiny on your hands. Not everybody will welcome working with Starfleet.”

		  Chakotay knew Seska was correct. “Perhaps they would prefer to lose B’Elanna. Chakotay out!”

		  Janeway listened with interest to the exchange. What Chakotay had said was true, she was not the only captain with crewmembers harboring strong feelings. The two crews would never be able to coexist. Just the thought of that necessity occurring sent a shiver of apprehension down her spine. They had to find a way home! If not, how long could she and Chakotay maintain their truce? How long before the crews began turning on each other? Hatred had strange effects on people, destroying discipline and human values.

		  The captain walked in the direction of the helm, where a young ensign sat at the controls. Tom Paris was standing beside her, bent over, still working on the console.

		  Janeway addressed Paris. “Tom, what’s the condition of the conn?”

		  Standing up straight he turned to the captain. “It’s fully operational. There’s still a few minor repairs to be completed, but they should not interfere with navigation.”

		  Worry and hope mingled on his face. “Do you have some information?”

		  Smiling gently Janeway shook her head. “Not at the moment. Chakotay and I are just checking out a few ideas. I’ll let you know as soon as something develops.”

		  She turned her attention to the Ensign. “Ms. Forester, lay in a course to the M-class planet. Maximum impulse.”

		  The ensign tapped her controls. “Yes, Captain, course laid in.”

		  Janeway walked back to Chakotay. “I don’t trust our warp core. It will take longer using impulse, but a lot safer.”

		  With Chakotay beside her, Janeway headed to the turbolift. Coming abreast of the ops station she stopped.

		  Looking at her new crewman there was a touch of mischief in her voice. “Well, Mr. Evans, how are you getting along?”

		  Evans tried to avoid looking at the Maquis leader. “Fine Captain, your systems are comparable to Chakotay’s.”

		  “Hey Evans! Don’t get too comfortable. Remember, you’re part of my crew,” joked Chakotay as he tried to look serious.

		  Evans retorted with a grin on his face. “Hell, Chakotay! Her coffee is much better than yours!”

		  Chakotay looked at the Starfleet captain who was fighting to keep a straight face. “The price of loyalty these days. Deserted all for a cup of coffee.”

		  For the first time since their abrupt arrival, at least for a brief moment, the bridge crew had smiles on their faces.”
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		I

		n the turbolift Chakotay attempted to look and sound serious. “Did you do this on purpose? Trying to entice my crew away with your coffee?”

		  “Commander!” exclaimed Janeway, faking shock at the suggestion.

		  Then she retorted in the most innocent of voices. “Would I do something like that?”

		  Leaving the turbolift she threw over her shoulder. “However, it does give me ideas!”

		  Hands on his hips Chakotay just stood there, watching Kathryn Janeway. He realized not only was this one very determined captain, but an extremely unusual one. Be it searching for two lost crewmen, hunting a Maquis outlaw, or using lighthearted banter to maintain a truce, her unpredictability gave her an advantage. And she knew it.

		  Heaving a ‘I wonder what next?’ sigh, he, too, exited the lift, catching up with the captain at the door to the science lab.

		  Janeway walked up to the console where Tuvok was working. “Anything?”

		  The Vulcan replied as he continued to tap the display, studying the information. “Yes, Captain. By compensating for the interference from the energy, our long range scans revealed activity in the airspace, southwest of where the pulses from the Array are landing. Also, these energy bursts are still increasing in frequency.”

		  Janeway threw a quick glance at Chakotay, who was standing beside her. “Activity in the airspace, interesting. I have set a course for this planet. If there is some form of life down there let’s hope it’s friendly. Tuvok, prepare for an away mission, three from our crew, three from Chakotay’s.”

		  While still talking to Tuvok, Janeway looked defiantly at the Maquis leader. “Also arrange for Tom Paris to join us.”

		  Chakotay grinned at the Starfleet captain. “I’ll deal with him after we return to the Alpha Quadrant.”

		  Despite knowing she was being baited, Janeway stepped closer to Chakotay. “Paris is a member of my crew. Here… or in the Alpha Quadrant!”

		  While looking the Maquis leader in the eye, she tapped his chest with her finger for emphasis. “Understood!”

		  Eyes gleaming with mischief Chakotay replied in his best subservient voice. “Yes, Ma’am.”

		  Which earned him a ‘Just wait until I get you’ glare from Janeway.

		  Neither of them admitted, at least to each other or out loud, that Janeway’s light touch had sent a jolt of electricity threw both of them.

		  Total unaware of what had transpired between the commanders, Tuvok turned to Chakotay. “May I suggest Timmins, B’Kay, and Javis.”

		  For a moment, the Maquis leader thought over the Vulcan’s suggestion. “All right. I’ll have them join us when we’re in orbit.”

		  Why, Chakotay wondered, should he be surprised at Tuvok’s suggestion. The Starfleet officer had been part of his crew, knew his people. The Vulcan had chosen three of the best. The only problem… one of the three hated Starfleet as no other on his ship. However, Javis did have an unusual reputation. Perhaps he had better keep an eye on the captain.

		  Just then Cavit entered. Seeing Chakotay the officer quickly controlled his strong dislike of the Maquis leader before the captain could notice his reaction.

		  Janeway turned to her first officer. “Ah Mr. Cavit, just in time. I have set a course for that M-class planet. Once we’re in orbit Chakotay and I will be taking an away team down to the surface. Stay on full security alert, constant scans with emergency beam-out status, and have a security detail armed with phaser compression rifles on stand-by, ready to beam down if necessary. Any improvement with the warp core?”

		  Cavit stood quietly, hands folded behind his back. “Carey’s last report was an hour ago, when he increased warp drive up to 4.5. I just came from sick bay, I’m on my way to engineering now.”

		  Cavit’s news did nothing to improve Janeway’s disposition. “We’re in strange space with limited capabilities, not the best situation. To aid with the repairs I sent Rollins down to engineering. A member of Chakotay’s crew, Mr. Evans, is helping at the ops station.

		  Chakotay carefully monitored the reactions of both Tuvok and Cavit. The Vulcan raised an eyebrow; however, the news that a member of Chakotay’s crew was working on the ship did not appear to surprise him. Obviously the Vulcan knew his captain. As for Cavit, the first officer appeared surprised, but showed nothing more. Apparently he had learned to accept his captain’s authority.

		  However, neither Janeway or Chakotay saw the tightly clenched fists of the officer.

		  The captain continued speaking to Cavit. “I want an update after you have spoken with Carey, and what is the situation with our injured crew members?”

		  Cavit managed to keep his attention focused on his captain and not on Chakotay. “Dr. Fitzgerald released one this morning. There are six others who suffered massive first degree burns, severe lacerations, and multiple trauma injuries. With the loss of over seventy-five percent of our medical supplies, at the moment all the Doctor can do is sedate them.”

		  If the situation with the warp corp had upset Janeway, this news deeply troubled her. Feeling helpless and frustrated, for the moment at least, the captain was forced to admit there was little she could do. “Keep me posted.”

		  Turning in the direction of the door Cavit gave a slight nod. “Very good, Captain. If that is all, I’ll be in engineering.”

		  The picture of a perfect first officer. Emotions fully under control, showing none of his growing inner fury. A Maquis on HIS bridge! Serving on His ship! How dare she? He was now determined, upon their return to the Alpha Quadrant, it would be his duty to report the captain’s breech of regulations. He has a responsibility to ensure it would be a long time, if ever, before Kathryn Janeway commanded another ship.

		  After Cavit left, Janeway turned back to Chakotay. “Do you want to contact your ship now or later?”

