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		CHAPTER 45

		M

		inutes later they were standing in a monstrous cavern where the atmosphere was cool and refreshing. A sharp contrast between where they now were and conditions on the surface two kilometers above. Air currents flowing down the tunnels formed a slight breeze, gently stirring the air around the away team. Light, courtesy of the Caretaker’s energy, shone from some unknown source.

		  Kes immediately led the team down a narrow walkway. A passageway chiseled from tons of rock surrounding them.

		  Looking up, Janeway tried hard not to think of the monstrous weight bearing down.

		  Turning a bend, the team found themselves in a small farming community. Here they could see a group of ten young Ocampa hard at work tending beds of growing fruits and vegetables. A colorful display in stark contrast to the grayish-black of the surrounding rock.

		  Detaching himself from the group of workers, one of the men headed straight for Kes.

		  She threw herself into the open welcoming arms. “Daggin… it’s so good to see you again.”

		  Concern clearly visible on his face, Daggin held his friend at arms length. “Kes, Kes, where have you been?”

		  Throwing her head back Kes laughed gaily. “I’ve been to the surface. I saw the sun!”

		  Daggin regarded Kes with awe as she continued. “I ran into some very nasty people, but I also met others who rescued me.”

		  Kes nodded her head in the direction of Janeway and Chakotay who were slowly approaching. Behind them, Tuvok stood with Neelix and the away team. Daggin’s co-workers, all of whom had never seen outsiders, quickly joined Kes and Daggin.

		  Disengaging herself from Daggin, Kes spoke urgently as she gripped her friend’s arm. “Daggin, I must know! Has the Caretaker sent anyone here during the past few days?”

		  For the first time Daggin looked at the strangers who had accompanied Kes. First realization, then sorrow and sadness registered on the face of the Ocampa. “You must be Captain Janeway?”

		  The away team froze, then unconsciously they all stepped forward.

		  Recovering from the shock of hearing her name mentioned, Janeway asked the all-important question. Dreading the reply that could come, yet still clinging to hope. “You’ve spoken with Harry Kim! Then you know where they are!”

		  Daggin slowly nodded, wishing he did not have to reply to the question. “B’Elanna and Harry were sent here about four days ago. We took them to the clinic, as we have done with the others. I was there yesterday, they were not expected to survive the night.”

		  Beside her, Janeway heard Chakotay catch his breath. She could feel numbness flowing through her body. The numbness that comes from the hopeless despair of being just too late.

		  The captain fought it off, refusing to believe, refusing to accept they they had lost the race with their enemy called time. “They were not expected to survive? Then they could still be alive?”

		  Daggin turned sad eyes upon the captain. “I doubt it. They were in deep comas, not at all responsive to the medical attendant.”

		  Janeway turned to Kes. “Will you take us there?”

		  “Of course!” Kes could feel the anguish that her new friends were feeling.

		  Immediately she headed off across the compound. “This way!”

		  “I’ll come with you!” Daggin cried out as he turned to follow her, hoping in some small way he could be helpful.”

		  Almost at a run, they made their way to the heart of the habitat. Down another long rock passageway into a large open area. After racing over a bridge arching over a large waterway, they passed a small housing complex.

		  Approaching the central plaza they encountered more and more of the Ocampa. None appeared to be occupied. Some were standing around in small groups talking. Others were sitting, watching giant screens towering above them. Each of these half dozen images displayed a lush green land with wondrous rivers.

		  Passing in front of one of these panels, Janeway whispered to Chakotay. “I wonder if these pictures show what this planet used to be?”

		  As they rushed by, Chakotay turned his head, taking a quick look. “Probably. It’s a shame to exchange that for this.”

		  At a pace just short of a jog, the group continued onward, unmindful of the curious, surprised stares of those around them. Janeway and Chakotay had only one thought in mind, the clinic and the two who were missing.

		  Mindful that their haste might be for nothing, aware their race might already be over!

		  Several times the ground beneath their feet shook from the energy bolts striking the surface above. Each time, Janeway noticed that the Ocampa looked up uneasily. Many appeared frightened.

		  Daggin moved forward, matching his pace to that of Janeway and Chakotay. “Normally the Caretaker sends energy only three times per day, which we are accustomed to. Lately, he has been sending more and more. We now have enough energy to run our habitat for at least one generation, perhaps longer.”

		  He paused as another blast shook the massive rock. “This change of routine has made all of us uneasy.”

		  Janeway and Chakotay exchanged concerned looks. Unconsciously they quickened their strides as the truth they feared came closer to reality.

		  An understanding that chilled the hearts of the Starfleet captain and Maquis leader!

		  The Caretaker had been correct!

		  There was no time left!

		  Not only for Torres and Kim, but also for themselves!

		  After what seemed an eternity, the clinic came into view. Almost at a run, they burst into the modest building.

		  Startled, the receptionist jerked her head up, dropping an object she had been holding. Fear changed to astonishment when she recognized Kes and Daggin. She rose unsteadily to her feet.

		  Daggin came to a stop, his chest rising and falling in rapid succession as he fought to catch his breath. “Mesa… Kim and Torres. These people… are… are looking for them.”

		  Frightened by the suddenness of the encounter, Mesa looked from Daggin to Janeway and Chakotay, then back to Daggin. “I… I think you are too… too late. The monitor rang several minutes ago. The… the medical attendant is in there now.”

		  Uncertainly, she pointed to a room behind her. “In there.”

		  Janeway, Chakotay, and Paris pushed past her and Daggin!

		  The door before them slid open!

		  Choking on the unbearable stench, Janeway had to cover her nose and mouth with her hand.

		  The room contained three people!

		  One stood quietly between the beds!

		  The other two lay quiet and still, as only those who are in the grip of that which is called death!

		  Janeway fought down the urge to be sick. Beside her, Chakotay’s face turned grey. While Paris turned away, covering his face with both hands.

		  Before them, Torres and Kim resembled nothing human. Their bloated bodies covered with massive black tumors, many of them open and bleeding. Faces distorted beyond recognition.

		  Neelix grabbed Kes’ arm. “Come! We’re not needed here.”

		  Daggin followed as they quickly returned to the main courtyard.

		  Bracing herself, somehow Janeway managed to address the man, who despite the sudden intrusion of so many strangers, appeared calm and serene. “I’m Captain Kathryn Janeway, Harry and B’Elanna are missing crewmembers that we have been searching for.”

		  Standing quietly with hands folded before him, the attendant studied the group before him. Except for the sick and dying sent by the Caretaker, this was his first real encounter with anyone from the world above. Fascinated by the variety of species, he regretted meeting them under these circumstances.

		  Spreading his arms in a gesture of finality, he looked at the captain. “I’m sorry… we did all that we could. They left us minutes ago.”

		  Taking out his tricorder Tuvok approached the beds. “Captain. There are still life signs. Minimal brain activity, slight heartbeat. Infinitesimal, very erratic.”

		  Janeway took a step closer. “Get them to sickbay!”

		  Moving closer Chakotay cried out. “Captain! My EMH with his vast array of knowledge would be better equipped to handle this!”

		  Hoping beyond hope for the stricken pair Janeway agreed. “Go! Join me back here as soon as possible!”

		  Fighting down the repulsion they were both feeling, Chakotay and Paris quickly, but gently picked up the almost lifeless bodies.

		  Chakotay slapped the insignia in the shape of Maquis ship on the front of his shirt. “Seska! Emergency beam-out! Obtain the coordinates from Evans, lock onto my position and the Starfleet one next to me. Transport us directly to sickbay, have the EMH on standby!”

		  The next instant they disappeared in the transporter’s blue light.

		  Well, well thought Janeway, the Maquis had designed comm. badges similar to those of Starfleet. The captain had noticed the insignia on Chakotay and the other Maquis, thinking they were nothing more than symbolic she had paid little attention. When they return to the Alpha Quadrant her father was in for a surprise, so too was Starfleet intelligence.

		  Tuvok turned to the away team. All of them with faces as gray as the surrounding walls. “Wait outside.”

		  They moved quickly, having had enough of the Ocampa hospital.

		  Slowly, curious about the strangers, the attendant approached Janeway. “I hope you can save them. They held on longer than any of the others, Harry was certain you would come.”

		  He smiled gently. “Harry kept his companion under control, she had a bit of a temper.”

		  Janeway nodded sadly. “If only Harry’s trust has not been misplaced.”

		  The man gave a slow, understanding nod.

		  The captain glanced around her. At the gray unadorned walls, at the utility shelving containing only the basic medicines and instruments, at the simple beds with no bio-readout technology, at the lack of life-saving emergency equipment. At a room as barren as the lives of the Ocampa.

		  She turned her attention back to the attendant. “According to Kes, this has been going on for some time. Do you know why? Is there anything that might explain why these people were sent to you?”

		  The medical officer studied the Starfleet captain. He read both authority and compassion in her eyes. In her stance he could see anxiety and frustration. He replied in a serene, low tone voice. Not the least perturbed over recent events. “The Elders assumed the Caretaker sent them to us, to protect others of their kind.”

		  His answer, the same as what Kes had said, did nothing to lift Janeway’s spirits. “These Elders, have they ever seen or spoken directly to this Caretaker?”

		  He shook his head. “No, no. At least… not as far as I know. The archives, which go back to the Warming, are written in a language difficult to understand, much of our history remains a mystery. We know nothing of the outside world, except what we see on the screens. Those pictures must show the surface above from our long ago past, before the Warming destroyed the land.”

		  To a Vulcan, the search for knowledge was the very essence of their being. Trying to comprehend the Ocampa’s complacency, Tuvok approached the attendant. “Do you not seek to learn about or see beyond your world?”

		  The man nodded sadly. “Some do. The younger ones… like Kes and Daggin. They do not understand that the Caretaker sent us here for a reason, providing for us.”

		  For a moment he looked around the room before returning his attention to the captain and Tuvok. “Though… I must admit… when I see what use to be I do occasionally wonder. However, that was mostly when I was younger, now only in a rare moment. We do not lack for anything. There is no reason to be discontent.”

		  Silently, Janeway thought, ‘No reason except your freedom and opportunity to grow and expand as a people.’ Keeping her reflections to herself the captain smiled. “Thank you for taking care of Harry and B’Elanna. Perhaps by looking after them as you did their lives might still be saved.”

		  Once again folding his hands before him, the attendant inclined his head.

		  “May it be so.”
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		ack outside Janeway moved a few feet away from the building. Slowly she drew in several long breaths.

		  Tuvok walked up beside her. “Captain, are you all right?”

		  She wondered if the image of Kim and Torres in the Ocampa hospital would ever disappear. “I will be in a moment or two. After I clear my senses of the foul smell and hideous sight we witnessed. How did that medical attendant cope? Surely they are not accustomed to such illness?”

		  Contemplating Janeway’s questions, Tuvok glanced back at the building. “An interesting question. The Ocampa appear to accept and not question, even the most unusual. They have put all their trust in this Caretaker, giving them the ability to deal with such horrific situations.”

		  The captain slowly swept her gaze around the plaza. To her left and on the far side stood rows of two story dwellings. On her right, the pathway down which they had come. Before her, tables and chairs were scattered around the square. Many now occupied with men and women eating their mid-day meal. Janeway’s instincts told her they were a good people, a peaceful people, existing, but not living.

		  Janeway slowly shook her head from side to side. “How? Damn it, how did the Caretaker and the ships which he brought here fit in all this?”

		  Suddenly she turned to her security chief. “Mr. Tuvok, were you aware that the Maquis have a communication system similar to Starfleet’s?”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “Yes, Captain. This was not known to Starfleet.”

		  “No,” she replied.

		  Tuvok raised both eyebrows.

		  Accompanied by Kes and Neelix, Daggin joined them. “Captain, I hope Harry and B’Elanna will be all right. I spoke with them several times, they were different from the others. Those that came before spoke strange languages making communication difficult. Those with whom we could talk were not friendly, wanting only to be left alone.”

		  Daggin smiled at the thought of his two new friends. “But not so Harry or B’Elanna. They refused to give up, fighting the illness. During the first couple of days they ventured outside the clinic, asking question after question. Harry mentioned his home so far away, telling me all about his parents and girlfriend. It is difficult for me to comprehend such things. I know only of our world down here.”

		  The captain studied the two Ocampa, there was something about these people. Their grace, their easy-going manner, their compassion. So different from the world she knew.

		  Janeway smiled warmly. “Daggin, thank you. Not only for helping us, but also for all that you did for Harry and B’Elanna. If it’s possible, I’ll let you know if we’re successful in saving their lives.”

		  Daggin nodded. “Thank you, I would like to know. Your home is so far away I will never have the opportunity of seeing them again. Tell B’Elanna and Harry I will never forget the stories they told and I wish them well.”

		  Janeway felt a pang of regret. The captain had known these people for only a short time, but her instincts told her they would be good friends.

		  Daggin turned to Kes. “What are you going to do? Will you remain here?”

		  Kes shook her head. “No! I would never be happy, not after seeing the outside world. Neelix has asked me to go with him… which is both frightening and exciting. Where this will lead I have no idea, but good or bad I have to find out.”

		  Daggin embraced his friend. “We will miss you. Perhaps someday you will return to tell us all about your adventures. May all be well with you.”

		  He turned back to Janeway. “Captain, despite the circumstances I’m glad to have had the opportunity of meeting you, Harry, and B’Elanna. Now… if you have no further need I’ll return to my work.”

		  The captain gave Daggin a warm, sincere smile. “Of course. Thank you for helping us, I, too, am glad that we met. We never know what tomorrow might bring, perhaps someday we will meet again.”

		  She was intrigued by the benevolence of the Ocampa. Their world was so small and isolated, yet unafraid, they had opened their hearts to strangers who were in need. Her world could learn from the Ocampa.

		  Daggin raised her hand to his shoulder, in the Ocampa gesture of farewell. “I wish you a quick and safe journey.”

		  As Daggin walked away, Janeway regarded the courageous young lady standing before her. “Kes, how old are you? You mentioned the life span of the Ocampa is only nine years.”

		  “Yes, that is correct. I’m one year old,” Kes replied proudly.

		  The captain hid her amazement. Only one year! And yet, having lived all of that year in this complex, she fearlessly faced that which was strange and different. The heart and soul of an explorer!

		  Just then Chakotay returned. The look on his face did nothing to ease the concern Janeway held for Torres and Kim. Accompanied by Tuvok and fearing the worst the captain walked to meet him.

		  Chakotay’s face was grim as he brought the captain up to date. “Not a moment too soon, it’s amazing they’re still alive. B’Elanna went into cardiac arrest, the doctor managed to revive her, but it was close. If it does not happen again… there is a chance. Harry Kim appears a bit stronger, his vitals have been stabilized. The EMH is doing all that he can. However, at this point, he’s not sure if they are curable. Tom stayed to help.”

		  Janeway heaved a deep sigh, she could only hope that the doctor would be successful. “We have done all that we can for B’Elanna and Harry, their fate now rests on the shoulders of the doctor. The time has come for us to find a way home.”

		  Having heard Chakotay’s report, Neelix, his hand on Kes’ arm, walked over. “Captain, now that you have found the missing pair, and they are in the goods hands of your doctor, Kes and I must leave.”

		  In a chiding voice Kes turned to him. “Neelix! What is your hurry?”

		  Slightly exasperated with his young friend, Neelix explained as though talking to a child. “The Kazon! Remember… they want the secret of the tunnels.”

		  Kes laughed fondly at the man who, while she had been a prisoner of the Kazon had not only befriended her, but had also helped to free her. “Neelix… Neelix, the Kazon can not reach us down here. Besides… Captain Janeway promised to protect us.”

		  Janeway studied the young Ocampa girl. “Kes, we may need your assistance again. Afterwards, I’ll make sure that both you and Neelix are safe.”

		  Without hesitation Kes softly replied. “How can I be of help?”

		  Instead of replying the captain asked a question of her own. “What do you know about the history of your people?”

		  Kes shrugged her shoulders. “Very little! Against the approval of the Elders, I was allowed to examine some of the old records. They tried hard to persuade me not to, but I can be very stubborn.”

		  Of this, Janeway had no doubt.

		  The captain listened carefully as Kes continued. “The archives were difficult to understand, written in a complex language which we have not used for a long, long time. Unfortunately… I know little more than what I have already told you. The chronicles begin when an unknown disaster caused the Warming. If I understood correctly, at that time we were living completely on the surface. It was during this period that the Caretaker first appeared.”

		  Janeway and Chakotay exchanged glances, the pieces falling into place.

		  Looking around, the Maquis commander could see no indication of productive activity. “What do you and the others do down here?”

		  Kes’ voice clearly indicated her disapproval. “Not much. Our lifetime is so short and everything is supplied. Mostly we sit around talking, playing games, or watching those large screens. The Elders are supposed to be in charge, In charge of what? Some of us, like Daggin, have started farming, the fresh fruits and vegetables taste so much better that the foodstuffs provided by the Caretaker. That’s what started my curiosity about the surface. That… and something else.”

		  She hesitated, looking around as though not sure if it was safe to continue.

		  Chakotay gently prompted. “Go on. It’s important for us to know as much as possible.”

		  Trying to put her impressions into words Kes thought for a moment. “Based on what I could translate, I believe at one time we were so much more. The old, old records hint at a much more complex society. For example, we are telepathic. If I understood the writings… when we lived on the surface everybody had better control over their minds, we were capable of moving objects just by thinking. This ability has been lost… and… perhaps something else. I can’t be sure, but it appears our life span was much longer than it is now.”

		  With forlorn eyes, unhappy that she had so little information, Kes looked from Janeway to Chakotay. “I’m sorry, that is all I can tell you.”

		  The captain placed her hand on the shoulder of the young Ocampa. “Kes, you have told us more than you realize. Would you and Neelix accompany us back to the ship? I want to discuss something with Chakotay and Tuvok. Afterwards, you might be able to do something for us.”
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		ack onboard the Explorer, the captain decided her guests had earned the right to be trusted. “Neelix, instead of waiting in quarters, you and Kes are welcome to visit the mess hall or lounge. Perhaps meet with some of the crew.”

		  Neelix immediately perked up. “Thanks, Captain, we would like that. Mr. Tuvok called this a Nova class ship, certainly different than any vessel around here.”

		  Pulling his young friend by her hand the Talaxian quickly exited the transporter room.

		  Amused, Chakotay pulled his ear lobe. “I think our friend, Mr. Neelix, is beginning to like it here.”

		  Janeway gave a small smirk. “From what I’ve seen of his ship, it’s no wonder. Chakotay, could your men remain a little longer? We might have another away mission.”

		  He had a good idea of what the next mission would be. “Of course not.”

		  He turned to his three Maquis crewmembers. “I’ll be with Captain Janeway in her ready room. On the way we’ll drop you off at the mess hall, wait there for further instructions from Tuvok.”

		  The man called Timmins grinned. “No problem. We can enjoy more of this ship’s coffee.”

		  Chakotay looked at Janeway who, very suddenly, had become interested in the ceiling. “Captain, could you explain how my crew learned to use your coffee as a bargaining tool?”

		  Janeway struggled to keep from laughing. “Blame Evans.”

		  Chakotay refrained from any additional comment.

		  Tuvok turned to the Starfleet members of the away team. “Return to your stations, remain on standby.”

		  “Yes, Sir!” Heading in the direction of the lower level turbolift, the three exited the transporter room.

		  Janeway with Chakotay and the other Maquis went to the main turbolift. After stopping at the mess hall deck, the captain, Tuvok, and Chakotay continued to the bridge.

		  Arriving at their destination, Chakotay and Tuvok waited near the turbolift while Janeway walked down to the command area. “Mr. Cavit, any sign of hostile ships and what is the status of the warp core?”

		  Looking up from the PADD that he had been scrolling through, Cavit rose from the command chair. “So far we have not detected any ships, as for the core, we are still experiencing problems. I was just reading Carey’s latest report before going back down to engineering.”

		  For Janeway, that news was not good. “We found Kim and Torres alive, but just barely. At the moment they’re being treated onboard Commander Chakotay’s ship. I’m concerned about the warp core, keep me posted, I’ll be in my ready room.”

		  “Yes, Captain!” Cavit moved in the direction of the turbolift. Passing Chakotay, the first officer gave the Maquis commander a slight nod. For the time being, Cavit had decided to be the embodiment of a perfect Starfleet officer.

		  Janeway, heading to her ready room, turned her head in the direction of ops. “Mr. Evans, you have the bridge.”

		  “Yes, Captain!” Slightly surprised, Evans glanced over at Chakotay, gracing the Maquis leader with a mischievous grin.

		  Looking into Janeway’s dancing eyes, Chakotay shook his head. This Starfleet captain certainly had a sense of humor, and knew how to use it to her advantage.

		  With a straight face, Janeway locked eyes with the Maquis leader. “I assume Evans is capable of commanding the bridge.”

		  Eyebrow raised, Tuvok followed his captain into the ready room. Chakotay looked over at Evans who, while suppressing a laugh, just shrugged his shoulders.

		  After one last look at Evans, Chakotay quickly joined the other two in the ready room. The Maquis leader walked over to the desk, coming to a stop beside Tuvok.

		  Tuvok looked down at the captain as she took her seat behind the desk. “You intend to return to the Array with Kes, in hope that she can convince the Caretaker to send us home.”

		  Leaning back in her chair, Janeway folded her hands in her lap as she looked up at her security chief.

		  The Vulcan casually replied. “Captain, it is the logical course of action, occasionally you do apply it to your decisions.”

		  For a second, she glanced down at her hands before innocently replying. “I’m glad that you approve. I guess after so many years some of your logic must have rubbed off.”

		  Raising an eyebrow Tuvok drew his head slightly backwards. “Not without effort.”

		  Chakotay clenched his teeth to avoid laughing. He realized that the relationship between Janeway and Tuvok was similar to what he shared with Evans. A bond that respected the office of captain while allowing for friendship, respect, and trust on the personal level.

		  Though trying hard not to show it Janeway was also amused by the Vulcan’s comment. “Well… Mr. Tuvok, we humans can be very stubborn. It’s one of our characteristics that we consider very sacred. Now… when we’re over on the Array… Chakotay, Kes, and I will try to find, and reason, with this Caretaker. Make one last attempt to have him send us back. In case our efforts prove unsuccessful, I want you to locate his transportation control unit. Hopefully, if necessary, we will be able to understand and operate it.”

		  From the comm. system, the voice of Evans entered the ready room. “Captain Janeway, Chakotay, I’ve just received a message from Seska. Harry Kim and B’Elanna are awake, it’s possible to speak with them.”

		  Janeway and Chakotay looked at each other as relief flowed through their bodies.

		  The captain rose to her feet. “Excellent! Tuvok, before going over to the Array, I’m going to speak with Kim and Torres, perhaps they can shed some light on the situation. In the meantime, have another talk with Kes, perhaps she missed something that could be important.”

		  The security chief glanced over at Chakotay. Either the captain forgot that she was venturing onto a Maquis ship, or she was ignoring the fact.

		  Chakotay gave the Vulcan a small, almost indiscernible nod. Not only would the captain be safe, she would be a welcomed guest.
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		ive minutes later Captain Kathryn Janeway materialized on the transporter pad of the Maquis ship.

		  With hands frozen in place over the control panel, the Maquis operator stared at the platform. She had been expecting Chakotay and Evans, not Chakotay and the Starfleet captain.

		  As the two stepped down off the platform, the Maquis leader turned to Janeway. “Welcome aboard, Captain. May I return your hospitality by offering you coffee?”

		  With a small smile she closed one eye while tilting her head slightly to the side. “From what I have heard… this time I’ll resist the pleasure.”

		  Chakotay laughed, “Good idea, I might be accused of trying to poison you. This way to sick bay.”

		  When Chakotay started in the direction of the door, the technician placed her hands on the console for support. “Ca… Captain… I want to thank you for the food. It was appreciated… by all the crew.”

		  Janeway stopped and turned in the direction of the voice. “It was my pleasure.”

		  The captain was not exactly sure of what she had expected, but Chakotay’s crew were not fulfilling any of her assumptions concerning the Maquis. Evans and this petit, polite young lady did not fit the mental picture she had formed of the outlaws. Even the three, who were part of the away team, did not suit the image of traitors and rebels. People who had no respect for the law or the rights of others. Kathryn Janeway was beginning to question her original perceptions.

		  Taking a step in the direction of the Bajoran, Janeway appraised the sandy haired young lady. “Are your replicators working?”

		  Nervously Zeric Erin made a face. “Sort of.”

		  Janeway smiled. “If necessary I can send over more supplies.”

		  “Thank you.” The girl replied shyly, slightly in awe of the Starfleet captain standing before her. The first one she had ever met.

		  The captain gave the operator a slight nod then joined the Maquis leader who, with arms crossed, was leaning against the wall near the door.

		  Chakotay was amused at how easily Janeway was getting along with his crew. He knew there were few Starfleet officers who could accomplish such a feat. In fact, he could think of none other.

		  The Maquis commander tried to appear serious. “You definitely appear to be enticing my crew with your food and coffee. I might have to forbid them any more nourishment.”

		  “Your own fault, you put the idea into my head, “Janeway retorted walking out the door.

		  Chakotay started to reply, then felt it would be best to remain silent.

		  After throwing Erin a quick grin, he followed Janeway out of the transporter room. Leaving behind a very disconcerted Maquis crewman.

		  Walking down the corridor Chakotay cautioned the captain. “You might find the EMH not the most pleasant of computer programs. He can be downright aggravating, however… he does know medicine.”

		  Janeway looked over at the Maquis leader, her voice carried a trace of teasing. “Thanks for the warning. Starfleet is still experimenting with the EMH programs, they will need fine-tuning.”

		  Catching the gentle hint that his ship was supposed to belong to Starfleet not the Maquis, Chakotay tried to look as innocent as possible. Which earned him a ‘Don’t play innocent’ look from the captain.

		  She stopped before a schematic on the wall. “This appears to be a fine ship. I was admiring it when you were approaching us back in the Badlands.”

		  With her eyes showing a glimmer of mischief Janeway turned to Chakotay. “Let me guess, this ship is very similar to the Intrepid-class that Starfleet is building. Has warp speed of 9.975, which can be sustained. Fifteen decks, carries a crew compliment of one hundred fifty and is equipped with bio-neural circuitry. How am I doing?”

		  Chakotay ran his hand along the back of his neck. Not knowing what to say he kept quiet.

		  Laughing, Janeway turned back to the diagram. After a moment she looked at the man standing beside her. “This is one place I never expected to be. At least, not with you as an escort.”

		  With a strange gentleness in his eyes the Maquis leader studied the Starfleet captain, who had earned his respect. “I never expected to have you as a welcomed guest, or be one on your ship. If we had more time I would give you a guided tour. Perhaps one day I will have the pleasure.”

		  “Yes, perhaps someday,” Janeway replied slowly, a reality she never expected to occur.

		  Entering the turbolift Chakotay gave the computer their destination. “Deck five!”

		  It took all of two seconds to drop down from deck four.

		  Having picked up the note of sadness in Janeway’s voice, Chakotay reminded her of something as they walked along the passageway in the direction of sickbay. Something both of them had learned only a few days before. “One never knows what will happen, life is full of surprises, both good and bad. In a matter of seconds your whole life can change direction. Your enemies can suddenly become your allies and friends.”

		  Smiling, Janeway looked up at the Maquis leader. “In that… Commander Chakotay, you are correct.”

		  The captain stopped and turned to the man who had earned her respect. “I share your hope that once you have met with my father, the conflict between the Federation and the Maquis can be resolved. It will not be an easy task, for you will have to provide absolute proof that the actions of the Maquis are justified. Proof beyond a shadow of a doubt that the Cardassians have joined forces with the Dominion in a joint plan to attack the Federation. And… they are using the peace treaty as a way to do so.”

		  For a moment, she looked down at the deck. Heaving a sigh the captain’s light blue eyes settled on Chakotay’s face. “In all honesty I don’t know which I hope for the most. One way you and your crew will remain outlaws, to be hunted by Starfleet and myself. The other places the Federation in grave danger.”

		  Chakotay’s gaze did not waver from the face of the Starfleet captain. “Captain, I do have the proof that you fear. But… keep in mind, by working together perhaps we can prevent a devastating war from taking place.”

		  Janeway gave a sharp, short nod. She could only hope Chakotay was right.

		  They walked the rest of the way in silence.

		  Entering sickbay they found Tom Paris talking to Torres. “I give you my word B’Elanna, I’m not joking it…”

		  Tom Paris stopped in mid-sentence as Torres stared past him. Staring in disbelief at her commander and the woman walking beside him.

		  Tom threw her a ‘I told you so’ look.

		  Over in the next bed Ensign Harry Kim managed to sit up. Legs hanging over the side, his hands clutched the edge to steady himself. “Captain, it’s good to see you. I knew you would find us.”

		  Janeway walked over to the foot of the bed. “Harry, I’m glad to see you, too!”

		  Looking over at Torres, Kathryn Janeway made her feelings quite clear. “It’s good to see both of you! However, I cannot take all the credit. It was a combined effort between Chakotay and myself, with help from both crews.”

		  Chakotay moved to stand beside Janeway. “How are the two of you feeling? Both of you certainly appear better than the last time we saw you. Though you still look like speckled eggs, it is an improvement.”

		  With Tom’s help B’Elanna struggled into a sitting position. Crossing her legs she managed to brace herself. “You bet I’m feeling better, anything would be an improvement. The doctor said these spots should disappear shortly.”

		  His two hands clenched into fists. “Damn it, Chakotay, I thought I would never see this ship again. Starfleet over here kept me alive by refusing to give up. I was angry and irritated at him for not allowing me to die in peace.”

		  Torres turned her head in the direction of Harry Kim. “Thanks, Starfleet, I owe you one.”

		  Harry looked over at the outlaw who, had shared the most difficult days of his young life. “You’re welcome, Maquis.”

		  Janeway felt a surge of relief warming her body, not all her crew were like Cavit. Despite their different affiliations Kim and Torres had developed a very special bond. A bond resulting from facing a life and death situation, during which they had helped each other to survive.

		  Chakotay grinned at B’Elanna. “The crew missed their chief engineer. They’re glad your vacation is over.”

		  Torres glared at her commander. “You can tell the damn crew that next time they can be the first in line!”

		  Both Kim and Janeway laughed as Chakotay retorted. “Upp, she’s our old B’Elanna Torres!”

		  At that moment, the EMH emerged from his office, his manner anything but friendly as he waved a small instrument in their direction. “What do you think you’re doing? My patients need rest. You are all to leave immediately!”

		  The captain’s irritation, aided by fatigue, caused her to forget that she was not on her own ship. “Computer, end EMH!”

		  When the computer failed to respond she whipped her head in Chakotay’s direction.

		  The Maquis was one step ahead of her. “Computer, end EMH.”

		  As the doctor shimmered and disappeared Janeway rolled her eyes.

		  Chakotay gave her a knowing look. “I did warn you.”

		  Janeway gave her head a small shake. “Yes, that program absolutely needs adjustment.”

		  It had been a hard day for both of them. But not so hard that they missed one small important fact. With the agreeable atmosphere between them, they were at home on each other’s ship.

		  For a second Starfleet captain and Maquis leader locked eyes, each showing the respect and support for the other. Both commanders realizing how much things had changed since that day in the Justice building.

		  Slowly, Janeway turned back to Kim. “Harry, did you obtain any information as to why we were brought here?”

		  Kim shook his head. “No, Captain. I remember being in the lab, then waking up in the clinic. I tried asking questions, but even the Ocampa did not understand the reason behind why we were sent there, or how the transport was accomplished.”

		  Janeway turned to the Maquis engineer. “Ms. Torres, do you have any information that might help? Did you see or hear anything?”

		  B’Elanna Torres did something she had believed impossible, she spoke politely to a Starfleet captain. “I’m sorry Captain, I know just as much as Harry. The lab, then the clinic. During the first couple of days we did go outside, seeing many of the Ocampa, but we spoke only to Daggin. After that, both Harry and I were too sick, remaining inside where we only had contact with the medical attendant. Daggin visited us every day, but he had no information. The Ocampa appear to be a very easy-going people with little technology. They have no knowledge of the outside world, or of this so-called Caretaker. And their medicine is archaic.”

		  Both Janeway and Chakotay hid their disappointment.

		  The captain smiled at both rescued crewmembers. “All right. Follow the orders of the doctor and rest. Chakotay and I will work on the problem of getting us home.”

		  She looked over at Paris. “Tom, we will be returning to the Array with Kes. Do you wish to join the away team or would you prefer to remain here?”

		  He looked directly at Janeway, at the captain who was giving him a second chance. A chance to prove he was worthy of the uniform he was wearing. “I would prefer to join you.”

		  Janeway was pleased with the answer. There was a responsible man emerging from the boy. “Good! Return to the ship and report to Tuvok.”

		  Tom looked over at Harry. “I’ll see you later. You too, B’Elanna.”

		  With that, Tom Paris left sickbay, walking for the first time in months with his head held high.

		  Harry Kim turned his attention to Janeway. “Captain, I would like to return to my post.”

		  She shook her head. “Not yet. Get some more rest, you’ve been through a rough time.”

		  She glanced over at Torres. “Both of you have. Harry, at the moment we can do without you. One of Chakotay’s men, Mr. Evans, is manning your station. Stay here and recuperate as long as possible, you might be needed soon.”

		  Chakotay had a rather innocent look on his face when he turned back to Torres. He could tell from her shocked expression that Tom had not informed her about Evans. “B’Elanna, that goes for you, too. Rest, right now things are under control.”

		  Janeway turned to leave. “Harry, I’ll see you later, you too, Ms. Torres.”

		  Chakotay moved to join Janeway. “Remember B’Elanna… rest! I don’t want you back in engineering until you are fully recovered.”

		  Leaning back against the pillow, Torres managed a small nod. Her body ached from head to toe and she was more tired than she had let on.

		  As Janeway and Chakotay left they heard B’Elanna comment to Harry. “Well, well, Starfleet, apparently we’ve been missing all the fun. A Maquis working on a Starfleet bridge… nobody will believe that.”

		  Harry’s reply brought a smile to both the Starfleet captain and Maquis leader. “We worked together to survive. Why can’t they?”
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		nce again the Array received visitors. Very determined visitors, who knew this would be their last chance? Either they would be able to return home, or they would have to bid goodbye to their families, friends, all that was familiar. Their lives forever changed.

		  Chakotay looked around. “Something is wrong, there appears to be a problem with the imaging processor everything is dull, or out of focus.”

		  He pointed over to his right. “Captain, look over at the house, at the left side, there are holes in the image. You can see the walls of the Array.”

		  Janeway turned to look. “I don’t like all this sputtering and crackling. I agree… there must be a problem with the equipment. Tuvok, search for the control unit operating that displacement wave. Something tells me that we do not have much time, I have a very uneasy feeling… I’m going to locate the old man. The area around appears to be secure, we’ll try over there.”

		  The captain with her group of Chakotay, Tom Paris, Neelix, and Kes started in one direction, the Vulcan with the balance of the away team headed the opposite way.

		  Neelix pulled Kes closer. “Captain! Are you sure it’s safe?”

		  Laughing, lightly Kes reassured her nervous friend. “Neelix, you worry too much. Of course it’s safe, this is the home of the Caretaker.”

		  Janeway did not want to contradict the young lady’s confidence; however, she sensed it would not be safe for long.”

		  As she had done back on the ship, Kes’ head turned first one way, then another. To the best of her knowledge no other Ocampa had ever visited the Array, nor had they ever met the Caretaker. Quietly, the young Ocampa looked around, absorbing all that she could about that which had been a legend to her people.

		  Entering the barn they immediately spotted the old man at the far end, sitting on a bale of hay, holding his head in his hands. He looked up as they approached, his face drawn and haggard. “You again! I told you that I can’t help. I can’t send you back. I have no energy left. I… I wish there was a way, but there is not.”

		  Placing her hands on Kes’ shoulders, the captain moved her to the front. “I want you to meet someone. This is Kes, she’s Ocampa.”

		  The old man’s body jerked in shock. Through forlorn eyes he stared at Kes. “Ocampa! This is the first time… in all these years.”

		  Bowing his head he shook it from side to side. Looking up, his eyes revealed great pain. “I let you down. I’m sorry.”

		  Kes took a step closer. Intrigued by this old man who, for so long, had been a mystery, just a name, to her people. “I don’t understand, how have you let us down?”

		  As the Caretaker began his story, Chakotay placed four bales of hay in a semi-circle to sit on. Chakotay took a seat at one end with Janeway beside him, then Kes and Neelix, with Tom Paris at the far side. Quietly they listened as the puzzle was finally pieced together.

		  The Caretaker’s voice was weak, but clear, as he traveled far back in time. “Many, many years ago, a millennium now, I was part of a group of explorers from another galaxy. We meant no harm, but our technology was devastating to the atmosphere of the Ocampa’s planet. By the time we noticed the damage it was too late to reverse the effects. Once the planet could no longer produce rain, oceans began to dry up, the forests and green areas turned brown and lifeless.”

		  Misery and regret covered his face. “In a matter of weeks everything changed. While searching for a solution, we discovered a perpetual abundance of water trapped underground. Knowing the Ocampa would be able to survive, we built tunnels leading everyone to the subterranean area we had prepared, then sealed the tunnels and erected a barrier to keep the people safe. We felt this was the only solution to the problem we had created.”

		  Suddenly the captain’s comm. badge chirped. Keeping her eyes on the Caretaker she quickly tapped it with her hand. “Janeway here!”

		  Cavit’s voice echoed through the vast cavern of the Array. “Captain, the Kazon are approaching, their shields are up, weapons online. They are not responding to our hails.”

		  Seeing Chakotay’s alarm, she held up her hand. “Are you able to deal with it?”

		  Slightly annoyed that the Captain questioned his capabilities, Cavit responded, being careful not to allow his feeling show in his voice. “Yes, Captain! They only have small ships and their weaponry is very simple. More of a nuisance than a threat.”

		  Janeway looked over at Chakotay. “Are your weapons and shields operational?”

		  Apprehension darkened his face. “Yes, but no sensors!”

		   The captain could feel and understand the Maquis leader’s concern. “Is Seska still in charge and does she have battle training and experience?”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Yes!”

		  Janeway’s attention shifted back to her first officer. “Cavit, go to red alert. Have Evans contact Seska, alert her to the pending attack. Maintain the tactical link to the Maquis ship, keep it secure at all times. Keep me posted, contact me at the first sign of a problem. Janeway out!”

		  The captain turned back to the Caretaker as he continued. “Once everything was in place the others left. Leaving myself and my mate to watch over the Ocampa.”

		  Uneasy at the prospects of another lurking about, Chakotay looked around. “You are not alone, there is someone else here?”

		  The old man shook his head. “No. no. She left… oh… around four hundred years ago. We didn’t agree on how to care for the Ocampa. If only she had stayed.”

		  He looked at the group sitting before him, silently pleading with them to comprehend the difficult position he was in. “About a year ago I realized my time was almost up. I felt that only one of my species would be willing and capable of understanding the massive commitment required to look after the Ocampa. I did what I felt was necessary.”

		  Suddenly it dawned on Janeway. “You were trying to procreate! Attempting to create another to take your place!”

		  The old man nodded. “Yes, but I failed. The Ocampa have enough energy for five years, perhaps six. After that… they will have to venture onto the surface. They will not survive.”

		  Kes leaped to her feet. “Why not?”

		  The old man stared at the young Ocampa, then bowing his head he slowly shook it back and forth.

		  Kes looked from the Caretaker to Janeway and Chakotay. “If we had the knowledge that we once had. Daggin and the others… I’m sure there has to be a way. What if we could produce our own power, or could defend the tunnels ourselves…?”

		  Out of breath she stopped, appealing to those around her.

		  Janeway stood up, as did the others. She approached the old man who was sitting with head bent, hands clasped in front. “Kes is right. Your computer banks must contain information that the Ocampa can use. Send it to them before it is too late. Give them a chance. Give them the knowledge so they may take command of their lives and survive!”

		  Raising his head the Caretaker stared long and hard at Kes.

		  Chakotay placed a hand on Kes’ shoulder. “This Ocampa has a great deal of determination and curiosity. Wanting to see beyond her own world she had the courage to seek out the surface, alone, without help. I’ve been down there. The younger ones, they too dared to try something new… growing their own food. They can and will survive, but they must know their history. Give them something to be proud of, something to fight for. Give them the tools which they need!”

		  The old man looked at Chakotay with pain-filled eyes. “If I send the information I’ll not have enough energy to destroy this station. The Ocampa must be protected from the Kazon.”

		  Glancing at Chakotay, Janeway took a deep breath. “I promise you… we will take whatever action is necessary to protect the Ocampa, we have no intention of deserting them. Before we leave you have my word… the Ocampa will be safe and we will ensure they understand and can use the information which you send them.”

		  The old man faded in and out. His image blurred the swelled. The barn became faint, the bare metal walls of the Array’s outer structure appeared. “It is done.”

		  Taking another step closer, Kes reached out her hand. Gently she touched the arm of the Caretaker, bringing a conclusion to a thousand years of Ocampa history. “Please send these people home. You are their only hope.”

		  The Caretaker looked at Kes with eyes that could no longer see. “I’m… I’m sorry. For… forgive me. My time is over.”

		  Growing to a huge red ball, forcing Kes to take a couple of steps back, for a moment he shimmered then disappeared.

		  Leaving behind a small, hand-sized piece of bone.
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		s the Maquis were unaware of the Starfleet trap, so too was Janeway unaware of Chakotay’s change of plans. The Caretaker had ceased to exist, leaving behind only the bare walls of the Array. Taking with him the hope of returning home.

		  Slowly Janeway walked over to where the Caretaker had been sitting. For a moment she looked down, then leaning over she carefully pick up all that remained of a being who had existed for over one thousand years.

		  In stunned silence, Starfleet captain and Maquis leader stared at the bone, then at each other. Their minds in a turmoil trying to come to grips with the situation, and the hopeless despair they were feeling.

		  Kes broke the heavy silence that hung in the air. “Captain Janeway, Commander Chakotay, I’m… I’m sorry. You were brought here because of my people, now neither I or the other Ocampa can send you home.”

		  Chakotay smiled down at the distraught young lady. “There was nothing you could have done to prevent this from occurring. The Caretaker acted on his own, he’s the one responsible, not you or the Ocampa. At least we now know why our ships were brought here. Kes, we are explorers, facing danger and the unexpected every day. Meeting you and the other Ocampa has been an experience and a pleasure. Don’t forget, thanks to your courage, not only did we find Harry and B’Elanna, but we did so in time to save their lives.

		  Also understanding that Kes was feeling responsible, Janeway, too, spoke gently. “Kes, what Chakotay said is true. As explorers we are always searching for the unknown. This was one of the reasons I became a scientist and joined Starfleet. We are accustomed to strange places, different species, but you are not. You have much to be proud of and nothing to feel sorry for.”

		  In an effort to comfort Kes, Neelix placed his arm around her. “Captain, what will you do now?”

		  Trying hard not to give into the depression lurking inside her tired body, Janeway looked around. “Tuvok might be able to find the Caretaker’s equipment. We’re not ready to give up.”

		  Paris also put on a brave face. “That’s right, where is Tuvok?”

		  Janeway tapped her comm. badge. “Tuvok, report!”

		  The Vulcan’s voice echoed in the space now devoid of all except the away team. “I’m two hundred years directly opposite from the beam-down point, around the second bend. I’ve located the control console.”

		  “We’re on our way! Janeway out!” Before the words were out of her mouth, the captain was leading her group in the indicated direction.”

		  Again Janeway tapped her badge. “Captain to Cavit. Report!”

		  The reply from the first officer was instantaneous. “The Kazon are retreating, we suffered no damage.”

		  The captain breathed a sigh of relief. “Notify me immediately if the Kazon return. Janeway out.”

		  Chakotay tapped his comm. badge. “Chakotay to Seska! Any damage?”

		  Up on the Maquis ship Seska quickly responded. “No! We took several hits, but the shields held. What’s happening on the Array?”

		  “We may have found the Caretaker’s equipment controlling the displacement wave. “I’ll keep you posted. Chakotay out!” The Starfleet captain was not the only one breathing a sigh of relief.

		  Janeway glanced over at Chakotay’s worried face. “So far so good. Neelix, do the Kazon have any large, heavily armed ships?”

		  Neelix had taken a liking to these strangers and found no pleasure in being the bearer of bad news. “I’m afraid so, Captain. The group on the Ocampa home world represents only a small segment of the total Olga Kazon. Their main base is less than a day from here, and they do have large battle cruisers.”

		  Both Janeway and Chakotay could take to comfort from Neelix’s information, neither ship was in condition for a large full scale battle.

		  They quickened their pace, forcing the others to almost run in order to keep up. Moments later they rounded the last bend up ahead they could see Tuvok and the rest of the away team standing around a strange looking object.

		  Closing the distance Kathryn Janeway knew there was a problem.
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		aneway stared at the object. Rectangular in shape, roughly the same size as one of their ship’s main consoles, it had no display panel, no visual controls. The entire surface was black except for one side that contained six strange unidentifiable symbols, which were reddish-brown in color.

		  Completely perplexed, Janeway motioned with her hand as she turned to her security chief. “Tuvok, any idea of how this works?”

		  Walking around to the side, Tuvok continued scanning with his tricorder. “I believe this to be the main command center. These symbols are probably either letters or numbers in the Caretaker’s language. However, at this moment, I cannot tell you what they mean.”

		  The Vulcan studied the instrument in his hand. “It will require time to analyze the system. Perhaps hours or days.”

		  Chakotay tried to keep the irritation and frustration out of his voice. “We might not have days. Will you be able to operate it?”

		  Tuvok turned to the Maquis leader. “I’m not sure, Commander. However, being able to operate it is one thing, generating enough power to send the ships back is another. I have discovered that the Caretaker was a non-corporeal life form of sporocystian energy. It is my belief that he was himself a source of the power used to run this Array and the displacement wave.”

		  Beside her, Janeway heard the Maquis leader utter a small, low groan.

		  The captain herself fought down the growing sense of dismay. “Tuvok, remain here. Continue your efforts to decipher this unit. It is our only hope of a quick return to the Alpha Quadrant and time is of the essence. The away team is to remain with you.”

		  The captain then focused her attention on the six-member Starfleet-Maquis team. “Be on the alert. The Caretaker appears to have died; however, at one time he had a companion.”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “A companion, a mate?”

		  Janeway turned back to the Vulcan. “Yes, according to the old man she is no longer here; however, we cannot be sure. Keep a sharp watch, I don’t want any surprises. Chakotay and I, along with Kes and Neelix, will return to the ship.”

		  She fastened her gaze directly on Paris. “Tom, I want you to also return to the ship. Run a level ten diagnostic on the conn, it must be in perfect working order.”

		  “Yes, Captain!” Almost coming to attention, Tom Paris happily replied.

		  Janeway smiled to herself. She had noticed how quickly the ex-con, perhaps Starfleet officer, was responding to her orders.

		  Moving closer to Chakotay, the captain tapped her comm. badge. “Transporter room, lock onto my signal and the four around me.”

		  Seconds later, they were back onboard The Explorer.

		  Stepping down off the platform Janeway turned to her Talaxian guest. “Neelix, would you accompany us to the bridge, we need more information on the Kazon and this section of space.”

		  Nervously rubbing his hands together Neelix joined Kes beside the transporter pad. “Certainly, Captain. I know a great deal about what goes on around here. I’ll be glad to share it with you.”

		  Moving to the captain’s side, Chakotay heaved a small resigned sigh. “Neelix, we might be in need of any star charts you have. Perhaps later on we could see them.”

		  Neelix felt sorry for the two commanders. They, and their crews, were so different from the Kazon and the majority of the inhabitants of the area. “Definitely… of course, Commander. Anything, anything at all that I can do to help, just ask.”

		  Leaving the transporter room the five headed for the turbolift. Walking along the corridor Janeway glanced over at Chakotay. “What is the condition of your ship? Will it survive the trip back to the Alpha Quadrant?”

		  The Maquis leader replied as they entered the lift. “Good question. Certainly not another rough ride like the first one. With certain precautions taken… I think so. At least this time we’ll be prepared. What about your ship?”

		  The captain just looked at Chakotay. The anxiety on her face answered his question.

		  Reaching the bridge, Kes and Neelix remained by the turbolift while Paris hurried to the conn, and Chakotay quickly went over to the ops station, to fill Evans in on the latest of developments.

		  Janeway walked over to Cavit who was sitting in the command section. “Any sign of the Kazon?”

		  He looked up from the report that he had been reading. “So far the Kazon have not returned. We do have warp five speed; however, only for five to ten seconds. Any longer the core becomes unstable. Since we still have damaged systems Carey is having trouble locating the source of the problem.”

		  The captain managed to suppress a frustrated sigh. If the Kazon arrived with a larger force… “Maintain a close watch on all scans, notify me immediately should the Kazon return. The Caretaker died while we were over there. Tuvok remained to examine the equipment in hope of using it to return home. Maintain emergency beam-out status. Keep me appraised of the situation, I’ll be in my ready room.”

		  She walked over to the railing just above the conn. “Tom, once you’re satisfied with conn operations go down to engineering, lend them a hand with the warp core.”

		  “Yes, Ma’am!” Concentrating on the panel, Tom Paris replied without raising his head.

		  Walking over to Chakotay and Evans, the captain noticed the Maquis leader had a strange look on his face.

		  Chakotay turned to face Janeway. “It appears we have a slight problem with the crews.”

		  “Oh!” she replied quietly. Something in Chakotay’s eyes told her that whatever was wrong it would not be serious.

		  The Maquis leader faced the Starfleet captain. His face and tone were grim as he informed her of the problem. “It would appear that during the battle Harry Kim helped out on my ship. Evidently he likes the way the ship handles.”

		  Only with extreme effort did Janeway maintain a straight face. “Well, Commander, I don’t see any problem. My crew likes your ship, your crew likes my coffee. We’ll just exchange ships. As Mr. Tuvok would say, that’s the logical answer.”

		  No way could Evans suppress a laugh.

		  Chakotay turned to him. “Don’t say another word!”

		  Evans and Janeway laughed all the harder.

		  However, down in the command area, first officer Cavit was not amused. Head bent, appearing to study the PADD, his face and eyes revealed the dark stormy passion building within.”

		  Chakotay looked at Janeway. “Okay, I give up, you win.”

		  Janeway tilted her head to the side, her eyes dancing with mischief. “Of course I win, I never play to lose. Come… we better get back to the problem at hand.”

		  Turning away, she headed for her ready room, motioning for Kes and Neelix to join them. Chakotay looking at Evans started to say something, then changing his mind he followed the captain.

		  Once inside, Janeway sat down behind her desk while her two guests sat in the chairs facing the captain.

		  Chakotay remained standing, the concern on his face deepened the lines of fatigue. “Seska reports there is still no progress on the sensor system. That will be a problem should we be able to return to the Alpha quadrant. If we land in the Badlands we’ll be at the mercy of plasma storms. If we land outside the Badlands well…”

		  The captain made no comment. She understood the ‘well’ Chakotay was referring to, meaning Starfleet or more importantly the Cardassians. Instead, she addressed Kes and Neelix. “Would you care for something to drink?”

		  Neelix sat perched on the edge of his chair. “Thank you, Captain. Would it be possible for us to have a drink of water. It is such a treat having so much on hand.”

		  Folding her hands in her lap, Kes settled back in her chair. “Down in the Ocampa compound I never thought about water. What life would be like without it. Living with the Kazon, I learned how important it can be.”

		  As the captain started to stand up Chakotay held up his hand. “I’ll attended to this. Would you care for a cup of coffee?”

		  Janeway looked up gratefully. “You’re a mind reader, thanks.”

		  She turned back to Neelix and Kes. “We take water for granted, wasting it without thought. A long time ago, on my planet, many people did not care. They polluted and destroyed much of our fresh water systems. Now it’s just the opposite. Fortunately we came to our senses in time, realizing what a valuable resource we had.”

		  Chakotay walked over carrying a tray containing two glasses of water and two coffees. After handing the water to Neelix and Kes, he placed one of the cups on the desk, near the captain. Taking the second cup for himself, the Maquis leader put the tray down, off to the side.

		  Picking up her coffee, Janeway leaned back in her chair. She looked up at the Maquis leader. “If we return to the Alpha Quadrant our truce will remain in effect until both crews are safe. That includes maintaining the tactical link until another Maquis ship can assist you.”

		  For a moment Chakotay stared at the Starfleet captain, then moving a chair from the wall to the desk he sat down.

		  The Talaxian held up his glass. “There are some who would kill for this. You people live in such luxury.”

		  The captain did not reply. Seated in the comfort of her ready room, a fresh cup of coffee in her hand, what could she say? She knew what Neelix had said was true. “Tell us about the Kazon.”

		  After drinking some of the water Neelix held the glass in both hands. “Well… there are various factions, each headed by a Maje. Jabin is the leader of the Kazon-Olga sect, which you ran into down on the planet. The Kazon territory is huge and changes from day-to-day. Depending on which sect is where and which group won the day’s fighting, each faction fights the other, stealing what they can, grabbing the other’s territory for their own. They are not the most friendly of people.”

		  Chakotay heaved a deep sigh. “That… we already know. Are they open to reason or negotiation?”

		  Neelix shook his head. “Only if they have the advantage. Even then… they cannot be trusted.”

		  Not liking what she was hearing, Janeway drummed her fingers on the cup. “What about other planets and species around here? Is there any type of central authority?”

		  The Talaxian replied sadly. “In this section the Kazon rule. There are very few peaceful planets, only those powerful enough to defend themselves against the Kazon and the Vidiians. I’m afraid the majority of the species are best avoided or at least approached with caution.”

		  Chakotay exchanged an unhappy glance with Janeway. “Who are these Vidiians?”

		  After taking another long drink of water Neelix replied to the question. “They have the most advanced technology around here, and you must avoid them at all costs. They suffer from a disease called the Phage, surviving by harvesting organs to replace their own.”

		  In total shock Janeway looked over at Chakotay. In the process of running his hand through his hair, the look on the face of the Maquis leader said it all.

		  Janeway finally found her voice. “All right, what are you and Kes planning to do?”

		  Neelix gave a small shrug. “I guess take my ship, avoid Kazon and Vidiian scouting parties. Try to reach a safe sector outside their territory.”

		  Chakotay did not like what he was hearing. “You say their territory is large, how long will it take until you are safe?”

		  Neelix thought for a moment. “I can’t be sure, months for sure, perhaps a year or more. I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

		  Janeway had no doubt of that. “Neelix, for the time being, why don’t you and Kes remain onboard? We will supply you with all the food and water that your ship can carry. I would like to talk things over with Commander Chakotay, see if we can come up with a safer solution for you and Kes.”

		  Holding out his hand to his companion, Neelix jumped to his feet. “Come on Kes, might as well enjoy ourselves while we can.”

		  Quickly, the two exited the ready room.

		  After they left Chakotay slumped in his seat. “We are in a predicament.”

		  Janeway nodded. “I know! We can’t just leave them.”

		  The Maquis leader looked at the captain. “No, we can’t. However, I wasn’t referring just to Neelix and Kes. We can’t leave the Array!”

		  The captain answered with just two words. “I know!”

	
		

	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 52

		S

		lowly the captain placed the cup onto the desk, then pushing herself to her feet she walked over to a small window. For several minutes she stood there, hands clasped in front, gazing out into the blackness of space. The Maquis ship visual out of the lower left corner.

		  Lost in his own troubled thoughts Chakotay did not disturb her.

		  Returning to her desk Janeway took her chair as one with the weight of the world dragging her down.

		  The Maquis leader looked down into his cup. With difficulty, he voiced the thought on both their minds. “The Array must be destroyed, it must never fall into the hands of the Kazon and these Vidiians. Not only is it a danger to the Ocampa and this sector of space, but to the whole galaxy.”

		  Leaning back, Janeway felt as though every bit of energy had been drained from her body. She rested her hands on the arms of the chair. “I agree! After what Mr. Neelix said…”

		  She steeled herself to do that which had to be done. “Chakotay, was there any damage to your warp core?”

		  He shook his head. “No! According to my engineering staff it’s in perfect condition.

		  Janeway reached for her cup, not having the strength to pick it up she let her arm fall back onto the chair. “What’s the status of your ship?”

		  The stress of the situation and the events of the past couple of days was also taking a toll on the Maquis leader. Chakotay found it difficult to put his thoughts into a coherent sentence. “There will be days of minor maintenance, but most of the serious damage has been repaired. That is except for the sensors and scanners. Seska reports no progress on those systems; however, now that B’Elanna is back I’m hopeful the situation will change.”

		  For several moments the captain thought over what Chakotay had just said. “What precautions were you planning to take?”

		  This time the Maquis leader hesitated before answering. He was beginning to suspect what this Starfleet captain was planning. “Move the crew to the safest location, maintaining life support only in those areas. Shut down any unnecessary systems, diverting power to strengthen the shields around the ship and erect force fields protecting vital and sensitive areas.”

		  Kathryn Janeway took a deep breath. “Due to the situation with my warp core, your ship is in much better shape than mine… therefore, it would have the best chance of surviving. If Tuvok is successful and we feel it can be done with the minimal risk, I want you to return home with my crew.”

		  Chakotay gave his head a quick hard shake. “No! Leaving you here alone is not an option!”

		  “There is no choice!” Janeway responded fervently.

		  Moving forward she placed her arms on the desk. Needing something to hold onto she gripped her cup in both hands. “There is only one way to ensure the Array is completely destroyed. That is to do so personally! If we leave an explosive device behind and return home, someone, or something, could prevent the explosion. Not only do you have the strongest ship, but you also have vital information that Starfleet needs. I’ll be all right, I will still have my ship.”

		  Chakotay opened his mouth to argue, but Janeway was faster. “Before you leave, we will repair your sensors. If necessary, Neelix can help us find the parts you need, there must be some sort of supply base nearby.”

		  From the look on the face of the Maquis leader, the captain could tell a battle was brewing. “As an explorer and scientist, the Delta Quadrant offers unlimited opportunities. I will maintain a course in the direction of the Alpha Quadrant, didn’t you say there are always possibilities? I’ll be constantly searching for technology to aid me in my journey. There are members of my crew with no close family ties, perhaps they will volunteer to remain. I’m sure Neelix will help me find a suitable crew.”

		  Chakotay did not like what the captain was planning, not one bit! Knowing he was fighting the most challenging opponent he had ever faced, the Maquis leader settled down to do battle. “Okay… it appears the destruction of the Array and the return trip might be too dangerous to attempt are the only points we both agree on. Am I correct?”

		  Picking up her cup, leaning back in her chair Janeway slowly nodded. Surprised at his strong reaction against her plan, she closely watched the Maquis leader. She had expected an argument from Tuvok, not Chakotay.

		  The Maquis leader took a deep breath. “Good! At least we have a starting point. Now… how do you plan to destroy the Array? It will take every torpedo that I have, what can you hope to accomplish with your weapons?”

		  Janeway hoped an explosion would not occur here, in her ready room. Her voice soft, trying to appear innocent when she replied to the question. “I have two tricobalts.”

		  Chakotay jerked upright, almost spilling his coffee. “What!!!!!! What in the hell are you doing with tricobalts? Back in the Badlands… I scanned your ship, there was no sign…”

		  He ran his hand through his hair. “Damn it! This is no science vessel, it’s a flying arsenal!”

		  Knowing the provable cat was out of the bag, she decided the truth would be best. “I had them installed for the mission to Syzygie. They are shielded to avoid detection.”

		  Chakotay stared at the Starfleet captain.

		  She shrugged her shoulders. “Back then you and I were not exactly on speaking terms. My ship was no match for yours, going up against the Maquis, I had to be prepared for anything. There was a danger you would change your plans, bring additional ships, or attack. They were to be used only in the case of emergency, only if this ship was in danger of being destroyed.”

		  Completely stunned Chakotay remembered his comment to Evans, about the Starfleet captain being a fool if he or she attacked his ship. Finally he found his voice. “Captain… for the first time I’m glad your trap at Syzygie worked as it did.”

		  Again the Maquis leader ran his hand through his hair. Tricobalts… damn!”

		  Janeway was trying hard not to appear amused.

		  Still in shock, Chakotay gave his head a small shake. “Well… that certainly solves one problem, but not the other. Out of a crew of one-hundred-forty-six, I lost fifty-four, fine men and women.”

		  Janeway’s face reflected her own pain. “My casualty count was twenty-eight, out of a crew of eighty-one. Not counting the injured. Chakotay… I know what you’re saying, it has also been on my mind.”

		  The Maquis leader found it difficult to voice his fears. “There is no easy way to say this… using the displacement wave to return home, might be too dangerous to attempt.”

		  Janeway placed the empty cup on the desk. “I agree. That thought has been in the back of my mind… since day one. I didn’t want to mention it without exploring the possibility. Voicing something makes it sound so final.”

		  Chakotay toyed with his cup. “I’ve been thinking the same thing, didn’t want to say anything until we had all the facts. I’ll make my decision after I hear Tuvok’s report.”

		  He then locked eyes with his former enemy. “However… there is no way you will remain here alone! No! Don’t interrupt! Hear me out! B’Elanna and Evans can take my ship with your crew. Evans and Ro Laren have all the information that I have. They can speak with your father.”

		  He waited a moment for his words to sink in. “Nobody is irreplaceable, I trained Ro myself, and I know what she is capable of. Thanks to you, she proved her adeptness while I was in prison. I have no doubts that she will be able to lead the Maquis. Even before I was captured, both Ro and Evans had special instructions. If anything happened to me, when the time was right, they were to contact Admiral Janeway. She will do so now.”

		  Chakotay’s statement about contacting Admiral Janeway took the captain by surprise. However… for the moment she had more pressing matters. She would have plenty of time to question the Maquis leader. She could no longer think of Chakotay as an outlaw or traitor, regardless of what proof he did or did not have. His volunteering to remain behind with her told Janeway all she needed to know.

		  The captain was both sadden and relieved by his decision. Saddened that he, too, would be stranded, perhaps never again to see those he left behind. Relieved that she would have his support during the long voyage ahead.

		  Fearing she might never again see her father, never again throw a ball for Molly to catch, Kathryn Janeway spoke with resignation and deep sadness. “Well Commander, I guess that settles that. Whichever decision we make, it will be a long time before you and I see familiar territory. And thanks, I’m grateful for your decision, I know it must be hard.”

		  Chakotay nodded, not voicing the sick empty feeling, which he was sharing with the captain. The sister he would never again argue with. The friends with whom he would never again share another drink, another joke. “I, too, have crew members without any family, I’ll speak with them, perhaps they’ll decide to stay.”

		  Watching the man seating across from her, the enemy who was now a comrade, Janeway smiled a small sad smile. “Alive, there are always possibilities. We are a long way from home, with luck, we will find technology that will help us in our journey.”

		  The Maquis leader was willing to grasp at any hope, no matter how small. “Don’t forget, there is another, his mate. Perhaps we can locate her, she might be able to send us back.”

		  He then voiced what he feared would be the truth. “I have a feeling you and I will not be alone. I’m very uneasy, especially now that this Caretaker cannot help us, about attempting a return trip. Not only is his technology way ahead of ours, it’s very powerful. Perhaps too powerful. I want to get my crew home, but I want them alive.”

		  Slowly, with heavy heart, Janeway placed her head against the head rest. “Let’s give Tuvok the opportunity to understand that control unit. I’m not prepared to strand everybody just yet.”

		  At that moment Cavit’s voice came over the comm. system. Captain, we have detected the Kazon. They will be here within thirty minutes, with a much larger force than before. Including three battleships many times our size, equipped with weapons comparable to ours.”

		  “Damn!” Janeway’s hands tightened on the arm rests.

		  She looked at Chakotay. “Looks like time has just run out!”
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		ith Chakotay at her side, Janeway immediately left her ready room. Walking to the center of the command area she gave Cavit a small nod, indicating she was taking over the bridge of her ship.

		  Cavit looked at the Maquis leader standing beside the captain then back to Janeway. “Captain, we should leave here right away, before the Kazon arrive. We are no match for those ships.”

		  Taking a deep breath Janeway replied to her first officer. “Unfortunately we can not do so! Too many are depending on what happens. What is the status of the warp core?”

		  Thinking Janeway was referring to the disabled Maquis ship and Chakotay, Cavit was not at all happy. “Carey’s last report was just after the battle with the Kazon, I’ll contact him now for an update.”

		  Janeway dismissed him with a curt nod. “Do so!”

		  Brimming with resentment against the Maquis leader, Cavit, heading for the engineering console, walked past the two commanders.

		  Unaware as to the thoughts of her first officer the captain turned to ops. “Mr. Evans, contact the away team.”

		  Evans quickly tapped his panel. “Channel open!”

		  Hoping, but in her heart she knew the truth. “Tuvok, what is your situation? Have you made any progress?”

		  Tuvok’s response sealed the fate of Starfleet and Maquis. “Negative, Captain, I will require several days. I did locate records showing the other ships that were brought here, all suffered heavy damage. Eight were completely destroyed, three of which were larger than Commander Chakotay’s ship. This displacement wave is extremely powerful, extremely dangerous. From my initial investigations it is my belief, that due to its immense size and power, the wave is difficult to control, capable of destroying anything it makes contact with.”

		  Janeway’s back stiffened as if replaced by a steel rod. She turned her head toward the man standing beside her. Chakotay’s face was grim and taunt. In the space of a few seconds both commanders silently agreed on what had to be done.

		  They would not be sending their crews home! The risk was too great. Five words echoed in their minds, ‘alive there are always possibilities’. There were no more choices, no more time.

		  For Starfleet captain and Maquis leader there was only one course of action.

		  Chakotay gave Janeway a slight nod, adding his support and strength to a decision that sickened both of them.

		  Kathryn Janeway returned Chakotay’s small nod with a quick one of her own. “Tuvok, return immediately, there is a large Kazon attack force heading our way. Janeway out.”

		  Evans looked at the face of his commander, his friend. He realized, from not only Chakotay’s strained features, but also those of Janeway, they had just made the most difficult and heart wrenching decision of their lives.

		  Looking down at the ops control panel Evans momentarily closed his eyes. He knew what that decision would be. They would not attempt to return home, it was far too dangerous. And while they could run from the Kazon, they would not. To do so would mean leaving behind the most destructive piece of technology they had ever encountered. They would depart from this sector of space only after the Array had been destroyed.

		  Chakotay looked at Evans. “Is Seska aware of the Kazon?”

		  Evans nodded. “Yes!”

		  The Maquis leader turned in the direction of the viewscreen. “Contact her!”

		  An instant later the Bajoran appeared before Chakotay. “Seska, what is our defense situation?”

		  Behind her red alert was already resounding throughout the Maquis ship. “Weapons, shields are fully operational, for the most part we’re in good shape. Except for sensors. Both B’Elanna and her Starfleet friend have been working on the problem, they have made good progress, but it will be another five or six hours.”

		  Chakotay could only hope the tactical link between the two ships would hold during the coming battle. “Tell B’Elanna to continue working on those systems, instruct Harry Kim to return to this ship. Evans and I will be back shortly. Chakotay out.”

		  Cavit walked over to Janeway. “Here’s the latest on the warp core. It’s not good. In an emergency we will have only impulse power.”

		  Janeway scrolled quickly through the PADD. Then handed it to Chakotay. “I guess that ruins the possibility of a quick getaway. I have no warp speed and you’re blind.”

		  Cavit walked over to his first officer chair. Sitting down he gripped the arm rests tightly, in an attempt to control his anger.

		  Through the comm. system a voice could be heard. “Tuvok to Captain.”

		  The captain quickly responded. “Janeway here!”

		  Tuvok quietly informed Janeway of his return. “Captain, we’re in the transporter room, should the three Maquis remain?”

		  Even though the Vulcan could not see her, Janeway gave her head a small shake. “Send them back to their ship, have the others return to their stations. Harry will be returning momentarily, both of you report to the bridge. Janeway out.”

		  She turned to ops. “Evans, are the Kazon within hailing and visual range?”

		  Evans tapped his panel. “In two minutes, Captain.”

		  Janeway glanced over at Chakotay. Like the captain, his fatigue had disappeared, to be replaced with the alertness of a commander preparing for battle. “Let me know when they are.”

		  Janeway took a step in the direction of the helm, where Paris was still running diagnostics. “Tom!”

		  Shifting his chair one-hundred-eighty degrees, Tom Paris faced his captain.

		  Janeway’s piercing gaze studied the young man. “What is the condition of helm control?”

		  Paris glanced back at the panel. “I just finished running all diagnostics, they check out perfectly.”

		  Tom Paris started to stand up.

		  Kathryn Janeway never hesitated. “You have the conn.”

		  Thinking he must have misunderstood for an instant he stared at Janeway. Then Tom Paris sat down in the seat for which he was born. “Yes, Captain!”

		  Turning back to the conn display he placed his hands upon the controls. Ready to guide the ship through the coming battle.

		  With Kes and Neelix behind them, Tuvok and Harry stepped out of the turbolift. The Vulcan immediately went to his tactical station. Seeing Evans still at ops Harry remained by the lift, awaiting orders from his captain.

		  The Talaxian tightly gripped his hands together. “Captain, I understand the Kazon are coming?”

		  Janeway looked in his direction. “Yes, I’m afraid so. Neelix, would you remain here on the bridge. Since you are acquainted with the Kazon we may require your assistance.”

		  Neelix twisted his hands faster and faster. “Of course, Captain. I’ve had many dealings with the Kazon.”

		  With a touch of mischief Janeway centered her attention upon Harry Kim. “Welcome back, Mr. Kim. I understand you like Commander Chakotay’s ship?”

		  Not catching the amused note in the captain’s voice Harry Kim’s reply was serious. “Yes, Captain. The systems appear to be very similar to ours, and the design is almost identical to Starfleet’s new Intrepid line.”

		  Over at ops Evans gritted his teeth to keep from laughing.

		  Janeway looked at Chakotay, who very suddenly was interested in the deck around his feet.

		  Evans addressed Janeway. “Captain, we are within range.”

		  The captain turned to the viewscreen. “Hail them!”

		  A moment later a very hostile face appeared before them.

		  Almost certain as to the outcome, Janeway took a deep breath. “I’m Captain Kathryn Janeway of the United Federation of Planets. This is Maquis Commander Chakotay. Whom do we have the pleasure of addressing?”

		  The open hostility on the face did not change. “I’m Maje Jabin of the Kazon-Olga. You have the Ocampa girl! I want her and that Caretaker station! I know you have been over there!”

		  Beside her she heard Chakotay mutter something under his breath. Janeway had a good idea of what it was.

		  Taking a couple of steps forward, the captain placed her hands on the railing just above the conn station. Jabin, that is impossible. The Ocampa girl is under our protection. As for the Array, it does not belong to you. In fact, it should not be on this region of space.”

		  Jabin shouted his angry reply. “It does belong to us! Everything in this region belongs to the Kazon-Olga! Give us that girl! Leave here immediately!”

		  Janeway managed to reply politely to the Kazon leader. “I assure you, we will be leaving here shortly. However, before we do, I suggest you do not approach the Array. I intend to destroy it.”

		  “You will what! You wouldn’t dare!” Jabin bellowed as his face changed from hostility to intense fury.

		  Placing his hands on the console before him, Jabin snarled as he leaned closer to the screen. “Destroy the station and you will make an enemy!”

		  Kathryn Janeway was not one to be intimidated. “You have my warning. Keep your distance.”

		  Controlling her anger Janeway turned her back to the screen. “Mr. Evans, end transmission. Mr. Kim take your station.”

		  Holding out his hand, Harry Kim walked over to the ops position. “Thanks for taking my place.”

		  Evans gripped the young man’s hand. “I’m glad you’re back safe and sound. Thanks for helping out on my ship.”

		  Starfleet Captain and Maquis leader looked at each other and smiled. It was good to see that at least some within their crews did not harbor bitter resentment against the other.

		  The Maquis second-in-command  joined Janeway and Chakotay in the command area.

		  While the Starfleet first officer just gripped the arms of the chair harder and harder.

		  Even with the situation being less than desirable, Harry Kim felt good to be back. “Captain, the Maquis are requesting visual.”

		  “On screen.” Both Janeway and Chakotay turned back to the screen.

		  Seska appeared before them, her face clearly showing the distress she was feeling. “Chakotay! What the hell is going on?! Do you realize what you are doing?!”

		  The Maquis leader calmly reassured his agitated crewman. “Yes Seska, we know. I’ll speak with you and the others shortly. In the meantime prepare for battle. Chakotay out.”

		  With Chakotay and Evans beside her, Janeway stood in the center of the bridge, their attention on the viewscreen and the blackness of space.”

		  Kathryn Janeway’s mouth was as dry as the Ocampa home world when she issued her next command. “Mr. Kim, bring the Array on screen.”

		  For the last time the alien Array appeared on screen before them.

		  Janeway’s eyes never wavered from the viewscreen. “Mr. Tuvok, prepare a tricobalt.”

		  “Online, Captain.” The Vulcan’s thoughts centered on his wife and children. Those who show no emotion are not without feelings.

		  On the bridge there was no sound. No one moved. All eyes glued to the vision before them.

		  In his mind Evans pictured his wife and young son whom he might never see again.

		  His knuckles white from gripping the armrests, his hands numb from the pressure, Cavit fought hard not to show his anger. Wanting desperately to remove the captain from duty and throw the outlaws in the brig, he knew better than to make such an attempt. Not with the captain’s loyal Vulcan at his station, and the Maquis leader and his second-in-command standing beside Janeway.

		  Thinking about his parents and girlfriend waiting at home, Harry Kim gripped the sides of his console.

		  Sitting at the helm Tom Paris stared at the Array. The thing that had separated him from his family, but which had also put him back where he belonged.

		  Over on the Maquis ship those on the bridge also stared silently at the screen. Seeing not the Array but their families, many of them still living in the colonies now under Cardassian control. Seeing their mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, husband and wives, sons and daughters whose fate now rested on the shoulders of their comrades back home.

		  A voice broke the silence.

		  The strong, unwavering voice of Captain Kathryn Janeway. “Fire!”
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		he Array exploded. A huge ball of fire sending millions of fragments hurling through space.

		  Shattering the hopes of Starfleet and Maquis for a quick way home.

		  Leaving the two stranded ships alone, just each other to depend on while attempting to find their way home. A home that lay on the other side of seventy thousand light-years of unknown space.

		  Standing near the turbolift, Neelix held Kes tightly in his arms. She buried her head in his shoulder, both wondering what their new friends would now do. Both realizing and understanding the sacrifice that had been made, by the strangers who had been brought here against their will.

		  A sacrifice made to protect others who, living all over the galaxy, would never know of the events that had just transpired.

		  Harry Kim’s console peeped. Momentarily confused he looked down at the flashing light. “Captain, the Kazon are hailing us.”

		  Taking a deep breath she nodded. Facing the Kazon was the last thing Janeway wanted. She felt Chakotay’s hand lightly brush against hers, just enough to let the captain know she was not alone. “On screen!”

		  An enraged face appeared. “You will pay for this!”

		  The screen went blank, then a view of space.

		  His voice barely above a whisper, the Maquis leader broke the silence. “You did what had to be done. There was no other way.”

		  Janeway turned to the man who was now a friend and ally. “That… does not make it any easier. On top of everything it appears we have made our first enemy, and have a major battle on our hands.”

		  Chakotay looked back, momentarily gazing at the floating debris field. “Unfortunately, yes! Not a good way to begin making first contacts.”

		  With a small smile he turned back to the captain. “We survived the trip here, we found Harry and B’Elanna, we made new friends, we will find a way home. Now… I think it’s time for Evans and I to return to our ship.”

		  Janeway nodded. “After the battle I suggest meeting as soon as possible. We have a lot to discuss.”

		  With a touch of devilment in her eyes the captain turned to Evans. “Thank you for helping, you make a good Starfleet officer.”

		  Glancing at Chakotay, Evans laughed. “Thanks, Captain! Working on a bridge under the command of a Starfleet captain is an experience I never expected. I’m looking forward to the day when I can tell this to my wife and son. But I’ll need your help, they will never believe me.”

		  The laughter in his eyes disappeared, to be replaced by sadness tinged with compression. “If it’s any consolation, I understand why you destroyed the Array. I agree with your decision. It might be a long time before I see Charlotte and Steven again, but at least they are safe from that displacement wave, and the Kazon.”

		  As the strain of the last few minutes caught up, Janeway found it difficult to speak. Instead, the captain gave her head a quick, sharp nod. Here in this alien region of space she may have made an enemy, but she had also made some very unlikely friends. “I’ll see you and Chakotay later.”

		  She turned to ops. “Harry, make sure the tactical link is secure.”

		  “Understood, Captain, I’ll keep it open.” Thinking of at least one friend that he had onboard the other ship, Harry Kim would definitely maintain the link.

		  Realizing that Chakotay and Evans were not the only new friends, Janeway looked in the direction of the turbolift. “Neelix, Kes, for the time being you had better remain onboard. After the battle Chakotay and I will discuss how best to proceed. We’ll want to speak with you again and see those star charts. In the meantime, I suggest returning to your quarters where it will be safe.”

		  “Certainly, Captain, certainly.” Grabbing Kes by the arm, Neelix pulled her into the turbolift. He definitely did not wish to be on the bridge of a ship, engaged in a battle with the Kazon.

		  Starting in the direction of the turbolift, Chakotay turned back, a small, sad smile on his face. “It appears… you will have that guided tour, and another opportunity to try my coffee.”

		  Janeway nodded her head. “Yes… we’ll have plenty of time.”

		  With that Chakotay and Evans left the Starfleet bridge, returning to their own ship.

		  Captain Janeway walked over to her command chair. “Red alert!”
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		hields down to sixty percent,” Tuvok calmly called out as the ship withstood another round of Kazon fire.

		  Cavit leaned over from the adjacent chair. “Captain, we’re badly outnumbered. I suggest retreating.”

		  So far both ships had been holding their own; however, the captain knew they would not be able to do so much longer. “I agree Mr. Cavit, we do need to end this!”

		  Leaning one elbow on the armrest she rubbed a hand along her firmly set chin, studying the battle scene playing out before her. “Tuvok, bring the other tricobalt online. Tom, I want a clear shot at the largest battleship.”

		  Paris promptly tapped commands into his panel. “Yes, Ma’am!”

		  “Online.” The Vulcan’s hand poised over his controls.

		  Tom tried to maneuver into position. Again and again Kazon fire struck the ship, causing it to buck and tremble like an uncontrolled cyclone. Preventing a clear shot.

		  “Shields down to fifty percent,” Tuvok announced from the tactical station.

		  They could not hold out much longer!

		  “Tom!” To prevent being thrown to the deck Janeway gripped the arms of her command chair with both hands.

		  Desperately, Paris attempted to maneuver the ship into position. I’m trying, Captain!”

		  Phaser and torpedo fire from Chakotay’s ship took several of the smaller vessels out of commission, putting a hole in the Kazon defenses.

		  Then the ship the captain wanted, attacked the Maquis. Tom Paris skillfully guided the Explorer into position.

		  Janeway had her chance. “Fire!”

		  Seconds later the battleship was no more. The Kazon now converged on the Starfleet vessel. Tom’s expert piloting prevented the Kazon from inflicting heavy damage, while allowing the Explorer to hammer away at its enemy.

		  Chakotay turned his attention onto the other battle cruiser. In short order, Maquis expertise inflicted heavy damage.

		  Calmly Tuvok announced, “Shields down to forty percent.”

		  ‘Damn!’ Janeway knew her ship was never built to withstand such steady pounding. Rising from her chair the captain walked over to a display monitor at the rear of the bridge.

		  Another direct hit!

		  The ship rolled, smoke and sparks flew out from the panel where Janeway was standing. Without warning the section exploded, sending the captain to the deck where she lay unmoving.

		  Cavit jumped to his feet. “Take the Captain to sickbay!”

		  As two of the crew rushed to carry out his orders, the first officer took the captain’s seat. “Evasive pattern Delta four.”

		  No match for Maquis and Starfleet training and without the aid of the two large battleships, little by little the Kazon defenses began to weaken.

		  When Chakotay destroyed the last battle cruiser the others broke off the attack.

		  Cavit walked over to Tuvok. “Cancel red alert, keep a close watch in case the Kazon return. You have the bridge, I’ll be down in sickbay.”
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		hen Cavit entered sickbay he found Dr. Fitzgerald tending to the unconscious captain. “How bad is it?”

		  Fitzgerald turned to the first officer. “Very bad! I managed to heal the first-degree burns to her hands and face, but the captain had suffered major brain damage. For starters… she has a severe concussion, tearing of nerve tissue and multiple contusions. As well as trauma injuries to the rest of her body.”

		  Grabbing another instrument from the tray near his right elbow, the doctor glared at Cavit. “Those are the injuries I have been able to determine, there could be others. What do you expect me to do? Half of my equipment is not functioning, this is the only bio-bed with medical readouts that are working. If we were back in the Alpha Quadrant, perhaps, we would be able to save her. Here, under these condition, there is not much I can do.”