		  Chakotay looked over at Tuvok. “Tell Evans to contact Seska. Arrange for Timmins, B’Kay and Javis to join the away team. Also ask Seska to check with the EMH concerning our medical supplies. We carry a good inventory, have her send over whatever you require.”

		  Without hesitation Tuvok nodded. “Very good, Commander.”

		  Then with nothing more to say, in true Vulcan fashion Tuvok left the science lab.

		  Feeling greatly relieved, a very grateful Starfleet captain turned to the Maquis leader. “Thank you!”

		  She did not have to say anything more, and it was not necessary for Chakotay to reply.

		  However… it did not escape the captain of how easily Evans had taken orders from her and how, without question, Tuvok had accepted instructions from Chakotay.

		  Janeway rubbed her hand along the back of her neck. “When we return home, we might have to sort out who belongs to who.”

		  Grinning, Chakotay rested his hand on top of the console as he studied Janeway, who was working, head bent, studying the display panel. “How do you know I didn’t order Evans to sabotage your ship, or use this as an opportunity to access your computer?”

		  The captain kept her eyes on the panel, which prevented Chakotay’s from seeing her amused smile. “Ay yes. I forgot, Evans is your chief spy.”

		  The Maquis leader very quickly retorted. “Captain, you no more forgot than I did!”

		  Still keeping her head bent she shrugged her shoulders. “Go ahead, access our records. You were a Starfleet officer, most of the information is either already known, or of little practical use to you. Crew reports, a lot of scientific information, nothing classified. Besides… from what I heard of the Maquis, you don’t require an invitation.”

		  Chakotay laughed. “Captain Kathryn Janeway… practical as well as unpredictable.”

		  Still occupied with the console Janeway managed to keep the laughter out of her voice. “As for sabotage, Tuvok said you were a man of your word, that you would honor the truce.”

		  The Maquis leader also managed to maintain a straight face. “And of course Vulcans never lie!”

		  Looking up, the laughter danced in her eyes. “Will you ever forgive me for planting Tuvok in your crew?”

		  Chakotay locked eyes with the captain. “I’m working on it. However, I might forgive, but I’ll never forget!”

		  There were no hard feelings. Never had been. As a Starfleet officer she had done what she had to. Chakotay understood, and Janeway knew this.

		  She quickly turned back to the console. “Let’s run some more scans. See if we can force this mysterious planet to give up the secrets that it holds. Perhaps, we can locate some indication of Torres and Kim. No matter how small I’ll consider it a good sign.”

		  To their intense sorrow, hoping and longing were not enough. With each passing minute the chances of finding the two alive were diminishing.

		  Neither voiced the anguish they were feeling. The sick empty feeling in the depths of their beings.

		  Both knowing this was their last hope, their last chance of rescuing Kim and Torres.

		  Both knowing soon they might be forced to accept the inevitable.

		  The inevitability they dreaded.

		  If the missing crewmembers were not on this planet, or at least an indication of where they were, the two commanders knew they were out of options.

		  The search would have to be called off.

		  They would have to concentrate on the Array! On a way home!

		  Leaving behind the two whose exact fate would never be known!
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		nce in orbit they ran one last short range scan. Bending over the console Janeway studied the readings. “All that energy is interfering with the sensors. From what I can tell those ships landed here. Though somewhat distorted, I’m also reading what appears to be humanoid life signs. I can’t be certain with all this electrical energy in the atmosphere.”

		  Leaning closer Chakotay tapped the display. “This would be a good place for the away team to beam into. While still close to those life signs the mountains will offer protection, reducing the possibility of being seen.”

		  The captain studied the indicated area. “It appears to be a safe distance from the landing area of those energy bursts.”

		  Chakotay nodded. “We can do some reconnaissance before making our presence known. It will be a good idea to become familiar with the area around the beam-in point. Knowledge of the surrounding terrain can prevent being surprised and aid in escaping, should that necessity arise.”

		  Jerking her head up Janeway looked at Chakotay. “I’m hoping these people will be friendly. That ‘escape’ will not be necessary.”

		  A sad expression passed over Chakotay’s face. “I share your hope, Captain. However… we are in alien space. Prior to making contact I strongly recommend watching these people, try to learn as much as possible. See if there is a connection to that old man. Knowledge can not only be your best defense, but also your best offense.”

		  Thoughtfully, Janeway tapped the console. “As much as I hate to agree… I must. We’re all alone out here, with no backup, no help, and two damaged ships. I hope to make a peaceful first contact; however, you are correct, we must be careful. I’ll send the coordinates to the transporter room.”

		  A small smile eased the severity of her face. “I must admit, there is merit having a Maquis as an advisor. Your suggestions make sense, especially under these circumstances. I never took advanced tactical training. Never thought as a science officer it would be necessary.”

		  Devilment lit up Chakotay’s eyes. “Be careful, Captain, I might turn you into a Maquis.”

		  She grinned at the Maquis leader. “Not much chance of that. I’m my father’s daughter.”

		  To hide the mischief in her eyes, Janeway turned back to the panel. “I understand you taught tactical training at the Academy. In fact… I believe that’s where you first met Ro Laren.”

		  Chakotay ran his hand through his hair. “So… you know about Ro. Captain Kathryn Janeway, you and I are definitely due for a long talk.”

		  Clearly showing her amusement, Janeway just stared at the uncomfortable Maquis leader. “Why do I have the distinct impression you are trying to figure just what I know about you and your operations.”

		  Chakotay remained silent.

		  Uttering a small laugh Janeway contacted her security chief. “Janeway to Tuvok, assemble the away team.”

		  The Vulcan’s reply drifted over the communications system. “The team is ready, Captain. The members of Commander Chakotay’s crew have just arrived.”

		  Chakotay muttered something under his breath.

		  Janeway turned to him. “Did you say something?”

		  “No, Captain.” Janeway did not see Chakotay’s mentally crossed fingers that showed his apprehension.

		  Janeway turned her attention back to Tuvok. “Chakotay and I are on our way. Prepare for beam-down.”

		  When the commanders entered the transporter room they came upon a heated argument.

		  With his hands clenched at his sides one of the Maquis stood just in front of Tuvok. “No way traitor! No way will I join you on any Starfleet mission!”

		  In three strides, the Maquis leader was before the young man. Before Janeway knew what had happened Chakotay’s fist lashed out. A fraction of a second later the man was sprawled on the deck.

		  Chakotay towered over his crewman. “Javis, when I give an order I expect you to obey! Do I make myself clear?”

		  Javis rubbed his chin where Chakotay’s fist had left its mark. “Yae! You made yourself clear! For B’Elanna’s sake guess I can stomach Starfleet… for a little while!”

		  Fascinated, Janeway watched the proceeedings. There was no doubt as to the hatred this man held, but she also had no doubt that Chakotay would be obeyed. This Maquis leader was not one to be taken lightly or disobeyed.

		  What puzzled her… one look told her this confrontation had come as no surprise to either Chakotay or Tuvok. If they had been expecting trouble with this Javis, why had her security chief specifically requested that he join the away team? Tuvok never did anything without a logical reason.

		  Climbing to his feet Javis stepped onto the transporter pad. Chakotay beside him.

		  The away team stood in a circle, facing outward with phasers drawn.

		  Completely ignoring the incident Tuvok calmly turned to Janeway. “Captain, the away team is ready.”

		  The Vulcan then took his place on the pad, phaser in one hand, tricorder in the other.

		  Amused, Janeway joined him.

		  Out of the corner of her eye she could see Javis rubbing his jaw. The animosity glaring from his eyes could burn a hole through steel. ‘So this is the mystery man,’ thought Janeway. From the listing provided by Tuvok, her father had been able to obtain information on all of Chakotay’s crew. All except this Javis!

		  Later, she would have a talk with one Maquis commander, find out more about this Javis and his bitter resentment of Starfleet.

		  Janeway nodded to the man standing at the transporter controls. “Energize!”

	


	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 39

		A

		s her molecules rematerialized Janeway’s first sensation was of heat. Dry, hot heat! Thinking she had landed beside someone’s old fashion campfire, the captain glanced down. Only the sun-scorched land greeted her eyes.

		  Gasping for breath, her lungs labored to draw in what little oxygen there was. The others fared no better, their clothes already clammy from sweat, faces wet as the air sucked the water out of them.

		  The high, surrounding mountain peaks offered little protection from the overhead sun. The air hung motionless, suffocating all that it encircled. No vegetation, no birds, not even a lizard. Nothing moving, nothing living.

		  Too close for comfort, an energy burst striking less than a kilometer away sent an explosion thundering through the air as the ground vibrated violently. Chakotay’s powerful hand grabbed Janeway’s arm as she and the others were thrown off balance. Even with their view partially blocked by the mountains, dust and rocks could be seen rising high into the air.

		  Chakotay remarked cynically, forcing words out of a throat already parched and burning. “I would not like to live here. In fact, I would prefer not having to visit.”

		  Janeway knew he was expressing the viewpoint of all the away team. “Tuvok, can you get any readings on your tricorder?”

		  The Vulcan replied as he clipped the instrument to his belt. “Negative, Captain. There is too much interference.”

		  The captain pointed with her arm over to the left. “The life form readings were in that direction. Let’s hope they haven’t moved.”

		  Chakotay turned to the away team. “Spread out! Keep your eyes open for any sign of movement.”

		  Phaser in hand Tuvok took the lead. Janeway, Chakotay, and Paris following. The rest of the team forming a half circle behind them. Slowly they proceeded over land cracked and tortured from a long absence of water. Using the rocks as shields, on the alert for the least sign of something alive, they approached their objective.

		  In the oppressive heat, each step required extra effort. Each footfall produced small dust clouds around their feet. Another energy burst caused the ground to buck and tremble.

		  Chakotay moved closer to Janeway. “The sooner we’re out of here the better.”

		  Looking at the man beside her, the captain silently agreed.

		  Once they were close enough, Janeway and Chakotay knelt behind a couple of large protective boulders. Using viewers, they carefully studied the scene before them.

		  Comprised mostly of sunburnt, vicious looking men, a small group was camped amid crumbling ruins. The landscape adding to the feeling of desolation and loneliness emitting off the land. Stark reminders of a long vanished civilization. Of a time when water flowed and birds sang.

		  Attending to various chores their clothes were ragged, hair heaped upon their heads in massive unkept mounds. Klingon-like ridges graced leathery foreheads upon faces burnt black from hours in the sun.

		  Each male had weapons slung over their shoulders and various ornaments, either of rank or battle significance, hung their hair. The women, clothes no better than an assembly of rags, wearing faces haggard from years of hardship, were busy preparing their meager meal.

		  Chakotay whispered to Janeway. “I count around twenty males and six females.”

		  The captain turned her head in the direction of the Maquis leader. Upon her face the disappointment clearly showed. “Like this planet, not very inviting. I doubt they will be glad to see us.”

		  Repositioning the viewer she continued to study the group.

		  Heaving a small sigh Chakotay glanced downwards. “I’m afraid you’re right. They’re fighters. No other could survive in such a harsh environment. Nothing about their demeanor suggests they are friendly, or would welcome strangers. Just the opposite.”

		  As Janeway lowered her viewer she gave her head a discouraged shake.

		  Sitting down, the captain placed her back against the rock. “A rather fearsome picture. Weapons at their ready, within easy reach a line of one-man short range fighter ships. I don’t think we’ll be invited for supper.”

		  “Unless we’re the supper,” Chakotay quipped.

		  Again the air vibrated from an explosion caused by an energy burst striking not far away. The ground shook and rumbled as it gave a good demonstration of an earthquake.

		  Before turning his attention back to the group, Chakotay glanced over at the dust rising up from the terrain. “They’re completely ignoring these energy barrages. They must be accustomed to them, which means this has been going on for a long time.”

		  The captain ran a hand along her forehead, which was already feeling the effects of the overhead sun. “How anyone could be at ease with such monstrous power striking so near is beyond me. It might be commonplace to these inhabitants; however, for us who are new to this land, it is just plain nerve raking. I doubt very much there is any connection between these people and the alien on that Array.”

		  Still watching the group, something caught Chakotay’s attention as he slowly moved his viewer over the scene before them. “Hmmmmmmm… Take a look over to the left. In the second doorway.

		  Quickly Janeway shifted her position. Once again kneeling on the hard ground she peered through her viewer.

		  The lips of the captain tightened in anger. “She must be a prisoner. From the appearance of those bruises on her face, she is on the receiving end of very harsh treatment. Interesting… her species is very different. This girl is so small and slender with golden hair. Everybody else is well built, tall with black hair.”

		  Chakotay glanced over at Janeway. “Captain, notice how white her face is. As though she has never seen the sun, or at least, not for a very long time. Perhaps she is not native to this planet.”

		  For several moments, the captain continued to study the object of their attention. “You could be right. Either that or she has been a prisoner in some dark secluded place. Or on something like the Array. On this planet, avoiding the sun must be next to impossible.”

		  Suddenly, Chakotay uttered a sharp oath. Leaping backwards he disappeared around a set of boulders!

	


	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 40

		G

		rabbing her phaser Janeway leaped to her feet. With Paris and Tuvok at her heels the captain headed in the direction in which Chakotay had vanished. They were just in time for the Maquis leader to catch up with a strange looking man. A man who was clutching Chakotay’s water canteen.

		  The captain found it hard not to laugh, of all people to steal from. This funny, innocent looking intruder had chosen the wrong target. What did not amuse her… how had this alien managed to come so close undetected? Even Tuvok’s nonexpression registered shock.

		  Obviously this man might not be so inept as his appearance suggested. It had been fortunate that he had wanted only the water… not their lives.

		  As the away team quickly surrounded the newcomer, he stood quietly, gazing in curiosity at Janeway and her team.

		  Tuvok motioned for the team to maintain a sharp lookout, they did not need another surprise.

		  Janeway looked around. There had been almost no sound, hopefully, the group by the ruins had not been alerted. She exchanged a ‘What next?’ look with Chakotay.

		  The water thief looked from Janeway to Chakotay. “I was only going to borrow it. I would have replaced the container.”

		  Snatching back his canteen Chakotay retorted sarcastically. “I’m sure that you would.”

		  Janeway silently appraised the alien. The man was short, on the stock side. A sparse mane of brownish hair running along the top of his head continued down the back of his neck, with his speckled face spouting a line of whiskers. Very different from the group they had been watching.

		  The captain was beginning to wonder how many species inhabited this supposedly uninhabitable planet. “My name is Captain Kathryn Janeway of the Federation Starship Explorer. This is Maquis Commander Chakotay.”

		  The alien’s voice was soft and clear. “How do you do? My name is Neelix.”

		  Chakotay, too, was beginning to wonder about the planet. “Do you live here?”

		  The man appeared shocked at the question. “Of course not! Only the Kazon and the Ocampa live here.”

		  Somewhat bewildered that anyone would live on this world, Janeway echoed the words. “The Kazon and the Ocampa?”

		  Starting to develop a headache from the sun, Janeway rubbed her temples. “Which group live by the ruins?”

		  Neelix replied impatiently, although speaking to those who should know the answers. “Kazon.”