		  Cavit snarled his reply. “In case you don’t know, she destroyed the Array. We’re not going back. That Maquis outlaw probably had a hand in it.”

		  The doctor turned back to his patient. “I heard. I agree… Chakotay was behind her decision. He would do anything to avoid returning to prison. Here, the traitor can do whatever he wants, no Starfleet to stop him.”

		  For several moments the doctor moved the small diagnostic scanning wand around Janeway’s head. “I’ve done all I can.”

		  He closed the medical tricorder with a finality that sealed Janeway’s fate. “Officially, the captain has no chance of recovery, Her injuries are too severe for her body to survive. I except her death to be within a couple of hours. Perhaps sooner.”

		  With eyes showing no sadness or sorrow, for a moment the first officer looked down at his captain. Then he motioned to the doctor. “Come with me!”

		  Cavit led Fitzgerald into the doctor’s office.

		  Standing beside his desk the doctor growled. “If that damn Maquis had remained in prison none of this would have happened. In a way it’s her own fault, Janeway was wrong to form an alliance with that traitor. It was her responsibility, as a captain, to place the welfare of the crew over Harry Kim. He was only one person, Janeway should have concentrated on getting us back to the Alpha Quadrant.”

		  With anger clearly written on his face, Cavit gripped the top of the computer monitor. “I agree the captain was wrong, and definitely something has to be done about the Maquis. As a captain, Janeway is totally incompetent. At Syzygie we had the firepower to completely destroy the Maquis. Two tricolbalts and she allowed their ship to escape. She had no business destroying the Array. I would have stopped her, relieved her from duty for being incapable of command. But Tuvok and Chakotay were both on the bridge, I would have been the one relieved of duty, not the captain.

		  The first officer looked in the direction of the injured captain. “With Janeway incapacitated I am now in command. If she is officially declared close to death with no chance of surviving, I then have the right, due to the situation we are in, to become full captain, not just acting captain. Do I have your support?”

		  The doctor’s fist clenched shut in a tight ball as he fervently replied. “Absolutely! I don’t want Chakotay in prison, I want him dead! What do you have in mind?”

		  Cavit smiled. A sinister, deadly smile. “You may get your wish, in a way you can’t imagine. This is what I propose.”

		  The bridge was quiet. Harry Kim at ops, Tom Paris at the helm, the crew at their stations.

		  Waiting, struggling to understand and accept the shocking turn of events. The destruction of the Array, at being stranded, at Janeway’s injury. All hoping it was just a nightmare, from which they would soon awaken. They waited with ears turned in the direction of the turbolift. Expecting, hoping that at any moment the doors would open and Captain Janeway would stride out onto the bridge, once again taking command of her ship.

		  But it was Cavit, not Janeway, who stepped out of the turbolift. All heads swung in his direction.

		  He stood at the back of the bridge, surveying his crew. Savoring the moment of taking command. Of the power he now yielded. “I have bad news. Captain Janeway has been fatally injured. There has been extensive damage to her cerebral cortex plus other massive injuries. At the moment she is still alive; however, Doctor Fitzgerald has officially declared her condition unstable and the injuries too massive for her to survive. He expects to officially announce her death within the next couple of hours.”

		  Cavit wanted to ensure that the crew understood it was Captain Janeway’s own fault. That the doctor had made an heroic effort to save her. “I had a lengthy discussion with Dr. Fitzgerald, carefully going over the Captain’s condition and the doctor’s treatment. He did everything possible, but he is working with damaged equipment and a shortage of supplies. If we had a Starfleet medical base nearby, the Captain would have a fifty-fifty chance. Being here in the Delta Quadrant there is absolutely no way to save her.”

		  Dazed by the news, Harry Kim stared down at his control panel. Over in the conn chair, Tom Paris could not accept the words he had just heard, his brain denying the fact. At tactical, Tuvok stood quietly, contemplating the loss of a captain and friend, with whom he had served for so many years.

		  After letting the news sink in, Cavit took a couple of steps forward. “Therefore… By the transfer of power so authorized by Starfleet Command, I am now assuming command of the U.S.S. Explorer.”

		  His eyes traveled over those on the bridge. “Normally, until a captain has been declared officially deceased, the officer taking over command would only be the acting captain. However… there are established rules for assuming full command, two of those regulations apply here. The first covers the imminent death of a captain, with no hope for recovery. The second applies to the emergency situation of our isolation and being in dangerous territory here in the Delta Quadrant.”

		  This was the moment he had been waiting for, now he would taste the sweetness of reward for his fortitude.

		  Hands clasped behind his back, Cavit focused his attention upon the conn. “Tom Paris, you are confined to quarters where you belong. There is no place for one such as you on the bridge of a Starfleet ship.”

		  Tom’s face reflected his shock. He started to say something then decided silence would be best. Slowly he stood up, eyes straight ahead he walked to the turbolift. He felt sorry for the crew, Cavit was not the kind of captain he would want to serve under. Silently he left the bridge and his hopes for a second chance.

		  Over at ops Harry gripped the sides of his console until his knuckles turned snow white.

		  The new captain motioned to a young ensign in the operations section. “Take the conn!”

		  Cavit then turned to Harry Kim. “Do we still have the tactical link with the Maquis?”

		  Fighting back the horrible sense of loss and disbelief Kim replied in a tight voice. “Yes, Sir!”

		  Taking a deep breath Cavit enjoyed giving his second command as captain. “Terminate the link immediately!”

		  “Link disconnected.” Though horrified by the turn of events Kim obeyed. He strongly disliked the actions taken by Cavit, but Harry Kim was a Starfleet officer. Fresh out of the Academy, trained to obey the orders of his captain.”

		  Without question!

		  Over at tactical Tuvok was watching his new captain. Cavit’s action against Tom Paris had produced one raised eyebrow, now Tuvok stood at his post with both eyebrows raised.

		  Cavit approached the conn, he was not going to take any chances. Just in case Chakotay became suspicious, he wanted to be ready.

		  He addressed the ensign now sitting in the seat vacated by Tom Paris. “Move us so we are facing the side of the Maquis ship.”

		  The ensign tapped his controls, slowly moving the Explorer. “In position, Sir!”

		  Cavit walked back to the middle of the command area. Facing the viewscreen he took the next step in his plan to deal with the man he so despised. “Ensign Kim, open a comm. line to the Maquis.”

		  “Channel open,” Kim replied, never imagining what was to come.

		  When Chakotay appeared, Cavit, his face reflecting none of the animosity he felt, took a couple of steps forward. “Commander Chakotay, Captain Janeway had to rush down to engineering. During the battle we sustain some damages, one of which has affected several of our comm. lines, including the link with your ship. The other resulted in serious problems with the warp core. The captain would like to speak with you immediately. Would it be possible?”

		  “Of course, I’ll transport over right away!” replied the unsuspecting Maquis leader.

		  Cavit smiled to himself, his plan was working. “Thank you, Commander, we’ll send you our coordinates, Cavit out.”

		  He turned in the direction of ops. “Ensign, send our new position to the Maquis ship.”

		  “Yes, Sir!” Gritting his teeth, with shaking hands Harry Kim tapped his panel.

		  The former first officer again addressed the conn. “Ensign Parker, once Chakotay is onboard back us off two degrees.”

		  Parker was not enjoying his part in Cavit’s plan, whatever it was. “Yes, Sir.”

		  Cavit headed in the direction of the turbolift. He didn’t give a damn about the startled, horrified looks on the faces of the bridge crew. HIS crew would soon learn who was captain, and behave as a Starfleet crew should. “Mr. Tuvok, with me. Assemple a security detail, have them meet us in the transporter room.”

		  Tuvok moved to join Cavit. “Security detail, to the transporter room.”

		  Once in the lift Tuvok spoke to his new captain. “Sir, Captain Janeway had a truce with Commander Chakotay.”

		  Not giving Tuvok a chance to continue, Cavit whirled to face the Vulcan. “Captain Janeway is no longer in command. I hope that I will not have to remind you of this again!”

		  “No, Sir,.” replied the security chief.

		  Exiting the turbolift they entered the transporter room where the security team was waiting.
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		econds later a beam of light slid into the transporter chamber.

		  Cavit took out his phaser, as did the rest of the security team.

		  When Chakotay’s molecules rematerialized Cavit stepped forward. “Commander Chakotay, for crimes committed against the laws of the United Federation of Planets you are under arrest.”

		  Absolute shock and disbelief registered on the face of the Maquis leader. He looked from Cavit to Tuvok then back to Cavit. “Where is Captain Janeway?”

		  This time when Cavit looked at Chakotay there was no mistaking the hatred within the Starfleet officer. “Captain Janeway was critically injured, she is not expected to survive for more than another hour or two. I am now the authority onboard this ship, as you will soon learn. Step off the pad! Carefully! Crewman, remove the Commander’s phaser!”

		  Dazed by the news of Janeway’s condition Chakotay stepped slowly down onto the deck, remaining motionless as his phaser was removed. The Maquis leader realized he had no choice but to obey, Cavit would not hesitate to use his phaser. He had been careless, walking into the hands of the man who hated him, and who would take full advantage of the situation.

		  Cavit motioned to one of the team. “Get those restraints on this outlaw. He will not escape again.”

		  Andrews moved quickly to carry out the order, being careful not to look directly at the Maquis leader. Having been part of the away team, he did not like what was happening.

		  Once again Chakotay found himself a prisoner of Starfleet, his arms bound tightly behind his back. Looking over at Tuvok as usual the Maquis leader found the face of the Vulcan without expression; however, in that emotionless visage Chakotay detected a hint that the Vulcan was not in agreement with Cavit.

		  Cavit put away his phaser. “Well, well, that’s better. Tuvok, you and two others are to accompany us to the bridge. This rebel is about to learn the proper way Starfleet deals with traitors. Let’s go!”

		  In total silence, Captain Cavit, Tuvok and the two guards escorted their prisoner into the turbolift. On the way to deck one apprehension weighted heavily on the Maquis commander. What did Cavit have in mind? Whatever it was Chakotay knew it would not be pleasant, either for himself or his crew.

		  Stepping out onto the bridge Chakotay noticed everybody immediately lowering their eyes or looking away. He sensed Cavit’s actions did not sit well with any of them. However, they were Starfleet, powerless to do anything but follow the orders of their superiors.

		  The Maquis leader could easily see anger written on the face of Harry Kim, and he noticed Tom Paris was not at the helm. Hopefully, he would have the opportunity of speaking privately with Tuvok, find out exactly what had happened to Janeway.

		  When the group reached the command area, Cavit turned his attention to the conn. “Ensign, move us a little to the Maquis ship’s aft. Position us so we are halfway between their antimatter containment pods and the warp core.”

		  Cold fear gripped Chakotay as the view of his ship shifted.

		  Cavit was satisfied. “Hold position!”

		  He then turned to Tuvok. “Bring forward photon torpedoes online, full spread to hit the antimatter containment and warp core areas. Commander Chakotay has a choice to make!”

		  Numbed with fear and rage Chakotay whirled to face the captain. “Cavit… you can’t fire! This is murder!”

		  Taking complete pleasure at the Maquis leader’s discomfort, Cavit calmly replied to his prisoner. “If I fire that will be your decision.”

		  Still standing beside Chakotay, Tuvok tried to object. “Sir…”

		  Cavit took a step in the Vulcan’s direction. “Mr. Tuvok! Do you refuse to carry out a direct order? We are a Starfleet ship, sworn to uphold the laws of the United Federation of Planets. According to those laws Commander Chakotay and his crew are traitors! To be dealt with as such! You served with Chakotay, am I to assume you are now a Maquis supporter?”

		  “No, Sir.” Tuvok could find no logical argument against Cavit.

		  Captain Cavit locked angry eyes on the Vulcan. “Tuvok, you have your orders. If you hesitate again I will consider you to be a rebel sympathizer and I will place you under arrest!”

		  Turning around, Cavit’s eyes slowly travelled over each member of the bridge crew. “That applies to any crewman serving on my ship! Any indication, any at all, that you support the Maquis, you will be instantaneously removed from duty and thrown into the brig. Is that clear?”

		  Despite fear for the welfare of his own crew, Chakotay felt deep sympathy for those onboard the Starfleet ship.

		  Turning, Tuvok walked over to his station, inputting the necessary commands into his console. “Launchers online.”

		  Turning back to Chakotay, Cavit’s voice was cold, uncompromising. “Commander, it is very simple. Contact your ship, tell them to surrender. Or… I will give Tuvok the order to fire. The tactical link to your ship has been severed, we have changed position. Your ship and your crew are helpless. Which will it be? I will fire! Make no mistake in that! You have ten seconds!”

		  In disbelief and horror Chakotay stared at the officer. Knowing that Cavit would, without hesitation, destroy his ship and everyone onboard, the Maquis leader nodded. “Okay Cavit, you win. I’ll order them to surrender.”

		  Cavit felt a surge of satisfaction. He had done it! He had defeated this Maquis outlaw. “Remember… our weapons are online, do not try any tricks. Ensign Kim, open a comm. line.”

		  In an instant, Evans appeared. “Chakotay…”

		  The Maquis leader took a deep sick breath. “Evans, there has been… some changes. Captain Janeway has been severely injured, Cavit is now Captain. I have been placed under arrest. Do not bring phasers online or raise shields, the weapons of this ship are trained on you. Lay down all arms, do exactly as Cavit tells you to do.”

		  Wishing he could reach through the viewscreen and wrap his hands around Cavit’s throat, Evans used all his will power to control his anger. He realized Cavit had used the trust between Chakotay and Janeway to set the perfect trap. With the Starfleet captain incapacitated along with the Maquis sensors not working, fate had provided the perfect opportunity.

		  Like his commander, the Maquis second-in-command knew he had no choice. “All right Chakotay, we will follow Cavit’s instructions.”

		  This time Cavit felt more than a momentary flash of gratification. It would have been a shame to destroy Chakotay’s ship. The crew yes, but not the ship. “Evans be warned… we will be monitoring you every minute with weapons trained on your ship. Arrange for your crew to be transported over here, without weapons, in groups of five or six. No one is to be left onboard. I will inform you when the transports are to begin. Do not deviate from my orders!”

		  “We will do as you say.” Evans replied as his mind swung into action, evaluating the situation, looking for a solution to their plight.

		  Silently delighting in his triumph Cavit’s eyes remained glued to the screen. “Ensign Kim, close the comm. link.”

		  A very pleased new captain turned to Tuvok. “Have Rollins replace you at tactical. He is to maintain weapons lock on the Maquis, and monitor that ship for any signs they are not following my orders. Escort Chakotay to the brig, keep him in restraints. Prepare the smallest cargo bay to act as a holding cell for the others. When ready notify me, I’ll inform the Maquis to begin transports. After all the outlaws are locked up take a detail over and secure their ship. Report to my ready room when you are finished.”

		  “Yes, Sir. Mr. Rollins report to the bridge.” The Vulcan silently watched as Cavit headed for, what was now, his ready room.

		  Moments later Rollins stepped out of the turbolift. News of the change of captains and Chakotay’s arrest had already spread through the ship, anger at Cavit’s actions showed in his eyes as he looked at the Maquis leader. Without a word he walked over to Tuvok.

		  After quickly explaining to Rollins, Tuvok stepped away from his station. “This way, Commander.”

		  The Vulcan along with the two guards and Chakotay walked over to the turbolift. A few minutes later the Maquis leader found himself occupying the same cell that he had only four months earlier.

		  However, this time there was a difference!

		  This time he was not a prisoner of Kathryn Janeway!

		  He was the prisoner of a man vowing revenge, and this time his crew had not escaped!
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		hile Cavit may have been a happy man, those on the Maquis ship were not.

		  As the viewscreen went dark Evans slammed one balled fist into the palm of the other. “Damn! B’Elanna, report to the bridge!”

		  From near the turbolift an angry voice responded. “I’m right here! What the hell are we going to do?”

		  Evans turned to face his furious engineer. “Right now… there is nothing we can do, but comply.”

		  “Damn that Janeway!” Torres cursed, smashing her two palms down onto the guardrail.

		  “B’Elanna, this is not Janeway’s fault!” Evans firmly pointed out.

		  He looked at the infuriated, distraught faces of the bridge crew. “Chakotay said Captain Janeway had been injured, and those injuries must be serious, otherwise Cavit would not be in command. This would never have happened if Janeway was still in charge, and you all know that. Regardless of the situation back in the Alpha Quadrant, Captain Janeway became our friend and ally. Cavit was extremely unhappy when she formed the truce with Chakotay, with us. He has been waiting for an opportunity to countermand Janeway’s orders, and he was handed one on a silver pallet. I wouldn’t be surprised if their Dr. Fitzgerald also had a hand in this.”

		  Standing with her hands on the railing, looking downwards, B’Elanna’s head jerked up. “Peter’s brother?”

		  Evans heaved a sigh. “Yes!”

		  Torres threw her hands up into the air. “Oh great! It’s still Janeway’s fault. If she had not been so decent, her and that Starfleet ensign, Chakotay would never have gone over there.”

		  From her position at the ops station Seska looked from B’Elanna to Evans. “What is this about their doctor?”

		  Evans knew time was short and he had an important task to complete. “No time to explain right now. Seska, B’Elanna, I’m placing you in charge of preparing the crew.”

		  Seska stormed over to where Evans was standing. “We’re going to do what Cavit wants? Just march over there and say ‘Here we are Starfleet, do what you want with us.’

		  Evans tried to calm his angry crew. He didn’t want anyone doing something stupid. “Listen, everyone! You heard Chakotay, Cavit is prepared to destroy this ship and everyone on it. For the present there is nothing that can be done.”

		  He looked at the enraged faces before him. “We will do what he wants, make it appear we are defeated, helpless prisoners.”

		  Evans spoke with pride, infusing his strength into his shipmates. “However… do not forget… we are Maquis. I promise you, we will make Cavit aware of this. Be on the alert, we outnumber the Starfleet crew, and I suspect not all will agree with Cavit’s actions. Watch for an opening, a chance to overpower any guards, to take Cavit by surprise and take over the ship. If we bide out time… the opportunity will come. Cavit has already made one mistake. He has no respect for Chakotay, for us, or for the Maquis. Therefore… he has underestimated our abilities. We must be ready to take advantage of any opening that comes our way. Now go, organize the crew. Hurry, Cavit will be contacting us shortly.”

		  He started to turn away.

		  B’Elanna looked at him. “And you… what are you planning to do?”

		  “Taking a few precautions.” Evans replied as he headed for Chakotay’s ready room.

		  Sitting down at the desk he opened the monitor. For the next few minutes he tapped in a serious of commands, locking out the computer to everyone except Chakotay and himself. Satisfied that it would take days, even for Tuvok, to break the encryption sequence he pressed the off switch.

		  He had one last duty to perform.

		  Cavit must never have command of the ship and its records. In the wrong hands, the information could be devastating. “Computer, authorization Evans beta-gamma-two, begin twenty-four hour self-destruct sequence. Silent countdown with no console display or additional warning. Only Commander Chakotay or myself can authorize discontinuation of the countdown.”

		  “Acknowledged! Self-destruct twenty-four hour countdown beginning. There will be no visual display or verbal warning.” Silently the computer began the long, slow countdown to self destruction.

		  There it was done! Evans leaned back in the seat, if either he or Chakotay did not return within the prescribed time… then they never would.

		  Taking a deep breath Evans patted the arms of the chair, then he slowly rose to his feet.

		  It sickened him to think of the loss of life Cavit might be responsible for. The Starfleet ship would be caught in the explosion, or at least suffer heavy damage. And with their warp core problems… Even if the Explorer did escape, there could be a Starfleet security detail onboard the Maquis ship.

		  Evans rubbed his hand along the desk. He did have twenty-four hours, a lot could happen. If necessary and if he had the opportunity, moments before the explosion he would warn Tuvok. Giving him just enough time to evacuate personnel and move to a safe distance.

		  Walking over to the door he turned, taking one last look around the room. Heaving a sigh, he moved through the doorway, returning to the bridge. Going over to his command seat he sat down, there to await final instructions.
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		s he had done earlier that day, Evans materialized on the transporter pad of the Starfleet ship.

		  Only this time it was different!

		  This time he was met by an armed security detail led by Tuvok.

		  The Vulcan stepped forward. “Mr. Evans, you are the last.”

		  A statement and a question.

		  Exhausted by the strain of the past two days, frustrated and angry at the situation, Evans stepped slowly off the pad.

		  He looked intently at the Vulcan. “Yes, Tuvok, I am the last one. Now what?”

		  Tuvok returned the steady stare. “You and your crew are confined to the cargo bay, Mr. Chakotay is in the brig. Captain Cavit has not informed me as to his plans.”

		  Evans found it hard to breathe as the hand of fear wrapped itself around his chest. “You refer to Cavit as Captain. Janeway is… she… is she dead?”

		  Though a Vulcan, Tuvok found it difficult to reply. “Dr. Fitzgerald informed Captain Cavit that her condition will not improve, we are expecting the official announcement at any moment. Under Starfleet regulations Mr. Cavit assume full command. He is now our captain.”

		  Something in Tuvok’s last words caught the attention of Evans.

		  Holding out his arm to indicate direction, Tuvok took a step backwards. “This way, Mr. Evans.”

		  Evans did not move. He studied the strained faces of the four-man security detail. Two of which had served on the away team. The Maquis second-in-command locked eyes with the Vulcan. “Do you agree with Cavit?”

		  Tuvok chose his words carefully. “He is the captain. His orders are to be obeyed. Even if we do not agree.”

		  Saying nothing more, Evans walked out of the transporter room. He had his answer in the words Tuvok did not voice.

		  After all the Maquis were secured and their ship locked down, Tuvok stopped by sickbay. Walking over to the bio-bed he looked down at the unconscious body of the captain. For several minutes he stood there quietly, his face unreadable. Looking up he studied the read-outs above the bed. He then went into the doctor’s office.

		  Looking up from his monitor Fitzgerald quickly shut down what he had been working on. “If you’re here about the captain, it’s not good. I don’t expect her to live for much longer.”

		  “That is to say there is no possibility for her to recover,” Tuvok stated.

		  Fitzgerald was annoyed at the Vulcan. He was interfering with his work and wished Tuvok would leave. When the doctor replied, he mimicked the security chief. “That is to say there is no possibility for her recovery. Look… As I informed Captain Cavit, if we were in the Alpha Quadrant there may have been some hope. We might have been able to reach a Starfleet base with a proper hospital. Not here!”

		  He did not voice his thoughts, ‘And the Maquis will pay.’

		  Tuvok looked down at the doctor. “I notice some of the read-outs are not working properly. Could you be in error?”

		  The doctor wished he could throw this infuriating Vulcan in the brig with Chakotay. “No! I’m not wrong. Those read-outs would have no affect on the Captain’s condition!”

		  In disgust Fitzgerald turned back to his monitor. However, he did not reopen it until the Vulcan walked away.

		  Stepping out of the office, Tuvok stopped just outside the door. Turning his head he looked in the direction of the captain. Then he left sickbay for the bridge and a meeting with his new captain.

		  Exiting the turbolift, Tuvok walked across the bridge to the captain’s ready room. Deep inside the Vulcan stirred something that could be called the feeling of unease and concern, something he was not accustomed to. Even though Vulcans suppressed their emotions, they did have opinions. In Tuvok’s judgment Cavit was wrong, but the captain was acting within the rules and regulations of Starfleet and the Federation, leaving the Vulcan no choice but to follow orders.

		  Entering the ready room, Tuvok walked up to the desk. He noticed how Cavit acted in the same manner as the doctor, immediately closing the computer screen.

		  Looking up, Cavit glared at his security chief. “Have the Maquis been taken care of?”

		  Choosing his words carefully Tuvok replied to the question. “Yes, Sir. As per your orders Chakotay is in the brig, his crew under guard in the cargo bay.”

		  “What about their ship?” Cavit inquired.

		  Again Tuvok made sure that he replied to the question without going into details. “It is secured and I left a security detail onboard.”

		  As Janeway had done so many times before, Cavit leaned back in the chair. “I’m preparing a hearing to decide the fate of our prisoners. It will be held in the conference room at 1700 hours. Chakotay is to be present, keep him in restraints at all times with four guards.”

		  Again Tuvok attempted to reason with Cavit. “Sir, I agree the Maquis are outlaws; however, Commander Chakotay had a truce with Captain Janeway…”

		  Cavit’s face now a complete contrast to what it had been seconds before, his eyes a boiling volcano of anger and hostility as he stared angrily at the Vulcan. “With Captain Janeway, not with me! Any arrangement between Chakotay and Captain Janeway nullified the moment I assumed command. Furthermore, that agreement covered the recovery of Harry Kim which was accomplished.”

		  Looking down at the desk Cavit fought to keep his temper under control. “This is a Starfleet ship acting under the auspices of the United Federation of Planets. It is up to us to obey and adhere to the laws of that Federation, either in the Alpha Quadrant or here in the Delta Quadrant. You are the security officer, see to the security of this ship. Only in that capacity are you to be concerned about the Maquis. Now, bring Chakotay to the conference room at 1700 hours. Dismissed!”

		  For a moment Tuvok looked down at his commander then he turned, starting for the door.

		  Calming down Cavit stopped him. “Under circumstances such as these, when the first officer becomes captain, the next senior officer normally becomes the new first officer, which would be you. However, there are regulations allowing the new captain to promote someone else. Once the Maquis situation is resolved I will make my choice. Your appointment to the first officer post will depend on your actions during this time. Dismissed!”

		  Tuvok turned and left.

		  Seconds later, Cavit received a summons over the comm. system. “Fitzgerald to Cavit. Come down to sickbay, we have a problem.”
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		t the appointed hour Chakotay was led into the conference room where Cavit and Dr. Fitzgerald were waiting. As the Maquis leader entered, the two officers immediately discontinued their conversation.

		  The captain sat at the head of the rectangular table, with the doctor along the right side. Standing at the opposite end, flanked by Tuvok and the guards, Chakotay could feel the hatred emanating from both men.

		  Cavit opened the hearing. “Due to the destruction of the Array immediate return to the Alpha Quadrant is impossible, therefore, we are unable to hand Commander Chakotay over to Federation officials. I have convened this court acting with Federation authority, as a Starfleet ship under the command of the United Federation of Planets.”

		  He picked up a PADD. “Commander Chakotay, I have here in my hand the transcript of your trial, where you were tried and convicted by the Federation Tribunal for crimes committed against the laws of said Federation. This same Tribunal declared you a perpetual threat to the safety and welfare of the Federation. The terms of your sentence contained provisions to prevent your release from prison at the completion of the allocated term.”

		  Cavit waited a moment, letting his words hang in the air. “That threat became quite evident when, just four months into your sentence, you escaped and returned, once again, to lead the Maquis. Dr. Fitzgerald, in your expert opinion, do you feel the Commander Chakotay could be safely confined on this ship during the long journey back to the Alpha Quadrant?”

		  Fitzgerald was relishing every moment. “No! A man of his nature, who has proven to be extremely dangerous and devious, will always search for a way to escape. He would have to be watched and monitored twenty-four hours a day. It would be impossible to let down our guard for even a second. Someone of his disposition could never be rehabilitated. He could never be trusted, Command Chakotay would always be a threat.”

		  Pretending to think over the words of the doctor, Cavit responded slowly. “I see.”

		  Placing the PADD on the table, Cavit looked at the Fitzgerald. “Again I ask for your expert opinion as a doctor… what if we leave Commander Chakotay on some planet? We are seventy thousand light-years from the Federation.”

		  Doctor Fitzgerald nodded. “That is true.”

		  Though talking to Cavit, the doctor turned his hate-filled eyes onto Chakotay. “Captain Cavit, you must understand… as we will be searching for a way home, so would Commander Chakotay. What is to prevent Chakotay from stealing a ship, finding some technology, which would enable him to return to the Alpha Quadrant? Perhaps more powerful than before. It is my professional opinion that Commander Chakotay is an extremely dangerous man with only one mission in mind… destroy the peace treaty with the Cardassians. Therefore, plunging the Federation into another war.”

		  The doctor reveled in the enjoyment of letting everyone know exactly what he thought of the Maquis leader. He had waited two long years, since Peter’s death, to strike back at Chakotay.

		  Now he would have his revenge!”

		  Cavit picked up another PADD. As he studied it, he slowly repeated the words of Dr. Fitzgerald. “More powerful than before.”

		  He then focused his attention onto his chief of security. “Lieutenant Tuvok, during a conversation with Captain Janeway, did you not warn the captain of just how powerful a threat Chakotay could be?”

		  The Vulcan’s memory was excellent; however, Cavit was acting against the wishes of a captain Tuvok deeply respected. Obeying orders was one thing, helping was another! “Sir, I am not certain to what your are referring.”

		  Cavit tapped the PADD against the desk. “Allow me to refresh your memory. Computer, play exhibit one.”

		  Tuvok’s voice filled the room.

		  “Not only is he a dedicated Maquis, he is their leader. A skilled, powerful leader who will use any opportunity that comes his way.” 

		  During the playing of the log record Cavit’s eyes never left the face of the Vulcan. “Mr. Tuvok, were these not the words spoken by you to Captain Janeway just this morning, here in the Delta Quadrant.”

		  Tuvok knew his words were taken out of context. “Sir, there was more to the conversation.”

		  Cavit placed his hands, palms down, on the table. He could not allow Tuvok to throw a doubt into the hearing. “Lieutenant! Are these, or are these not, the words spoken by you to Captain Janeway!”

		  Vulcans cannot lie. “Yes, Sir, they are.”

		  Captain Cavit then turned to his prisoner. “Well, Commander Chakotay, who should know better than someone who had served in your crew?”

		  Chakotay remained silent. What could he say? He knew the evidence presented against him had been carefully prepared to prove what Cavit wanted. The new captain was not about to lose this opportunity for revenge. But what exactly did Cavit have in mind?

		  While Chakotay worried about what Cavit had planned, the captain continued with his meticulously prepared agenda. “It would appear that the opinion of two respected and dedicated Starfleet officers confirm you are an extremely dangerous man. One officer served in your crew. The other, by his medical training, makes him an expert in human behavior and mentality. Perhaps you would like to hear the official Starfleet orders given to Captain Janeway. Computer, exhibit two.”

		  The voice of Admiral Janeway entered the conference room.

		  “It is vital you find Chakotay, Starfleet Command gives you authorization to use any means necessary.” 

		  Leaning forward Cavit managed to prevent himself from snarling his next words. “Well Maquis Commander Chakotay, what do you have to say? How can you be stopped?”

		  Chakotay noticed Admiral Janeway had used the word ‘find’, while Cavit kept using the word ‘stop’. However, the Maquis leader did not have time to dwell on the inconsistency.

		  To his horror Chakotay understood a moment later exactly what Cavit had so carefully planned.

		  Dr. Fitzgerald sat back in his seat, a strange smile on his face.

		  As for Cavit, the loathing he felt radiated from his dark brown eyes. He was indeed enjoying himself. The captain was sorry to bring his little charade of a legitimate hearing to an end. However, he knew the best would follow shortly, down in sickbay. “Commander Chakotay, you have brought this upon yourself, you have left us no alternative. Your crew will be left on the planet of the Ocampa. They will be given some water and a couple of phasers to defend themselves. Perhaps they will find their way down to the Ocampa compound.”

		  Cavit’s eyes drilled into the Maquis leader.

		  Placing his arms on the table the captain clasped his hands together. “However… you are another question. Your actions clearly indicate that you are too dangerous to be turned loose. That was the opinion of the Federation Justice Tribunal and, though we are in the Delta Quadrant, seventy thousand light-years away, their sentiments are supported by Lieutenant Tuvok and Doctor Fitzgerald. Neither can you be imprisoned safely onboard this vessel. You have left us no choice!”

		  Chakotay noticed how Cavit was carefully hiding behind the protection of the Federation.

		  Cavit relished every second, every word. “Captain Janeway was given authorization to use any means necessary. That authorization now passes to me.”

		  Hesitating in order to savor his victory, Cavit glared at Chakotay.

		  He then pronounced sentence. “It is the judgement of this hearing that your sentence of punishment carry the maximum penalty. Death by lethal injection. Upon conclusion of this inquest you will be escorted to the medical bay, there to be executed for your crimes.”

		  Stunned silence!

		  The Maquis leader stared across the table at Cavit. His mind in shock as he struggled with the words just spoken.

		  Tuvok took a step forward. “Sir…”

		  With blazing eyes Cavit interrupted the Vulcan. “Tuvok, do you wish to argue with a Federation officer. I have warned you twice before, if you defend this convicted traitor, I will be forced to question your loyalties. If you attempt to interfere, I will remove you from duty and you will join the Maquis in the cargo bay!”

		  Before Tuvok could reply, Harry Kim’s voice came over the comm. system. “Captain Cavit, the Kazon are approaching. They will be here in twenty minutes.”

		  Damn! Cavit rose to his feet. “Red alert, bring weapons and shields online. I will be there momentarily. Tuvok, escort Chakotay to the brig. The security detail is to remain with him, keep his arm restraints on and put him in leg irons. He chose to become an outlaw, now he will understand what that means!”

		  He started in the direction of the door leading onto the bridge.

		  Coming abreast of Chakotay, Cavit stopped. “It appears you have a temporary reprieve. I assure you… it will only be temporary. Your execution will proceed the moment we have dealt with the Kazon.”
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		n a daze, stunned disbelief visible on all faces, Tuvok and the guards escorted the Maquis leader to the brig. Even the Vulcan’s normally composed demeanor appeared shaken.

		  Chakotay’s mind, whirling round and round, made him light-headed as he tried to come to grips with the startling and horrifying position he found himself to be in.

		  Entering the confinement area Tuvok turned to the guards. “Bennet, Durst, remain by the door. Baxter, Andrews, by the console.”

		  After taking a pair of leg restraints from a cabinet on the wall, he then walked with Chakotay to the cell. “I will have a talk with Captain Cavit.”

		  Breathing deeply, trying to clear his mind, Chakotay stood just outside the cell. For several long seconds he stared down at the deck. Looking up he shook his head. “No Tuvok… it will do no good.”

		  Glancing up at the ceiling the Maquis leader found it hard to voice the words he knew had to be said. With firm resolve he faced the man who had once betrayed him, and whom now he must trust.

		  Chakotay took a deep painful breath. “Tuvok, I have no wish to die; however, I fear fate has spoken. Cavit is determined, he waited for this opportunity. He and Dr. Fitzgerald planned this very, very well, making sure the record of the hearing would show exactly what they wanted. Both of them making a good case, one that under the conditions now existing would be supported by Federation officials.”

		  He took a moment to catch his breath. “Cavit set this up so that he would be justified in handing down the sentence of execution. Evidently, more than once, he has made it very clear that should you attempt to come to my aid, he will arrest you as a Maquis supporter. DO NOT give him that chance! This is what he wants, you were loyal to Captain Janeway, you will be a thorn in his side.”

		  “Commander…” Tuvok started to protest.

		  Chakotay interrupted the Vulcan. “Tuvok… has Cavit done anything which enables you to relieve him of command?”

		  Tuvok replied reluctantly. “No, Commander. From the very beginning I have been watching, waiting to see what his plans were. I do not believe he is acting wisely; however, just because I disagree that does not give me the justification for overriding his orders. There are at times he has displayed intense emotion, but not enough to consider him unfit for command. His actions are extreme…”

		  Chakotay’s lips thinned into a small smile as he finished the sentence. “But with the facts being what they are… his actions are justified. Under Federation laws I am an outlaw and traitor. Already under, what would amount to, life imprisonment. If turned loose I would devote my time trying to return home, and if successful would again take command of the Maquis. Here in the Delta Quadrant he has no way to enforce the sentence of the Tribunal. By the laws of the Federation I am an extremely dangerous man.”

		  He uttered a small bitter laugh. “Cavit is correct, by being who I am, I have signed my own death warrant. Don’t forget, the Federation has never completely banned the death penalty. Under Starfleet General Order Seven that is the sentence for anyone visiting Talos IV. I believe it is also in effect for certain other crimes, such as murdering your captain.”

		  Realizing the Maquis leader was correct, Tuvok wanted to clarify one point. “Commander, I did state those words to Captain Janeway, but they were taken out of context. I also told the Captain you would honor the truce.”

		  Chakotay smiled at the Vulcan. “Thank you! I had assumed as much. Cavit made sure we would hear only the most damaging portions of any conversations, and therefore those segments became part of the official record of the hearing. Captain Janeway knew who she was dealing with. The same as I knew who I was dealing with.”

		  For an instant Chakotay’s eyes wandered around the brig area. “Tuvok… make sure when you return to the Alpha Quadrant, be it within ten years or seventy, make sure Starfleet knows the truth. She formed the alliance to save lives, both crews were important to her. The captain went beyond the uniform, seeing the person inside as a human being, irrespective of species or whose side they were on. Tell Starfleet the truth, don’t let Cavit tarnish her reputation. Make sure Captain Janeway receives the recognition she deserves.”

		  Tuvok looked at the condemned man standing before him. “I give you my word, Commander. However, I should still speak with Captain Cavit. Even if you accept the sentence of execution it should be postponed. Captain Janeway would never sanction such action. Should the captain survive…”

		  Chakotay grew hopeful, and not only for his sake. “Is there any possibility?”

		  The Vulcan replied slowly. “I do not believe so. She is barely alive. However… should the unexpected occur… Since Mr. Cavit is now captain, he is, as you pointed out, acting within the law; however, he is in direct violation of Captain Janeway’s orders. Due to the emergency, circumstances of being stranded in the Delta quadrant, Mr. Cavit had the right to assume full command. However, the truce was still in effect when the captain was injured. The fact that Captain Janeway is still alive may be grounds to question his actions. She would not hesitate to bring him before a court-martial.”

		  After thinking over the situation, Chakotay sadly shook his head. “Even if there was a remote possibility of the captain surviving, I’m convinced Cavit will not wait.”

		  A thought crossed Chakotay’s mind. A thought he dared not voice, he tried to push the inconceivable away. But it was nagging at him… did Cavit and Fitzgerald ensure Janeway would not recover? “Tuvok, are you aware of any special orders the captain might have received from her father?”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “Special orders? No, she did not confide in me. Perhaps Captain Cavit. Would they have any bearing on the situation?”

		  “Only if you knew.” Chakotay replied slowly, as his last possible hope slipped away.

		  The Maquis leader knew, should Cavit be aware of or if he discovered those orders pertaining to the importance of arranging a meeting, he would make sure Tuvok never had any knowledge of them.

		  Vulcans were experts at asking a question in a statement. “You are aware that Captain Janeway is the daughter of Admiral Edward Janeway.”

		  A sad smile crossed Chakotay’s face. “Yes, I was curious as to their relationship. When I asked the captain, she told me the truth. She requested I keep it confidential, explaining you were one of the few who knew. Are you surprised?”

		  Tuvok looked at the Maquis leader. “No, Commander, knowing both you and the captain, I am not surprised.”

		  Suddenly something dawned on Chakotay. “Tuvok… Dr. Fitzgerald must know. It would have to be stated in her medical record.”

		  Tuvok shook his head. “No, Commander. There is a special file which can only be accessed when the captain is officially declared deceased or permanently disabled. The file states only to contact the Admiral, nothing more.”

		  His arms numbed from the restraints Chakotay shifted his feet. “Tuvok, promise me that you will not provoke Cavit. Both crews, close to one hundred fifty people are depending on you. You are their only hope, do not risk being relieved of duty. As far as my crew is concerned, it will not take much for him to kill every one of the Maquis. As for your crew, with Cavit as captain you should become their first officer. They will need all the help and support you can give them.”

		  Chakotay looked Tuvok directly in the eye. “It will be you, not Cavit, who will get them home. Cavit will never be a good captain, one that can't be trusted to make the right decisions. He will never have the respect that Captain Janeway had. She trusted you. Strange as it may seem… I do, too. Make sure he carries through with the plan to send my crew down to the planet. It is not much better than a hell hole, but they might have a chance.”

		  For a moment Tuvok remained silent. Thinking of the captain whom he had served for so many years. Of her actions with the Maquis, and the words of this outlaw whom he had come to respect. “Commander, you have my word, I will not approach Cavit on your behalf. Unfortunately, you are correct. Until I have cause to relieve Captain Cavit of command, arguing with him will not achieve any beneficial results.”

		  The Vulcan returned Chakotay’s steady gaze. “I also give you my word, I will do all that I can for both crews. During the confusion of the last couple of days, some weapons and provisions have been misplaced. I believe they will be found on the planet where the Maquis will be.”

		  “Thank you!” Chakotay stepped into the cell. Walking over to the bench he sat down.

		  Tuvok quickly fastened the leg irons then started to leave.

		  “Tuvok!” Chakotay had one last thing on his mind.

		  The Vulcan turned around. “Yes, Commander.”