		  Chakotay had been closely studying the mysterious stranger. “What about the fair haired girl? She appears quite different.”

		  This time Neelix answered more carefully. “She’s Ocampa.”

		  The eyes of the alien moved over the away team. “You’re not from this area of space, are you? You must be from the two ships brought here about a week ago. Were you abducted, brought here against your will?”

		  Janeway and Chakotay both felt the tension in their bodies increase.

		  Slowly Janeway replied to the question. “Yes we were. How do you know?”

		  Neelix’s face grew grim. “Unfortunately, you are not the first. Are you also missing members of your crew?”

		  Chakotay knew he would not like what was coming. “Two!”

		  Beside him, the Maquis leader could feel Janeway’s apprehension as she voiced the fearful question. “Do you know where they are?”

		  Both apprehensive and hopeful.

		  A dismal, agonizing look descended like a shadow over Neelix. “I’m sorry. Evidently, the Caretaker sends them to the Ocampa. None have survived. They die within hours of some unknown disease. Their bodied covered with strange, large raw lumps.”

		  Both Janeway and Chakotay fought down the nausea brought about by Neelix’s information. Had this been the fate of Kim and Torres? A lonely gruesome end, suffering from some horrific disease among strangers. Forced to end their days far from friends and family.

		  Zipp… Phaser fire coming from the rocks behind narrowly missed one of the Maquis. From two sides, Kazon descended upon the away team with traces of light flashing back and forth from phaser weapons, the air saturated by the war cries of the Kazon.

		  His face grim Chakotay muttered in annoyance as he dropped one of the lead attackers. “There goes our advantage.”

		  Not at all happy with the turn of events, Janeway fired at the closing Kazon. “This would be a good time to return to the ship, after I get that girl.”

		  Chakotay did not have to inquire which girl; however, just how they would accomplish this necessity did cross his mind.

		  As the expert marksmanship of both Starfleet and Maquis drove back the Kazon, Janeway started in the direction of the Kazon encampment.

		  Slowly, using the rocks as cover, the captain eased around to her right, away from the fighting. Darting from boulder to boulder, carefully working her way behind the attacking Kazon, Janeway was conscious of only one thing… Torres, Kim, and one Ocampa girl.

		  She had almost reached the camp, just a few yards more. Only a few yards with no cover.

		  Without warning, Janeway was hit from behind with what felt like a shuttle. Finding herself flat on the ground, she heard a phaser blast pass over her and the Maquis sprawled on top. Lifting her head she watched as Chakotay, a couple of feet away, effectively dealt with the Kazon who had fired at her.

		  After her savor jumped to his feet, Janeway immediately followed. Her red and black uniform now sand-white with planet dust. Chakotay, Tuvok, Paris, and B’Kay lost no time in joining her.

		  B’Kay grinned at his crewmate. “Well… well… what do you know. Hay Javis, nice going! This time you saved a Starfleet captain.”

		  Chakotay looked at his two men. It would take Javis a long time to live this one down. Yes, he had been correct as to why Tuvok had requested this particular crewman. The Vulcan knew Javis. He also knew what Chakotay had suspected. Janeway was unmindful of danger. She was not the type to hide behind rank while others did the dirty work. From now on, any away mission, Javis would be ordered to remain close to her.

		  “Captain, look!” Paris cried out, pointing to where Neelix and the girl were attempting to outrun a group of Kazon.

		  “Tuvok!” Janeway whirled around.

		  Before the words were out of her mouth, the Vulcan had already started in the direction of the fleeing pair.

		  Tom Paris was faster! Seeing the only hope for his friends about to disappear, attached wings to his feet.

		  Tom reached Neelix as the away team again drove back the Kazon. Paris gasped as hot searing air filled with sand clogged his lungs. “Easy. W…”

		  Desperately he fought to pull air into his tortured organs. “We… we won’t harm… you. Only want… answers. Find our missing… friends.”

		  Janeway and Chakotay, along with the away team, quickly surrounded the threesome.

		  Reaching Paris, Janeway saw another, larger and more heavily armed group of Kazon heading their way. The captain slapped her comm. badge. “Transporter room, emergency beam out of away team plus two!”

		  Instantaneously she found herself back in the comfortable environment of her own ship.

		  The coolness in sharp contrast to what she had just left.
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		ooking around in stunned disbelief Neelix stood wide-eyed and fearful beside Janeway. Placing a protective arm around the waist of his companion, Neelix pulled the Ocampa girl closer. “How… how did you do this? Where are we?”

		  Returning her phaser to her belt Janeway stepped down off the transporter pad. Turning around, she tried to reassure her frightened visitor. “Relax, Mr. Neelix, we used a transporter. You’re onboard my ship, in orbit around the planet. We only want some information, you and the young lady are in no danger.”

		  Just then the first officer entered, shifting Janeway’s attention. “Mr. Cavit, go to yellow alert. We made the acquaintance of some rather unfriendly natives. They have out of atmosphere ships, be on the alert for an attack.”

		  Deeply concerned, Chakotay stepped down off the platform. “Captain! My ship is in danger. We do have minimal shields and weapons, but our sensor systems are still not operational.”

		  The captain turned to the Maquis leader. “Who has your bridge?”

		  Chakotay’s face clearly revealed his apprehension over the safety of his crew. “Seska!”

		  Janeway’s attention shifted back to Cavit. “Have Evans contact Seska, tell her we have found someone who might provide some answers. Warn her about the possibility of an attack. We will have to be their eyes, make sure the tactical link between our ships is secure at all times.”

		  “Yes, Captain!” The picture of an efficient and dedicated first officer, Cavit quickly left.

		  The captain turned to her chief of security. “Tuvok, arrange for all the away team to have a shower and some food, then join us in sick bay.”

		  With a slight inclination of his head the Vulcan started to leave. “Yes, Captain. Away team come with me.”

		  The three Maquis looked uncertainly at Chakotay. After receiving a small nod from their leader they too followed Tuvok out of the room.”

		  Only Tom Paris remained. He was not going anywhere until he found out about B’Elanna and Harry.

		  Janeway carefully appraised her two visitors. She noticed that while Neelix appeared to be nervous, his companion seemed more curious than frightened. In fact, to the captain’s surprise, the girl appeared to be completely relaxed. She motioned to Neelix. “Come with us, we’ll attend to the young lady’s injuries then we can talk.”

		  “I’m not leaving her,” chimed a defiant Neelix, showing more bravado than he was feeling.

		  Placing a small, slender hand on Neelix’s shoulder the fair-haired girl spoke for the first time. Her voice soft and lyrical, like a gently spring rain kissing the petals of a flower. “Neelix relax, these people rescued us from the Kazon.”

		  The keen eyes of the captain surveyed her fairy-like guest. “I’m Captain Kathryn Janeway, welcome aboard. May I ask your name?”

		  With a relaxed smile the girl answered quickly, firmly. Totally unafraid in the midst of strange events, surrounded by aliens of which she knew nothing. “My name is Kes.”

		  Indicating each with her hand, the captain introduced the two standing beside her. “This is Commander Chakotay and Tom Paris.”

		  Janeway suppressed a chuckle. Both men, especially Paris, were staring. She could not blame them for the young lady was beautiful and delicate. Blue eyes opened wide, not out of fear, but out of curiosity, with her fair hair and pale complexion adding to a fragile China doll image. An image the captain suspected was false. The manner in which her guest made eye contact and carried herself suggested a hidden strength and strong character.

		  After the introductions were over Janeway led the group to sickbay. Entering the room, the captain immediately noticed the startled look on the face of Dr. Fitzgerald as he sighted Chakotay. A look that quickly became one of intense hatred. It lasted only seconds before being replaced by his professional mask.

		  However, the look of animosity was strong enough to worry Janeway. She could only hope this would be the only contact between the two. Still it caused her concern. Cavit and Fitzgerald were two senior staff officers, both hold positions where uncontrolled passions could result in serious, if not, tragic consequences.

		  What did please her, sickbay contained no crewmembers. Thanks to Chakotay all the injured had received the necessary medication and were now recuperating in their quarters.

		  Janeway turned her attention away from the doctor. “Here, Kes, up here on the biobed, Doctor Fitzgerald will attend to those injuries.”

		  As soon as the girl was seated, the doctor quickly passed the scanner then slowly moved one of the medical instruments back and forth over the cuts and welts. It required only minutes to treat Kes’ face and arms. Though unsightly the bruises and lacerations had not been serious.

		  In absolute amazement, Kes’ eyes darted around the room, sweeping over the various objects. “I never dreamed anything like this existed.”

		  Looking at Janeway the young lady whispered in childlike wonderment. “Are we really out in space?”

		  Smiling gently the captain nodded. “Yes, Kes, we are. But tell me about your people, according to Neelix, you are called Ocampa.”

		  Watching the doctor as he completed his treatment Kes nodded. “We live underground.”

		  At that moment, Tuvok walked into sickbay, rejoining the group. His voice expressed no surprise that for once his Vulcan logic had been flawed. “When we scanned your planet there were no signs of an underground civilization.”

		  For a moment, Kes looked at, what was to her, another strange alien. “The Caretaker erected barriers protecting us. Perhaps that is why!”

		  Chakotay expressed what the others were thinking. “These barriers must be strong enough to block the scanners.”

		  Janeway nodded her agreement, however; her attention was focused on Dr. Fitzgerald, who having completed Kes’ treatment was now in the process of returning to his office. Following his movements, the captain noted that the doctor had never uttered a word and was now sitting at his desk, back towards  the others. Though she did not like the situation, Janeway saw no reason for immediate concern. She would address the issue at a more opportune time.

		  Not seeing the bitter fury on the face of Doctor Fitzgerald, Kathryn Janeway turned her attention back to her visitors and the matter at hand. “Caretaker? Is that the entity on the Array?”

		  Uncertain as to what the captain was referring to, Kes looked first at Janeway then Chakotay. “I do not know what you mean.”

		  Managing to take his eyes off Kes, Neelix turned to Janeway. “I think I can answer your question. The space station, which you are calling the Array, would be what the Ocampa and others who live in this sector refer to as the Caretaker. It has been around for a long, long time and there are no records of anyone ever boarding or leaving the station. If there are life forms living there nobody has any knowledge of who they are.”

		  He gave a small shrug. “I can tell you it is protected by a field preventing any ship from approaching or docking, and it sends these bursts of energy down to the Ocampa to run their habitat. The name Caretaker must have come from the Ocampa, since they are the ones this entity appears to be caring for. Way back in history there might have been some contact with Kes’ people; however, neither of us have any knowledge of this.”

		  Janeway took a moment to process the information. “Kes, how long have you been living underground? There are signs of surface habitation.”

		  The young lady slowly shook her head from side to side. “I really don’t know. Hundreds of generations for our life span is only nine years. According to the Elders, the Caretaker led us underground when the ‘Warming’ began. He built everything we needed and continued to provide the energy necessary to run our systems.”

		  Janeway and Chakotay exchanged a small nod while Tuvok just raised an eyebrow. Finally some things were beginning to make sense. Except why they were brought into the Delta Quadrant and for what reason did this Caretaker need Torres and Kim?

		  Taking a step closer Chakotay studied the young lady. “How did you come to be on the surface?”

		  Embarrassed, Kes ducked her head. “I’m very curious, always asking questions, searching for answers. There are old tunnels and stairways leading to the surface. I found one and followed it. There was a break in the security barrier, where it had decayed. However, the people I found were not as friendly as you are.”

		  Neelix interjected softly. “But… you also found me.”

		  Kes smiled tenderly at her friend. “Yes… I also found you.”

		  After exchanging an amused smile with Chakotay, Janeway placed her hand on the bio-bed. “Kes, Neelix told us this Caretaker has been sending people down to the Ocampa.”

		  Unable to remain silent any longer, Paris cried out in desperation. “Yes… what about these people? Anybody in the last week?”

		  Kes replied softly, sadly. “I don’t know. I’ve been on the surface for at least two weeks. Almost three.”

		  Wishing she could help them, but fearing she was the bearing of bad news Kes glanced around at the anxious group before her. “Even if they were sent to our habitat… unfortunately those that were… I’m sorry.”

		  Turning anguished eyes from Kes to Janeway, Tom hit the surface of the bio-bed with his hands.

		  The captain placed her hand on Tom’s arm. “Easy, we have come this far, don’t give up. No yet.”

		  She turned back to Kes. “We’re missing two of our crew. We cannot be certain of the exact time, but they would have been sent to the Ocampa during the last six days. Did the others die right away? Is there a possibility Torres and Kim could still be alive?”

		  Uncertain of how to reply Kes shook her head. “I don’t know… I only saw the first one, she died almost immediately. They were all sent directly to the clinic, I can only tell you what I overheard. I believe some did live for two or three days, but most died within hours.”

		  Waving her hand, the captain placed the other on her hip. “How did your Caretaker explain all this… the sudden appearance of strangers who were dying?

		  Realizing how easily her people had accepted without questioning made Kes uneasy. “There has never been direct communication with the Caretaker, the Elders always interpret his desires.”

		  Chakotay could not prevent his voice from betraying the anger and frustration that he was feeling. “What morbid desires did your Elders think this Caretaker of yours could possibly have?”

		  Kes turned compassionate eyes onto the agitated Maquis leader. “They believed these people were sent to protect others. We appeared to have immunity against this disease, allowing us to care for them without becoming ill ourselves.”

		  Dropping her head she spoke very softly. “Sadly, we knew nothing about their condition. There was little we could do, except make them as comfortable as possible.”

		  The young Ocampa raised her head, pleading for understanding, she looked directly at Janeway. “We do not have the facilities that you do.”

		  Janeway returned the steady gaze. “Kes, would you be willing to take us down to the Ocampa? We might still be able to save Harry and B’Elanna.”

		  Before Kes could reply Neelix spoke up. “Captain, the Ocampa have the only water on the planet, an underground reservoir. We would like to help; however, the Kazon want the secret of the tunnels, they will come looking for us. My ship is in orbit and the Kazon know the location. If it is not already too late we must return to it, leave this sector immediately.”

		  With raised eyebrow Tuvok looked at Neelix. “If your ship is in orbit, and you do not have transporters, how did you reach the surface of the planet?”

		  Neelix turned to the Vulcan. “I had a one man shuttle, which by now I’m sure the Kazon are claiming as their own. It is of no importance, but I am concerned about my ship.”

		  Janeway assured her nervous visitor. “We will protect you. And make sure you are safe before we leave.”

		  With a gentle, but firm look Kes turned to her companion. “They helped us, we must help them.”

		  She turned back to Janeway and Chakotay. “Of course I’ll take you there, that is if I can. In the past, there have been others who went in search of the surface. One or two returned with stories of a desolate wasteland unfit for habitation; however, the majority never came back, probably because of the Kazon. Whenever the Elders discover a tunnel they immediately seal it, which they have probably done with the one I used. It is rumored there are dozens of tunnels, but I do not know their locations.”