		  Chakotay voiced the question that had been troubling him. “Would you have fired on my ship?”

		  Tuvok looked offended. “Commander, you took the only logical course of action.”

		  With that the Vulcan stepped out of the cell. He nodded to one of the guards by the console, a force field shimmered into place.

		  After Tuvok left Chakotay settled down to wait. Composing himself for what was to come.
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		he ship was quiet. The tossing and bucking of a fiercely fought battle had ended.

		  Chakotay knew just as the fighting was now over, in a matter of minutes so, too, would be his life. Accepting the situation he waited quietly for Tuvok’s return. Making peace with himself and his spirits.

		  His wait was not long.

		  Entering the room Tuvok walked directly to the cell, at the same time addressing the two guards by the console. “Lower force field.”

		  Stepping inside he quickly removed the restraints from Chakotay’s legs.

		  With his numbed arms still secured behind his back, the Maquis leader stood up. “Tuvok, during the battle was my ship destroyed?”

		  Tuvok looked at Chakotay. “No, Commander. Is there a purpose behind the question?”

		  Chakotay shook his head. “Just a captain’s interest in his ship.”

		  He still hoped his crew might escape; however, the Maquis leader also knew that Evans would have set the self-destruct. But how long was the count-down?

		  Though he remained silent Tuvok sensed what Chakotay was thinking. “As a precaution I removed the security detail prior to the Kazon attack. Since there were no life signs, the Kazon presumed the ship was abandoned, therefore they paid no attention. Logically, the Kazon expected to be the victors and claim both ships. That did not occur.”

		  Chakotay walked slowly to the entrance of the cell.

		  Tuvok moved to stand beside him. “Commander, it is not too late, I can still speak to Captain Cavit.”

		  To Chakotay, hearing Cavit addressed as ‘captain’ was an insult. As far as the Maquis leader was concerned, there was only one ‘captain’ of the Explorer. “Is there any change in Captain Janeway’s condition?”

		  Looking at the wall of the brig Tuvok replied quietly. “Captain Janeway has neither deteriorated or improved. It would be advisable to wait.”

		  Chakotay knew he had to make the hardest decision any man could be called upon to do. How did one say ‘no’ to the only possibility for life? “Tuvok, I fear for the safety of both crews, Maquis and Starfleet. The battle gave me time to think, time to review the facts. I’m convinced the risk is too great. Any attempt to interfere… I’m certain Cavit will take action against you, without hesitation. I am only one person, intervening will only result in unnecessary hardship for the crews, probably have tragic consequences.”

		  Staring straight ahead Chakotay stepped out of the cell. “Even if the possibility of Captain Janeway surviving existed, I strongly believe Cavit would go ahead. He would risk court-martial rather than surrender this opportunity, basing his defense on the evidence presented at the hearing. Claiming he was protecting the Federation, that his actions were justified. He believes Captain Janeway was the one in violation of Starfleet regulations. And… she was!”

		  The Maquis leader turned to face the Vulcan. “No, Tuvok! There is too much at stake, too many lives that would be in danger. I wish there was another choice, but I fear there are none. Do not antagonize Cavit, it will do no good. I’m counting on you to do what you can for my crew. Then get your crew home. This is what Captain Janeway would want. This is what I want.”

		  With nothing more to say Chakotay headed for the door and the fate awaiting him!
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		ot a word was spoken during the short trip to sickbay.

		  The footsteps of the guards and the condemned falling silently on the gray Starfleet carpet. A color reflecting not only the feelings of the Maquis leader, but that of the atmosphere and the people surrounding him.

		  Entering sickbay they found Cavit and Fitzgerald busy at a console. Both looked up as the doors slid open, admitting the small group.

		  The Maquis leader immediately noticed there was only one other person in the room, the critically injured Kathryn Janeway. Glancing in her direction he felt a sadness and deep sense of loss. Even though knowing her had led to this, Maquis Commander Chakotay had no regrets.

		  Cavit moved in the direction of one of the unoccupied bio-beds. “Bring Chakotay over here, we have made special preparations.”

		  Tuvok and the Maquis leader moved in the indicated direction, to a bed equipped with heavy leather restraints.

		  Cavit glared at Chakotay, daring him to make an attempt for freedom. The captain took out his phaser. “Guards, keep your phasers ready. Tuvok, release the prisoner.”

		  Once the Vulcan had carried out the order, Cavit motioned with his phaser. “On the bed!”

		  Swinging his legs up, Chakotay had the pleasure of seeing Cavit take a quick step back.

		  However, not for long. The officer immediately put away his weapon then moved quickly to fasten the chest, arm and leg straps. Taking great care to pull them tighter than necessary.

		  Indicating to the guards to put their phasers away, Tuvok walked over to where Janeway lay, quite and still.

		  Cavit rejoined Fitzgerald at the console, where the two worked quietly for several minutes.

		  Silence settled over the room. The four guards near the door, Tuvok at Janeway’s side, Cavit and Fitzgerald at the console, and the Maquis leader, each lost in their own thoughts.

		  No one talked, no one moved. The silence continued. The silence of pending death.

		  Securely strapped to the bio-bed, over and over Chakotay’s mind echoed with the inconceivable fateful words. The numbing shocking pronouncement that had horrified the receive. “It is the judgement of this hearing that your sentence of punishment shall carry the maximum penalty. Death by lethal injection, death by lethal injection, death…” 

		  Looking up from the console Cavit looked over at Tuvok. “Chakotay is no longer a threat. You and the guards return to your stations. Afterwards the doctor and I will be reviewing personnel files. I am not to be disturbed except for an emergency. Maintain orbit, continuous scans for the Kazon.”

		  Tuvok hesitated.

		  Chakotay’s eyes caught those of the Vulcan’s, a silent message flashed between the two men. No words were necessary as both understood the sensor read-outs of the comatose patient. As it was with the Maquis leader, Starfleet Captain Kathryn Janeway had only a short time in which to live.

		  With a slight nod of his head Tuvok acknowledged Chakotay’s silent plea. The Vulcan would not interfere, he would comply with Cavit’s order.

		  Bidding a silent farewell the security chief looked down at the captain. Then turning he started for the door, his eyes once again locking with those of the Maquis leader. Unspoken respect flashed between them. A thank you from Chakotay and a wish for eternal peace from Tuvok.

		  Then, along with the guards, the Vulcan left the room.

		  Thus the stage was set for the final act!

		  The execution!

		  An execution to be carried out by those who would show no mercy!
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		fter Tuvok left, Cavit walked over to another console, quickly tapping in a series of commands. He then focused his attention onto Chakotay. “There! We will not be disturbed. Well Maquis, how do you like the price of treason? Are you enjoying the waiting and watching as we prepare the deadly mixture?”

		  Waiting and watching purposefully, callously arranged and designed so as to brutalize the prisoner. A specially designed nightmare from which there would be no awaking! No escape! No reprieve!

		  Chakotay’s fingers dug into the material beneath him. Lying helpless, awaiting his execution, the Maquis leader knew he had only himself to blame. He had become careless. Working with Janeway had been easy, even pleasurable. She had gained his trust.

		  He had never doubted that Cavit’s message had not come from Janeway, he should have questioned, but everything had seemed so plausible. Now, not only would he himself be paying the price of his carelessness, but also his entire crew. His heart ached with the knowledge that as a leader he had failed them. He could only hope his death would bring them life. Cavit would have his revenge, there would be no reason to harm the other Maquis.

		  Since joining the rebel movement the threat of death had been a constant companion. However, this was not how he envisioned his end would be. His crew confined under heavy guard. A determined Starfleet officer bent on vengeance. Chakotay realized he dared not resist. One wrong move would result in the death of some, or all of his crew. In this, his final battle he quietly conceded defeat.

		  Though resigned, the Maquis leader could not rid himself of the nauseous feeling in the pit of his stomach. A sacrificial lamb on the alter of hate.

		  That hate clearly showing in the eyes of the doctor as he looked up from the console, his gaze locking onto the Maquis leader. In a voice full of distain, Fitzgerald taunted his victim. “Well Chakotay, I do hope you are comfortable. How does it feel knowing you have only minutes left to live? Helpless, locked in position, ready for Cavit your executioner to administer the fatal dose?”

		  Fitzgerald’s face contorted from contempt, his mouth forming a snarl as he returned to his task.

		  Cavit moved away from the console. Eyes gleaming with triumphant pleasure he approached Chakotay. “Because of you, I have been humiliated and disgraced. My record tarnished, my reputation ruined. Now outlaw it is your turn! Do you not wish to beg? Ask that we spare your life? Come on traitor, we can be merciful. Don’t you want to live?

		  Chakotay remained silent. Staring with steady eyes into those of the man who was to take his life. All that could be said had been said. At this moment his only concern was for his crew and perhaps somewhere in the records, the good which he had done would outweigh the bad.

		  Standing at the foot of the bed, Cavit looked down at the man he despised. Placing his hands behind his back, the captain planted his feet slightly apart.

		  This time, Cavit’s voice was quiet and smooth. “So Maquis… you’re going to deny me the satisfaction of watching you plea for mercy. Forfeiting life without contest so your crew will be allowed to live. Planning to go to your death quietly. Well… we have a little surprise for you. Don’t we Doctor? Your escape resulted in this ship landing in the Delta Quadrant, and the death of Captain Janeway. Now justice will triumph.”

		  Fitzgerald took two objects from the top of his console. Holding the hypospray, and the vile containing the lethal mixture, slowly, steadily, purposefully, he walked in the direction of Cavit and their waiting prisoner.

		  Trying to control his nerves Chakotay took a deep breath. His body tense with dread and apprehension, aching from torturously tight straps drilling through clothing into flesh. Muscles screaming for release.

		  Placing his hands beside Chakotay’s legs, Cavit leaned slightly forward. Looking, gloating at the man he had condemned. His voice carrying a trace of joyful menance. “Within moments you will hear the soft hiss of the injection. Feel the usual coolness against your unprotected neck. However… this time there will be no medication. This time the final darkness and…”

		  Captain Cavit smiled sinisterly. Returning to his lordly stance he finished the sentence. “You will soon know what else!”

		  In a strong, clear voice, eyes showing no fear, Chakotay addressed his judge and executioner. “Cavit, killing me might bring you pleasure and revenge; however, I have done you no wrong. Your actions were yours alone! As for the captain, if you’re looking to blame someone, then hold the Kazon responsible, not me. However… you do bear the responsibility for my death!”

		  Chakotay’s stinging words flayed the Starfleet officer. Cavit lost control. Arm raised, his hand a fist, he took a step forward. Then slowly, a diabolical grin on his face, Cavit lowered his arm.

		  He turned his head to the man standing beside him. “Dr. Fitzgerald, have you finished preparing the injection as we discussed?”

		  The doctor replied with a sinister smile on his face. “Yes! Exactly as planned.”

		  There was no concealing the great pleasure and satisfaction Fitzgerald was feeling. “Once administered, death will be slow and painful, over a period of at least two or three hours, perhaps longer. Since this is a special mixture, there is no antidote, there can be no last minute reprieve.”

		  Both Cavit and Fitzgerald savored the terror they knew Chakotay would now be feeling.

		  Speaking in an apologetic, sarcastic voice, Cavit glared down at his horrified victim. His voice hard and callous as humanity slipped away. “This execution has been designed as a punishment. To be effective punishment cannot be pleasant, therefore your execution must not only be painful, it must also proceed slowly. The crimes of treason and murder require harsh uncompromising retribution.”

		  Hands clutched tightly behind him, Cavit spoke with the insanity of revenge and hate. One hand tapping the other, his voice radiated corrosive apology. “Since the replicators cannot produce lethal substances, it was not easy finding the right drugs that we could produce, then combine. As you can see, we have gone to a great deal of trouble to accommodate you. I’m sure you will be pleased at having the extra time to reflect on your crimes. I do hope the time will not be too painful. Unfortunately… there is an uncertainty as to the full effects. Rest assured it is fatal, but otherwise…”

		  Cavit gave a small shrug. “How your body resists, death will determine the time and the suffering you will have to endure. How long your body withstands the enjoyment of digesting the chemicals will determine your punishment.”

		  Numb with disbelief and horror Chakotay’s nails dug deeper into the fabric on which he lay. He looked from Cavit to the doctor, then back to Cavit. The truth now frightfully clear.

		  They were insane! Both of them!

		  The hopelessness of the situation screamed at the Maquis leader. Blood racing, pounding through his body, spreading the message up into his brain with horrible awareness. Torture! No escape!!!!! Their distorted minds had planned well. Too well! The three of them alone. The crew attending to their duties, all of them knowing nothing of the events taking place in their sickbay.

		  Events that no one of conscience would ever justify.

		  Somehow Chakotay found the strength to speak. The ridicule in his voice adding force to his cutting words. “Remember this! Both of you! Some day you will have to face the spirits that rule the afterlife. I do fear mine. Will you stand without fear before your god?!”

		  To Cavit and Fitzgerald there was no god. However, the Maquis leader had beaten them, and they knew it! Chakotay’s final words, his strength against their weakness. A lit match against dry kindling inflaming both Starfleet men.

		  Dispelling the last traces of sanity. Sending them spiraling down into the depths of darkness.

		  Directly in Chakotay’s line of sight, the doctor checked the working condition of the hypospray. “You may have had the last word Maquis, but we will make you pay.”

		  With trembling hands Fitzgerald started to load the capsule. “This is for Peter, my brother, whom you murdered.”

		  Chakotay tried to tear his eyes away, but they were glued to the hands of Fitzgerald. The dark veil of despair and terror enwrapping him as the two officers prepared to not only end his life, but to do so in a ghastly manner. Surrendering to that which he was powerless to prevent did not grant Chakotay immunity from the growing horror of the situation. Nor to the prospect of the unimaginable agony to come.

		  While determined not to show Cavit any weakness, the Maquis leader could not stop the inward rising sense of dread. His mouth, a sheet of sandpaper, dry and rough. Arctic winds racing up and down his spine as cold fear gripped his body. Breathing restricted as across his chest as the straps took on a life of their own, squeezing tighter and tighter against his body. Excruciating pain shooting through tightly bound legs and arms.

		  Chakotay’s conscious awareness shut out everything but the hypospray. In vain he attempted to refocus his thoughts. To no avail. For his world had grown smaller and smaller with only one thing, only one object… the instrument of death with the horrendous mixture. One object growing larger and larger, filling his entire universe. Erasing from existence all other that occupied space and matter.

		  Once again Cavit taunted his helpless prisoner. “Now you know how your life will end, sweeping from your body in a mass of pain and anguish. Convulsions from muscle spasms. Chocking, grasping for air as the poisons flow through your veins. This is your reward traitor!”

		  With obvious delight at the saga soon to unfold, the now captain of the Explorer continued painting a picture of abomination. “Your flesh torn and bleeding from vain attempts trying to escape the unyielding straps. Straps holding your pain racked body. The room vibrating from unpreventable, unstoppable screams. Screams ripped from the depths of your suffering. Will your spirits be merciful? Will your spirits put a quick end to your torment?”

		  Turning in the direction of the doctor, Cavit held out his hand.

		  Slowly, very slowly, Fitzgerald continued to load the lethal capsule. “Oh! I’m sorry, Chakotay. There appears to be something wrong. You don’t mind waiting another minute.”

		  Chakotay’s fingers continued to dig deeper and deeper into the material.

		  With a scornful, gloating look the doctor removed the vile. Then carefully, purposefully he reloaded the hypospray. Snapping the capsule into position with finality.

		  Chakotay braced himself, his fingers now quite and still.

		  In the final moment before the injection was administered he turned his thoughts and eyes in the direction of the dying captain. They had both followed the path set out by fate. She as a Starfleet captain, he as the Maquis leader.

		  How had it come to be that fate had played a laughing game?

		  Why were both of them destined to die, here together, on the other side of the galaxy? Far from the place they both called home.

		  Cavit took a step closer. For the Maquis leader everything became surreal! Everything in slow motion!

		  He watched as the instrument of death was handed over to Cavit. He watched as the former first officer, wearing a satanic rejoicing smile, making sure he held the hypospray before the eyes of the Maquis commander, stepped the last final step!

		  He watched as Cavit’s hand inched in the direction of his waiting neck!
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		s the sickbay doors slid closed behind him, Tuvok stopped and turned around. For several seconds he just stood there, silently staring at the sickbay, now execution chamber, doorway.

		  The guards waited for their orders. When no instructions were forthcoming they exchanged questioning looks.

		  Finally Baxter spoke up. “Sir, are you all right?”

		  The question pulled Tuvok from his thoughts. He turned to the security team. “Yes, return to your stations and your duties.”

		  Without understanding why he slowly added another order. “Remain on standby.”

		  They moved quickly, anxious to remove themselves from the area and the proceedings occurring in the room behind them.

		  Again Tuvok looked at the closed doors. If the Vulcan had been human he would have been experiencing the feeling of unease. But Vulcans did not comprehend such emotions. Still he remained there, standing motionless for several seconds before heading to the turbolift.

		  Stepping out onto the bridge he immediately noticed the unusual silence. He understood the crew would be badly affected by Captain Janeway’s pending death. He also realized Cavit’s actions, against the Maquis, could be upsetting to some. But as a Vulcan he was unsure of how to deal with it. Vulcans simply accepted things they could not change, viewing events in a logical way. Something humans did not do.

		  His fists clenched beside him, Harry Kim stormed over. Anger clearly written across his face. He almost yelled at the Vulcan. “Tuvok! Is it true! Is Cavit executing Chakotay?”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “It amazes me how quickly words travels on a ship of this size. No one other than the guards and myself were aware of Cavit’s orders. How, Ensign, did you know?”

		  For the first time since joining Starfleet, Harry Kim was unconcerned that he was speaking to a superior. Or that his career could be on the line. He was not going to reveal that one of the guards, in fact a very upset guard, had been the source. “Tuvok! What does it matter! Is it true?”

		  Tuvok realized his answer would only increase Harry Kim’s distress, but he did not have any other answer to give. “Yes. It is true. The execution is taking place right now in sickbay. I realize you must find this stressful; however, you must realize and accept Commander Chakotay is an outlaw. Due to the face we are stranded here in the Delta Quadrant, Captain Cavit is justified in his actions.”

		  This time Harry Kim’s voice was raised by several notches as he took a step forward. “Tuvok! How can you make such a statement? Captain Janeway and Chakotay were working together. They saved my life. Do you really believe this is justified? This is Chakotay’s payment for helping a Starfleet captain?”

		  The Vulcan looked around. At the drawn faces of the bridge crew. “This is difficult for all of you. Commander Chakotay did have a truce with Captain Janeway. That truce ended when Mr. Cavit assumed command. Under Federation laws Mr. Chakotay was convicted of treason and sentenced to prison. Captain Cavit took the actions he felt were necessary to protect the Federation we serve. As members of Starfleet we must obey the orders of our commanding officers, without question, even if we do not understand, or agree, with those orders.”

		  Harry Kim did not accept Tuvok’s explanation. “Even if those orders amount to murder. Cavit was about to kill everyone on the Maquis ship. Helpless people who could not defend themselves! That is not murder? If Captain Janeway was still in command would she have turned on Chakotay? NO DAMN WAY!”

		  Turning his back on Tuvok, Ensign Harry Kim stomped back to his ops station.

		  With Kim’s words echoing in his ears, Tuvok walked over to the tactical console. How could he explain to Kim or the rest of the crew he was not following the orders of Cavit? He was, in fact, honoring the promise made to Chakotay. Respecting the plea made by a Maquis outlaw to protect the lives of the crew under his protection, and the crew sent to arrest him.”

		  Tuvok found himself in the unusual situation of being in a difficult position. Due to being a vulcan with a Vulcan’s training, he had to obey Cavit unless given justification to do otherwise. Still, he did not agree with Cavit and would have attempted to argue against the execution, if it were not for the promise he made to the Maquis leader.

		  Deep down inside Tuvok agreed with Chakotay, Cavit would never get this crew home and this captain would never have the respect that Captain Janeway had. From either himself or the crew. Suddenly his hands tensed. The information he was looking at could not be correct. He took a second look. His face now wearing a puzzled look. Something was wrong!

		  Harry Kim’s voice broke the death-like silence on the bridge. “Lieutenant Tuvok, there is something strange with sickbay.”

		  “Ensign?” Concentrating on his console the Vulcan did not raise his head.

		  Kim’s voice caught as he explained. “I… I wanted to see if Chakotay… if… if it was over. There is a force field blocking the sensors.”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. Replying with carefully chosen words as he continued to examine the information displayed on his console. “It is unusual. However, Captain Cavit probably erected the field to prevent Chakotay from escaping, should he break the restraints. It is a sensible precaution.”

		  A baffled ensign elaborated. “But… it is not the usual type of force field. This one would prevent someone from entering, not leaving. Also, the outgoing comm. line is locked down, enabling only in-going communication.”

		  The Vulcan’s hands raced over his console. His head zipping back and forth as he studied the multiple readouts.

		  Suddenly he bolted for the turbolift. “Security detail to sickbay. Enter if possible with phasers ready. Place Captain Cavit and Dr. Fitzgerald under arrest.”

		  The stunned bridge crew stared at the closing turbolift door.

		  It seemed an eternity for the lift to drop down to the required deck. Before the door had completely opened Tuvok was racing down the corridor. Rounding the last corner he met his team attempting to open the locked sickbay doors.

		  When Tuvok rushed up to them Andrews turned to him. “We were unable to gain entry, even with the manual override.”

		  The security chief immediately went to a wall unit. Opening an access panel he attempted to shut down the force field.

		  Just then Tom Paris arrived, along with Evans, Torres, and several angry, fully armed Maquis. Paris pushed past the Starfleet detail. “Tuvok! Cavit is planning to torture Chakotay. He and the doctor are going to administer a combination of slow working drugs that will have very painful effects. There is no antidote!”

		  Tuvok calmly replied. “I am aware of the situation. There is a force field preventing access. I will require a few minutes.”

		  The Starfleet officer did not attempt to question how Paris and the Maquis came to be where they were.

		  Evans cried out in desperation. “We don’t have a few minutes! Neither does Chakotay!”

		  Elbowing Paris out of the way Torres moved beside Tuvok. “Here let me see!”

		  With the seconds flying by, the two of them continued working on the lockout and force field controls.

		  Tuvok pointed to a control switch. “Try that one.”

		  “No good!” Groaning in despair B’Elanna hit her fist against the wall.

		  “Anger will not achieve anything,” Tuvok commented.

		  Seconds turned into minutes. They tried first this, then that. Moving one handle then another. Tapping this button then that button.

		  Nothing worked.

		  Tuvok stated the obvious. “Even if we manage to gain access, we will be too late. The drugs will by now have been administered.”

		  Stating the obvious as was the nature of Vulcans.

		  Desperately working on the wiring Torres let out a string of Klingon curses.

		  Evans, his face grim, teeth tightly clenched, remained silent. His hand resting on his phaser.

		  At least he could perform one last duty for his long time friend and comrade.
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		eanwhile inside sickbay the drama played out to its conclusion.

		  The players oblivious to the frantic group on the other side of the locked doors. A group, despite knowing their efforts were probably in vain, grew more desperate with each passing second.

		  Holding the hypospray beside Chakotay’s neck, Cavit sneered down at the helpless man before him. “Ready, Maquis? Oh… there is just one more thing you should know. I fear there will be a terrible accident with the warp core. I’ll have time to evacuate all of my crew to your ship; however, there will not be enough time to send your crew down to the planet. They’ll be caught in the explosion.”

		  Cavit uttered a small crazed laugh at the expression on the enraged face of the Maquis leader. “Don’t worry, Chakotay. For them, it will be quick. Much quicker and far more pleasant than it will be for you.”

		  “You will pay…” Chakotay had no time to say anymore before he heard the swoosh of the hypospray and felt the burning warmth of the injection.

		  Indefinable terror gripped the Maquis leader.

		  Chakotay’s brain went into a spin. Hyposprays don’t swoosh, doors swoosh! Warm? Mind registering! Hypospray cold, this warm? Neck burning? Something wrong?

		  Chakotay’s mind attempted to sort through a kaleidoscope of images. Eyes hallucinating. Not as should be? Tom Paris phaser in hand? Evans, B’Elanna, Seska, here? Should be in cargo bay?

		  A thundering bolt of realization exploded! His mind clearing. His neck aching. Truth dawning!

		  With Starfleet security at his side, Tuvok stood just inside the doors. Watching, not interfering, as Hogan and Ayala grabbed the stunned Cavit and Fitzgerald.

		  Evans moved quickly to release Chakotay, who was still trying to grasp the sudden turning of the situation. As the straps fell away, relief poured through the Maquis leader, leaving him both physically and mentally weak and drained. Not daring to trust his legs, he sat on the edge of the bed, hands clutching the edge. Fighting for composure he drew in several deep breaths.

		  With shaking hand he gingerly touched his neck, feeling the tenderness from Tom’s phaser blast. The blast that had sent the fatal hypospray flying through the air, to land several feet away on the floor.

		  Fate and destiny had not yet completed their work with the Maquis leader.

		  With a combination of both relief and fear racing through him, Evans placed a trembling hand on the arm of his friend. “The… the hypospray, did it touch you?”

		  Chakotay shook his head. His voice strained. “No… but it was close.”

		  Feeling his strength returning the Maquis leader clapped Evans on the shoulder, then stood up. He stared at the two shocked and terrified Starfleet officers, who only moments before had tried to murder him. Now, the very uncomfortable prisoners of his crewmen. Both had one arm twisted around their backs and a very strong Maquis arm around their necks.

		  Chakotay looked down at the deadly hypospray. Walking over to it he gingerly pick up the instrument. Turning to Cavit and Fitzgerald, the Maquis leader walked in their direction.

		  White-faced and yelling Cavit attempted to free himself. “Tuvok! He’s going to murder us! Stop him! Stop Chakotay!”

		  The Vulcan raised an eyebrow. “Sir! That is an illogical command. As you may have noticed, the Maquis are the ones holding the phasers.”

		  Cavit fought desperately to escape. Ayala’s grip tightened until the officer’s arm nearly snapped.

		  Chakotay stopped a couple of feet in front of the horrified officers.

		  He held out his arm.

		  In the direction of Tuvok. “Here, dispose of this. Remove all traces of the compounds from the computer.”

		  Tuvok stepped forward. “Captain Cavit, Doctor Fitzgerald, the actions of both of you are in violation of Federation laws. By Starfleet rules and regulations governing command, I hereby relieve you of duty and place you under arrest. As senior officer I am now assuming command of the U.S.S. Explorer. You will be kept in the brig until appropriate action can be taken.”

		  Carefully taking the hypospray from Chakotay, Tuvok headed to the disposal unit.

		  The Maquis leader looked at the two disgraced officers. “In the eyes of the Federation, I might be an outlaw and a traitor; however, I would never commit a crime such as you have attempted.”

		  Chakotay turned to the Starfleet security team, addressing the two who had been on the away missions. Andrews, Durst, go with Ayala and Hogan, escort Cavit and Fitzgerald to the brig.”

		  “Yes, Commander!” Relieved that Chakotay had not been murdered onboard their ship, the two Starfleet crewmen moved quickly. At the moment they wanted nothing more than to pacify the group of obviously very distraught Maquis.

		  Not too gently Hogan released the doctor. “Go on, you know the way!”

		  With a push Ayala released Cavit. “And you call us renegades and killers!”

		  Stumbling forward Cavit nearly fell, just avoiding a collision with the returning Tuvok.

		  Chakotay ran a hand through his hair. “Would someone mind explaining exactly what happened?”
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		er hand pumping up and down with emotion, B’Elanna answered Chakotay’s question. “What happened? Damn it, Chakotay, we had to save your hide from Starfleet. Again!”

		  Then reducing the volume of her voice, she attempted to hide her relief that the only person whom she trusted would live. “This is becoming a habit!”

		  Chakotay looked at his chief engineer. “A habit… I certainly hope not. This better be the last time, never again do I want an experience such as I just had. Thank you!”

		  Evans pointed to Paris, who was still standing by the door. “You can also thank Tom. He saved your life, and not only with his expert marksmanship.”

		  Suddenly finding himself the center of attention, Tom Paris moved closer to the group around Chakotay. “When Cavit ordered me to quarters I realized he was up to no good. Using a ventilation duct to gain access to the Jefferies tubes I heard and saw everything that happened on the bridge, and later on in the conference room. However, I still didn’t know the full extent of Cavit’s plans. Actually, it was the Kazon who saved your life.”

		  Still in a daze and still trying to come to terms with the past few hours, Chakotay stared at Paris. “The Kazon! How did they figure in all this?”

		  Speaking softly, Tom took a deep breath. “They bought us time. Their attack postponed the execution.”

		  Chakotay ran his hand through his hair. “The Kazon! Perhaps I should send them a thank you card.”

		  The Maquis leader looked from Paris to Evans. “How did you discover Cavit’s true intent?”

		  Paris gave a small laugh. “Through Cavit, himself. After leaving the conference room, he was on the bridge for only a minute before going to the turbolift. There was something about his attitude that bothered me, and with a major battle looming I found it strange he would leave the bridge. I only have basic computer clearance, but fortunately Cavit never cancelled it. Therefore, I was able to determine he was heading for sickbay. By using the Jefferies tubes I was able to reach a duct above Fitzgerald's office. I couldn’t hear everything, and I missed the beginning of the conversation, but I heard enough.”

		  At the recollection of the horror he had felt, Paris required a moment before he was able to continue. “Cavit was upset at the Kazon for disrupting his plans. Concerned about Tuvok discovering what he was up to, Cavit wanted to carry out the so-called execution as quickly as possible. Evidently, Tuvok had protested against Cavit’s treatment of the Maquis and for breaking Janeway’s truce.”

		  Tom turned to Tuvok. “Cavit said he was prepared to take action in the event you attempted to interfere. Something about you having been a Maquis… I didn’t catch every word, but he planned to use that against you.”

		  Paris shook his head. “Chakotay… I didn’t know what to do. Should I attempt to speak to Tuvok or try to free your crew. That attack gave me time to reach the cargo bay, but forced to dodge repair crews I feared I would be too late. As it was, I arrived there after the battle was over.”

		  Evans placed his hand on Tom’s shoulder. “Relax, it’s over. You did make it in time.”

		  Chakotay remained silent, still shaken he leaned back against the bed. He knew it would be a long time before he fully recovered.

		  Worried, Evans glanced at his friend. Not only Chakotay, but all of them, would live with the memory of this day for months to come.

		  Evans picked up the thread of explanation. “We started searching for a way out from the moment we were confined. It required a couple of hours, but B’Elanna and I finally found a way to override the security locks. Taking the guards by surprise we had them overpowered before they could draw phasers or call for backup. We were searching for weapons when Tom arrived.”

		  He had to give his head a shake to clear away thoughts of what might have been. “Chakotay, it was lucky Tom showed up when he did. Being unaware of the danger you were in, I was planning to lead a team up to the bridge while others went to various key sections. Once we had control of the ship, I would then go down to the brig and free you. Instead, I placed Javis in charge of the bridge team and came directly here. However… when we arrived the doors were sealed. Fortunately Tuvok was already in the process of disabling the field, otherwise we would never have been in time.”

		  Listening to Evans, Tuvok looked puzzled as he raised an eyebrow. However, he refrained from any comment, instead he turned to Chakotay. “Earlier, the doctor had deliberately prevented me from seeing his monitor, waiting until I left to resume work. As security chief there is little I am not aware of, so I found this unusual. In his ready room, Mr. Cavit acted in the same manner. Then here in sickbay I found their actions and attitudes very secretive. To quote Mr. Paris, I, too, felt they were ‘up to no good’.”

		  With a grin Evans interrupted in disbelief. “Tuvok, you played a hunch!”

		  The Vulcan looked offended. “Mr. Evans, Vulcans do not have hunches. We arrive at a solution by the logically assessment of the facts.”

		  Evans laughed, but made no further comment.

		  Looking back at Chakotay the security chief continued. “Upon returning to the bridge I began an investigation. It was then I discovered a series of commands made by Mr. Cavit, which were encrypted or routed to avoid detection. While in the process of deciphering the encryptions, Mr. Kim informed me of an unusual force field surrounding sickbay. At this point I switched to sickbay records, detecting the production of several extremely unusual and potentially dangerous drugs if used incorrectly. Substances a doctor onboard a starship would not normally have need of.”

		  For a moment Tuvok looked at Evans before turning his attention back to Chakotay. “I immediately came down to sickbay and began to disable the force field when the Maquis arrived. It required the skills of both B’Elanna Torres and myself. However, if it had not been for Ensign Kim, I might not have been here.”

		  Chakotay rubbed his neck and the clearly visible red burn mark, attesting to how close Cavit had come to fulfilling his plans. “And… not a moment too soon.”

		  The Vulcan looked at Chakotay. “I assumed Commander, by then you wished me to intervene on your behalf.”

		  For a moment the Maquis leader stared at the Starfleet officer. “I didn’t know Vulcans were capable of humor.”

		  “Sir!” Tuvok responded with two raised eyebrows.

		  Chakotay then appraised a certain young man. A man who, until today the Maquis leader had considered irresponsible. “Tom Paris, thank you. Though you almost took my head off with that shot.”

		  Tom grinned. “I figured if Cavit was successful… you wouldn’t want your head.”

		  Chakotay’s eyes passed over the small group around him. He would never be able to express the gratitude he felt, but then he didn’t have to… they knew. “I helped to save Kim’s life, he repaid it by saving mine. I owe him, I owe all of you.”

		  He then turned to Tuvok. “Thank you! I’m grateful for what you did today. Not only for aiding in my rescue, but for your actions earlier when you wanted to reason with Cavit. And thank you for the help you were willing to extend to my crew.”

		  Looking confused and slightly angry Seska took a step forward. “Chakotay… what the hell are you talking about? Tuvok arrested us! He did everything Cavit told him to do!”

		  Placing his hands on his hips, for a moment Chakotay looked down. He then looked at each member of his crew. “Tuvok was more on our side than you realize. You heard Tom, and there is much more you are not aware of. Do not hold any hard feelings against Tuvok. I’ll explain later, there are several things you, and the others, should know.”

		  After making sure they heard the message, the Maquis leader turned to Evans. “Where are the rest of the Maquis?”

		  Watching Chakotay and Tuvok, Evans was beginning to wonder just what had transpired between these two. It would be interesting to hear what his commander had to say. “We took over the ship, I sent teams to key locations. However, the Starfleet crew are still at their stations, they were not involved in this. Cavit attempted to keep the execution secret, but he did not take into account the guards who were at the hearing. In fact, once Cavit’s true plans became known this Starfleet crew was angry.”

		  Not completely recovered from his ordeal, there was still a slight tremor to Chakotay’s hand. He took several long, deep breaths to quiet his nerves. “Tuvok, I would like to communicate with my crew.”

		  Tuvok reacted immediately. “Tuvok to Ensign Kim, open a ship wide comm. line.”

		  “Line open,” replied a slightly nervous Harry Kim who, not knowing if Chakotay was alive or dead, had an armed Maquis standing beside him.

		  A moment later he completely relaxed.

		  “Chakotay to all Maquis. Everything is under control. Lieutenant Tuvok has assumed command of the Explorer. Cavit and Fitzgerald are now under arrest.”

		  The Maquis leader imagined he could hear the silent cheering from both crews. “Turn command of the ship over to its Starfleet personnel. Report to the transporter room. Chakotay out.”

		  “Tuvok to crew, resume your duties. It is as Commander Chakotay stated. I have taken over command. At the moment Captain Janeway is still alive; however, her condition is unchanged. Tuvok out.”

		  B’Elanna Torres stepped closer. “Hey Chakotay, we should return to our ship and get the hell out of here!”
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		eska echoed her crewmate’s sediments. “B’Elanna’s correct, there’s nothing here for us. We should leave before there’s another Kazon attack. Using one of our shuttles for guidance we can locate and hide behind one of the planet’s moons. Repair our sensors then leave.”

		  Glancing over to his right Chakotay’s eyes settled on the dying captain. “We cannot abandon this crew, they will never survive a full scale attack. Even if they did, on their own, a ship of this size will never reach the Alpha Quadrant.”

		  He looked intently at Seska then his chief engineer. “B’Elanna, Seska, Captain Janeway did what she had to. And she did so with my full support.”

		  The eyes of the Maquis leader wandered over the other members of his crew. “The Array was too dangerous to leave in the hands of the Kazon, or other species in this area that Neelix mentioned to the Captain and myself. As for Cavit and Fitzgerald… they acted on their own, no one from this ship had any connection to their plot. This crew might be Starfleet and in the Alpha Quadrant they were our enemies; however, not here. Captain Janeway knew this, we can do no less.”

		  The half-Klingon gestured with her hand. Her thoughts on one Starfleet ensign who had helped to save her life, and one Starfleet captain who had come to the aid of a Maquis crew. “I know, there are decent people among the crew of this ship. Not all Starfleet are bad.”

		  For a moment Chakotay considered the situation. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Tuvok standing quietly just a couple of feet away. Waiting to see what the Maquis leader would now do. “Evans, reestablish the tactical link between the two ships, then return immediately to our ship. Start downloading all log records of the Explorer. Begin with the most recent, work backwards. Be certain to obtain all personnel records.”

		  Looking at Tuvok, Chakotay smiled wistfully. “The captain assured me her records contained no confidential or classified material. B’Elanna, start on the sensor systems, I’ll be returning shortly.”

		  Torres turned to Tuvok. “Thanks for helping to save Chakotay’s life. Makes up for you being a Starfleet officer and betraying us.”

		  The others grinned.

		  As for Tuvok, he had learned enough about humans, or part humans, to keep his mouth shut. However, he did turn to Evans. “I suggest cancellation of the self-destruct order.”

		  Evans stared at the Vulcan. “How did you know? The countdown was silent. You could never override the computer lockout so quickly.”

		  Tuvok’s reply stunned both Chakotay and Evans. “Under the circumstances it was the logical course of action. Knowing it would be useless I made no attempt to access the computer. I knew you would have allowed sufficient time to attempt an escape and would notify me in time to remove any security detail and move this ship to a safe distance. I also knew that nothing, even threats against your crew, would make you discontinue the countdown. Therefore I had no reason to inform Mr. Cavit and waited to see how the situation would develop.”

		  Chakotay gave his head a small shake. He was beginning to understand why Janeway valued this Vulcan. “Evans, how long was the countdown?”

		  The Maquis second-in-command finally recovered his voice. “Twenty-four hours.”

		  The Maquis leader ran a hand through his hair. “Tuvok, not only did you save my life, but those of your crew as well. Cavit was planning to transfer over to my ship, then destroy this one with my crew still on it. He was far more devious than you can imagine.”

		  Tuvok and Evans looked at each other. Both realizing the implications behind what Chakotay had just said.

		  The Maquis leader again turned his attention to B’Elanna. “If it will help, take Harry Kim with you. I understand he had been working with you.”

		  Torres nodded. “Yes, he was. Even though he’s Starfleet, Harry knows his way around equipment. Thanks, he will be of help.”

		  Placing his hands on his hips Chakotay looked at, what had become, another former enemy. “Tuvok, my apologies. That is if you have no objections. It would appear both myself and Captain Janeway found it easy to forget whose ship we were on.”

		  Fate had decreed that Kathryn Janeway and Chakotay should join forces, now it decreed so, too, would the new commander of the Explorer and the Maquis leader.

		  Tuvok looked over at Kathryn Janeway. “No, Mr. Chakotay, I have no objections. I respect the truce between you and Captain Janeway, it is logical to continue working together. Cooperation is the most effective way of producing satisfactory results.”

		  Looking over at Torres, Tom Paris took a step closer. “Chakotay, Tuvok, I would like to go with B’Elanna and Harry, to give them an extra hand.”

		  Chakotay looked at the Vulcan. “Tuvok?”

		  The Maquis leader then gave his head a small shake. “The captain did say that one day we might have to sort out who belongs to who.”

		  No one had to ask to which captain he was referring.

		  After looking over at Tom, Tuvok turned back to Chakotay. “There is no problem. At the moment Mr. Paris is not required at the conn.”

		  Tom Paris felt an unusual lump in his throat. “Tuvok, thank you.”

		  Chakotay looked cautiously at his chief engineer. “B’Elanna, okay with you?”

		  Torres nodded her head. “Sure, why not! Hell, he saved your life, besides I can use all the help possible. Those systems are in bad shape.”

		  Tuvok continued to surprise Chakotay and Evans. The similarities between the Vulcan and Kathryn Janeway became apparent. Now the Maquis leader completely understood why they held each other in such high regard. “Ms. Torres, I had given Commander Chakotay a list of all spare parts we carry. If you should require any of them Mr. Kim knows where they are.”

		  B’Elanna Torres was at a loss for words. “Thanks Tuvok, from what I saw of our systems we will need two or three pieces, perhaps more.”

		  Evans looked over the group. “All right, let’s go. We all have work to do and I’m sure Chakotay and Tuvok have things to discuss.”

		  Suddenly Tuvok turned to Evans. “Mr. Evans, I notice you and the other Maquis have Starfleet phasers. May I inquire how you came by them?”

		  Evans appeared uneasy. “After escaping from the cargo bay we broke into the weapons locker. I’ll make sure all are returned.”

		  Chakotay looked from Evans to Tuvok. He could tell something had occurred that Evans had yet to mention.

		  With raised eyebrow Tuvok looked at Evans. “Based on the time period from when you ‘escaped’ from the cargo bay to your arrival at sickbay, I find it interesting that you had time to locate the weapons locker then override may security codes.”

		  Evans made no reply

		  Chakotay looked at his second-in-command.

		  Tuvok turned his attention to a man and woman standing behind the Maquis. Two Starfleet crewmen trying to make themselves inconspicuous. The same two who had been on guard outside the cargo bay. “Mr. Telfer, Ms. Lang please step forward.”

		  All color draining from their faces, as commanded the two stepped to the front.

		  Evans took a step closer to Tuvok.

		  Placing his hand on the arm of his second-in-command, Chakotay gave his head a small shake. He had trusted Janeway, now he would trust her security chief.

		  Tuvok looked at his obviously uncomfortable crewmen. “Ensign Telfer, Crewman Lang, you are fully armed. The Maquis apparently did not consider you a threat. Did you open the cargo bay door?”

		  Telfer replied very quickly. “No, Sir! They opened it themselves.”

		  “Did you open the weapons locker?” Questioned Tuvok, who already knew the answer.

		  Lang knew better than to lie. “Yes, Sir! When Tom Paris arrived he explained about Cavit and Fitzgerald. What they were planning to do to Chakotay. When we heard the whole story we gave the Maquis access to the weapons.”

		  Knowing they faced court martial Telfer continued. “Sir! We were both part of the team that participated in Commander Chakotay’s capture at Syzygie, under the same circumstances we would do so again. What Cavit and Fitzgerald attempted can never be condoned or justified. We do not regret our actions. Commanding officer or not, Cavit was wrong.”

		  Tuvok looked at his two crewmen. “I expect both of you to ensure all weapons are returned. Afterwards return to your duties.”

		  “Yes, Sir!” replied two startled and relieved crewmen.”

		  With a hand extended Chakotay walked over to Telfer and Lang. “Thank you.”

		  As he shook their hands the Maquis leader grinned. “Good job, both here and at Syzygie.”

		  With that the two Starfleet crewmen made a very hasty retreat.

		  Evans released the breath he had been holding. Yes, he would definitely have stories for his wife and son. Starting to leave he turned back to Chakotay. “Here’s the phaser I took from Cravit, he won’t be needing it.”

		  Evans stopped in front of the Vulcan. “Thanks, Tuvok, we, Maquis, owe you one.”

		  Chakotay nodded at Evans. “I’ll see you later.”
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		fter the Maquis left Tuvok walked over to Janeway’s bedside. Standing for a moment with his hand resting lightly on the sheet covering the inert body. He then turned to Chakotay. “You’re going to suggest merging the crews.”

		  The Maquis leader slowly walked over, coming to a stop on the opposite side of the bed. The captain lying quiet and still between them. “That is something you and I will have to discuss at a later date, not right now. Not as long as the Captain is alive.”

		  Looking down Chakotay added softly. “She would boil me in oil if I turned her crew into Maquis.”

		  Tuvok raised both eyebrows. “The Captain would never…”

		  Chakotay laughed, a small quiet laugh. “It’s a figure of speech, Tuvok, just a figure of speech. We have a long journey ahead of us. Maintaining one ship will be difficult, maintaining two… and we are both short of crewmembers.”

		  The Vulcan studied Chakotay. “There is merit in combining the crews. Logically you have the biggest and better equipped ship. The one most likely to reach the Alpha Quadrant. The conditions defining the Starfleet-Maquis conflict do not exist here.”

		  Chakotay replied slowly. “No, they do not exist here. However, there could be others who like, Cavit, Fitzgerald, and Jarvis harbor deep feelings. After the destruction of the Array, I never had the opportunity to discuss the situation with the captain.”

		  Tuvok looked down at Kathryn Janeway. “Captain Janeway would want whatever is best for her crew. The quickest and safest method of reaching the Alpha Quadrant.”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Yes, that would be her first priority.”

		  Resting both hands on the bed he looked down, quietly thinking over the situation. After several minutes he looked up. “My suggest is this. Neither of the ships are in the best condition, let’s complete the major repairs. The sensors on my ship and the core on yours. Then for the first couple of months we’ll travel together allowing the crews to interact, and switching personnel around as we did with Evans and Kim. This will give you and I an opportunity to discuss and plan. Then when we feel the time is right we’ll move everyone onto my ship. Afterwards we’ll strip the Explorer, storing as much as possible in my cargo holes then destroy her, preventing Federation technology from falling into the wrong hands.”

		  “That Mr. Chakotay is acceptable,” responded Tuvok.

		  The Maquis leader again looked down at Janeway, so silent and still, life slowly ebbing away with each passing second.

		  He then looked up, studying the medical readouts for several long seconds. “Tuvok, do you have any medical knowledge? Can you understand any of this diagnostic info?”

		  Tuvok looked up at the panel. “Enough to know it is as Dr. Fitzgerald stated, the captain is near death.”

		  Looking puzzled Chakotay continued to look at the panel above Janeway. “I notice some of the readouts are not working.”

		  Tuvok glanced over at Chakotay. “At the moment there is only one fully functioning bio-bed, the one which you were on. I did question Dr. Fitzgerald about the missing information, he replied it would make no difference, the most important facts were being displayed.”

		  Chakotay continued to watch the flashing symbols and numbers above the bed. His encounter with Cavit’s treachery brought the unthinkable closer.

		  He turned back to Tuvok. “Did Cavit or Fitzgerald go over to my ship?”

		  “No, Commander, I secured it personally,” Tuvok replied.

		  Chakotay was relieved, perhaps there was a chance… “Then the EMH program has not be tampered with. I want him to examine the Captain. I don’t trust Fitzgerald.”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “It is illogical that the doctor would purposefully harm Captain Janeway.”

		  The Maquis leader uttered a small bitter laugh. “Is anything that happened today logical? Even if not, Fitzgerald might have missed something, the EMH has a much wider range of knowledge.”

		  Tuvok glanced up at the medical readouts. If Chakotay was correct about Fitzgerald… “The Captain will not survive the use of a transporter.”

		  “What about one of your shuttles?” Chakotay inquired.

		  “Our two shuttles were damaged. One requires minor repairs, but we will need a couple of hours.” The Vulcan informed Chakotay.

		  The commander shook his head. “No! Time is of the essence, we can’t wait. I could use one of mine or my aero shuttle. However, that might not be necessary. Is Neelix’s ship still here?”

		  “It is. I will accompany the Captain,” Tuvok responded.

		  Chakotay replied fervently. “Tuvok! You have my word, Captain Janeway will be safe!”

		  Tuvok appeared startled that his words had been misunderstood. “Commander, I have no doubt you will take excellent care of the Captain. However, the possibility your EMH will be able to save her is questionable. She will most probably die. It would be more acceptable by Starfleet Command to have another officer present.”

		  The Maquis leader ran his hand through his hair. “You are correct. Should the captain die onboard my ship there are some in Starfleet who would attempt to take advantage of that, especially after the events of today. Would you transport her to Neelix’s ship and ask our friendly alien if he will be our pilot. I’ll be with you in a moment, I want to download the captain’s records onto a PADD.”

		  The Vulcan did not need to ask how the Maquis leader planned on bypassing Starfleet security. He turned to the two crewmen still standing by the door. “Bennet, Baxter, bring a stretcher.”

		  Chakotay went into the doctor’s office. Sitting down at the desk it required only moments to gain access. Janeway’s words, ‘I didn’t know the Maquis needed an invitation,’ flashed through his mind.

		  After downloading the captain’s medical file he began scanning the recent activity of both Cavit and Fitzgerald.

		  Tuvok rejoined Chakotay. “Bennet and Baxter are proceeding with Captain Janeway to the shuttle bay, Neelix will meet us there.”

		  For a moment the Vulcan watched Chakotay. “Commander, you are searching for something? Does it have a connection with your statement concerning Mr. Cavit and the accident to this ship?”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Yes! I’m trying to obtain some indication as to what he was planning.”

		  Looking up, worry clouded his face. Turning to Tuvok, Chakotay placed an arm on the desk, thoughtfully rubbing his fingers together. “After transferring all of this crew to my ship, Cavit said there would be an accident with the warp core, I believe he was planning to take advantage of its unstable condition.”

		  Tuvok immediately contacted engineering. “Tuvok to Carey.”

		  The reply came immediately. “Carey here.”

		  “Are you experiencing anything unusual with the warp core?” inquired Tuvok.

		  Carey sounded puzzled. “Unusual! No, Sir! However, we have not been able to locate the source of the original problem. Anything above 4.5 the core becomes unstable.”

		  Vulcans excelled at questions and statements combined as one. “Mr. Cavit was aware of this.”

		  “Of course,” Carey quickly replied.

		  Then the engineer added. “In fact, Captain Cavit asked several questions concerning the core. He wanted to know if we did exceed 4.5 how long before it became unstable, and the length of time until it would became critical.”

		  Logic told Tuvok that Chakotay had reason to worry. “Mr. Carey, you are to cease all work on the core. Run a full series of level ten diagnostics with special security protocols. Watch for any computer entries made by either Mr. Cavit or Dr. Fitzgerald. I have reason to believe the core may have been tampered with. Do not attempt to adjust or correct, instead notify me right away if you find anything suspicious, I’ll be over on the Maquis ship.”

		  “Tampered with! I’ll begin the diagnostics immediately!” exclaimed Carey, as he sprung into action.

		  Tuvok turned to Chakotay. “Commander, after we have attended to Captain Janeway I’ll question Cavit and Fitzgerald. I will also examine all the entries they encrypted or tried to hide.”

		  Chakotay heaved a sigh. “I see no danger at present, not while they’re in the brig. Right now our first concern is the captain.”

		  At that moment Bennet and Baxter returned. “Sir, the captain has been secured. Neelix is waiting.”

		  Tuvok nodded to the two men. “That is all, return to your stations.”

		  They hesitated.

		  Tuvok turned back to look at his two crewmen. “Is there anything else?”

		  Bennet attempted to answer the question. “I… we… Sir! May we speak freely?”

		  The Vulcan could see something had the two upset. “Go ahead, Crewman.”

		  Baxter looked over at Chakotay. “We just want Commander Chakotay to understand the crew did not agree with Cavit’s actions… when he arrested you. It… it wasn’t right… but he was our commanding officer, we didn’t know how to stop him. And what he tried…”

		  For a moment the Maquis leader glanced down then he looked at the two men. “Only Cavit and Fitzgerald are responsible, I hold no hard feelings against any member of your crew. Fortunately, for all of us their plot was unsuccessful. We can now put this behind us.”

		  “Thank you, Sir.” With that they turned and left, leaving Tuvok and Chakotay alone.

		  Heaving a sigh Chakotay rose to his feet. Bending his head he stared at the monitor. “I think this has shaken all of us.”

		  Suddenly Chakotay’s comm. badge chirped. He gave it a slight tap. “Chakotay here.”

		  It was Hogan. “Chakotay! Cavit and Fitzgerald escaped!”
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		hat?!!!!!” Chakotay’s head jerked up. Cold fear of apprehension tore through his body.

		  The voice of a very excited and upset Hogan tumbled out of the communicator. “As we entered the brig area Cavit appeared to stumble against Ayala, taking us by surprise. Before we could stop them, both reached down and took out small concealed phasers that must have been taped to the upper part of their boots. They stunned the four of us into unconsciousness. The others are just coming around. Andrews has been injured.”

		  Chakotay started moving around the desk. “Badly?”

		  Hogan’s reply was delayed as he verified Andrew’s condition. “No, but he should have medical attention. Ayala and Durst appear to be okay.”

		  Chakotay looked over at Tuvok. “Take both Andrews and Durst over to our ship. All four of you are to report to the doctor. Chakotay out.”

		  The Maquis leader banged his fist on top of the computer. “Damn!”

		  With Chakotay at his heels Tuvok dashed into the treatment area. “Computer, site to site transport. Lock onto Cavit and Fitzgerald, beam them directly to sickbay.”

		  Seconds later a humming filled the air. The two men moved into position, each with their phasers pointing to the center of the room. Trained on two comm. badges lying on the floor.

		  Tuvok calmly put away his phaser. “Tuvok to all security teams, Cavit and Fitzgerald have escaped. Start a deck to deck search.”

		  Chakotay jammed Cavit’s phaser back into his belt. Black eyes blazing, his face tight with anger. “We have to find them.”

		  The Vulcan turned to the Maquis leader. “Commander, is there any possibility they have more of that compound? Since they had concealed weapons, could they be carrying hidden hyposprays. Perhaps to be use on members of your crew?”

		  All color drained from Chakotay’s face. “I don’t think so. From what I saw Fitzgerald appeared to have only one vile. Cavit made certain I knew what his plans were, mentioning my crew would be caught in the explosion. If he was going to use the mixture on them, I think he would have said so.”

		  He ran his hand through his hair. “Tuvok, I can’t be certain.”

		  Chakotay slapped his comm. badge. “Evans!”

		  Over on the Maquis ship Evans responded immediately. “Go ahead! What’s happening?”

		  The Maquis leader managed to control his anger, clearing his mind. “Any Maquis still onboard this ship?”

		  Evans answered with a obvious puzzled tone to his voice. “Only you. What’s going on? Hogan and Ayala just beamed directly to sickbay, I was on my way down to see why.”

		  Chakotay replied as he stared at the two badges on the floor. “Andrews and Durst should be with Hogan and Ayala. Evidently, Andrews was injured when Cavit and Fitzgerald managed to escape. Make sure those two did not transport over, but be very careful they may have more of that compound. Our escapees knocked the security detail unconscious, have the doctor verify that Andrews and the other three were not injected. I’ll be returning in Neelix’s ship with Captain Janeway and Tuvok. Chakotay out.”

		  Tuvok turned to Chakotay. “Commander, take Captain Janeway over to your doctor. “I’ll attend to Cavit and Fitzgerald. Once they are back in custody I’ll beam over.”

		  Chakotay nodded. “All right. If you need any manpower contact either myself or Evans, I can send a couple of security teams over.”

		  Having left the PADD sitting on the desk Chakotay headed for the doctor’s office.

		  Tuvok continued attending to the recapture of the two officers. “Tuvok to all crewmembers. Be on the alert for Cavit and Fitzgerald. If spotted keep your distance as they might be carrying a deadly poison, notify me immediately if spotted. Should they attempt to approach do not hesitate to use your phasers. Tuvok out.”

		  PADD in hand Chakotay walked back to where Tuvok was standing. Having had very little contact with Vulcans, Chakotay marveled at his calmness under the circumstances. “How do you manage your emotions, are you not worried or upset?”

		  Tuvok explained a little of Vulcan logic. “We are trained from birth to control our feelings and emotions. I do recognize the seriousness of the situation and the need to rectify if necessary. Giving way to fear, or worry, inhibits clear thinking. Prevents one from acting rationally to correct a situation.”

		  Suddenly a frantic voice came over the comm. link. “Carey to Tuvok!”

		  “Go ahead.” Tuvok looked at Chakotay, both sensed trouble.

		  The upset voice of Joe Carey brought serious tidings. “Cavit and Fitzgerald are in engineering! They forced myself and the four other engineers to leave! Then they engaged the lockout and erected a force field preventing anyone from entering!”

		  More bad news arrived. “Rollins to Tuvok! Someone in engineering is attempting to access navigation! They’re trying to move us closer to the Maquis ship!”

		  Placing his hands on his hips Chakotay gritted his teeth as he looked down, listening to the conversation.

		  “Lock them out,” Tuvok ordered as he took a couple of steps in the direction of the doors.

		  “They’re locked out,” informed Rollins feeling slightly relieved.

		  The next instant the voice of Rollins reached near frantic levels. “They’re attempting to access the warp core… I have them locked out! Wait! They managed to override the lockout! They’re inputting a series of commands. The navigation controls… they’re trying to access them again!”

		  Chakotay’s head jerked up!

		  Tuvok started for the door. “Acknowledged. I’m on my way. Securi…”

		  Putting out a hand, Chakotay grabbed Tuvok’s arm. “No! It’s too dangerous! Cavit is planning to blow up the Explorer, moving closer to my ship in hopes the shock waves will destroy mine as well. We must hurry, I believe he had everything prearranged, there is not much time.”

		  Before the Vulcan could argue Chakotay slapped his comm. badge. “Evans!”

		  Evans replied from sickbay. “Go ahead!”

		  The Maquis leader knew what had to be done. “Cavit tampered with the warp core! Emergency evacuation of all personnel off this ship, excluding Janeway and myself, but including Tuvok and Neelix. I’ll pilot Neelix’s ship myself. Place Tom at the helm, station Harry Kim at ops. Alert everyone to be on the watch for Cavit and Fitzgerald, do whatever is necessary to avoid contact.”

		  So that Evans would hear, Chakotay left the comm. channel open. “Tuvok, take over tactical. As soon as I’m clear I’ll send you my location, lock onto us with a tractor beam. Evans, did you hear that, once the tractor beam is engaged have B’Elanna extend our shields around Neelix’s ship. Then get the hell out of here. I know we’re blind, speak with Neelix, try to avoid running into a planet. Use the sensor information from the tactical link until the last possible second.”

		  Tuvok interrupted. “Commander, take the crew. I’ll stay, try to stop Cavit.”

		  The Maquis leader shook his head. “No! It’s not worth the risk. Evans! You know what to do! Chakotay out!”

		  The words were barely out of Chakotay’s mouth when Tuvok shimmered and disappeared.

		  The Maquis commander tore out of sickbay. Once more running a race with time!
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		arely had Chakotay left sickbay when the computer sprung to life. “Warp core containment field has been damaged. Danger of a warp core breech. Warp core con…”

		  As the computer voice echoed and reechoed throughout the ship, within seconds, there were only four to hear the message. The two who had caused the damage, one who unconscious had no knowledge of her danger, and one hoping to live another day.

		  Chakotay leaped into the turbolift before the doors were half open. “Shuttle bay!”

		  The next few second seemed like a life time. Bolting through the opening doors Chakotay raced down the hallway, his previous visit now serving him well.

		  “Warp core damage, breech imminent… Warp core damage…” Chanted the computer as it chased Chakotay through the almost empty ship.

		  Faster and faster flew the Maquis leader, lungs bursting, heart pounding. Down first one corridor then another.

		  The cold metallic voice at his heels. “Breech imminent… breech imminent…”

		  Over and over as the precious seconds ticked away!

		  Precious life-giving seconds!

		  A phaser blast whizzed past his face!

		  Chakotay threw himself forward and to the side. Dropping onto one knee he twisted his body, bringing Cavit’s phaser to bear on his assailants. Cavit and Fitzgerald ducked down a junction. Realization dawned on Chakotay. The two renegade officers were heading for Neelix’s ship, hoping they could outrun the coming explosion.

		  Chakotay fired again! Cavit jerked back, the blast striking the wall only inches from his face.

		  Peppering the spot with phaser fire, Chakotay leaped down the last corridor.

		  He could hear the two officers behind him.

		  The Maquis leader whirled around! Not taking time to aim properly, Chakotay was lucky as his shot stunned Fitzgerald.

		  Cavit pulled back into a doorway. Another shot from Chakotay caught the officer in the leg.

		  Dropping to the floor Cavit fired at the running Maquis leader.

		  The shot hit the wall!

		  Hoping Cavit was out of action Chakotay did not waste valuable time looking back. Chest aching from lack of air he dashed through the entrance of the shuttle bay. Leaping up the steps to the control panel, he barely paused as he activated the shuttle bay door.

		  A force field shimmered into place. All that separated him from the blackness of space.

		  Trying to catch his breath, not knowing where Cavit was, Chakotay raced to the ship. Whispering a silent thank you, he jumped through the open doorway, slamming the door closed behind him.

		  He flew to the bridge section, heading directly for the pilot’s seat.

		  Over and over his mind echoed… just a few more minutes… just a few more minutes… Just enough time… enough time for a tractor lock… enough time to get to a safe distance… Just enough time…!

		  Unable to check on the captain, Chakotay could only hope she was well secured. Now he would find out if the Talaxian ship was well maintained. Crossing his fingers, he tapped the engine ignition switch.

		  They roared to life!

		  Seconds later he sent the ship hurling through the force field!

		  Dragging his injured leg, Cavit pulled himself through the shuttle bay door. He stood there leaning against the wall, watching his only chance slowly become a distant speck.

		  Chakotay activated the location transponder, sending his coordinates to the waiting ship only a short distance away.

		  The next step would be up to the skills of B’Elanna Torres and the Vulcan named Tuvok!
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		vans was out of sickbay before Chakotay finished issuing instructions. Racing down the corridor to the turbolift he sprung into action. “Seska! Emergency evacuation of everyone, except Chakotay and Janeway, from the Starfleet ship! Use all transporters, station security at each point to watch for Cavit and Fitzgerald! If sighted contact me immediately, and make sure nobody gets within an arms length of those two!”

		  Immediately the three transporter rooms began the evacuation of the Explorer.

		  The unexpected order caught Seska by surprise. “What’s going on? I thought Cavit and his sidekick were in the brig?”

		  Pushing the button to summon the turbolift, Evans ground his teeth together. “What’s going on?! Trouble with a capital T! They escaped! I’m on my way to the bridge. Are we still transferring data?”

		  Seska could tell from the tone of his voice something was terribly wrong. “Yes! We downloaded almost a year of log entries.”

		  Evans rolled his eyes, ‘at least something is going right.’ “Make sure we have obtained all records of current activity!”

		  Entering the lift Evans immediately pushed the control for deck one, at the same time contacting his chief engineer. “B’Elanna! What’s the status of the shields?”

		  Her reply came from deep within the bowels of the ship. “They’re up to full strength and fully operational.”

		  Evans paced the tiny floor. “Standby to extend them to maximum range, try to boost their strength!”

		  Also catching the note of urgency B’Elanna leaped down the Jefferies tube ladder to the exit hatch. “I’m on my way to engineering!”

		  No longer pacing, Evans leaned his hand against the wall. “Tom Paris, Harry Kim, report to the bridge! Transporter rooms, when Neelix arrives send him up to the bridge!”

		  The turbolift stopped. Tom and Harry stepped inside. At the next floor they stopped again, this time picking up Tuvok.

		  Tom only had to take one look at Evans to know something happened. “What’s going on? Are the Kazon attacking?”

		  Evans replied with hands clenched by his sides. “So far no, but all hell’s breaking loose!”

		  The fury in his voice left no doubt that whatever had occurred was bad. “What I would give to have a phaser pointed at Cavit!”

		  The face of Harry Kim turned white. “Has something happened to Captain Janeway and Commander Chakotay?”

		  “Not yet!” replied a tight-lipped Evans.

		  At that moment the turbolift reached its destination. When Evans rushed onto the bridge with three men in Starfleet uniforms, there were a few startled, uneasy faces.

		  Apprehension passed quickly when Evans assured them he was in charge. “Tom, take the helm! Be ready to get us out of here fast! Harry, you’re at ops!”

		  Having already received his orders, Tuvok moved in the direction of the tactical station.

		  The Maquis crewman looked uncertainly at Evans.

		  Evans nodded. “Chell, it’s okay. Go to transporter room two, lend them a hand.”

		  Seska walked over. “Evans, do you mind telling us what the hell is going on?”

		  The dark stormy look on his face left no doubt as to the fury raging inside. “Cavit and Fitzgerald tampered with the warp core, there’ll be an explosion any moment. Chakotay is attempting to bring Captain Janeway over in Neelix’s ship.”

		  Seated at the helm Tom swung his chair to looked over at Evans. “I thought those two were in the brig?”

		  The anger raging inside Evans transmitted itself to the bridge crew. Maquis and Starfleet alike. “They escaped!”

		  He turned to ops. “Harry, You know the position of the Explorer, get it on screen! Also maintain the tactical and upload link as long as possible.”

		  “Yes, Sir!” replied the young ensign, who was no longer as young as he had been. That day when a green, wet behind the ears, just out of the Academy ensign, had entered the Badlands was now a lifetime ago.

		  Evans whirled in the direction of the turbolift as Neelix and Kes walked onto the bridge. “Neelix! Is your ship in good condition? What about the integrity of your hull?”

		  The Talaxian rubbed one hand against the other. “I keep her in excellent shape. She’s an old ship, but strong. Had to be around here. Weak ships nor their crews do not last long. She’s not particularly fast, not like yours, but she is sturdy.”

		  Evans could only hope Neelix was correct. “Go to the conn. Tom has the sensor data from the Explorer, work with him. You know this sector, we will be going to warp eight for ten seconds, determine which direction will be safe so we don’t ram ourselves nose-first into a planet or space station.”

		  Neelix twisted his hands together. Being on a blind ship hurling through space was not something he was looking forward to. “Yes, Sir! I’ll do what I can.”

		  The Talaxian rushed to the conn while Kes remained by the turbolift. She had been impressed by the Explorer, but this ship took her breath away. Intrigued by the working bridge of a starship, she took a couple of steps forward. An emergency situation with each person alert and ready at their post. The atmosphere alive with tension and yet there was complete calm. Each person knowing their duties, quietly carrying out the orders of their commanders.

		  His mind at warp nine, Evans reviewed the situation and all his orders. Convinced all possible steps had been taken, he turned back to the viewscreen.

		  The minutes ticked away as all eyes stayed glued to the Starfleet ship.

		  His body tight with apprehension, Evans walked over to the railing above the conn. “Any sign of Neelix’s ship?”

		  “Negative.” Paris sat with hands lightly touching the controls. Ready to pilot the ship to safety, away from the coming explosion.

		  Full of fear and anticipation Evans walked back to the command chair. However, he remained standing, his eyes searching the empty blackness around the Explorer. Within the space of a few hours this was the second time that the life of his friend was in grave danger.

		  He turned to ops. “Harry, any sign of Kazon ships?”

		  Harry’s eyes ran over his display panel. “Yes, Sir! But no large battleships, only the smaller out of atmosphere ships. They are keeping their distance, staying close to the planet.”

		  For a moment Evans watched Harry Kim. The Starfleet ensign appeared to be right at home as he manned the station. The Maquis second-in-command wondered if Kim realized that for some time to come he would now be part of this crew. “Let’s hope they stay there, notify me immediately if they start in our direction.”

		  “Yes, Sir!” The eyes of Harry Kim never left his panel.

		  Turning back to the viewscreen Evans looked around. It was strange to have three men in Starfleet uniforms working on the bridge. Did anyone comprehend what the destruction of the Explorer would mean? He doubted it, everything was happening so fast, the full impact would hit later.

		  More precious minutes slid by.

		  Everybody holding their breaths, willing the tiny ship to appear.

		  Suddenly Evans pointed. “There! To the right and just below! Tuvok! Can you establish a tractor lock?”

		  “Affirmative. Commander Chakotay sent us his coordinates,” Tuvok replied.

		  Moments later, the screen erupted in a brilliant flash as, before them, the U.S.S. Explorer ceased to exist.

		  Evans whirled to face the tactical station. “Get those shields around us and Chakotay!”

		  “Shields up,” Tuvok confirmed as he worked his panel.

		  The Marquis-second-in-command pivoted in the direction of the conn. “Warp eight!”

		  Before they could escape the first shock wave hit!

		  Under his breath Evans cursed the treachery of two Starfleet officers. “Brace for impact!”

		  Although the primary shock was mild the ship still bucked and trembled, throwing several of the crew to the deck. Grabbing the command chair Evans managed to stay upright, though he sustained a nasty blow to his hip by the arm of the chair.

		  Then all was quiet.

		  Afraid to voice the question Evans looked at Tuvok. “Do we still have Chakotay?”

		  The Vulcan ran his hands over the panel. “Yes, Sir, the tractor lock held.”

		  Harry Kim called out from ops. “Sir! Commander Chakotay established a link, he’s sending us sensor reading from Neelix’s ship! There are several large shock waves heading our way. They’ll reach us in twenty seconds!”

		  Evans whirled back to the conn. “Tom, warp eight. Do you know what direction to go in?”

		  “Yes, Sir!” Paris replied with a confidence he was not feeling. He was at the helm of a blind ship, was there any good direction?

		  What pilot would enjoy such a situation? “Thanks to the sensor links from both the Explorer and Neelix’s ship, combined with information from Neelix… we should be safe.”

		  Evans rolled his eyes, he did not like the ‘should be’ portion of Tom’s reply. “Then get us the hell out of here!”

		  The hands of Tom Paris were flying back and forth across his panel. “Too much turbulence. Can’t achieve warp. Going to full impulse.”

		  Fighting with the conn controls, Tom battled the unseen force for control of the ship.

		  Evans moved to the railing above the conn. “Paris! Get us out of here before the bulk of that explosion hits!”

		  Another three seconds passed. Nobody moved, everybody holding their breaths. The eyes of the bridge crew glued to their panel displays showing the approaching menace. Their minds flashing back to an almost similar occurrence in the Badlands.

		  Quickly the seconds counted down as the approaching shock waves grew closer and closer. Evans watched the ever-expanding distortions marking the path of the coming destruction.

		  Then the stars turned to white streaks as the ship jumped to warp.

		  A moment later Tom’s face relaxed. “Warp eight! We’re clear of the danger zone!”

		  Evans could hardly voice the next question. “What about Chakotay?”
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		xiting the Explorer’s shuttle bay, Chakotay demanded every ounce of speed from Neelix’s ship, as he aimed in the direction of his own vessel.

		  Feeling the tug of the tractor beam he experienced momentary relief.

		  Not for long!

		  Activating the tiny viewscreen his breath caught in his throat as the huge fireball that had once been the U.S.S. Explorer filled the window. With a pounding heart, Chakotay watched the wall of fire and debris expand across the space leading to his ship. Bracing himself, the Maquis leader waited for the first shock wave.

		  As the ship leaped and danced his thoughts were on Janeway. Would she survive? In her deteriorating condition the turbulence would only do her more harm.

		  Again his surroundings twisted and turned. Then just as quickly as the bucking had started the ship quieted down. Expecting another shock wave Chakotay held his breath. He had no doubts that the next one would be much more severe. Then suddenly the pinpoints of light changed to streaks as the Maquis ship jumped to warp with Neelix’s ship in tow.

		  Leaning back the Maquis commander momentarily rested his hands on the arms of the chair. He heaved a small shaky sigh of relief. It had been close. The second close call in a short span of time. How much longer or how many more times would he be able to cheat death? He placed his head against the headrest, this was one day he never, never wanted to relive.

		  Making sure the tactical link to his ship was working Chakotay activated the sensor and scanning systems of the small vessel. They could not be compared to Alpha Quadrant technology, but they did work.

		  Seconds later the stars were once again points of light as Evans dropped out of warp. A flashing display on the console alerted Chakotay that he was being contacted. Moving his hand over to the panel he switched on the comm. link.

		  The familiar, welcoming face of Evans lit up the screen as the voice of the Maquis second-in-command filled the tiny cabin. “Chakotay! Are you okay?”

		  The Maquis leader knew his voice sounded strained and far from normal. “I’m fine. Did you evacuate everyone off the Explorer?”

		  Evans nodded. “Yes! That is all except Cavit and Fitzgerald. They prevented us from establishing a transport lock, which in a way is too bad. I would have enjoyed keeping those two in the brig for the next seventy years!”

		  Chakotay smiled. His feelings were the same, probably everyone onboard his ship felt the same.

		  Concern evident in his voice and dreading the answer, Evans asked the fearful question. “What about Captain Janeway?”

		  Chakotay rose and walked to the rear of the cabin. Looking down at the still body he placed his hand on her neck. There was a faint pulse.

		  Walking back, he sat down. “She’s still alive. Her breathing is shallow and very irregular, we don’t have much time. Disengage the tractor beam then hold position so I can board. Alert the doctor and have Tuvok meet me in the shuttle bay.”

		  Chakotay quickly adjusted his heading. He was surprised to find that although Neelix’s ship was unsightly, as far as maneuverability was concerned, he could find no fault.

		  When the shuttle bay entrance came in sight, he skillfully guided the ship to a smooth landing.
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		ot much later the holographic doctor was busy examining Janeway. Standing beside the primary bio-bed in the surgical bay he studied the information on his medical tricorder. Putting the instrument down he activated the surgical support frame. Silently the arms slid into place, forming a bridge over the captain.

		  For several long minutes he looked at the medical readouts. Upon finishing the evaluation the doctor picked up the PADD containing Janeway’s medical history. The look on his face clearly showed something was very wrong.

		  Holding the PADD in his hand he walked over to the console where Chakotay and Tuvok were waiting.

		  In a voice full of disgust the EMH waved the PADD inches from Chakotay’s face. “Who was the incompetent fool caring for this patient? This PADD contains bio-bed readouts from another ship. Readouts that were tampered with, making it appear she was closer to death than she actually was. In fact, at one point shortly after being injured this woman emerged from unconsciousness. Minutes later she was given a heavy dose of sedatives, forcing her into an unhealthy near death comatose state.”

		  Chakotay’s voice was quiet, the exact opposite to that which he was feeling. His fingers gripped the edge of the console. “Are you saying the Captain would have recovered?”

		  Placing the PADD on the console the doctor looked at Chakotay. “She certainly would have been much better than she is now. In order to render her into such a coma, they administered drugs harmful to her condition. That, combined with not allowing her to remain conscious or in a natural healing sleep, caused more damage. Her neural pathways, affecting all of her higher brain functions have been badly damaged. She’s suffering from massive cerebro-vascular collapse. We must get her to a proper medical facility.”

		  For an instant Chakotay closed his eyes. There was no describing the deep despair he was feeling. “That is impossible. We are not in the Alpha Quadrant, we are not near any Starfleet base. We are stranded in the Delta Quadrant, seventy-thousand light-years from federation space. There are no decent medical facilities anywhere near us.”

		  With disbelief the EMH looked at the Maquis leader. “What about a replacement for the doctor, I understand he was killed. I’m supposed to be activated only for short periods.”

		  This time Tuvok responded. “That is also impossible. It would appear that you will be the only source of medical help onboard this ship for the foreseeable future.”

		  For a moment the hologram stared at both men. “Well… perhaps it will be for the best. I am programmed with a much wider range of knowledge than any one doctor. With the patients you send me, no human doctor would be able to cure them.”

		  Annoyance was beginning to seep into every pore of Chakotay’s weary body. Running his hand slowly through his hair, he managed to prevent himself from making any comment.

		  Tuvok voiced the fearful question. “Can you repair the damage?”

		  The EMH replied as he walked over to a set of shelves. “I can try.”

		  With evident distain the doctor picked up one of the instruments. “Whoever did this did a good job; however, not in the women’s best interests. Even with my extraordinary skills the possibilities are not good. If she does regain consciousness, which at this stage is doubtful, there is the possibility of permanent brain damage.”

		  Chakotay looked over at Janeway, his anguish almost overpowering him. “Save her life doctor. If the conditions so warrant we will care for her.”

		  Turning away the EMH returned to his patient. “Now, leave me alone, let me do my work! See if I can perform some miracle.”
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		eaving sickbay Chakotay and Tuvok walked down the hallway to the turbolift.

		  The Maquis leader made no attempt to hide the bitterness he was feeling. “Tuvok, for the first time I see the benefit of the non-emotional Vulcan state. Cavit and Fitzgerald were so filled with hatred, they were ready to kill the captain, just to enact their revenge on me. They might still succeed!”

		  “Humans can be surprisingly resilient. Captain Janeway is proving that. I did not expect her to survive the trip over here,” responded Tuvok.

		  Chakotay turned his head. “Do I hear a trace of hope in your voice?”

		  Tuvok raised his eyebrow. “Vulcans do not have emotions such as hope. I have served with Captain Janeway for over seven years. I respect her as an excellent officer and captain. She has also become a friend, a person to be trusted. It would be different without her.”

		  The Maquis leader grinned. “I see!”

		  He was beginning to understand that controlled emotion did not mean no emotion.

		  Turning a corner they almost collided with a young woman.

		  “Oh! I’m sorry, Sir!” gasped the flustered Starfleet lieutenant. This was her first encounter with the Maquis leader. Seeing him suddenly right in front of her was unnerving.

		  She held up a small case. “I was working on a conduit down the hall with Harry Kim. He asked me to take this to B’Elanna Torres and Lieutenant Joe Carey in engineering. Harry went to work on the replicator in the mess hall. It didn’t know the difference between soup and flowers. How… how’s the captain? Is there any news?”

		  For a moment Chakotay himself was disconcerted. On his ship he was not accustomed to running into strangers dressed in Starfleet uniforms. And who was this Joe Carey? “Captain Janeway is holding her own. The doctor is doing everything possible to save her. I’ll make an announcement as soon as I have some news.”

		  The full impact of the day’s events hit home! He suddenly realized he was looking at a new member of his crew. One who must be confused and disoriented, not to mention uneasy onboard her new ship. A ship stranded seventy-thousand-light-years from her home, under the command of a captain who had been her enemy.

		  Chakotay made sure his voice sounded as amicable as possible. “Lieutenant, what’s your name?”

		  “Nicoletti, Sir. Susan Nicoletti!”

		  The Maquis leader managed a small smile for his new member of the crew. “Welcome aboard Susan Nicoletti. Tuvok, Evans, and myself will meet with everyone later on, officially help you settle in, try to answer the questions you and the others must have.”

		  Not to mention he needed to become acquainted with those that were new. He stood aside. “Go ahead Lieutenant, I’m sure they’re waiting.”

		  “Thank you, Sir!” Susan Nicoletti hurried on her way.

		  Entering the turbolift Chakotay leaned against the wall. “Deck One! Tuvok, where are the rest of your crew?”

		  Tuvok maintained his usual Vulcan visage. “I believe Seska took them to the mess hall until accommodations can be arranged. However, it would appear some, such as Lieutenants Nicoletti and Carey, are helping with repairs. Therefore, Mr. Chakotay, I can not give you a precise answer.”

		  Chakotay laughed. He was beginning to understand Vulcans did have a sense of humor.

		  When the doors of the turbolift opened, Chakotay walked onto the bridge. Something he had expected never to do again, it felt like years since he left. Quickly, he walked down to the command section. “Report!”

		  With a welcome back smile, Evans rose from the command chair. “Thanks to Neelix, we do have a general idea where we are. But it’s very general. He went down to his ship to look at star charts, I was on my way down to join him. I have one of our shuttles orbiting the ship with a tactical link scanning for signs of the Kazon, or anyone else. Our shields held, the explosion caused little damage. B’Elanna expects to have minimal sensors and scanners in about four hours. How’s Janeway?”

		  Chakotay clutched his hands into fists. “Not good. Evidently Fitzgerald gave her drugs to keep her in a coma. They were planning to murder her!”

		  Evans made no reply. The actions of Cavit and Fitzgerald were as incomprehensible and horrifying to him as they were to Chakotay.

		  His anger under control the Maquis leader continued. “The EMH is doing everything possible, we can only wait. Evans, go with Tuvok, attend to the Starfleet crew.”

		  Chakotay added sadly. “There’s no shortage of quarters.”

		  Then he grinned. “However, you might have to track them down!”

		  Having heard Chakotay’s comment Seska walked over. “What do you mean, ‘We might have to track them down?’ They’re in the mess hall.”

		  Amused, Chakotay looked at Seska. “Are you sure? Tuvok and I ran into Susan Nicoletti near sickbay. She had been repairing a conduit and was on her way to engineering where someone named Joe Carey was waiting.”

		  At a loss for words, surprise showed on Seska’s face as she looked at her commander.

		  Evans turned to Tuvok. “A good crew doesn’t need to wait for orders. They know what has to be done and they do it. Come on, Mr. Tuvok, let’s track your crew down and get them settled.”

		  Then Evans turned and grinned at Chakotay. “I think this captain would like to know who his new crew members are.”

		  Chakotay gave his head a small shake. Today had been both unusual and weird. Even for the Maquis. “Afterwards, I want to meet with both of you. I’ll be in my ready room.”
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		alking over to the replicator Chakotay leaned against the wall. “Computer, hot black coffee.”