		  Chakotay turned to the Starfleet security chief. “Tuvok, would your scanners be strong enough to find one of the entrances located on the surface? We could then beam down, follow the tunnel. Hopefully, once we reach the barrier there would be a way to disable it.”

		  Tuvok turned to face both commanders. “Unfortunately that would be impossible, our scanners are already at maximum. The barrier not only protects the Ocampa habitat, but also inhibits detection of the surface access points. With the damages we suffered, our sensor strength cannot be increased.”

		  Taking a couple of steps away from the group, Janeway stood with both hands on her hips. Deep in thought, the captain stared down at the floor. So close, she was not going to allow something like a barrier stop her.

		  Turning back to Kes, she moved back to the side of the bio-bed. “Do you know the location of the tunnel you used? Even if the Elders did seal it we might be able to clear an opening large enough for us to pass through.”

		  Kes shook her head. “I’m afraid not, the exit was located in the mountains some distance from the Kazon encampment. I was following a small trail when I ran into four of the Kazon. By then it was almost night and they did not go directly to the camp, meeting up with a larger group before bringing me to the Maje. We travelled along several pathways, making it impossible for me to remember the route.”

		  With a determined look upon her face the captain looked at Chakotay. “All right, we’ll do this the hard way. Since our scanners cannot penetrate the barrier, they should nevertheless be able to detect an opening where the shield has failed. We might not be able to boost the strength of our sensors, but we can reconfigure them to compensate for the interference caused by the Caretaker’s energy bursts.”

		  Janeway turned back to Tuvok. “Show Kes and Neelix to quarters, then tell Evans to scan the planet for a break in the barrier that we can beam through. Locate Neelix’s ship, tractor it into our shuttle bay. Afterwards, help Evans with the search.”

		  Tuvok started in the direction of the door. “Mr. Neelix, Ms. Kes if you would please come with me.”

		  Jumping off the bio-bed Kes followed the Vulcan. Though slightly nervous Neelix joined them.

		  Janeway turned to Paris. “Tom, go to the conn and help Evans and Tuvok with the scans.”

		  Tom Paris headed quickly for the door. “Yes, Captain!”

		  Once they were alone, Janeway turned to Chakotay, who gave her a small nod of agreement.

		  Placing his back against one of the beds the Maquis leader folded his arms. “I’m thinking the same as you are, finally some answers. It feels good to be able to take decisive action, stop working with our hands tied behind our backs.”

		  Taking a deep breath Janeway nodded slowly. “I agree. Though the possibility of the two still being alive is slim, perhaps, just perhaps, there is one small chance we’ll be in time.”

		  Neither dared to voice the troubling questions.

		  If Torres and Kim were still alive, how long would they remain so?

		  Would the rescue be in time, or would they be just too late?

		  Most importantly, could this unknown illness be cured?

		  Or would she and Chakotay be forced to stand by, helpless, watching Harry Kim and B’Elanna Torres slowly become two more victims?
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		eaving sickbay Janeway and Chakotay headed for the turbolift. Using one hand the captain rubbed her sore eyes, red and irritated from the sand of the planet far below. “Evans and Tuvok better find a break quickly or I’ll take a shovel and dig down to the Ocampa myself. Based on what Kes said we’re out of time.”

		  Stepping into the lift she glanced down at her dusty, untidy uniform. “If we’re going to meet the Ocampa, I definitely do not wish to represent the Federation looking like this.”

		  With a small grin she looked over at the Maquis leader. “You don’t present a too commanding picture yourself. I’m going to drop by my quarters to wash and change, you can do likewise in one of the empty accommodations.”

		  Chakotay responded with a small tired smile. The layers of dust unable to mask his fatigue. “Thanks, Captain, I would appreciate an opportunity to freshen up. As long as it’s not the brig.”

		  “Not this time.” Returning Chakotay’s smile with one of her own.

		  Though it required effort Janeway rubbed her aching shoulder, the effects of the last two days catching up. The results of worry, no sleep, little food. Looking at the man leaning against the wall of the turbolift, her eyes lock with his as they had that day in the Federation Justice Building. Now a lifetime away!

		  Suddenly without warning Janeway issued an order. “Computer, halt turbolift!”

		  Chakotay immediately tensed. Standing straight, his fatigue disappeared as he gazed warily at the captain.

		  Facing the Maquis leader, Janeway placed her hands on her hips. “I want the truth!”

		  Puzzled, Chakotay drew his eyebrows together. Except for withholding certain facts he had always spoken truthfully. “I don’t understand? I never lied to you.”

		  The captain returned his steady stare. “No… however, you have not been forthcoming with the truth about Javis.”

		  She noticed how quickly the guarded look on Chakotay’s face became one of unease.

		  Her eyes drilled into the Maquis leader. “Both… you and Tuvok knew Javis would be a problem. Despite this… Tuvok requested he become part of the away team. You agreed! Why?”

		  There was no hiding the discomfort Chakotay was feeling. He ran his hand through black hair now white with the planet’s dust. He should have known, this woman didn’t miss a thing!

		  Hoping for the best, taking a deep breath he attempted to explain. “Javis has a reputation for being a… human shield. Somehow, he seems to sense danger. Sense those who are inclined to… um… be a target. It apparently comes naturally to him, he acts without thinking.”

		  “Go on!” Janeway ordered.

		  At the moment Chakotay would have preferred to be facing a fleet of Cardassian warships, not trapped in the turbolift with this stone-faced Starfleet captain. “On away missions ‘Jackrabbit Javis’ is a valuable man to have around. On several occasions he saved members of my crew.”

		  Still watching the Maquis leader, Janeway leaned one shoulder against the wall. “I see… ‘Jackrabbit’ …interesting. I thought I had walked into the path of a passing shuttle.”

		  Relaxing, Chakotay grinned. “Yes, his five-foot-nine frame packs quite a wallop. He’s lean, but powerful.”

		  Catching the hidden meaning Janeway smiled. “Can I assume you are talking from experience?”

		  Chakotay’s embarrassment was answer enough. Then the chagrin changed to concern. “Unfortunately, Javis will pay for today’s actions.”

		  Janeway’s tone left no room for argument. “Explain!”

		  Chakotay took a deep breath. “Again at this time I cannot go into details; however, I can tell you this… with good cause he hates Starfleet and the Federation. His strong feelings are well known to all my crew, Javis will not be allowed to forget that today he saved the life of a Starfleet captain.”

		  Janeway’s reply was simple. “Computer, mess hall!”

		  Her abrupt change of destination generated an inquiring look from Chakotay. However, when she remained silent, the Maquis leader knew better than to ask.

		  Once the lift arrived at the proper deck the captain’s quick pace brought them quickly to the doors of mess hall. Upon entering, they found the area almost vacant, with only a few Starfleet members and the three Maquis quietly eating.

		  Janeway headed straight for the far corner table where Chakotay’s men were seating by themselves. They looked uncomfortable, clearly not at ease on a ship bearing the Starfleet insignia.

		  Without hesitation the captain walked right up to the table. “Is everything okay? Did you have enough to eat?”

		  The Bajoran B’Kay looked up. “Yes, Ma’am, thank you.”

		  Janeway fixed her attention onto the man seated to her left. “Javis, I want to thank you for saving me from serious injury. Probably saved my life, though I would imagine you had an alternative motive.”

		  With dark stormy eyes Javis looked up from the plate he had been carefully studying. “What do you mean?”

		  Not understanding what the captain was up to, Chakotay held his breath. Was she trying to provoke Javis? It did not make sense. He almost interfered, restraining himself at the last moment. So far he had trusted her, so far he had not been wrong!