		  Going over to his desk he slumped in his chair. The effects of no sleep, the search for Kim and Torres, the destruction of the Array, the Kazon, Janeway’s ship, Cavit and Fitzgerald, not to mention the condition of Janeway herself, all in so short a span of time caught up.

		  Placing his elbows on the desk he held his head in his hands. How, he asked himself, how could one day bring so much strain and horror, completely drained of energy his body had no strength to move?

		  He felt responsible for Kathryn Janeway. In a way Cavit had been right, his escape from prison had been the catalyst. If the captain died or never fully recovered, would he ever be able to stop blaming himself? He knew the answer was no!

		  Cavit had failed to destroy Chakotay’s body, but he may have destroyed the Maquis leader’s spirit.

		  Shifting in his seat Chakotay forced his hand to the monitor. The screen sprung to life with the image of the Maquis leader’s ship. The image the Maquis had adopted as their symbol.

		  Just then the buzzer sounded. Knowing it was too soon for Tuvok and Evans he uttered a long tired groan. The last thing he wanted was to talk with anyone. “Enter!”

		  With Kes in tow Neelix walked through the door. “We’re glad you made it. Kes and I ran into Evans and Tuvok, they told us the captain is still alive. I’ll meet with Evans shortly, show him my star charts. I was able to establish that we are on the fringe of the Nistrim area near the border of the Relora territory. Both are Kazon sects at war with each other.”

		  With Kes standing beside him, Neelix perched on the edge of one of the chairs. “Evans asked to borrow my ship until your sensor systems are repaired. He’ll set up a tactical link, the same as with the Explorer. It will be better than using a shuttle.”

		  The fact that Evans, and not himself, had thought of using Neelix’s ship brought home to the Maquis leader just how exhausted he really was. “Neelix, thank you. We appreciate your help.”

		  Chakotay leaned back in his seat. “Yes, Captain Janeway survived the rough trip here; however, the doctor’s prognosis is very guarded.”

		  Clasping her hands in front Kes spoke with deep sincerity. “It will be a great loss if she does not recover. The captain is a kind, caring person, you both are. I have confidence she will pull through.”

		  Chakotay was touched. Her deeply honest feelings a ray of light in the blackness of this day. “Thank you, time will tell.”

		  Neelix shifted uneasily. “May I ask what your plans are?”

		  Resting his right arm on the desk Chakotay rubbed his fingers together. “We’re going to set a course for the Alpha Quadrant.”

		  He paused, then after a moment of reflection he shrugged his shoulders. “How long it will take… If we can find new technology and perhaps more advanced cultures willing to help. If not… perhaps sixty-five to seventy years.”

		  Neelix nervously twisted his hands together. “Commander, we would like to come with you.”

		  In astonishment Chakotay leaned forward. Placing his other arm on the desk he studied Kes and Neelix. “Why? This region of space is your home. You would be leaving here probably never to return.”

		  Kes tried to put her feelings into words. “Since meeting you and Neelix, I have seen and experienced things I never dreamed of. Leaving here does not scare me. I will be leaving nothing behind; however, I will have more than I can imagine with you.”

		  For the first time Neelix spoke of his own people, the sad note in his voice clearly heard by the other two. “Commander, very few Talaxians remain, and we are widely scattered. No longer do any of us have a home, we are all wanderers living as best we can. Due to the Kazon, Kes and I have to leave this sector. I… we have no home, no place to return to, but you do. We would like to help you, help you return to that world of yours. You have no knowledge of this area of space. I do, I can be of help.”

		  Kes placed her hand on the back of Neelix’s chair. “Commander, neither of us are leaving a family behind or a place we want to return to. Those onboard this ship have both. Allow us to help, to join you. Perhaps by doing so we will also find a home and people where we belong.”

		  The earnest, hopeful faces decided Chakotay, he spread his hands in a silent acceptance. “Neelix, Kes, welcome aboard. If you’re sure, which you appear to be. Yes, Neelix, we can certainly use your help. Without you and Kes, we would never have accomplished as much as we did.”

		  Chakotay placed his hands around his cup still sitting untouched on his desk. “Once the sensors are repaired I will be returning to the Ocampa for a day or two. Since we spoke to the Caretaker, I want to meet with Daggin and the Elders before leaving. Everything is new to you, I suggest you use this time to explore the ship, look at some of our history, find out who we are. Get to know us. Learn about the Federation, Starfleet, and the Maquis. This will give you the opportunity to change your mind, should you wish to do so.”

		  Kes smiled. “We won’t. Both of us already know all that is necessary. Your actions, both yourself and Captain Janeway, and the two crews have spoken better than any words could do. Thank you, Commander, I’m grateful for the help you are giving to my people.”

		  Standing up Neelix touched Kes lightly on the arm. “Come, let’s leave the commander alone. I’m sure he has lots to do.”

		  Chakotay smiled. “That Neelix is an understatement. Goodnight, I’ll speak with both of you, tomorrow.”

		  Kes looked gently at the Maquis leader. “If I’m not mistaken, Commander, it turned tomorrow about an hour ago. Goodnight.”

		  Dazed by Kes’ words Chakotay watched the pair leave, he then turned back to the monitor. “Computer, show personnel records. Download from the U.S.S. Explorer.”

		  Immediately the pertinent information appeared on the screen. Tapping a few buttons Chakotay spoke softly to himself. “All right Kathryn Janeway, until now I have not looked at your personal profile. You know all about me, time I found out about you.”

		  For several minutes he scrolled through the information. Then coming to one section he read it a second time.

		  “Damn!”

		  Two hours later Chakotay was still in his ready room, his desk covered with PADDs from each department. Hardly able to hold his head up, he forced his hand in the direction of another report. On the left hand side were repairs completed. On his right were repairs still ongoing. The right hand side contained the largest number.

									The buzzer sounded.

									His mouth managed to form the necessary word. “Enter!”

									Tuvok and Evans walked in.

									With them came bad news. “B’Elanna reports additional problems with the sensor system. Evidently that rough ride knocked out a few more circuits. She estimates it will be several more hours.”

									Chakotay was too exhausted to even shake his head. “I understand you arranged with Neelix for use of his ship, keep the shifts as short as possible. It’s been a long day. Everybody, including you two, require sleep.”

									Tossing a PADD onto the desk he leaned back.

									Worried, Evans looked down at his commander. It had been a rough day for everyone, but more so for his friend. “Not to mention yourself.”

									Using two fingers from one hand Chakotay rubbed his eyes. “Soon.”

									The Maquis leader was unable to keep the exhaustion out of his voice. “Tomorrow, sorry, later today, I want both of you to start assigning our new crew to their various stations. Tuvok, I think it will be easier for them to blend in if they remove their uniforms, but allow them to retain their comm. badges. This will allow a sense of unity, but at the same time not rob them of their identity.”

									Standing in front of the desk Tuvok looked down at his new captain. “Commander, while I was a member of the Maquis there were rumors of uniforms, along with a more detailed and permanent ranking system.”

									Chakotay rubbed his palm along the arm of his chair. “Yes, I had planned to start implementation with all the Maquis within a couple of months. Evans, myself, and Ro were working on the final details. Obviously that is now out of the question, though this is something we certainly should be considering for here. What are your opinions?”

									Due to the events on the Explorer, Tuvok’s respect for Chakotay had greatly increased. Being asked for his opinion on such an important matter increased that respect further. “I have always found the formality of ranks and uniforms help to maintain discipline. Each person becomes an established member of the crew knowing exactly what is expected of them, and with set rules and regulations to follow.”

									Standing beside the Vulcan Evans nodded his head. “I agree with Tuvok. I noticed when you started the basic ranking system, the crew’s performance improved. There were fewer disagreements. This would be a good time, with the merging of the two crews. The Starfleet crew are accustomed to a more detailed system than we are using, this could be a problem and cause confusion. We need to start everyone off on equal footing.”

									For several moments Chakotay mulled over the advice. “I think both of you are right, it will give more formality and a firm base for everyone. Okay! I want to begin immediately. Evans, with the Starfleet personnel retain whatever rank each person now holds. I don’t want anyone demoted, if necessary be creative. You and I have already discussed our crew, but go over all personnel files with Tuvok, try to eliminate as much friction as possible. Once you have the logistics worked out, start handing out uniforms.”

									For a moment Chakotay stared down at his desk, lightly drumming the fingers of one hand on the surface. “For the comm. badges, instead of either Starfleet or Maquis, we’ll use a combination. After B’Elanna finishes with the sensors speak with her. I want the Maquis badge reduced in size so it can be placed on the center of the Starfleet one. This crew must forget about the Alpha Quadrant conflict, but they should still take pride in who they are. This ship is no longer Starfleet or Maquis. It is now Maquis-Starfleet, a special group of people with combined skills, abilities, and training. Everyone must be aware of this uniqueness and be proud of who they are. No one… must be ashamed or afraid to speak about which crew they originally served with.”

									Evans was pleased. “Good idea. Since this is new to everyone it should help to make the transition smoother. Are you going to continue using small gold bars with black pips for rank?”

									Chakotay nodded. “Yes! Along with dark blue pants and shirt. Color and sleeve cuff of different color designating department, also the belt. We’ll use the same ranking system and department color that Starfleet is using. I don’t want to change everything, we still need something everyone is accustomed to. That is unless Tuvok has another suggestion?”

									“No Commander, your suggestions are sensible and acceptable,” Tuvok replied.

									Evans nodded and smiled. “I think you have made a wise choice. Some new, some a combination of Starfleet and Maquis. The acceptance should be much easier, no preference to either one.”

									Turning off the monitor Chakotay forced his legs to stand up. “Very good, at least that’s settled, shall we call it a night. Evans, have you arranged rotating shifts so that everyone will have at least five hours of sleep and some food?”

									Evans glanced over at Tuvok. “Everything is set. Tuvok’s crew was more than willing to lend a hand. In fact, you were right about having to locate most of them. Only four, who are still recovering from injuries, were in the mess hall. The others pitched in without waiting for orders. Going to various departments, offering their help to whoever was in charge.”

									His eyes revealing the depth of his emotions, Chakotay looked over at Tuvok. “Captain Janeway has a crew to be proud of. I only hope that I will have the opportunity of telling her.”
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		y 0800 hours the following morning, Chakotay was one again hard at work in his ready room. Not only had the pile of PADDs not diminished, it had grown.

		  The few hours of restless sleep did nothing to eliminate his exhaustion. Every time he had closed his eyes the nightmare of the previous day haunted his subconscious. He wondered if Cavit’s face would be erased from his memory.

		  On the way to his quarters he had stopped by sickbay, seeing Janeway lying there so close to death helped to keep the memory of Cavit fresh. He had stopped again this morning. The doctor had done all that he could, it was now up to Kathryn Janeway herself.

		  A second cup of coffee stood before him as he studied the computer monitor. When the buzzer sounded he looked up. “Enter!”

		  B’Elanna Torres walked in. Her haggard face and red eyes attested to a long night. “The sensor and scanning systems are back online. Thanks to those spare parts from the Explorer. It was a good thing Harry and I obtained those pieces before Cavit destroyed the ship.”

		  As relief spread across Chakotay’s face, the dark indentations under his eyes faded slightly. “Thank goodness! I’ve been worried about another Kazon attack. We were sitting ducks, Neelix’s ship cannot be compared to the Explorer, scanning range was about half the distance.”

		  Moving closer to the desk, Torres collapsed into one of the chairs. “That Starfleet ensign, Harry Kim, is far from stupid. He’ll be an asset to this crew.”

		  Chakotay grinned. “Coming from you he must be good.”

		  Looking at her commander, she let that one pass. “Also that engineer, Joe Carey. I was able to leave him in charge while I worked on the sensors.”

		  Thinking of Janeway, Chakotay’s mood sobered. “Captain Janeway has an exceptional crew.”

		  “Good captain, good crew. Harry was asking if there’s any news concerning Captain Janeway?” B’Elanna Torres tried to hide the fact that it was not only Harry Kim who was concerned.”

		  He shook his head. “I’m afraid not, her condition is stable, but it’s a wait and see situation. I’ll let you and Harry know as soon as there is a change. The two of you put in an all-nighter, get some rest. I’ll see you later.”

		  Slowly she stood up. Every bone in her body ached from spending so many hours in cramped spaces. “Thanks, we can use it. Not only Harry and myself but also Tom, he was with us the whole night. And… this Joe Carey remained in engineering the whole night. Without their help we would still be at it.”

		  She started to turn away then changed her mind. “Oh! Evans explained about the comm. badge. No problem! I’ve already left a description of the modifications with engineering. They should have a working model later today.”

		  Chakotay looked at her. “Thanks… but get some rest.”

		  B’Elanna nodded then slowly left, hoping she would make it to her quarters.

		  Chakotay contacted the bridge. “Evans, bring Neelix’s ship into the shuttle bay and set a course for the Ocampa home world. Afterwards report to my ready room with Tuvok.”

		  A few minutes later both men entered. Walking over to the desk Evans sat down while Tuvok remained standing. It dawned on Chakotay he had never seen the Vulcan sit when in the ready room. He would ask Janeway about this… hopefully he would have the opportunity!”

		  Sitting sideways so he could see both Chakotay and Tuvok, Evans placed one arm on the desk. “Course laid in, we’ll be back in orbit in three minutes. Any news from the doctor?”

		  The lines on Chakotay’s tired face deepened. “So far there’s no change from last night. She is stable, but in a deep coma. The next few hours are critical, the doctor warned that if she doesn’t regain consciousness in the next twelve to twenty-four hours… the chances are she never will.”

		  Chakotay picked up his coffee. “What is the mood like between the two crews?”

		  Evans ran a hand along his leg. “Considering the situation… not bad. Everything happened so fast the full effects have yet to be felt. For the most part they’re waiting to see what’s going to happen now. Many of the Starfleet crew appear to be a little anxious, and fearful. They know you only by reputation, very few even know what you look like.”

		  He grinned at his commander. “Your reputation from the Starfleet point of view is not good. Though after yesterday most are curious, you didn’t respond to the situation as your reputation suggested you should have.”

		  Slightly embarrassed Chakotay pulled the lobe of his ear. “Well… when we ran into Susan Nicoletti she looked scared to death.”

		  Chakotay laughed. “I know after what I had been through I didn’t look my best, but I didn’t think it was that bad.”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow while Evans bestowed upon Chakotay a wide grin.

		  Chakotay leaned back in his seat. “That aside, a new ship, new crewmates, new commander can always be a bit unsettling. Especially when the new ship belongs to the opposite side.”

		  Leaning forward Evans handed Chakotay a PADD. “Tuvok and I have finished finalizing the ranks and stations. We were just about to start informing the crew. However… it might be a day or two before the replicators are able to produce the new uniforms. Most of our former crew remains the same. With only minor changes we were able to find suitable positions for the Starfleet people.”

		  His eyes reflected his grief at the heavy loss they had suffered. “For the most part we just filled the vacant positions.”

		  Mention of the terrible loss of life added to Chakotay’s fatigue. “Both crews lost good people. Later today we’ll discuss holding a memorial service. We need to give everyone a sense of closure and a chance to honor those who died.”

		  Evans nodded. “Tuvok and I were thinking the same thing. Perhaps just after we head for home.”

		  Holding his cup between his hands Chakotay rested both arms on the desk. “Good idea. In a couple of days I’ll point this ship in the direction of the Alpha Quadrant. In the meantime I want to spend some time with the Ocampa. Make sure they received the information and know what to do with it.”

		  Chakotay tapped one finger against the cup. “Tuvok, to your knowledge, among the Starfleet crew, is there anyone who might have strong feelings against the Maquis? Strong enough to cause a problem.”

		  Tuvok thought for a moment. “Not to my knowledge. Until recently our assignments were always research missions. I did hear comments regarding the Maquis, but nothing to indicate extreme hostile feelings. However, humans when grief stricken will hit out at the nearest object. Should Captain Janeway die their reaction cannot be foretold. Though illogical there could be crew members who would blame the Maquis. I have discovered that among humans emotions can be hidden only to erupt at the worst possible time.”

		  Chakotay was unable to keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Needless to say, I have had an unforgettable lesson concerning intense hatred. At least for now things are quiet. Let’s hope they remain so.”

		  Leaning back Chakotay placed his head against the back of his chair. He looked up at the Vulcan. “Tuvok, I want you as my security and tactical chief. Your duties will be the same as when you served on my crew before and with Captain Janeway. However, there is one slight change… your rank will now be commander. Both Evans and myself will be depending very heavily on you.”

		  “Thank you, Sir. I appreciate your confidence.” Tuvok responded, satisfied with the position and promotion.

		  Chakotay replied with deep feelings. “You earned it! There are few people I would trust with my life. You are one of them!”

		  He turned his attention back to his second-in-command. “Evans, did you receive my communique concerning Tuvok’s conduct yesterday?”

		  Evans placed both hands on his knees. “Yes! I must admit some of it came as a surprise. I’m making sure everyone understands that Tuvok did not support any of Cavit’s actions. That he wanted to intervene, but did not in accordance with your request, until he had enough to remove Cavit from duty.”

		  Standing up Evans turned to Tuvok. “Thank you for attempting to help, for standing by us. I’m glad Chakotay told us the whole story. Especially after that trap at Syzygie the crew believed you could not be trusted and were in league with Cavit. You proved them wrong. Without knowing the truth they would have held deep animosity against you. It would have led to major problems.”

		  Tuvok looked at Evans and his new commander. “I followed the logical course of action as dictated by the circumstances. As did Mr. Chakotay.”

		  Chakotay stared down at the desk. “Evans, keep an eye on Javis, I don’t want a murder on my hands. To be honest, we have no way of predicting how either of the two crews will interact. I’m going to count on both of you to keep a close watch on everybody. The smallest thing, a word indicating hard feelings, a look behind somebody’s back, I want to know right away so we can deal with it before trouble develops.”

		  Placing his hands on his hips Evans looked down at his worried commander. “Anxiety for the captain, being stranded, depending on each other to reach home, is helping to unite everyone. Not to mention risking your life to save Janeway. As far as Javis is concerned, he might be the last one we have to worry about. I saw him having coffee with Andrews this morning. That stunt which Janeway pulled gave him something to think about.”

		  A look of surprise crossed Chakotay’s face. “That’s a relief, Javis was my main source of concern.”

		  He shook his head as a small, sad smile flickered on his face. “Yes, you should have seen Janeway with Javis and the other two. When she pointed out Javis had not saved her life, but instead had decked a Starfleet captain, the look of shock was priceless. That is something I’ll never forget.”

		  Tuvok looked from one to the other. “Captain Janeway’s approach to things can be at times, shall we say, unusual. She has proven to be extremely unpredictable.”

		  Chakotay laughed. “That is for sure. Now… what about repairs?”

		  With a sigh Evans shook his head. “They’re coming along slowly. It would help if there was a supply base nearby.”

		  Chakotay fingered one of the PADDs littering his desk. “Speak to Neelix, he and Kes will be remaining with us. He would know the location of any nearby supply station. I ran into Kes down in sickbay, evidently she is able to cope with the doctor and has offered to be his assistant.”

		  He shrugged his shoulders. “As far as Neelix is concerned, other than a guide I don’t know what else he can do.”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “He can be a source of irritation.”

		  Evans laughed. “He means well. I think he has already found something to occupy himself with. This morning he was in the mess hall cooking breakfast for the crew. He turned your private dining area into a kitchen. From what I saw everybody was happy. Especially as the replicators are still not completely functional.”

		  In disbelief Chakotay looked at Evans, then he gave a small laugh. “Very good. Let him stay there I never use that dining area, finally it’s being put to good use. I don’t know what he’ll find to cook, but it can’t be worst than the replicated food of last night.”

		  Tuvok took a step closer to the desk. “Sir, until now you were known as the Maquis leader or Maquis commander, being addressed as Commander Chakotay or Maquis Commander Chakotay. That situation has slightly changed, the title of Captain would be more accurate under these circumstances.”

		  Chakotay thought for a moment. “That, Tuvok, is an excellent point. Even though this is a Maquis ship, I am no longer the leader or commander of the larger Maquis army, but I am the captain of this ship. Therefore, I think Captain Chakotay would be logical.”

		  Evans smiled at the use of Chakotay’s terminology. Neither did it go unnoticed by Tuvok who raised both eyebrows.

		  At that moment a voice came over the comm. system. “Doctor to Chakotay, you better come down to sickbay!”

	
		

	PUBLISHED FREE BY JULIA AND TANIA ONLINE

	
		CHAPTER 78

		H

		is stomach turning to knots Chakotay leaped to his feet. Dreading the reason behind the summons he looked fearfully at Evans and Tuvok. “I’m on my way. Has there been a change in Captain Janeway?”

		  Ignorant of the alarm he had caused, the doctor replied in an easy complacent manner. “The captain is regaining consciousness.”

		  Though relief made his legs weak, Chakotay rushed to the door. “Tuvok with me, Evans you have the bridge.”

		  Evans leaned against the desk, staring down at the deck. Looking up he closed his eyes and took a deep breath, clearing the lump in his throat. Finally getting his emotions under control he left the ready room for the bridge.

		  Meanwhile in the turbolift Chakotay turned to the Vulcan. “I don’t know how Janeway phased her orders, so that you would not tell the truth, but it’s important you do so now.”

		  “Captain!” With raised eyebrow Tuvok stared at Chakotay.

		  Resting his hands on his hips, Chakotay stared down at the floor. “I want to withhold some of the facts until her health improves. The whole sequence of events will come as a terrible shock. Let her think the Explorer was destroyed during the Kazon attack. Tell her we managed to rescue the crew, except Cavit and Fitzgerald. In a few days, when Captain Janeway is stronger, I will personally tell her the whole story. Are you able to do that?”

		  Tuvok looked at the wall behind Chakotay’s head. “Yes, Captain, I will be able to carry out your order.”

		  Chakotay could swear he saw a trace of a smile on the Vulcan’s face.

		  Exiting the turbolift Tuvok acknowledged Chakotay’s concern. “It is logical to be careful. Humans are a complex combination or resilience and fragility.”

		  Chakotay ran his hand through his hair. “Well… I wouldn’t call Janeway fragile. However… she has been through a rough time physically, accepting the loss of her ship will be hard. I don’t want to hinder her recovery by forcing too much upon her at one time.”

		  Entering sickbay they found the captain just waking up. “Where… where am I?”

		  Standing beside the bed the doctor replied to the question. “You are on the Maquis ship under the command of Chakotay. He’ll be here momentarily. I might add you are fortunate to be here, without my know-how you would not be alive.”

		  Chakotay and Tuvok quickly moved to stand each on one side of the bed.

		  The Maquis captain interrupted the doctor before he said too much. “Captain, I’m right here. It’s good to have you back with us. You had all of us scared.”

		  Overjoyed to see Janeway awake, without realizing what he was doing Chakotay placed his hand on her arm.”

		  Confused and disoriented Janeway forced her eyes to focus. Slowly she recognized his face by the now familiar tattoo on his left forehead. “Chakotay, how… how did I get here? Why am I here?”

		  Her white face in sharp contrast to the black padding under her head.

		  Chakotay quietly explained, his heart racing at once again being able to talk to his former enemy. “You were badly injured during the Kazon attack.”

		  He held his breath, knowing what question would follow.”

		  Her mind brought her back to the accident. When she spoke her voice was weak, barely audible. “I… I remember. The… console. The ship? What about the ship?”

		  Chakotay could only hope the bad news would not cause any complications. “I’m sorry, Captain, your ship was destroyed.”

		  It required several seconds for Janeway to accept what Chakotay had said. For a captain only one thing could be more dreadful. She was barely able to voice that fearful question. “The… the crew… what happened… to… them?”

		  Tuvok reassured her. “Captain, the crew is safe onboard this ship.”

		  Slowly, with great effort she turned her head in the direction of the well-known voice. “Everyone?”

		  “No, Captain. Mr. Cavit and Dr. Fitzgerald were still onboard when the ship exploded.”

		  Drifting off to sleep Janeway’s exhausted eyes began closing. She murmured the one sentence she would always regret. “They were fine officers.”

		  Neither Tuvok or Chakotay responded.

		  Waving his medical wand the doctor interrupted. “All right, enough! She requires rest. Lots of it!”

		  Moving out of the surgical bay they went into a small office. Apprehensive of the answer Chakotay voiced the main thought on his mind. “Will she be all right? Can you tell if there is any permanent damage?”

		  The doctor studied the information on his tricorder. “Physically, everything appears to be healing. Mentally… that is another question. At the moment, I cannot give you an answer.”

		  Closing the instrument the doctor placed it on the desk. “Allow things to progress naturally, don’t push. Her questions and actions will be the key. She is a captain, if there is no lasting trauma she will begin to ask questions, show signs of interest, want to know about and become involved with her crew. Other than that, right now I can’t say more. Sometimes the patient themselves must provide the healing. Everything that has happened to her in the past, combined with today, and concern for the future will all play a role in her recovery.”

		  The past! After reading Janeway’s profile Chakotay knew this could be the most important of the three. “Thank you, Doctor, for saving her life, if the worst does happen she will be well cared for onboard this ship. Keep me posted.”

		  Chakotay started to turn away then stopped. “Doctor, one more thing. For the time being we are withholding certain facts. Don’t mention about Fitzgerald sedating her or the exact circumstances surrounding the destruction of her ship.”

		  With his head at a slight angle the EMH regarded Chakotay. “Captain, I understand the events of yesterday were far from normal, and I agree that knowing all the details right now could cause a setback. I’ll just say I have no information, referring her to you. However, she will have to be told, withholding the truth can also cause problems.”

		  Chakotay ran his hand along the top of the doctor’s monitor. “I understand. I just want to give her a day or two. Time to recover, time to adjust to the loss of her ship. I’ll tell her when you feel the captain is strong enough.”

		  The doctor sat down at his desk. “The exact time might be difficult to tell. I expect her physical strength will return quickly. Beyond that… time will tell.”

		  Starting to turn away Chakotay was stopped by the doctor. “Oh, Captain, there is one good thing. Captain Janeway asked immediately about the crew. I would consider that a good sign.”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Thanks, Doctor. I’ll stop by later.”

		  Leaving sickbay Chakotay and Tuvok walked back to the turbolift.

		  Deep in troubled thought Chakotay did not speak until they were in the turbolift. “After what Captain Janeway has been through, anyone else, it would have killed them. Tuvok, you’ve known her for several years, in your opinion, how do you think she’ll react to the events with Cavit and Fitzgerald?”

		  “Are you referring to their attempted torture and execution of you, or to their deaths?” Tuvok inquired.

		  Chakotay looked at the Vulcan. “Both!”

		  Tuvok turned to face Chakotay. “Captain Janeway would never condone or order an execution. She will find their actions, especially their attempt to torture you, shocking and unforgivable. As for their deaths… the captain has always taken things personally, especially the loss of a crew member; however, the circumstances surrounding the deaths of Cavit and Fitzgerald were not under normal circumstances. She feels strongly that death can never be justified, the same as you do. Even that of an enemy.”

		  Chakotay remained silent. It was his order that had led to the loss of the ship and the death of two officers. “Do you think she will find it hard accepting that her crew is now part of mine?”

		  Tuvok thought for a moment. “Perhaps you should hide all the oil.”

		  It took a moment for Chakotay to remember what Tuvok was talking about. He looked at the Vulcan. Was he serious?

		  After a few seconds Tuvok continued. “Knowing Captain Janeway the loss of the Explorer will be hard. When she became captain, a little over seven years ago, her first command was that of the newly commissioned Explorer. I have found that human captains form a deep attachment to their ships, therefore the loss will be difficult to accept. She will be extremely grateful that her crew is alive; however, her reaction to becoming part of the Maquis… this is something I cannot foretell. It was not by choice. You are aware of her feelings concerning the Maquis.”

		  Chakotay’s face was grim as he replied. “Yes, Tuvok, I am!”
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		ive days later Chakotay sat staring at the daily stack of PADDs sitting on his desk. Over the last couple of days he had spend countless hours reviewing PADD after PADD. Despite this, the work orders, repair reports, and crew evaluations never decreased.

		  However, at the moment, it was not the PADDs holding his attention. “Evans, report to my ready room!”

		  A moment later the door opened. Walking over to a chair in front of the desk Evans sat down, leaning back he rested his hands on the arm rests. “Something wrong? You look worried.”

		  Chakotay waved his hand at the pile before him. “Besides all this?”

		  He rubbed the palm of his hand along the edge of the desk. “I’m worried about Janeway. The doctor has given her a clean bill of health; however, the old fire is not there. Since transferring out of sickbay three days ago, she barely leaves her quarters, going only for short walks or to the mess hall, never remaining long. She has shown no desire to visit the rest of the ship, turning down invitations to come to the bridge.”

		  The face of Chakotay’s second-in-command grew somber, reflecting the concern he shared with his commander. “I know what you mean. In the few conversations I’ve had with her, Janeway has stuck to very general topics. Is the crew all right, or how are the repairs coming? She is not pressing for information, not showing an interest in anything. I know it’s hard to accept, the doctor did warn this might happen. Mentally… it is possible she’ll never completely recover… perhaps… in time. As for coming up to the bridge, it might be too painful, a reminder of what she has lost.”

		  Chakotay stared at the dark computer screen. “Evans, since you are second-in-command and due to the situation I feel you should be aware of something. What I’m going to tell you is known to only four onboard this ship… Captain Janeway, myself, Tuvok, and now you… Kathryn Janeway is the daughter of Admiral Edward Janeway.”

		  Evans stared with open-mouth at his friend. “THE Admiral Edward Janeway?”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Yes!”

		  Running his hand through his hair Evans just shook his head. “Chakotay, do you get yourself into trouble naturally or do you work at it?”

		  The Maquis captain shrugged. “Naturally… I think.”

		  Once again placing his palms on the arms of the chair Evans looked at Chakotay. “Well… when we return to the Alpha Quadrant I hope the Admiral thanks you for saving his daughter’s life, before putting you before a firing squad. You said Tuvok knows, what about Cavit or Fitzgerald?”

		  Chakotay shook his head. “No. Her file was set up so that even the doctor did not know, though they probably realized there was a connection. Tuvok has know for a long time.”

		  Again Evans shook his head. “Well… that explains a lot. I assumed there was a connection but thought it was distant, I never dreamed it was father-daughter. I don’t know much about Admiral Janeway, only what you told me, but it would appear the two are very much alike. Strong willed, compassionate, and extremely competent leaders.”

		  With this latest piece of news sinking in, Evans began to realize the gravity of the news. “Oh boy!… Being who she is this will be extremely difficult on her. Helping us due to the situation is one thing, joining or living with us is a totally different matter. Damn it Chakotay… how long have you known? How did you find out?”

		  Leaning back Chakotay played with a PADD on the desk. “Only since the day after we arrived here. Being her name was Janeway, and I wanted to contact the Admiral, during one of our meetings I asked her. It was a shock, like you I never expected it to be that close. She also told me her mother and older brother died in an accident when she was about one year old.”

		  Evans now understood why Chakotay was worried. “This could all be affecting her mental condition, making acceptance of the situation harder.”

		  Chakotay looked at his friend. “Exactly, but that is not all. The doctor mentioned her past could play a big part in her recovery. The night of the explosion, after leaving sickbay, I went into her personnel profile. In her early twenties her fiance, a test pilot, was killed during the testing of a new spacecraft. And… slightly less than two years ago she was divorced after a three year marriage to a man named Mark Johnson, evidently it was very hard on her. Took all the blame upon herself. The cause of the breakup was incompatibility, the usual reason between a Starfleet officer serving in space and a spouse left behind.”

		  Evans whistled softly. “And now this!”

		  Finishing his cold coffee, Chakotay looked at Evans. “And now this! A strong, determined woman. An extremely unusual captain who is both competent and compassionate, forced to make the decision, the choice that she did about the Array. Knowing what it would mean to her crew and to herself. Then having her ship destroyed and ending up on the ship she was sent to capture. How much can one person take? Now… I face the decision of when to tell her the whole story.”

		  Evans slowly shook his head from side to side. He did not envy the choice his friend had to make. “It’s difficult to know what to do. In her present state it could do her a lot of harm. What does the doctor think?”

		  Chakotay uttered a small laugh. “Even he is uncertain. The important words here are ‘her present mental state’. We can’t be certain what she is thinking or feeling. He has been unable to draw her out, get her to talk about the situation. Though he does advise against waiting. We were hoping she would show an interest, start asking questions, though I fear where those questions would lead. I assigned her quarters near mine, with easy access to the bridge, in an attempt to spark curiosity.”

		  Shifting in his seat Evans placed his hands on his knees. “Chakotay… yesterday she made the comment about how busy you must be… that she only sees you for a few brief minutes once or twice a day. Perhaps you are not giving her a chance. After all, you are the captain, the person in charge. It is normal that you would be the one to whom she would want to speak to. Captain to captain.”

		  Forced to face the truth Chakotay slowly nodded. “You could be right. I guess I have been avoiding her, waiting for Janeway to take the first step without allowing her the opportunity to do so. Using this as an excuse to dodge the issue.”

		  Evans realized Chakotay was postponing the meeting not only out of concern for Janeway. Having to recount that terrifying event entailed reliving the whole thing over again. Something he was still not over. Not knowing Janeway’s reaction only added to the burden.

		  The Maquis captain moved forward in his seat. Placing both hands loosely around the cup he moved it back and forth. “We have to decide about setting a course for home. I’ve remained in orbit in case Janeway wished to visit  the Ocampa.”

		  Evans nodded in the direction of the mountainous jumble of PADDs. “Well, as you can see these few days have been beneficial. That is, if you can find the repair reports. Though the Kazon have been keeping us busy, fortunately, their attacks have not caused much damage. Repairs are proceeding and the crew has adjusted to each other and to their duties. There have been some minor disagreements but nothing serious. And… our new members have discovered their new captain is not the ruthless leader they were led to believe. In fact I’ve heard some nice comments.”

		  Chakotay laughed. He could well imagine what some had thought. For a moment he dropped his eyes down to the desk. Remembering the first time Janeway had been onboard and her encounter with Erin. Beyond a doubt both crews had misconceptions about the leader of the other crew.

		  After a moment Evans continued. “The few hours of shore rest with the Ocampa have also helped. It was a good idea sending the crew down in small groups. They interacted well with the Ocampa, especially with Daggin and his group of farmers. With the Ocampa no longer just a name it helped to reinforce the necessity behind the Array’s destruction. They are now our friends who would have died if the Array had fallen into the wrong hands. However, I think it is time for us to leave. It will be good for the morale to feel we’re heading home.”

		  Moving forward Evans placed his arms on the desk, his fingers just inches from Chakotay’s. “Tuvok and I are planning to hold the memorial service the day after tomorrow. I’ll post an official roster with all the names of the deceased listed alphabetically. This way there will be no preference given to Maquis or Starfleet. We’ll notify everyone that whoever wishes to say a few short words will be able to do so. If you’re in agreement I’ll make an announcement this afternoon or tomorrow morning.”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Of course. The problem is Janeway. She’ll want to know why Cavit and Fitzgerald are not being honored.”

		  Evans looked at his troubled friend. “I know! That’s one of the reasons I have postponed the service. But I feel the crew needs it. That and heading home will close one chapter while opening the other.”

		  The Maquis captain leaned back. “Tuvok! Please report to my ready room.”

		  While waiting for the security chief, Evans walked over to the replicator. Returning to his seat he tasted his coffee. “Eh… not as good as Janeway’s coffee.”

		  Chakotay glared at him, which produced a laugh from Evans.

		  Having arrived in time to hear the comment Tuvok looked down at Evans. “Perhaps you should speak to Captain Janeway. I’m sure she would help to reprogram the replicators.”

		  ‘Not a bad idea,’ Chakotay thought to himself. “Tuvok, Evans and I have been discussing the captain, also about leaving orbit. What is your opinion?”

		  Tuvok took a step closer. “I see no reason to remain here, staying in orbit without the routine of space travel is not good for the crew. As for Captain Janeway, are you planning to tell her the truth about the Explorer?”

		  Chakotay rubbed his hand along the arm of the chair. “Yes! Especially if we are going to hold the memorial service. Do you think she’s ready to handle the truth?”

		  For a moment Tuvok contemplated his reply. “I cannot give you a definite yes or no. The captain appears well; however, she is not the Captain Janeway with whom I served. Though it will not be pleasant for either one of you, she has to be told. I must point out… the longer you wait, the harder it will be. Also, there is the danger she will learn the facts some other way, or from someone else. The truth should come from you.”

		  Heaving a sigh Chakotay glanced at the desk. “As usual… you’re right, on both points.”

		  Thinking for a moment he began rubbing the fingers of his right hand together. “I want to meet with B’Elanna. If she feels the ship is ready we’ll break orbit tomorrow, or the next day. I want B’Elanna, Harry, and myself to have one last meeting with the Ocampa. Be sure they have everything necessary before we leave. I haven’t seen the captain since yesterday. I’ll drop by her quarters, inform her about our leaving and the memorial service. Try to gauge her reaction, see how much interest she shows. However… I, too, feel the time is here, she must be told, and I don’t see any point in postponing what cannot be changed.”

		  Chakotay’s troubled eyes looked up at Tuvok. “I think it will help to have you present. I just hope the truth will not have an adverse effect.”

		  “That, Captain, cannot be foretold,” replied Tuvok to his new captain while being concerned about the former one.
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		hen the chime on the door sounded Kathryn Janeway looked up from her book. “Come in.”

		  When her visitor entered Janeway placed the book on the table beside the chaise lounge. Swinging her legs down she smiled a greeting. “Captain Chakotay, how nice to see you.”

		  Carefully studying the captain, Chakotay slowly walked over. “How are you feeling today?”

		  Her smile deepened. “Each day a little stronger. The doctor reminds me of how lucky I was, he did not expect me to live.”

		  Moving a chair closer Chakotay sat down, his eyes never leaving her face. “None of us did. You gave everyone a bad scare, and proved us wrong.”

		  Janeway flashed him one of her sideways smiles. “I can be tough when necessary and you know I don’t give up. Thank you for taking such good care of my crew. From what I hear and see, despite the circumstances…”

		  Her voice caught. While relieved her crew was safe, she was finding the situation painful to accept.

		  Momentarily she glanced down at her hands. “Evans and Tuvok stop by with daily reports, the crew appears to be settling in well. Evidently, they like their new uniforms and are pleased with the combination badges.”

		  She fingered the one on the front of her blouse. Her mind on a ship that no longer existed. The badge a reminder that her crew now served under Chakotay.

		  Chakotay spoke with deep sincerity. “It’s an honor to have them as part of my crew. You have much to be proud of, they’re a fine group of men and women. After coming through the ordeal they did, it speaks well for a crew to be in such fine shape.”

		  Perhaps she had given him an opening. He decided to see where the conversation would lead. “The day the Explorer was destroyed, after transporting over, instead of waiting for instructions they pitched right in, started helping with repairs.”

		  Chakotay held his breath, waiting to see what Janeway would now say.

		  His words did bring her tremendous happiness. However, she remembered that no longer were they her crew. And with the long journey ahead of them, most probably she would never again be their captain.

		  Chakotay’s sharp eyes caught every change that crossed the face of the Starfleet captain. He saw the flash of pride, followed by the sadness. Knowing that soon he would be bringing her more pain disturbed him.

		  Looking at his blue shirt with red command cuffs Chakotay grinned. “As far as the uniforms are concerned, well… it takes a little getting used to.”

		  Janeway now spoke with a hint of amusement lighting up her eyes. “I understand you did have some minor skirmishes.”

		  The Maquis captain laughed. “I assume you are referring to Carey’s broken nose.”

		  Keeping a straight face Janeway nodded. She could see Chakotay’s embarrassment.

		  Looking slightly red-faced he explained. “My chief engineer has a temper, her Klingon heritage. B’Elanna really did not mean any harm and apologized to him. It was a bit of an adjustment for Carey to accept her authority over the Starfleet engineers. And… it was a bit of an adjustment for Torres to work with Starfleet personnel. B’Elanna has actually spoken very highly of Joe and everything at the moment is peaceful. I expect that it will remain that way.”

		  Janeway’s alertness increased as she showed more interest. “Kes told me you returned to the Ocampa.”

		  Chakotay was beginning to feel he was talking to the old Kathryn Janeway. “Yes. In fact, we are still in orbit. I’ve had several long talks with Daggin and the Elders. Thanks to the extra energy sent by the Caretaker, they have at least five to six years to implement the necessary changes before the power runs out, but I made sure they will be able to generate their own energy within this time frame. They’re planning to remain centrally based underground, near the water and gradually recover their technology, repair the tunnels, and venture above. It will take a lot of adapting, but I have confidence they’ll make it. They had a wonderful civilization, which I expect will one day be completely rebuilt. From the way Daggin was talking someday they’ll be in space. He was glad to hear you are recovering and sends his best wishes.”

		  Janeway shifted into a more comfortable position. Sitting with legs crossed she rested one arm on her knee, the other beside her on the seat. “I hope it works out for them. The Caretaker robbed the Ocampa not only of a thousand years of progress, but with everything provided for them they loss everything, including their life-span.”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Yes, it is a shame. However, they did survive. At least the Caretaker and the others with him, did not turn their backs on the Ocampa. They did try to help, even if that help was misplaced.”

		  He watched closely for Janeway’s reaction. “Depending on B’Elanna’s progress report, I might break orbit tomorrow. Before we leave, would you be interested in visiting with the Ocampa?”

		  Janeway appeared indecisive, the old spirit seemed to vanish. A darkness crossed her face. “I’m not sure if I feel strong enough. Could you ask me later, when you know for sure?”

		  Seeing the change Chakotay almost groaned in anguish. If only he could have kept that spark going. Concealing his disappointment Chakotay nodded and smiled. “Of course. I’m not certain about tomorrow. There has been a few problems with the aft ventral array and main navigation deflector. We may wait another day, I want this ship in the best possible condition when we head out. I’ll let you know when I decide.”

		  “Thank you.” Unaccustomed to the position she now found herself to be in, Janeway experienced the unusual feeling of uncertainty.

		  Little did she realize her position was not as she thought!

		  Suddenly the old Kathryn Janeway resurfaced again as she tilted her head slightly to the side. Mischief shone in her eyes. “According to Evans you not only gave Tom Paris back his old post of chief pilot, but he now carries the rank of lieutenant. I’m glad to see you’re not holding any grudges. The same applies to Tuvok. I was glad to see the rank of commander pinned to his collar.”

		  Her shifting emotions kept the Maquis captain off balance. “Well, under the circumstances it was the least I could do.

		  “Circumstances?” The Starfleet captain looked sharply at the man sitting before her.

		  Chakotay was caught! He had forgotten how quick the captain could be. He grabbed the first plausible answer that came to mind. “Yes! I’m afraid I have to plead guilty to going through the logs of your ship.”

		  “When you were on my ship!” Janeway responded, her senses alert, something was not right.

		  He quickly held up his hand. “No! I give you my word, while onboard the Explorer I never touched your records.”

		  Seeing Janeway’s confusion Chakotay tried to keep within the facts without revealing too much. “Before your ship was destroyed I downloaded almost all of your computer files and log records. Since you were having serious warp core problems I felt it was a sensible precaution. Which proved true as it gave me access to much needed personnel records. If the core had been repaired and the danger of a breach eliminated I would just have erased the records.”

		  Janeway’s intense stare was making it extremely difficult for Chakotay. “I confess I was curious about Syzygie, how you had managed to set up such a successful trap. A few days ago I went into your records and I came across the conversation with your father about Tom’s capture.”

		  With a slight gleam in her eyes Janeway laughed. “And I said my logs did not contain anything top secret.”

		  Chakotay relaxed, not only was the captain not angry, he again saw the old Kathryn Janeway. It gave him hope.

		  All he had to do was keep it burning. “Captain, I promise you, I did not steal any state secrets. However… I can answer your father’s question. Tom was on his way to Babastis to obtain a piece of badly needed equipment. I had been under the impression Tom had betrayed me, giving himself up instead of bringing the part back. I found out it was just the opposite. That Starfleet patrol was on a direct course for my disabled ship. Tom allowed himself to be captured, diverting attention away from us. It gave B’Elanna time to complete temporary repairs so that I was able to return to the Badlands.”

		  Janeway laughed. “My father was right!”

		  Chakotay felt it was time to leave. Before she asked any more questions. Ones that at the moment he did not want, no that he was afraid, to answer. Her shifting emotions indicated something was wrong. He wanted to speak with the doctor and he certainly wanted Tuvok present when she found out the truth.

		  The old Janeway was there, he did not want to lose her!

		  He stood up. “I’m sorry, but I must be leaving. I was on my way to engineering.”

		  She managed to hide the pain caused by his abrupt ending of their conversation. “Of course, Captain, thank you for stopping by.”

		  Janeway smiled a weak disinterested smile. “Perhaps I’ll see you later.”

		  If only Chakotay knew what she was thinking. Not understanding Janeway’s apathy he just nodded. He also noticed she only addressed him as ‘captain’ instead of by name.

		  The easygoing atmosphere between had disappeared. And he missed it! “I’ll let you know about breaking orbit.”

		  With that he turned and left. Janeway had been correct, he would be back later, but not for the reason she believed. Next time he would be with Tuvok, bringing news that would be a tremendous shock.

		  It was time to tell her the truth about the destruction of the Explorer. He just needed a couple of hours to prepare himself.

		  Her face filled with sadness and anguish Kathryn Janeway watched Chakotay leave.

		  If only he looked back!

		  But he did not!
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		or several minutes Janeway stared at the door. Slowly swinging her legs back up she settled back. With tears in her eyes she picked up the book. Opening it she turned the page, trying to bury herself and her mind in the story. Trying to forget what had been.

		  Or tried to. She read the words, but they did not register.

		  Something was bothering her. Something was not right!

		  What was it? What was lurking in the back of her mind?

		  What was trying to surface?

		  Definitely something was wrong. Two and two was not adding up to four!

		  Despite their sometimes vague conversations she had never doubted Chakotay’s honesty.

		  But now!

		  Something about his attitude. Something about his facial expressions. Something did not ring true!

		  Deep in thought she got up, walking over to the computer. “Coffee!”

		  Tasting her drink Janeway made a face then placed the cup back on the tray. “Definitely not like mine!”

		  Returning to the chaise lounge she again tried to concentrate on the story.

		  Suddenly Janeway slammed the book shut!

		  Of course!

		  Damn it!

		  Why hadn’t she seen it before!

		  Chakotay had to be lying!

		  There it was! Right in front of her! How could she have been so blind?

		  Throwing the book aside she quickly jumped to her feet. All feeling of lethargy quickly disappearing.

		  How could she have missed it? Damn! The answer was so obvious!

		  She held her breath. “Computer, are the records for the U.S.S. Explorer stored in your computer banks?”

		  “Affirmative,” replied the polite voice now authorized to respond to Kathryn Janeway.

		  Janeway began pacing back and forth. “Who can access these records?”

		  “Captain Chakotay and Captain Kathryn Janeway,” responded the unseen voice, not understanding the consequences of the reply.

		  Janeway shot over to a small desk positioned against the wall. Her hand flew to the computer monitor.

		  Would her old access code work? “Computer, access records U.S.S. Explorer, authorization Janeway pie-one-one-zero.”

		  Why was Chakotay lying to her? What was he hiding?

		  “Specify parameters,” requested the uncaring voice.

		  ‘So far, so good,’ she thought. Taking a deep breath Janeway knew exactly where to start. “Bridge records starting with Kazon attack star-date 48320.2.”

		  Drawing up the chair she sat down, her eyes glued to the small screen. Seconds later she witnessed the accident that sent her unconscious to the deck of her bridge. Once the battle was over she watched as Cavit left the bridge.

		  Unprepared for what she was about to witness, Janeway issued her next command. “Computer, switch to sickbay.”

		  In stunned disbelief and horror she watched and listened to the plot hatched by her first officer, Commander Cavit. She replayed the conversation, listening to every single syllable.

		  For the next couple of hours Kathryn Janeway sat frozen in her seat in front of the screen. By switching back and forth between sickbay, the brig and various areas of her ship, the whole unbelievable story unfolded.

		  She listened to Chakotay’s conversation with Tuvok about unifying the crews.

		  She witnessed Chakotay preventing Tuvok from attempting to stop Cavit.

		  She listened as the Maquis Commander gave the order to evacuate her ship.

		  In total shock she watched the events leading up to the destruction of her ship. Janeway’s hands gripped the edge of her chair as the explosion blew her ship into millions of small pieces, scattering the remains of the U.S.S. Explorer throughout the blackness of space.

		  Fingers digging into the grey material Kathryn Janeway sat unmoving before the now empty screen. How long she sat there the captain did not know. Her mind blank, refusing to accept that which she had witnessed.

		  She remained where she was, staring at nothing.

		  She now knew what Chakotay had been hiding from her!

		  Her shock turned into a sick, empty feeling, which slowly turned into rage!

		  A slow quiet rage, burning deep inside!

		  Burning against the one man she held responsible!

		  The one man responsible for the destruction of her ship!
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		ollowing a short meeting with B’Elanna Torres, Chakotay headed for sickbay. When he entered the medical area the doctor was treating a young male ensign. Walking into the office, he waited for the EMH to finish.

		  The doctor waved his medical wand at the patient. “Next time Ensign be careful not to pull a back muscle while wrestling with your friends. This is the third time, and you have only been on this ship for six days. Next time I’ll report you to the captain. Now… you can go.”

		  Knowing his new captain was standing just a few feet away, and would overhear the doctor, the young man was almost running when he exited into the corridor.

		  With a smile on his face Chakotay watched Souyop leave. He doubted the doctor would be seeing that patient again any time soon.

		  The EMH walked into the office. “Captain, what can I do for you?”

		  Chakotay heaved a sigh. “Have you spoken to Captain Janeway today?”

		  Walking over to his desk the doctor sat down. “Yes! And like yesterday I haven’t anything to report. Her physical health is perfect, she has made an amazingly fast recovery.”

		  Chakotay smiled. “Captain Kathryn Janeway is an amazing woman!”

		  Looking up at Chakotay the doctor raised his eyebrow, studying the captain for a moment before continuing. “I know you want an unconditional okay to tell the captain what happened, unfortunately, that I cannot give you. Having only met her a few days ago, I have no prior experience to go on. However… I am concerned over her sidestepping the issue of finding herself on a Maquis ship, or discussing anything about her crew, or the destruction of her ship.”

		  For a moment the doctor stared at his monitor. “I have tried several different approaches. Every time I attempt to bring up the subjects she manages to change the topic. If I didn’t know better I’d say she was a politician not a Starfleet captain. Is she trying to deny the situation? Perhaps she herself is unsure of her own feelings, requiring more time to adjust? Or is it something deeper? I just don’t know! However… since I have now read her past history, it is cause for concern.”

		  Deep in thought, trying to put his recent visit with Janeway into proper perspective, Chakotay placed his arm on the monitor. “I just had a short visit with her. The captain’s emotions kept shifting. One minute I was talking to the old Captain Janeway, then I was talking to a stranger. Her spirit seem to leave.”

		  For a moment neither spoke.

		  The doctor appeared uncertain about voicing the subject on his mind. Finally he looked directly at Chakotay. “Captain, I hesitate about mentioning this, but it is an aspect you should consider. If I understand the background of what occurred, this Cavit and Fitzgerald had very strong anti-Maquis feelings. Since they were the only two not rescued, is it possible Captain Janeway feels it was so on purpose. Don’t forget she has no knowledge of what happened. If this is the case, it would explain her hesitation to discuss the destruction of her ship or anything related to it. She could be afraid of the extremely difficult position she would be in if her suspicions are confirmed.”

		  Horrified that Janeway could be entertaining such thoughts, Chakotay ran his hand through his hair. “That never occurred to me. We did make an effort to save them, they prevented us from establishing a transport lock. However… as you said, Captain Janeway would have no knowledge of this. Damn it doctor, what you’re saying is that Captain Janeway might think I murdered two officers?!”

		  The doctor shook is head. “This needs to be resolved, for the well-being of both of you. Perhaps what I suggested has never entered her head, we do not know. This pussyfooting around is putting a strain on you and the crew. And… regardless of her present state of mind, in the long run might be more harmful to the captain. There is no way you will be able to hide the truth from her forever.”

		  Chakotay looked down at the deck, there was no easy way out of the mess. The sooner he got it over with, the better it would be… Whatever the outcome! “You’re right doctor. This sidestepping of the issue must stop, nothing is being accomplished. I plan to speak with Janeway later this afternoon. She survived her injuries, she survived an attempt to kill her. She does have the fortitude to survive what will probably be the greatest shock of her life! I can only hope she has the desire to use that strength!”

		  The doctor started to add something, then decided not to. There really wasn’t much else either of them could do but hope. At this stage it was up to Kathryn Janeway herself.

		  Chakotay turned to leave. “I’ll keep you posted.”

		  Deep in thought, wanting to be alone, Chakotay entered his ready room through the side entrance, therefore bypassing the bridge. He immediately walked over to the replicator. “Computer, strong, black coffee.”

		  Cup in hand, he had just sat down when his comm. badge chirped. He gave it a slight tap. The computer’s cold voice sent shivers through him. “Captain Janeway has accessed the logs of the U.S.S. Explorer.”

		  “Damn!” Angry with himself for having made a slip, but glad he had instructed the computer to notify him in case of access, he activated his monitor.

		  Icy sheets of fear flowed through Chakotay’s body. “Computer, show me exactly what Captain Janeway is viewing.”

		  The screen switched first to the bridge of the U.S.S. Explorer then several minutes later to sickbay. Hands gripping the arms of the chair Chakotay forced himself to listen as Cavit unfolded his dastardly plot. Somehow the Maquis captain found the willpower to follow Janeway through the records, reliving those terrifying few hours.

		  He listened and watched as he gave Evans the order to evacuate the Explorer. Then along with Janeway he had a front row seat as the images ended, signaling the destruction of the ship and the death of two Starfleet officers.

		  When it was over, as it was with Kathryn Janeway he sat there unmoving. Staring at the dark screen, his mind blank, the minutes marching by.

		  Finally Chakotay summoned the courage to face her. Shutting off the monitor he slowly stood up. With heavy feet he made his way to Janeway’s quarters. Once there he stared at the door for several seconds before pressing the buzzer. When there was no reply he tried again. Still no reply. Worried he used his override to open the door.

		  After hesitating a moment he entered.

		  Still sitting at the desk Janeway slowly rose to her feet. Her back to him.

		  “Captain…” Chakotay took a couple of uncertain steps forward.

		  She turned. The hate and rage emanating from her face forced Chakotay to take a step backwards.

		  Though speaking quietly Kathryn Janeway did not leave any room for argument. “I wish to be alone. Please leave.”

		  Chakotay opened his mouth to speak.

		  The fire burning in the eyes of the Starfleet captain destroyed all speech.

		  Pain and anguish stabbing through his body he turned and left. For several long minutes he stood outside the door.

		  His breathing heavy, his eyes unseeing, Chakotay finally dragged himself to his own quarters. And the solitude of a darkened room.
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		fter Chakotay left, Janeway felt too sick and weak to move. Stunned by what she had witnessed the captain never realized her hands were shaking. Finally she found the strength to put her arm behind her, turning off her monitor.

		  On trembling legs she made her way back to the chaise lounge. As the room tilted to crazy angles she sat down, covering her face with her hands. Raising her head she stared at the wall, her emotions going on a roller coaster ride of shifting from shock to rage then back again.

		  Trying to deny the facts, she looked over at the now silent and dark screen. Perhaps she had imagined everything, perhaps she had been dreaming. But she knew better, she had to accept the truth.

		  Kathryn Janeway now understood what Chakotay had been so carefully concealing from her!

		  The Kazon had not destroyed her ship!

		  Only one person was responsible for the destruction of the Explorer!

		  Unaware of the passing hours, late into the night she sat there. Exhausted, numbed by reality. Finally she dragged herself to bed. Without undressing she lay on the covers. One arm beside her, the other up, over her face. Trying to hide from what she had seen.

		  The hours dragged by! There was no sleep, there was no rest!

		  With her eyes open or closed she could not escape. Her mind remembered, replaying and replaying the events just witnessed. The images refused to disappear. Over and over the face of one man flashed before her.

		  After hours of soul searching she knew what had to be done!

		  The situation was intolerable!

		  For her there could only be one solution!

		  Thinking, ‘Might as well look good for my own funeral,’ she forced herself up. Tossing her clothes into the replicator, Janeway entered the bathroom. After taking a quick sonic shower she changed into a fresh pair of jeans and shirt.

		  The irony of the situation struck her. Not many months before, just after returning from the Gamma Quadrant, she had barely completed a bath before the call from her father.

		  A call that had forever altered the course of her life.

		  Now she had come full circle. Now she had just finished a shower before a meeting that would definitely have a drastic effect on her life.

		  Perhaps end forever, life as she had known it.
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		t eight hundred hours Chakotay stepped out onto the bridge. His red eyes and haggard face attesting to a sleepless night. Slowly he walked from the turbolift to his ready room. “Evans, Tuvok, with me!”

		  Evans only needed one look at his friend to know something was terribly wrong. And he sensed it had something to do with Janeway. With apprehension weighing heavily on his shoulders, he followed his commander and Tuvok off the bridge.

		  Chakotay walked over to his desk. Sitting down he leaned back, looking up at the two men.

		  Evans forced his voice to work. “Chakotay, what happened? Janeway… is something wrong?”

		  The Maquis captain took a deep breath. “Yesterday, when I stopped by her quarters… I must have said something… I don’t know what, but just after I left she accessed the logs of the Explorer. She saw everything…”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow.

		  In dismay Evans stared at his friend. “Damn! What happened afterwards? Did you speak with her?”

		  Resting both elbows on the desk Chakotay rubbed his hands up and down his face. “I went to her quarters. She… ordered me out. Said she wanted to be alone. I have never seen such hate and rage, even in the faces of Cavit and Fitzgerald.”

		  “At you?” Evans almost choked on the question.

		  Leaning back Chakotay shook his head. “I… I don’t know. I guess so. Who else? Why else would she have ordered me out? And believe me from the tone of her voice I didn’t argue. Even in the conversation Janeway and I had at the Justice Building, her voice was not as cold and hard as it was last night.”

		  “What are you going to do?” Evans asked, his heart full of grief for his friend. It hurt to think Cavit might have destroyed the growing friendship and trust developing between Chakotay and Janeway.

		  “I don’t know, I just don’t know,” Chakotay replied slowly.

		  He looked up at Tuvok. “You know her better than we do. What would you suggest?”

		  Tuvok turned his head. “Mr. Evans, does Neelix cook with oil?”

		  “Whatttttt?” Evans stared with open mouth at the Vulcan.

		  Chakotay could not help himself, he started laughing. “Evans, I think Tuvok was going to suggest hiding it. I’ll explain later.”

		  Evans looked at the two men, he would make sure to find out what that was all about.

		  Tuvok turned back to Chakotay. “Captain, you have three problems to deal with. The actions of Cavit and Fitzgerald where you are concern, the destruction of the Explorer, and the fact that Captain Janeway’s Starfleet crew are no longer under her command, but yours as Maquis. Though human emotions are unknown to me, I do have some experience and knowledge where Captain Janeway is concerned. Enough to realize that what she witnessed last night would have been not only a tremendous shock, but Cavit’s attempt to murder you would have horrified her. Most probably the captain wanted to be alone as she adjusted to the truth.”

		  He hesitated a moment. Trying to explain human emotions to another human was an unique experience for a Vulcan. “How does she view your part in these events, this I cannot say. I hold Cavit and Fitzgerald responsible for the destruction of the Explorer, your actions were nothing but commendable. The old Captain Janeway would feel as I do. However… the Captain Janeway with whom I have spoken to over the last few days, might not be the same person.”

		  Tuvok looked from Chakotay to Evans, then back to the captain. “There is, what might be the hardest for her, the fact her crew is now under your command. Though I am unable to comprehend why, it is always difficult for a captain to turn their crew over to another. Humans become attached to their ships and crews in a manner Vulcans can not understand. Being that you are Maquis could make it more difficult to accept. I suggest waiting a few hours. Give her time to accept the situation, to ‘calm’ down, as you humans say, then attempt to speak with her. The Captain Janeway I know is very emotional, but she is also very reasonable, though she has never had to face events such as those that occurred during the last couple of weeks”

		  Chakotay rubbed his palm along the arm of the chair. “Okay. I’ll give her a few hours, then attempt to speak with her. Perhaps I should ask the doctor to keep her sedated for the next seventy years.”

		  Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “That Captain, I don’t think would be necessary. Perhaps half of that period would be sufficient.”

		  Despite the circumstances Chakotay could not prevent a small smile. He was beginning to understand and like the Vulcan sense of human. “Well… nothing to be done for the moment. However, before going to Janeway’s quarters I am going to speak with the doctor. As Tuvok pointed out we cannot be sure who we are dealing with. Perhaps I should have a hypospray with me in case things get out of hand and she needs to be sedated.”

		  Moving forward in his seat Chakotay rubbed his hand together. “Okay… Let’s try to get some work accomplished.”

		  After Evans and Tuvok left, Chakotay slumped in his chair. At least Janeway and her crew were alive, hopefully, a certain Starfleet captain would feel the same way. But would that be enough for her to accept the situation? He would know later!

		  If not… what would happen he could not foretell!
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		s the turbo lift slid to a smooth stop the single occupant braced for the ordeal ahead. Taking a deep breath, suppressing her inward turmoil, this solitary passenger forced herself to retain composure. To anyone watching Kathryn Janeway presented the appearance of a disciplined Starfleet captain.

		  Only one thing was missing! her uniform! That of which she was so proud!

		  Swiftly the doors opened, permitting immediate exit. Exit turbolift, all that was familiar, enter foreign world of a Maquis bridge.

		  Back rigid, head high, she stepped out of the lift, standing quietly as the doors silently closed behind her.

		  Janeway had tasted adversity before. But this? Never had she endured anything as painful as this. Below the bridge, truth could be denied. Not here! Not on this bridge!

		  Here, like an open wound raw and sore, the full impact of recent events were clearly displayed. To a degree never before experienced, the anger that had consumed her during the past night resurfaced.

		  Burning deeply against the one man she held responsible!

		  Taking a few short, slow steps Janeway approached the railing. Placing her hands on it she looked around. With knowing eyes she studied the bridge configuration and various duties being attended to. Though difficult to accept she was impressed.

		  The bridge was circular and spacious, while granting quick access to all stations. She was standing at the rear, in the operations section, with tactical manned by Tuvok located to her right. Ops stood to her left with Harry Kim watching his panel for signs of a Kazon attack. Behind her the wall housed a schematic of the ship with two mission operation stations on either side, out of the corner of her eye she could see four of the crew hard at work.

		  Before her the railing divided operations from the slightly lower command section. This area contained two seats. The right hand one was empty, the other occupied by Evans. Concentrating on the flip-up display separating the two seats and sitting with his back to Janeway, he had yet to see her.

		  On the opposite wall, visible to all personnel, was a large viewscreen. Below the screen, positioned lower than the rest of the bridge, stood the crescent shaped conn station. Though still in orbit Tom Paris sat at the helm, quietly running diagnostics before they headed for home.

		  The science and engineering alcoves were located at the side of the bridge, to the right and left of the conn. Due to the training of crew members from her ship both stations had the attention of three or four people. For several seconds Janeway sadly watched Samantha Wildman carrying out her new duties at the science station.

		  A busy crew. Though almost two weeks had passed, repairs and adjustments were endless. Of course the lack of spare parts and Kazon attacks were not helping.

		  “Aw… my leg!” A cry from behind her, near the ops station, attested to this fact. As called upon to do more than its share, a recently repaired circuit rebelled. Sending out a shower of sparks in a definite statement.

		  “Damn!” Grasping his burnt leg in agony, the young lieutenant dropped to the floor as another wave of red-hot arrows flew in all directions.

		  Two of the crew raced to help. Grabbing a can of fire suppressant Seska addressed her companion. “Hogan, take Rollins to sickbay. I’ll attend to this.”

		  Reaching down Hogan assisted Rollins to his feet. “Here, put your arm around my neck. Doc will have you fixed up in no time.”

		  With his injured crewmate hobbling beside him Hogan continued in a goodnatured tone. “Probably give you the rest of the day off. Just like you Starfleet people, taking it easy while us Maquis do all the work.”

		  Entering the turbolift Rollins retorted through clenched teeth. “Would you like to change places?”

		  Extinguishing the fire Seska shook her head in silent disbelief. Then she dropped onto her hands and knees on a repair mission.

		  Evans gingerly tapped the comm. control on the display panel. “B’Elanna, your expertise is required on the bridge.”

		  “What you need is a new bridge!” came the exasperated reply from B’Elanna Torres.

		  Followed by a string of Klingon curses. “I’m on my way! Jo…”

		  B’Elanna’s voice faded away as she quickly issued orders for Joe Carey to carry on while, once again, she made an urgent trip to the bridge.

		  A fine ship thought Janeway. Both in design and with an efficient disciplined crew. A ship any captain would be proud to command. Chakotay ran a tight ship, something not expected of the Maquis. Now she understood why stopping him had given the Federation nightmares. This Maquis captain had certainly run circles around Starfleet, providing her with a challenge as no other had ever done.

		  A wistful thought floated through her mind. If only, if only the day could be. Once again sitting down with Chakotay, enjoying coffee together. Comparing notes as only friends are able. Quickly, bitterly she dismissed the notion.

		  Sadly admitting the impossibility of such an occurrence!

		  After what happened!

		  After what she must do!

		  Evans slowly rose to his feet. Turning his head when the circuit blew, he had been shocked to see who was standing behind him. Over the past couple of weeks he has spoken to her several times. But this time it was different, everything had changed!

		  When standing on the bridge of her ship he had been relaxed! Now standing on the bridge of his ship he was uneasy! This time as he faced the former captain of the Explorer he was uncertain of what to say. Of what would be proper.

		  How did one address this Starfleet captain, who only a short time before had been a hunter of the Maquis, and who now was forced to live with them?

		  Forced by circumstances that should never have been!

		  Evans made a half circle with his arm. “Captain, welcome to the bridge. As you can see we’re getting back to normal.”

		  Janeway nodded. “Thank you. I’m glad you’re making good progress.”

		  Saying nothing more. What could she say! As for normality, did such a word still exist in her vocabulary?

		  Stepping out of the turbolift both Torres and Javis stopped dead. Surprise and caution registered on B’Elanna’s face as she looked at Evans.

		  With a quick, sharp jerk of his head, Evans indicated the direction of the damaged circuit.

		  After glancing at the captain, Torres walked over to where her shipmate was working. Looking a little uncertain Javis remained by the lift.

		  Smiling sadly Janeway turned her head in his direction. “I’m surprised it took you so long.”

		  She then turned back to Evans.

		  Confused Javis looked at Evans, who just shrugged his shoulders. Somehow Kathryn Janeway was turning this day upside down!

		  Wondering why Torres was just standing there, Seska looked up. Seeing Janeway on the bridge, she sat back on her heels, watching the Starfleet captain.

		  One by one the others became aware of Janeway’s presence. Her sudden unexpected appearance sent waves of anxiety around the bridge. All conversation ceased, all work ceased. The seconds slowly ticked away as the silence permeated every corner. Emphasizing the growing tension.

		  Her eyes passed over Starfleet and Maquis. Familiar and unfamiliar faces. Looking over at the ops station, where Ensign Harry Kim was standing, she silently rebuked herself. Forcefully, painfully remembering! No longer Starfleet ensign! Now Maquis ensign Harry Kim, head of ops on a Maquis ship!

		  Kim read the thoughts of his former captain. As a red stain crept across his young face, Janeway flashed the young lad a reassuring smile. Kim and the rest of her crew were alive and well. This was the foremost consideration. Not which ship, certainly not herself!

		  Suddenly, a strange, light-floating sensation flowed through her body. Unreality sweeping over her as all became misty and distant. Gripping the railing, her knuckles white, she fought for control. Her mind echoed with the fearful possibility. Would she ever again experience life on the bridge of a starship? The challenge of command? Or had the verdict been rendered? Irreversibly?

		  Was she condemned to spend the rest of her life as it was this moment? Gazing through a window into a world in which she was no longer allowed to enter?

		  A prisoner onboard a ship where, not only did she not belong, but where she was unwanted! Perhaps hated! A prisoner of those she had sought to imprison! Loss and emptiness stabbed their cruel finger. Her throat constricting. There was no denying the aching in her heart!

		  Knowing this was no casual visit the crew waited and watched. Waiting for the coming confrontation between this Starfleet captain and their Maquis commander.

		  A continuing battle between two sworn enemies!

		  Deeply concerned Evans moved closer to the railing. “Captain, is there anything I can do for you?”

		  Her voice was firm, a captain’s voice allowing for no argument. “No thank you, Mr. Evans. I’m here to see Captain Chakotay.”

		  With his arm Evans indicated the section off to his left. “Chakotay is in his ready room. I’ll let him know you wish to see him.”

		  Not waiting for Janeway’s reply, he rushed to alert his friend!
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		hakotay’s head jerked up in surprise as Evans rushed in. “Something wrong? You look as if a bunch of Cardassians are after you."

		  Evans almost wished that was true. “Janeway is on the bridge. Waiting to see you.”

		  “What?!” Not hiding his shock and distress Chakotay mentally kicked himself.

		  Leaning back his eyes focused on the desk. “I was not expecting her to come here, to the bridge. A least not first thing this morning.”

		  He uttered a small amused laugh. “Leave it to Janeway to do the unexpected!”

		  Hitting the hard surface of the armrest with his palm Chakotay looked up. “Damn it! After last night I should have been prepared. I can still see her furious face! Anger, hatred, had radiated from her eyes like nothing I have ever seen. I admit… it did shake me up. Chilled me to the bone.”

		  His face tight with concern Evans stepped closer. “Today she appears calm. Serious, but composed.”

		  Chakotay’s fingers tapped the armrest. “It might be an illusion. Janeway is a champion at concealing her feelings.”

		  With images flashing before his eyes the Maquis captain played idly with a PADD on his desk. “You should have seen her face. Her expression when she turned to me… Truth cannot be hidden. What happened cannot be erased. Tuvok was correct… I should not have waited. It would have been better if I had told her.”

		  Evans sat down. “Do you really think it would have made a difference?”

		  Chakotay shrugged. “Perhaps, at least I could have explain my actions. Janeway has drawn her own conclusions, if these conclusions are incorrect… right now we don’t know what she is thinking.”

		  Evans voiced what both of them feared. “Question… Will the events onboard the Explorer increase her bias against us? Based on what you told me, back in the Alpha Quadrant she never concealed her intense dislike and disapproval of not only yourself, but of all the Maquis.”

		  Chakotay picked up a PADD, then tossed it back onto the desk. He turned troubled eyes to his friend. “Especially myself. She considered me a traitor to Starfleet and the Federation. Deserving to be treated as such. If the opportunity had been granted Janeway would have doubled, probably tripled, my prison sentence. She definitely felt thirty-five years were not enough. Here in the Delta Quadrant her opinion did change slightly; however, I was unable to show Janeway the proof she requested. Now…”

		  Placing his hands on his knees for a moment Evans remained silent. “You worked with her. Since she now knows the circumstances behind the destruction of the Explorer, how do you think Janeway will deal with all that has happened?”

		  The Maquis captain shrugged. “A situation contrary to all her training and beliefs! I don’t know. Forced perhaps for a lifetime not only onto a Maquis ship, but onto the one commanded by the Maquis leader!”

		  Chakotay uttered a bitter laugh. “The man she sent to prison. The same man she may hold responsible for her being here. To make matters worst she probably believes I was planning on keeping the facts from her, never planning on telling her the truth.”

		  He shook his head. “As if that was not bad enough. The doctor raised the question about Cavit and Fitzgerald. Could Janeway believe that no attempt was made to save them? That we left them on the Explorer to die! On purpose!”

		  Evans whistled softly. “Oh boy… I never thought of that. If Janeway believes we left the two to die… will we be able to convince her this is not true? Do you think she might be planning to obtain another ship? One for herself and her crew? Planning to go off on her own?”

		  Apprehension clearly showed on Chakotay’s face. “That… I fear is a possibility. Separating the two crews will reduce the chances for survival. I am prepared to prevent her from doing so, and I’ll use force if necessary! The Captain Janeway that I worked with would never contemplate such a move, however… we still have the question concerning the extent of her injuries?”

		  Looking down, he shook his head. “During the short time working together I learned to respect her as a leader. As a captain, she has already broken Starfleet and the Federation’s strict directive of non-cooperation with those outside Federation law. Showing a willingness to use common sense due to the situation. A quality I feel is in short supply among Starfleet’s upper echelon.”

		  “Perhaps she will continue to do so,” suggested Evans hopefully.

		  The trace of a small smile tugged at the corners of Chakotay’s mouth. “With the facts being what they are, will Captain Kathryn Janeway of Starfleet relinquish command of her crew to the former Maquis leader? Will she accept the authority of a man she considered a traitor? Does she still consider me a traitor, bent on destroying the Federation? Perhaps now holding me guilty for the destruction of her ship?”

		  Chakotay locked eyes with his second-in-command. “What do you think?”

		  The pain in the eyes of his friend forced Evans to drop his eyes to the computer. “She appeared to feel that here in the Delta Quadrant you were not the enemy. Her actions…”

		  His voice trailed off.

		  “Yes, before…” Chakotay reminded Evans.

		  Chakotay focused his eyes on the desk, seeing not the objects before him, but the events behind. Of their shocking arrival in the Delta Quadrant, of the actions of one Starfleet captain, of the incident leading up to the loss of the Starfleet ship.”

		  Raising his head there was deep agony in his dark eyes. “Though we are still in the Delta Quadrant the situation has vastly changed. Janeway is no longer in command, I am, the man she once despised! Not only did my orders possibly lead to the destruction of her ship, but may also have caused the death of two officers. Regardless of what they tried to do they were Starfleet officers, whose actions were brought about by my presence. How will Captain Kathryn Janeway view that fact? Don’t forget, Tuvok may have been able to stop Cavit. I made a judgment call, and under the same circumstances would make the same call again. Will Janeway agree with it?”

		  Leaning forward, Chakotay placed both arms on the desk, his palms flat against the hard surface. “Evans… there is only one question that we are asking. After all that has happened… will Janeway accept me, the former Maquis leader, as her commander?”

		  Evans replied in a somber tone. “You might be asking for the impossible!”

		  Chakotay nodded. “I know! I know it might be impossible.”

		  Leaning back in his chair Chakotay again picked up a PADD. For a moment he held it still, then his fingers began twisting it, first one way then the other. “Tell her to come in. I can no longer postpone the inevitable discussion. I have been putting it off… Trying to gain more time for her to adjust. It appears that is no longer an option. This bizarre situation necessitates a working relationship. Can we do so without conflict? Here, seventy thousand light-years from home! Prior to yesterday I had been hopeful. Now…?

		  Standing up Evans made no comment. There was nothing helpful he could add. His face tight with trepidation Evans turned away. Exiting the room he left his commander in deep uneasy thought.
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		eentering the bridge Evans found Janeway talking to Tuvok. Thinking to himself, ‘This is it,’ he slowly approached the tactical station. When Chakotay told him what happened the previous day with Janeway, especially her reaction to the truth, he had feared a confrontation. So, too, had his commander.

		  Seeing Evans approaching Janeway turned her head. He took a deep breath. “Captain, Chakotay is waiting.”

		  “Thank you, Mr. Evans.” It was time! She knew what had to be done!

		  Her mind was set!

		  Giving both Evans and Tuvok a formal nod, Janeway walked passed the two men. Stepping down to her destination. She could feel all eyes following her every move, and pictured Tuvok’s raised eyebrows.

		  Behind her the crew exchanged worried glances. Maquis and Starfleet, they were slowly beginning to work together, to accept each other. After all that had happened, would their commanding officers be able to do the same?

		  Janeway’s hand lightly touched the buzzer.

		  The door slid open, granting admittance to Chakotay’s ready room.

		  She crossed the threshold! There was no turning back!

		  After watching her disappear inside Evans turned back to the crew. “Everybody… back to work. Now!”

		  However, he knew little would be done until Janeway and Chakotay settled the question. One way or the other!

		  Anticipation blanketed the bridge as the crew attempted to return to their duties. Without a word B’Elanna dropped down beside Seska. Silently Tom Paris turned back to his panel. Harry Kim returned to watching for the Kazon.

		  All appearing as it should be!

		  Yet…!

		  Walking back to his seat Evans sat down. To wait! His mind on the conference or confrontation taking place in the area just off the bridge.

		  Upon entering Chakotay’s ready room, Janeway paused a couple of steps passed the door. Her mind immediately registering the multitude of PADDs spread in disarray across the desk

		  The Maquis captain immediately rose to his feet. Unsure of what to say he stood with fingertips pressed against the hard surface of the desk.

		  Janeway broke the uneasy silence. “My apologies, Captain, may I come in? If you can spare a moment could I speak with you?”

		  “Of course, please sit down.” Chakotay indicated a chair in front of the desk.

		  Both could feel the tension spreading throughout the room. Unknown to the other, both in pain wishing for the easy companionship that had existed before. Probably never to be again!

		  Janeway’s legs felt weak as she walked over to the waiting chair. She steeled herself for the ordeal ahead.

		  After she had taken her seat Chakotay sat down. “Would you like coffee?”

		  Silently both noticed the irony of inversion.

		  Waiting for her reply, thoughts raced through Chakotay’s mind. He glanced toward the replicator. Did he or did he not require the fortifying bracer of strong black coffee. How did Janeway always catch him unawares? Thereby gaining the upper hand!

		  From Janeway’s authoritative attitude and stern look he knew the time had arrived. The events onboard the Explorer had to be addressed. No longer could they be avoided!

		  This time there was no dodging the woman sitting before him!

		  Again images of her face from the previous evening flashed before his eyes. Images he wished to forget.

		  Un-be-known to the Maquis captain, Starfleet Captain Kathryn Janeway had her own agenda! An agenda he could not foresee!

		  Chakotay turned his attention back to Janeway as she crossed her legs and settled her hands in her lap.

		  Softly she replied to his inquiry about coffee. “No, thank you. However… there is something you can do!”
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		oncerned about the drama unfolding in Chakotay’s ready room, B’Elanna Torres returned to engineering in a foul mood. Setting down her tool case near the core she focused her attention onto a young Vulcan working at the back console. “Vorik! Did you repair that injection manifold?”

		  Vorik turned in the direction of the voice. “Yes, Lieutenant. However, there is a coupling that requires attention.”

		  “Well, what are you waiting for? Get to it!” snapped Torres.

		  With raised eyebrow Vorik quietly replied. “I was heading there now.”

		  Off to the side Joe Carey silently watched. He knew that under the best of conditions working with B’Elanna Torres could, at times, be difficult. And these were not the best of conditions. Especially when her half-Klingon heritage gave her a volatile temper. This he had first hand knowledge of!

		  Though there was still some friction between the two of them, he had come to respect her abilities, and was determined to keep things as smooth as possible. He realized that underneath the tough Klingon facade there was a sensitivity. Carey also knew the tremendous responsibility of repairing a ship with almost no spare parts, while training new staff, weighed heavily upon her shoulders.

		  Carey walked over to his superior. “B’Elanna, is everything all right on the bridge?”

		  Torres glared at him. “It depends what you mean. Is the repair done… yes. Is everything all right? Good question, Janeway is there!”

		  Joe looked puzzled. “Is that not good?”

		  B’Elanna stood with one hand on her hip, one on the railing surrounding the core. “I don’t know. Evans told me that by accident Janeway discovered what happened with Cavit.”

		  “Oh!” Joe Carey had no other response. As had his crewmates on the bridge, he too knew the moment had come!

		  The one they had all feared!

		  Torres heaved a worried sigh. “Evidently… she was not very happy.”

		  Carey moved closer to the railing. For a moment he stood there, quietly watching the warp core. “That was to be expected. B’Elanna! Did you think Captain Janeway would agree with Cavit and Fitzgerald? None of us are proud over what happened. Do you believe Captain Janeway would be? I’m sure she was very upset!”

		  Torres turned her head to the man standing beside her. “She also learned it was Chakotay who gave the order to abandon ship. The order which resulted in the destruction of her ship, along with the deaths of Cavit and Fitzgerald, was given not by Tuvok a Starfleet officer, but by Chakotay the Maquis leader.”

		  For a moment Carey looked down. “Don’t forget the destruction of the Explorer was the direct result of Cavit and Fitzgerald tampering with the warp core. Not Chakotay. It was their decision to remain onboard. Did you not attempt to get a transporter lock on them?”

		  B’Elanna nodded. “Yes! They used some sort of shielding device.”

		  Carey turned to her. “You might not realize it… but all of the Starfleet crew, including myself, are also concerned about the captain’s reaction. None of us made any attempt to interfere or resist the Maquis. WE allowed you to take over the ship. In fact, we welcomed it! And it was our chief of security who helped rescue Chakotay, and who worked with him afterwards. Not to mention the part Lang and Telfer played. We could be charged with mutiny.”