		  Placing her hands on the back of the empty seat in front of her, Janeway looked intently at Javis. “I doubt you acted out of concern for my welfare. I’m sure you are using the occasion to your advantage, boasting to your shipmates of how you managed to deck a Starfleet captain and get away with it.”

		  Javis’s young face of twenty years clearly showed the intense dislike he held for the captain, but his eyes revealed a glimmer of something else. Despite the hatred that he bore, Javis had the strength to understand the meaning behind the words Janeway had used. “Yae. It’s not often we Maquis get a chance at a Starfleet officer.”

		  Catching the look of surprise on the faces of the other two Maquis, Janeway was satisfied her strategy was paying off. “Well, you can say what you like to your friends, I’m sure they will enjoy hearing the story.”

		  She turned to leave. “If the opportunity had come my way as a cadet, there were a couple of officers I would have decked.”

		  Leaving the mess hall Chakotay was silently laughing, this was one unique Starfleet captain. He, too, had noticed the astonished look on B’Kay and Timmins as the realization of Javis’ actions took on a different meaning. The Maquis leader could well imagine the story they would now be telling their shipmates.

		  As for Javis, he had a strange expression on his face.
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		nce again in the turbolift Chakotay turned to Janeway. “Thank you, for helping Javis save face.”

		  Crossing her arms she leaned back against the wall, for a moment gazing up at the ceiling. “It is always good to come to somebody’s aid, especially when that someone has helped you. Even if it was unintentional. You said Javis hates Starfleet, I clearly saw that animosity. If I can help him see this uniform in a different light… Unfortunately there are some who do not honor the oath they took, and the commitment they made. If I can help Javis realize not all officers are the same… then some good has come of today.”

		  Reaching their destination they exited the turbolift.

		  Slowly walking down the corridor Chakotay expressed his surprise at Janeway’s statement. “Admitting not all honor the Starfleet tradition is something I never expected you to say.”

		  She turned her head in Chakotay’s direction. “What! That I am aware this uniform has been abused!”

		  Stopping, she locked eyes with the Maquis leader. Eyes bright with pride. “I am a Starfleet officer, like my father, and like my father proud of it. I have sworn to uphold the laws of the Federation. Laws I believe in and support. However, I am not blind nor stupid.”

		  Her eyes now registered a sadness. Remembering that one day, upon their return, what those laws might force her to do. Suddenly, the word duty was leaving a bitter taste in her mouth.

		  Chakotay read those thoughts. “Captain, we both have responsibilities to those whom we have pledged our allegiance. Once home, our respective roles in this game called life will decree that one will be the hunter, one will be the hunted.”

		  He spoke  softly, thoughtfully. “One thing I have learned as a Maquis… never worry about tomorrow. What our destinies will be, neither you or I can tell. I do know one thing, upon our return I will do everything within my power to evade you. As you will do all within your power to capture me. We expect no less of the other. During our short time working together we have come to respect each other. Both of us have obligations to fulfill; however, those obligations do not have to make us enemies. We will do what we must without rancor or malice toward the other.”

		  The captain smiled, his wisdom as logical as a Vulcan’s. “It will be interesting, very interesting. Both of us will have our abilities tested to their limits.”

		  Chakotay silently returned the challenge. “Yes… it will be interesting.”

		  Continuing down the corridor Janeway’s vice was quiet almost sad. “It’s too bad there is so much at stake, one can say your life depends on it. You already face a long prison term, escaping will probably add years to that sentence.”

		  The Maquis leader replied lightly. “That is true; however, I did escape. Don’t forget… first you have to capture me. This time, I’ll be very careful about Vulcans and humanitarian medical relief.”

		  He shrugged. “If you do succeed… there are always possibilities.”

		  Stopping before one of the doors, Janeway turned to face Chakotay. “I already told my father to forget about using Tuvok or medical drugs; however, there are other ways. You’re welcome to use these quarters, afterwards join me in my ready room.”

		  Chakotay looked at the captain, his voice and face sincere. “Someday I hope conditions will allow me to tell you the story behind Javis. I wish I could do so now; however, for reasons that again must remain undisclosed I cannot. It is my deepest desire that a meeting can be arranged with Admiral Janeway. Once I have spoken with your father the situation between Starfleet and the Maquis might change. Perhaps then, we will no longer be the hunter and the hunted. In the meantime accept my thanks, not only regarding Javis, but for all the aid you have extended to my crew. As for Javis, you have given him something to think about. He will not be allowed to forget today, but now in a totally different way. You made him a hero.”

		  Using the keypad on the wall Janeway opened the door for the Maquis leader. “The moment we return to the Alpha Quadrant I’ll contact my father to set up the meeting. As for Javis… well he did save my life, only fair that I save his.”

		  She then added in her best captain’s voice and stern expression. “However… you and Tuvok are not off the hook. I’ll deal with the two of you later.”

		  The Maquis commander kept his mouth shut.
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		wenty minutes later, after a quick sonic shower and dressed in fresh clothes, Chakotay joined Janeway in her ready room. As he entered the captain waved her hand in the direction of the replicator. “Help yourself.”

		  Accepting the invitation he walked over to the wall unit. “I feel ten pounds lighter with all that sand off me. I don’t know how anyone could live there.”

		  Cup in hand he walked over to the desk, sitting down in what had become his usual seat.

		  Janeway looked up from the computer screen. “Well… I’m sure if the opportunity came their way the Kazon would change. We were fortunate to be born into the society in which we were. Neither the Kazon or ourselves had a choice, they have to survive in the environment in which they were placed. There must be Kazon who want, and perhaps are trying, to improve their living conditions. In whatever context they know. Improvements do not come easily, or quickly.”

		  Chakotay uttered a small sigh. “You’re right. We’re so used to our standard of living we take it for granted. Forgetting there are others who are not so lucky. Forgetting there are some who are forced to fight for the bare necessities of life.”

		  The Maquis leader sampled his coffee, then held up his cup. “Before returning to the Alpha Quadrant I’ll have to obtain one of your replicators. Your coffee is much better than mine.”

		  Picking up her cup Janeway leaned back in her seat. “Do you really think I would allow you to take a replicator? I would lose my advantage with your crew. Now… what do you think of our friends, Mr. Neelix and young Kes?”

		  Running his hand through freshly washed hair, Chakotay took several seconds before replying. “That… is a good question. For all we know one of them could be this Caretaker, either testing or playing with us. We met him as an old man, in a setting designed especially for us. There is the possibility this alien is capable of assuming different forms.”

		  “But?” Janeway added for him.

		  The Maquis commander smiled. “But… I doubt it. The old man knows about transporters. When we beamed onboard Neelix looked surprised and scared. I think it was genuine, I don’t believe he was acting.”

		  Janeway nodded. “I’m inclined to agree with you. But what about Kes? She showed no fear, for someone who spent her whole life underground…”

		  For a moment Chakotay gazed down into his cup. “No, she didn’t. However, her curiosity appeared to be real. Perhaps that overcame her fear. Our desire to explore overcomes our fear of the unknown.”

		  Janeway could not restrain herself. “I’m glad that being a rebel leader did not blind you to the charms of our visitor.”

		  Chakotay almost choked on his coffee. “Captain… I… what do you mean?”

		  Laughing at his embarrassment her eyes danced with amusement. “I noticed how taken you and Tom were with Kes. Both of you stared at her almost the entire time we were in sick bay.”

		  Trying to find a way to answer the captain, Chakotay stared at Janeway. He then decided it would be best to change the subject.

		  Over the rim of his cup he watched Janeway’s reaction. “On my way up here I stopped by the shuttle bay, to have a look at Neelix’s ship.”

		  The amusement in Janeway’s voice let Chakotay know that the change of subject did not go unnoticed. “Spying on our guest without authorization.”

		  She tried to sound serious. “If you were a member of my crew there would be a good reprimand coming your way.”

		  Chakotay grinned. “That is why I didn’t mention my intentions.”

		  She tried not to show her impatience and satisfaction as to his actions. “Well! What did you find out?”

		  The Maquis leader pulled on his ear lobe. “Well Captain… he appears to be… some sort of scrap dealer.”

		  “Scrap dealer!” She echoed in disbelief.

		  Chakotay nodded. “His ship is full of odds and ends of what is probably salvage. He has minimal weapons and the vessel appears ancient. He is certainly not well equipped for battle. I also took the liberty of looking at his log records covering the last five to six months.”

		  Janeway gave her head a quick shake. “I won’t ask how you obtained access to his computer.”

		  The Maquis leader grinned. “You did say that the Maquis do not require an invitation.”

		  She rolled her eyes.

		  Remembering what he saw caused Chakotay to grow serious. “Evidently, this Caretaker brought a number of ships into this sector. I recognized a couple from the Alpha Quadrant, the others must have come from various places all over the galaxy.”

		  Pausing for a second he took a mouthful of coffee. “I didn’t have time to investigate the logs at my leisure; however, I counted about forty-five to fifty ships. Same format, they were here for a few days to a week. The crews abducted, probably subjected to the same examinations as we were, then they returned to their ships and left. Most of the time with one or two crewmembers less. Interestingly… I saw no attempt to locate those who were missing. All ships appeared to leave on their own, immediately after the crews returned. There was no indication they were sent back to where they came from.”

		  Slowly shaking her head sorrow mixed with anger showed on her face. “How many were in the same position as we are now in. Stranded, with little hope of reaching home unless this Caretaker sends us back. You said there were other Alpha Quadrant ships?”

		  Chakotay nodded. “One Cardassian and one Starfleet.”

		  Janeway leaned forward. “What! Starfleet? Were you able to identify the ship?”

		  Wondering how the captain would react to his next statement Chakotay took another sip of coffee before replying. “No! However, I downloaded the information into both my computer and yours.”

		  The Maquis leader continued to sip his coffee, trying to hide his amusement at the shocked look on the face of the Starfleet captain.

		  For once at the loss for words, Janeway stared at Chakotay. “Downloaded into my computer! Obviously, with a little help from Evans.”

		  Chakotay’s response was quick and definite. “No! Evans is here with your trust, since I’m familiar with Starfleet protocols it was not difficult to gain access. I used one of the consoles in the shuttle bay, perhaps someday, that is one more thing I can show you. Captain… you have my word, all I did was download the information.”

		  Not knowing if she should be mad, anxious, or both, the captain shook her head. “I think I’ll have a talk with Tuvok about security.”

		  Chakotay laughed. “I wouldn’t. Your security system is the best I’ve seen. If it is any consolation, it did take me longer than usual. Don’t forget Tuvok was a member of my crew, knowing his methods helped. Take it from me, very few would have been able to circumvent his safeguards.”

		  With a gleam in his eyes Chakotay looked at Janeway. “Besides, he’ll probably say it was the logical consequence of dealing with the Maquis.”

		  Heaving a sigh she replied in an amused, exasperated voice. “You’re right!”

		  Silently admitting that she had lost this round she leaned back, cup in hand. “What about Neelix?”

		  Chakotay knew that for once he had ‘defeated’ this Starfleet captain, and had done so without losing her trust.

		  He took another sip of coffee. “Yes, your coffee is much better than mine. I better keep an eye on my crew.”

		  Janeway glared at the Maquis leader. The look clearly stating how much she would like to strangle him.

		  Becoming serious Chakotay responded to the captain’s question. “I sense Neelix is harmless.”

		  Janeway raised an eyebrow. “Harmless? Perhaps! However… he did manage to sneak up on both of us, while Tuvok and Paris were guard. Even if he does not pose a threat can we trust him, or the girl?”

		  Chakotay took a moment to think over the situation. “I don’t think we have any other choice. Right now, not only are they our best hope, they are the only ones. We’ll take whatever precautions we can, but other than that…”

		  Heaving a sad sigh Janeway had no option but to agree with the Maquis leader. “You’re certainly correct in that respect. However… with or without them we are back to square one. What are the motives of this Caretaker, and will this alien bring additional ships here? We keep coming back to the same question and it is making me uneasy. I certainly don’t like the idea of anyone else being subjected to this situation. Was he interested in us for purely biological reasons? Or, are we lab rats? Could Neelix and Kes be his inventions? Until we have these answers, we can not even try to put a stop to this Caretaker.”

		  The Maquis leader nodded. “You are not the only one wanting to stop this alien! But for the moment I can not offer any suggestions, certainly not with his level of technology. As for testing us… The only test, which I can see, would be one of loyalty. See how far we are prepared to go in our search, since the other ships made no attempt to rescue their missing crewmembers. Based on what the old man and Kes told us, combined with the examination to which we were subjected, I’m inclined to believe he is searching for something biological. Something to do with the Ocampa, since they are the object of his attention. Perhaps they are lacking something in their chemical composition this Caretaker feels is necessary.”

		  Janeway angled her head to the side. “Kes did say they only lived nine years. Perhaps he wants to extend their life span. Searching other species, trying to find a way to do so.”

		  The Maquis leader slowly rubbed his finger up and down his cup. “You might have something, it does make sense. However, why now? The Caretaker appears to have been around for a long, long time. From what Neelix told us, this has been going on for less than a year.”

		  For a moment, the captain stared down into her cup. “Has it always been the exact same entity? Neelix said no one has ever been to the space station, nor has any life form been seen. For all we know the alien or aliens could have the ability to come and go unnoticed. Also, there might have been, or still is, a group of beings operating this station, if there has been a change in leadership… Different leader, different ideas.”

		  The captain uttered a small bitter laugh. “We find Kes and Neelix, we find answers and more questions. So far, we had to play the cards as they were dealt to us. Were we lucky in finding these two, or were they put there for us to find? Right now, as you pointed out, we have no choice but to trust them. I’m hoping that once we find Harry and B’Elanna they will have some answers for us. If we can determine why we were brought here, then perhaps we can not only use that information to our advantage, but also put a stop to the Caretaker abducting any more ships.”

		  Chakotay shrugged. “Unless we can communicate with this alien I don’t see how. Kes gave me the impression that her people live a very casual and isolated existence, having no knowledge of the world above.”

		  Leaning forward, Janeway placed her cup on the desk. “I have the same feeling. However, there is a slim possibility that despite the Caretaker’s opinion about our species we do have the answer to his problem. We did find him once, if we return to the Array with Kes, we might be able to do so again. Since the Ocampa have never seen or spoken to this alien, and he has been caring for these people for a long time, then he must have some compassion. Perhaps Kes will have some influence.”

		  After drinking the last of his coffee he held the cup on the arm of the chair. “Ummmmm, you could be right. With that young lady with us he might be more reasonable. This could be our only hope. There is no way we could force him to send us home, he is much too powerful, and processes technology foreign to us.”

		  At that moment Tuvok’s voice came over the comm. system. “Tuvok to Captain, we have found a break in the barrier large enough for us to beam through.”

		  Janeway and Chakotay leaped to their feet. “We’re on our way.”

		  She started to walk around her desk. “Assemble the away team along with our two guests. We’ll meet you in the transporter room.”

		  Faces grim, the two commanders looked at each other.

		  This was it!

		  Either they would recover their missing crewmembers or… they would not!

		  One last chance!

		  But would Kim and Torres be alive… or dead?

		  And if alive, in what condition?
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