		  Torres removed her hand from the railing. Her arm now pumping up and down, emphasizing her words. “Carey… it’s more than that. It’s the whole damn situation between her and Chakotay. With us! We’re Maquis, she’s Starfleet. I understand what you’re saying. You broke Starfleet rules. If the captain condemns us she can also condemn you!”

		  Taking time to catch her breath Torres hesitated. “I also know the captain did help us, but that was under different circumstances.”

		  She ran a hand along her forehead, then let it drop. “I don’t know, it’s so damn complicated. Look… it has been difficult for us to get accustomed to each other. What must it be like for her?”

		  Carey thought for a moment. “Being a captain… I suppose that does make a difference. But B’Elanna, give her a chance!”

		  B’Elanna Torres looked at her, now former Starfleet, assistant. “Carey… I’m willing to give her a chance. But will she do the same for us?”
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		itting in Chakotay’s ready room, facing the person responsible for her being there, facing him knowing what had happened, Kathryn Janeway found it every bit as difficult as she had known it would be. Even more so!

		  She chose her words carefully, calling upon every bit of strength that was within her. The hands in her lap now gripped together tightly. “Captain, no words will ever be strong enough to fully condemn the deplorable events that occurred onboard my ship. Nothing will ever erase the… terror you experienced at the hands of my officers. There is no compensation that I can ever offer you for what happened. An apology will never destroy the memories you must be living with.”

		  Deep blue eyes locked with dark brown. “However… I can thank you for the compassion you have shown toward, not only my crew, but also myself! You would have been justified in returning immediately to your ship, leaving us to our fate. Instead, you have allowed my crew to join yours, and risked your life to save mine.”

		  Chakotay held his breath. This was not what he had expected! Was there a possibility? He sat quietly, slowly placing his hands on the arms of the chair.

		  Janeway tried to inhale, the tightness in her chest threatening to suffocate her. What Chakotay must be feeling, what he must be thinking, she could only imagine!

		  Gripping her hands together until the knuckles were white, she found the will, and the strength to continue. “Now, I understand why you have been avoiding me, why your visits were always so short. I must be the last person you wish to see, the person accountable for what happened. It must be exceptionally difficult for you, since I am not only a Starfleet captain, but also the one responsible for your imprisonment. Then, once having placed your trust in me, that trust was betrayed. I understand why you must feel the need to keep me under guard.”

		  Chakotay was confused. Underguard? What was she referring to? Why would she feel that way?

		  With great difficulty, her voice tight, she answered Chakotay’s unspoken question. “It explains why every time I left my quarters Javis appeared, why I was not allowed the freedom of your ship. The hard feelings of dislike and distrust you and your crew must be holding against me, I can not come close to comprehending.”

		  Her voice caught in her throat. “I can not change what happened, but I can assure you, if I had known, if there had been the slightest hint of their plans, both Cavit and Fitzgerald would have found themselves under arrest. Unfortunately, I did not. I was aware of their intense hatred, but I had not the foresight to see what Cavit would do if he had to assume command. I was their captain, as such I accept full responsibility for what happened.”

		  His mind in a whirl, Chakotay remained silent. Afraid to breathe, afraid to move as hope began to grow!

		  For a moment Janeway looked down. When again she looked up her face was set in a mold of steel.

		  Kathryn Janeway took the next step fearful she was falling off a cliff. “Captain Chakotay, you are fully within your right to ask me to leave your ship. I am hoping you will choose not to do so. If you will allow me to join your crew, I give you my word, I will follow your orders, and give you the same respect that you ask of any crew member!”

		  Chakotay released his breath as relief flowed through his body. Easing the tight hold on the arm rests there was a slight shaking in his hands. If he did not already respect Kathryn Janeway, he would do so now. He could only guess at the tremendous effort this had taken.

		  However, for the moment he decided to keep his intentions and plans to himself. After so many hours of tension, relief made it difficult for his voice to work. “Is there any specific position you were thinking of?”

		  Janeway glanced down at her hands. Then with firm resolve she looked at Chakotay, the man she hoped would accept her as part of his crew. “Before transferring to command I served as science officer. Although this is not a science vessel, we will be traveling through unknown territory. I’m sure my expertise in that field will be of use.”

		  Breathing deeply, slowly, Chakotay placed his arms on the desk.

		  He chose his words as carefully as Janeway had chosen hers. “Captain, please accept my apology. You were never under guard. At least not in the sense you mean. Since there was an extremely high possibility of permanent brain damage, the doctor and myself were concerned about your mental state. Because of that, we were not sure how you would cope with the destruction of the Explorer, or for that matter this whole damn situation. I wanted someone with you to help you adjust, to answer questions, and act as your guide. The computer was instructed to alert Javis whenever you left quarters. I deeply regret the misunderstanding.”

		  Hiding her surprise Janeway began to realize things might not be as she suspected. As hope was burning within Chakotay, so, too, was hope beginning to burn within her. Ever so slightly her clenched hands relaxed. At least now her nails were not biting into her palms.

		  For a moment the Maquis captain ducked his head to one side. When he looked up there was a small smile on his face. “You made quite an impression on Javis. Before… I would have been afraid of leaving him alone with you, not now. As you know Javis has what some would call a sixth sense. However, it’s more than that. His people are partly empathic, sensing how a person is feeling, thinking. It was for this reason, and this reason alone, I asked him to watch over you. A task he accepted very willingly.”

		  Slightly embarrassing he shifted in his chair as his unease deepened. Janeway’s intense gaze was not helping. “I can now understand why you thought he was guarding you. I assure you, that was never my intent.”

		  “Is he Betazoid?” Janeway asked as the possibility of unraveling the mystery surrounding this member of the Maquis crew grew closer.

		  Finally being able to be completely open with Kathryn Janeway brought Chakotay relief and pleasure. “No! Javis is from Sarous, a planet in the Gamma Quadrant. One of the worlds ruled by the Dominion.”

		  Janeway tilted her head slightly to the side. “I never heard of Sarous before.”

		  Chakotay’s face hardened. “Be glad you didn’t! The planet is closely guarded by both Cardassian and Dominion patrols. Going anywhere near it would have meant your life and that of your crew. From what I was able to discover, any Starfleet ship entering the Gamma Quadrant is boarded by a shape shifter, who accesses the computer. He then inputs misleading information so the sensors never reveal or record the existence of the planet.”

		  A chill ran up and down Janeway’s spine. Her father had been correct about her ship being boarded.

		  She listened closely to Chakotay as he revealed all that he had been safeguarding. “Javis and his sister are among the few survivors of a planet wide massacre carried out by the Founders and Cardassia. The Cardassians wanted a base within the Gamma Quadrant. Sarous was perfect. Close to the Worm Hole, but off the usual routes traveled by ships entering the sector. There were approximately one hundred thousand inhabitants, those not killed were taken back to Cardassia, to work as slaves in secret underground government mining operations.”

		  Chakotay paused for a moment to gather his thoughts. “Neither the Cardassians nor Founders realized there were thirty survivors. Witnesses! It was a group of students under the supervision of several tutors. They were in a cave where a special type of mineral, found only in that region, protected them from discovery. However, that cave was just outside and above the settlement where Javis lived, giving him a clear view of the village being destroyed. Afterwards they were able to find a small ship and managed to slip by the patrols to safety, eventually traveling through the Worm Hole and ending up in the Badlands.”

		  Chakotay looked intently at Janeway. “The peace treaty between Cardassia and the Federation was the first step in a plan to destroy Starfleet and the complete takeover of all Federation territory. Sarous is being used as a military base. With the former Federation colonies within easy reach for a staging ground as they prepare to attack. To make matters worse, there is at least one renegade Starfleet officer working with them, who participated in the massacre. Javis and his sister witnessed this officer killing a handful of Sarousian prisoners. Including their mother, father, and two older brothers.”

		  In total shock Janeway stared at Chakotay. She did not like what she was hearing, in fact it made her feel sick. “Can Javis identify this officer?”

		  Chakotay nodded. “Yes! This was one of the reasons for my caution. Why I remained silent!”

		  Immediately, Janeway understood. “If the Cardassians or Dominion found out about Javis… These surviviors, they’re the people you’ve been protecting.”

		  “These and others,” Chakotay replied softly.

		  Janeway gestured with her hand. “Why did they, you, not go to Starfleet or to the Federation Council?”

		  The memory of their efforts and the bureaucratic stonewalls they ran into flashed through Chakotay’s mind. “They tried, we tried. Red tape, bureaucracy, nobody would listen. Sarous was not part of the Federation, it wasn’t even located in the Alpha Quadrant. The peace talks were underway, nobody wanted to believe ill of the Cardassians. Any records of the attempts to be heard or request for meetings made by the Sarousians disappeared. For their own safety Javis and the others went into hiding, never mentioning the word Sarous. It was one of the survivors who began the Maquis.”

		  Janeway gasped. “The alliance between Cardassia and the Founders goes back that far!”

		  Chakotay started to relax, he was beginning to feel the old Kathryn Janeway was back. “When he was killed I took over. Until we could bring indisputable proof, more than just a small group of people claiming to be from a distant unknown region, to the Federation we were on our own. Branded as traitors and outlaws. There was also the question of who we could trust among Starfleet or Federation officials.”

		  Realizing the injustice and the implications of what Chakotay had told her, for a moment Janeway closed her eyes. Not for a microsecond did she doubt a word of what he was saying. “My father would have listened. He never fully trusted the Cardassians.”

		  Chakotay leaned back in his chair. “Well… until I was captured by a certain captain, I only knew your father by reputation. A man to be trusted and respected, known to be open minded, but not afraid to state and act upon his opinions. But, he is also known for being hard-nosed Starfleet.”

		  A soft gentleness shone from his eyes. “Exactly like his daughter!”

		  Janeway allowed a small smile to cross her face as she replied softly. “That is a certainty.”

		  Thinking of her father, the realization they might never see each other again, sent a jab of pain through Janeway.

		  Chakotay caught the flash of pain on Janeway’s face. He swore to himself to do everything within his power to reunite father and daughter. As for himself, he was looking forward to meeting the man who had raised this remarkable woman. “I knew if anyone would listen, it would be Admiral Janeway. However… reaching your father was a different matter. I couldn’t just walk into his office.”

		  Realization dawned on Janeway. With a look of disbelief upon her face she leaned forward. “You were feeding him information, one of his unidentified sources!”

		  Chakotay ran his hand through his hair. “Yes… However… the result was not exactly what I expected. I didn’t know he had a secret weapon in the form of his daughter. Believe me… what happened at Syzygie was not in my plans.”

		  Deep apprehension showed on Janeway’s face. “The Federation will now be taken by surprise.”

		  Chakotay shook his head. “No! As you are aware, the Maquis are no longer just a rebel group. Ro will take over, she trained under me in Starfleet and has worked with me for two years, she will make a good leader. It was under my orders that the Bajoran resistance fighters, from the days of the Cardassians, were organized into a special unit. Ro is aware of all my plans and she will find a way to contact your father. All the information and proof I now have, she has. The younger sister of Javis, Sandra, is under her care.”

		  If Chakotay had surprised her before, his next piece of information shocked her even more. “We now have several high-ranking Cardassian officers on our side. Another reason why I had to retain my silence. They are in the process of organizing the Cardassians who want peace and have managed to gather vital information. The resistance is growing much faster than I expected, proving many Cardassians do not want another war. Between these Cardassians and the Sarous survivors, we now have the necessary proof. That is why I was ready to meet with your father.”

		  Janeway now realized just how powerful and organized the Maquis really were. She gave a small laugh. “And I was sorry you had left Starfleet. It appears you have put your talents to good use.”

		  In order to find the right words Janeway hesitated a moment.

		  When Kathryn Janeway next spoke she did so with honesty, her eyes clearly showing the esteem she now held for the Maquis leader. “I still cannot fully agree with the formation of the Maquis. However… I do understand why you felt there was no other choice and I respect your decisions and that of your predecessor. And… I respect you and the other Maquis, the sacrifices you have made. Chakotay, you built up the Maquis, allowing yourself to be called an outlaw and a traitor. Contrary to the beliefs of Starfleet and those I once held, your efforts were to protect not destroy the Federation. The Maquis are risking their lives to correct a mistake the Federation made. I can only hope the Federation and Starfleet wake up in time!”

		  Going over what Chakotay had said, a puzzled look appeared on her face. “What I don’t understand… if Ro was working for you, why did you want my father to believe the two of you were about to form a coalition?”

		  Chakotay looked baffled. “I don’t know anything about that.”

		  Thinking for a moment Chakotay shook his head slowly from side to side. “Your father was probably receiving information from more than one person. Only Evans knew Ro was one of my main operatives, everyone else would assume she was working on her own. Someone may have seen Ro and I together, concluding we were joining forces.”

		  A dark shadow clouded Janeway’s face, the anger clearly showing. “I now understand why Javis hates Starfleet. Rest assured, when we return I’ll make sure that officer is forced to pay for his actions.”

		  Chakotay responded softly. “I know you will.”

		  Then he grinned. “And I can speak from experience that officer is in for trouble.”

		  Kathryn Janeway could not help but smile, then for an instant she turned her head away.

		  When she again looked at Chakotay there was fire in her eyes. “I’m ashamed there are officers capable of taking part in mass murder, and like Cavit. Not only are they a disgrace to their uniforms and the oath they took, but they are using Starfleet as a way to mask their behavior. I know my father would never tolerate or support officers such as these. Just a hint that someone is acting in this manner and my father would immediately begin an investigation. He will be deeply shocked and upset, as I am, when he finds out.”

		  She heaved a sigh. “If only the survivors had been able to speak with Dad, then there might not have been a need to form the Maquis.”

		  For a moment Chakotay rubbed his hand along the arm of the chair. “Dicaire never heard of Admiral Janeway when he formed the Maquis. To be honest… when I joined the thought of going to the Admiral never entered my mind. I only began sending him information a couple of years ago, when I heard him speak out against the treaty with the Cardassians. I wanted to see his reaction before risking a meeting. Well… I certainly obtained a meeting… with two Janeways. You did make a perfect secret weapon.”

		  Kathryn Janeway smiled. “I never thought of myself as a secret weapon. Dad will be amused.”

		  Once again moving forward Chakotay placed his arms on the desk, the Maquis captain looked intently at Janeway. “Now you understand my concern when Javis saved your life. Though none of my crew, other than Evans, knows his story, they do know of his hatred for Starfleet. His shipmates would have made it hard for him.”

		  Placing his hands together Chakotay spoke softly, earnestly. “Then you pulled that stunt in the mess hall. You changed the opinion of not only Javis, but of all my crew. The effort you put into finding Torres, never differentiating between her and Harry Kim with your concern. And… there were the supplies you sent over, the aid you offered. Kathryn Janeway, you are badly mistaken if you believe this crew dislikes you. Just the opposite, you earned the respect of a Maquis crew. They have been concerned and worried, as I have been, over your recovery.

		  Chakotay gazed directly into the eyes of the woman before him. “In no way do I, or any member of my crew, hold you responsible for what happened. There are times when a captain cannot be held accountable. This is one such time! If you are guilty of not foreseeing Cavit’s actions… then I am just as guilty! We are guilty only of the trust that we shared. Neither of us could ever have anticipated such unthinkable behavior.”

		  Gathering his thoughts Chakotay played with a PADD. “And yes, while I have been avoiding you it is not for the reason you think. I was avoiding the questions you were bound to start asking. Questions only one captain to another would ask. I wanted to give you time to heal. That was another reason why Javis was always with you. Until I had the opportunity to explain what had happened, the crew had been instructed to be careful of what they said to you. Javis was to ensure no one made a slip.”

		  Chakotay smiled. “Unintentionally, you made it easy for him by seldom leaving your quarters. Though I sincerely regret the reason why. You could have gone anywhere you wanted, and you have complete access to my computer records.”

		  Needing a moment to compose herself, Janeway stared down at her hands. After all that had happened, Chakotay and his crew had been looking after and protecting her. These were the outlaws and rebels she had once set out to capture and throw in prison! While her own officers had tried to murder her!

		  She looked at the man who had been willing to sacrifice his life to save hers. The man she had come to trust and respect. “I have to admit the loss of the Explorer was a shock. I did need time to accept that and recover from my injuries. But I had no trouble accepting that my crew was alive and well, even if they were Maquis. Be assured I did not go looking for any oil.”

		  Chakotay laughed. He was sure neither Tuvok nor Kathryn Janeway would ever allow him to live that statement down.

		  Janeway returned Chakotay’s smile before she once again became serious. “In a way I’m glad you did wait. Watching what Cavit did was horrible, however… I'm glad you were not put in the position of explaining those events. You have gone through enough!”

		  Watching Kathryn Janeway, Chakotay decided the time was right. Taking a deep breath he plunged ahead. “About the position of science officer. Your expertise would be of use. However… I’m not sure that position would be acceptable, not under these conditions. As science officer you would be required at the science station on the bridge. Since you are a Starfleet captain, accustomed to command, such a situation would be hard on you.”

		  Janeway pictured herself washing the decks!
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		s Janeway sat with tightly clasped hands, so too did Chakotay. This was where fate had led them. Two people, who only a few short days before had been enemies. A Starfleet captain and the Maquis leader who were thrown together by fate. To this point in time when one word, one decision, would send them on to fulfilling their destinies.

		  Afraid to breathe, hoping her answer would be yes, afraid she might say no, Chakotay gave Kathryn Janeway back to the life for which she had been born. “It will require the combined effort and skills of both of us to reach home. I was hoping you would accept the position of second-in-command. Share with me the command of this ship and crew.”

		  Kathryn Janeway sat completely stunned. Only one reply came to her mind. “Don’t you want a Maquis in that position?”

		  Rubbing the back of his neck Chakotay grinned. “Unless I’m missing something, isn’t that what you are asking to become?”

		  Janeway laughed as the dark clouds blotting out her horizon disappeared. “I walked right into that. Didn’t I?”

		  “With your eyes wide open!” Chakotay retorted as his chest swelled with happiness. Kathryn Janeway was back!

		  Leaning back on his seat Chakotay rested his hands lightly on the armrests. He could almost see the feeling of comradeship enwrapping the two of them in its warm embrace. The tension, the apprehension disappearing as though it never existed.

		  For the first time in days Kathryn Janeway and Chakotay felt at peace!

		  Janeway slowly recovered from the shock. “What about Evans?”

		  Chakotay smiled, always worrying about others before herself. “He is in full agreement. The two of us discussed this shortly after the doctor released you from sickbay. In fact he mentioned it before I did, Evans knows your place is on the bridge of a starship. To be in command. Due to the length of time we’ll be in space and the dangers we’ll be facing, we decided to prepare some of our younger crew members for command.”

		  Remembering the possible problems he and Evans had discussed, Chakotay paused for several seconds. “At the moment there are only four with leadership training, myself, you, Evans, and Tuvok. If it does take seventy years to reach the Alpha Quadrant, or if something happens, we need a well prepared team to take over. He’ll be in charge of that program, along with various other training programs which will be necessary.”

		  He sat there relaxed, one hand lightly rubbing the edge of his armrest. “I have implemented the same ranking structure as Starfleet, with Tuvok and Evans as full commanders. However, I have created a new line of duty. Within Starfleet there is no classification as command lieutenants, or what could be called third-in-command. Tuvok and Evans will be considered as such. You and I will be relying very heavily on both of them.”

		  Janeway could also feel the anxiety flowing from her body, leaving her calm and settled. Stretching out her legs she relaxed in her seat. “You knew I would accept, otherwise you would never have offered me the position.”

		  Chakotay’s mouth twisted in a grimace. “I was hopeful; however, after last night I feared you would not.”

		  “Last night?” inquired Janeway puzzled.

		  Chakotay realized how wrong he had been. “Yes! I’ve been fearful you would hold me responsible for the destruction of the Explorer and the deaths of two officers. It was I who gave the order to evacuate, never giving Tuvok the opportunity to stop Cavit. Last night, the way you looked at me, the hate and anger in your eyes and face, I was sure my fears were being realized.”

		  Janeway was appalled. “Chakotay! The anger was not directed at you, but at Cavit and Fitzgerald. Two of my officers who not only attempted to murder, but also torture, the man I had come to look upon as an ally and a friend. The man I had grown to trust. I asked you to leave because I couldn’t face you. I was so ashamed and upset. I didn’t know what to say. In a way I was also angry with myself. When I informed Cavit he would be receiving a formal reprimand, he was also warned I would relieve him from duty if his attitude didn’t change. I felt that would be enough, evidentially it wasn’t. Cavit and Cavit alone destroyed my ship. I have never felt such anger against any one person as I did against Cavit last night.”

		  Her face became a mask of steel. “Though I am sorry Cavit and Fitzgerald were killed. I would have preferred dealing with them. Personally!”

		  For the first time Chakotay realized Cavit and Fitzgerald had gotten off lightly. “Since we managed to evacuate everybody except those two, I feared you might think it was on purpose.”

		  Janeway stared at the Maquis captain. “Chakotay! you are no more capable of doing something like that than I am! Neither of us could ever leave someone to die, even an enemy. If you had not acted when you did, not only would my ship have been destroyed, but also my whole crew would have died. Tuvok did not have enough time to stop Cavit. If I find any comfort in those events, it would be in the actions of my crew. The way Tuvok… aided in your rescue and worked with you afterwards.”

		  Once again, the pride of a captain shone in her eyes. “I also find comfort in the way my crew reacted to the Maquis take over. Knowing Cavit was wrong they made no attempt to interfere or stop your crew. As a captain it is difficult to say this, but there are times when a crew must know the difference between right and wrong. Know when their commanding officer is unfit to command. Cavit was unfit and they knew it. I’m proud they had the courage to help right the terrible wrong being committed.”

		  For a moment she appeared uncertain then went ahead. “There is something you are unaware of, it concerns Tuvok. You are aware that at Syzygie my plan was to capture your whole crew.”

		  Chakotay nodded, wondering what she was leading up to. Somehow he felt she would once again prove how badly he had underestimated her.

		  Knowing Chakotay would be shocked, Janeway smiled. “Obviously, if I had been successful, my brig would not have been large enough. Therefore I had my smallest cargo bay converted into a holding cell. A series of special force fields were installed preventing anyone from going near any of the walls and access panels. Your crew would have been contained in the center of the bay with a special monitoring system. If they managed to disable one field, they would have several more to contend with. Any tampering with just one field would set off a security alert. In addition each field came from a different source, and we would have been watching your crew at all times.”

		  The Maquis captain stared at his new second-in-command, she did not fool around.

		  Janeway laughed at Chakotay’s expression. “Once these measures were activated, no way would your crew be able to escape.”

		  Suddenly it dawned on Chakotay, he leaned forward. “Tuvok never implemented the extra security measures when Cavit arrested my crew!”

		  Janeway looked at the stunned Maquis captain, as he realized what this meant. “Exactly! Just now on the bridge I discussed this with him. For the mission to Syzygie, Cavit was need-to-know, since we never caught your crew he was unaware of these security measures. Therefore, he never ordered Tuvok to implement them. Therefore Tuvok did not! On purpose!”

		  Chakotay sat there shaking his head. “That damn Vulcan! He planned on my crew escaping!”

		  The Maquis leader’s reaction amused Janeway. “When I asked Tuvok why not he explained that since Cavit had Federation law on his side, his vulcan training prevented him from taking any action. However, since Cavit was acting against my wishes, Tuvok was therefore using Vulcan loyalty.”

		  Janeway was thoroughly enjoying Chakotay’s shock. “The Vulcan code of loyalty, as well as the sense of right and wrong, is very strong. Tuvok knew the Maquis would probably escape and take over the ship. He also knew neither you nor Evans would harm any of my crew. Logically he assumed once your crew freed themselves they would let you out of the brig, then return to your ship and leave.”

		  She took a deep unsettled breath. “Of course he was unaware of Cavit’s plan to execute you. That put a totally different light on the whole situation. Forcing a very critical and short time frame for the Maquis to escape. Due to the promise he made to you and the fact he was a Starfleet officer, Tuvok could neither argue with Cavit nor disobey him. That is, until Cavit’s true plans came to light. Fortunately, they were discovered in time to avert disaster.”

		  Leaning back again Chakotay remarked softly. “It is strange, despite our differences, all of us managed to work together when necessary.”

		  Hesitating for a moment Janeway nodded. “Yes, but it would appear you and I still had much to learn. We worked together, managed to trust each other, but still badly misjudged the other. Chakotay… the order from my father, which Cavit played at the hearing, the authorization to use any means necessary referred to arranging a meeting with you. Nothing else!”

		  Chakotay smiled. “I know. Your father used the word ‘find’, not ‘stop’. I also realized he took Tuvok’s words out of context.”

		  There was a mischievous light in his eyes. “I have been indulging myself with the pleasure of reviewing some of the Explorer’s records. I found the whole conversation between you and Tuvok. Very interesting!”

		  Janeway rolled her eyes and raised her hand. “I’m going to go through some of this ship’s log records. Even out the playing field!”

		  The Maquis captain laughed.

		  Then looking at his friend, Chakotay became serious. “You’re right about misjudging each other. However… I think we have both already learned a most important lesson. To trust and not jump to conclusions. So far we survived the Delta Quadrant by working together, this ship will reach home as long as we continue to do so.”

		  A sad smile appeared on Janeway’s face. “Yes, it is strange. During our very first conversation you hoped one day I would learn to judge you and the other Maquis not as traitors and outlaws.”

		  Chakotay gave his head a quick hard shake. “I did not mean under these circumstances. But Captain, I’m curious, what caused you to access the records?”

		  Janeway tilted her head to one side. “Don’t you think the time has come to drop the captain?”

		  Chakotay tried it. “Kathryn…”

		  It felt strange, but at the same time right.

		  The lines around Janeway’s mouth tightened. “Over the last couple of days I’ve had flashes of waking up in my own sick bay. I vaguely remember speaking with Cavit. He said something about ‘until he was finished with you and the Maquis’. Or something similar. The images were hazy and distorted. Then Fitzgerald administered a hypospray and I remember nothing more. I thought they were hallucinations, lingering effects of my injuries. But something kept bothering me. Something I couldn’t place.”

		  Smiling slightly she shifted in her seat. “Then yesterday, when you were telling me about Tom, I finally realized the picture was not right. If my ship had been destroyed in the midst of a battle, how did you have time to download my records? Also, with the Explorer gone and your sensors down, how come you were not destroyed? I discovered a lot more than I expected!”

		  Chakotay rubbed his hand together. “Well, perhaps it was for the best. Now the uncertainty is over we can concentrate on returning home. Also, Evans and Tuvok have a memorial service planned. Perhaps you would like to discuss the arrangements with them.”

		  A deep sadness touched Janeway’s eyes. “I’m sure whatever they have prepared will be most suitable. For everyone!”

		  Chakotay nodded.

		  Janeway’s love of devilment was returning. “I hope the position of second-in-command will enable me to discover the truth behind the mysterious, disappearing act of yours.”

		  Chakotay laughed, he should have known that would be foremost on her mind. “You never give up, do you?”

		  With her face bathed with innocence she looked at Chakotay. “I did warn you!”

		  He gave his ear a small tug. “Echo displacements and warp transport.”

		  “What! Warp transport is impossible!” Janeway gestured with her hand.

		  Chakotay replied with a grin stretching from ear to ear. “Not if you have my… our chief engineer.”

		  Janeway made a disbelieving face. “B’Elanna Torres! I want to have a talk with her!”

		  Chakotay rested his elbow on the arm rest, rubbing his fingers together. “Actually, we have been working on warp transports for some time. When I was captured they did not have it perfected. During the four months I was in prison, B’Elanna managed to correct any remaining problems. Of course I didn’t know this, so… I was as surprised as you and your father were.”

		  Looking at Chakotay, Janeway just shook her head.

		  Once again, the Maquis captain was enjoying a conversation with his former enemy. “Well cap… Kathryn, I had promised you a tour of the ship. Why don’t we start with engineering? Afterwards, if you want, we can see the Ocampa before breaking orbit later today.”

		  She replied with a warm, sincere smile. “I would enjoy that.”

		  Then her face sobered as a thought formed. “Chakotay, are the Maquis sabotaging Starfleet’s building of the Intrepid line?”

		  His hand stilled. “No! In no way! The Federation will need those ships against the coming threat. I am aware of the problems they are having. Somehow the Cardassiand and/or the Dominion are responsible. Despite some of my best efforts I have been unable to discover how.”

		  Kathryn Janeway was satisfied. “With what I have discovered about the Maquis, I would have been very surprised if you were. Incidentally, do the Maquis not name their ships?”

		  Chakotay uttered a small laugh. “We seldom keep them in one piece long enough. Perhaps for good luck this time we should.”

		  Janeway suddenly became very interested in her hands. It prevented Chakotay from seeing her face. “A good ship deserves a good name.”

		  The Maquis captain walked right into the trap. “Yes, this is a fine ship, extremely well designed. Whoever drew up the plans knew what he was doing.”

		  Janeway managed to keep a straight face. “Yes, my father did a good job. He will be pleased!”

		  “Your… your father!” Chakotay stammered in surprise.

		  She managed to avoid laughing too loudly at the expression on his face. “Yes, he designed several ships. After all, were the plans not ‘borrowed’ from Starfleet?”

		  Chakotay just stared at her.

		  Kathryn Janeway was enjoying herself.

		  Feeling good for the first time in days, she decided to turn the screw just a little tighter. “Let’s see… Not only do you turn the daughter of the most respected admiral in Starfleet into a Maquis, you also steal the plans of the ship he designed. For one man you certainly do get yourself into a lot of trouble. I should have a talk with Evans.”

		  Chakotay sat shaking his head. Beyond a doubt Kathryn Janeway was back to being herself. Life was going to be interesting.

		  Janeway’s voice rang with amusement. “Well under the circumstances I’m sure Dad will forgive you. Now for a name! Would you and your crew object to one picked out by the Starfleet designer and his daughter?”

		  Chakotay replied with deep sincerity. “Kathryn, it would be an honor.”

		  She smiled as her eyes took on the sheen of moisture. “One night when Dad was showing me the schematics, we decided to call the first one built Voyager.”

		  Chakotay slowly tested the name. “Voyager, the Voyager.”

		  He smiled. “I like it. It would appear that among the many attributes of the Janeway family, name picking is one of them. By the time we reach home the name will have been earned. I’m looking forward to meeting your father, I have several things to thank him for.”

		  She twisted her head to the side, asking the silent question.

		  Leaning forward in his seat, Chakotay folded his hands together on the desk. “I have to thank him for a wonderful daughter, a wonderful ship, and a wonderful captain.”

		  Talking of her father, her voice carried a trace of sadness. “The strange part… when he gave me the assignment that led to Sysygie, he did so because I would never join the Maquis. Fate has a strange way of turning life upside down.”

		  When Chakotay replied his voice was soft and tender. “If I was the Maquis outlaw that you and your father believed me to be, we would never have worked together. We would not be sitting here talking as we are. You did not join the Maquis envisioned by Starfleet and the Federation. Kathryn, you are your father’s daughter. Therefore, your father is like his daughter. I’m sure, considering the circumstances, he will understand. I’ll only worry about being shot with one phaser instead of two.”

		  Kathryn Janeway smiled gently. “Perhaps, not even one.”

		  Locking eyes with Janeway, Chakotay returned the smile. “Now… Since you are an official member of my crew, do you feel up to starting your duties?”

		  With her hand she indicated Chakotay’s desk amass with PADDs. “Of course. It appears you can use the help of your second-in-command.”

		  Chakotay picked up a PADD. “As you can see there is no shortage of work. Wait until you see the pile that Evans has on his desk. I’m sure he will be overjoyed to transfer them to you.”

		  He laughed at the expression of mock horror on Janeway’s face.

		  There was a gleam of mischief in Chakotay’s eyes as he looked at Janeway. “However… your first official assignment will be reprogramming the coffee making of my replicators. You spoiled my crew with yours.”

		  Janeay attempted to maintain a straight face. “I see. I believe I have heard a few comments.”

		  Leaning forward she placed her hand beside her mouth in a conspiratorial fashion. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. I programmed my replicators with a special receipt. To prevent a mutiny I’ll give the formula to B’Elanna.”

		  “Thank you!” Rising to his feet Chakotay walked around the desk.

		  He held out his hand to the newest crew member of the Maquis ship, Voyager. “Well second-in-command Janeway, will you grant me the honor of showing you the ship? Your ship!”

		  Taking the extended hand she slowly rose to her feet. A sincere smile on her face. “I am looking forward to it. And to meeting my new crew.”
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		ogether Janeway and Chakotay exited the ready room. Entering the bridge they both wore long, dark faces.

		  Hearing the ready room door, Evans turned in his seat. Upon seeing the faces of the two captains his blood turned to ice. Using the arm of the chair for support he managed to stand up. Convinced they had not reached a satisfactory agreement, dismay turned his stomach to knots.

		  One by one the bridge crew turned fearful and troubled eyes onto the captains as they walked down to the command area. They stopped a couple of feet from where Evans, tight-lipped with apprehension, stood waiting.

		  Chakotay addressed the anxious bridge crew. As he looked around at the alarmed faces it required nerves of steel to maintain the facade. “I’m afraid I have bad news. From now on, when I’m not on the bridge, you will no longer be able to relax.”

		  He waited for a moment. “My new second-in-command will be watching you.”

		  It took all of five seconds for the truth to register. Sunlight poured over the bridge, washing away the gloom and blackness.

		  Tom Paris slumped at the conn, for once at a loss for words. He sat there with one arm across the panel, one hand on his knee. Giving silent thanks for having ended up with two of the best commanders ever to captain a ship.

		  With bowed head Harry Kim gripped the sides of his console. Glad that his loyalty would not be divided, nor would be forced to choose between the two.

		  Tuvok stood with raised eyebrow. The solution was satisfactory, for the crew and for himself. He would be able to continue serving one captain who was his friend, and the other captain who had earned his respect.

		  Finally gaining control of his emotions, Evans walked over with a big smile lighting up his face. He exchanged a warm handshake with Kathryn Janeway. “Welcome aboard!”

		  He said no more. No more was needed. The warmth and relief in his eyes said it all.

		  Chakotay’s eyes wandered over the bridge. Over his strange new crew of part Maquis, part Starfleet. There would still be adjustments, minor difficulties as they became accustomed to new routines, to each other. But the worst was over. They were now all one crew! He knew with Kathryn Janeway beside him, the two of them would forge a crew like no other.

		  Turning his head the Maquis captain looked first at Commander Tuvok then Commander Evans, his new command lieutenants and right hand men to both himself and Janeway. Tuvok and Evans, two men they could trust with their lives! “Evans, I’m going to give Kathryn a tour of the ship. Which… you’ll be glad to hear she christened The Voyager.”

		  Evans looked over at the new-second-in-command. “A good name, fit for the long journey we have before us.”

		  Mischief glowed in Janeway’s eyes. “Yes it is. But I can’t take all the credit. My father, Admiral Edward Janeway, designed the ship. Together we came up with the name.”

		  Stunned with disbelief Evans looked first at Kathryn Janeway then at Chakotay. He couldn’t believe it. First Captain Janeway turns out to be the daughter of the admiral, then it turns out Chakotay stole the plans from the admiral. This woman never ceased with the surprises, Chakotay was going to have his hands full.

		  The Maquis captain shrugged. “I was in trouble the day this woman was born!”

		  The comment produced a silent laugh from Janeway and Evans.

		  Looking at Kathryn Janeway, Evans finally found his voice. “No wonder it’s such a good ship!”

		  Evans made no attempt to hide his amusement. “Chakotay usually makes the right choices.”

		  The object of the comment just placed his hands on his hips and stared down at the deck. Yes… things were going to be interesting!

		  On a more serious note Evans turned to Chakotay. “Watch out for B’Elanna, she just left the bridge. For the third time in two days I had to bring her up here for the same repair. Her disposition is not the best.”

		  Chakotay let out a sigh, he knew B’Elanna Torres when she was in one of her moods. “Might as well let my second-in-command see what is in store for her. We were planning to head there first, thanks for the warning.”

		  He turned to the ops station. “Harry, later today I’m planning to point this ship in the direction of the Alpha Quadrant. If you want to say goodbye to the Ocampa go ahead. It will also give you the opportunity for one last review of their plans. I’ll tell B’Elanna.”

		  Chakotay looked over at the conn. “Tom, it would be a good idea for you to also go. I want to ensure the Ocampa have everything under control before we leave.”

		  Tom nodded. “Yes, Captain! I finished running all diagnostics, the conn checks out perfectly.”

		  Chakotay turned back to Evans. “Inform Neelix and Kes, also let the crew know anyone who wishes to can have one last visit with the Ocampa.”

		  Evans smiled at the two captains. “They’ll be glad to hear we’re heading home. And I know several who would like to say goodbye to their our new friends.”

		  The mischievous side of Kathryn Janeway began making up for lost time. “Evans, thank you for not being too hard on the guards when you escaped.”

		  In mock indignation she shook her head. “Convincing members of my crew to mutiny.”

		  She laughed at the embarrassment that flickered across his young face. “However… this time I’ll forgive you. We have a lot to discuss, perhaps we can meet later on.”

		  Evans returned her smile and his eyes lit up in happiness. “I’m looking forward to it.”

		  As Janeway and Chakotay moved in the direction of the turbolift, Harry Kim addressed his former commander. “Captain, I’m glad everything worked out.”

		  Janeway nodded as a melancholy smile flickered across her face. “So am I Harry, so am I. However, I’m afraid it’s no longer captain.”

		  With deep respect Chakotay turned to Janeway. “Harry Kim, she has earned that title, she will never be anything less!”

		  Walking over to the turbolift they encountered Javis, who had not left the bridge due to his orders about watching Janeway.

		  Janeway stopped before the Maquis lieutenant, who just a week ago had been so full of hate, but now was willing to protect her. “Javis, Chakotay explained everything. You have my promise, when we return I’ll have those responsible brought to justice. Thank you for looking after me.”

		  She held out her hand. Without hesitation Javis accepted it!

		  Chakotay clapped him on the back. “Javis, you’re off special duty. That is until the next away mission Kathryn goes on.”

		  Janeway rolled her eyes. Glaring at Chakotay she placed her hands on her hips.

		  Leaning down to whisper Chakotay laughed. “Kathryn don’t argue. I have your word my orders will be obeyed!”

		  With a grin he looked back at Javis. “From now on you’ll have your work cut out for you.”

		  Janeway looked over at Tuvok. “Perhaps I should have used the oil!”

		  She then motioned to the open turbolift door. “After you, ‘Captain’!”

		  Chakotay grinned. “No after you. This time, I’ll make an exception! Ma’am!”

		  He laughed at her expression.

		  Behind them the bridge crew fought to prevent themselves from laughing. Tuvok stood quietly with both hands on his console. A feeling of contentment and well being washing over his Vulcan mind.

		  Standing with arms crossed, Evans watched as the two stepped into the turbolift. Then with a grin he walked over to Tactical. “Tuvok! What is it with this oil?”

		  Tuvok looked down at his console. “Over on the Explorer, not long after you and the other Maquis had left, I asked Captain Chakotay if he was going to suggest merging the crews. He replied that since Captain Janeway would boil him in oil for turning her crew into Maquis, he would not do so as long as the captain was alive. Obviously, he had to risk that fate.”

		  Evans almost chocked with laughter. “And… of course Janeway found out. Tuvok, are you a betting man?”

		  “Sir?” Tuvok looked at his shipmate.

		  Evans placed his arm on the console. “How much you want to bet, by the time we reach the Alpha Quadrant… Kathryn Janeway will sit in the main command chair more than Chakotay?”

		  The Vulcan appeared shocked by the suggestion. “This is Captain Chakotay’s ship, Captain Janeway will respect his position as captain.”

		  Evans laughed. “Mr. Tuvok! You just referred to her as captain. Harry Kim called her captain. You heard Chakotay, Kathryn Janeway will never be anything less. Watch!”

		  As Evans turned away Tuvok looked in the direction of the turbolift. Slowly he raised both eyebrows.

		  Evans returned to his seat. For the first time in days he felt lighthearted, content with the latest turn of events. With Janeway and Chakotay in charge he was sure they would reach home. It might take years, but they would do it. He smiled to himself, the trip would not be dull.

		  Not with those two in command!
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		s the turbolift door was closing Janeway and Chakotay heard Evans ask Tuvok about the oil.

		  Chakotay ran his hand threw his hair. “I should never have made that comment.”

		  Janeway kept a straight face. “It’s always a danger to put ideas into my head! You can never tell, I like to store ideas for future use!”

		  Chakotay rolled his eyes. He would never live that comment down.

		  Leaning her back against the wall Janeway looked over at her new captain. “Chakotay, may I ask you a question?”

		  Recognizing the glint in her eye he crossed his arms, looking at her cautiously. “Sure, I’ll answer if I can.”

		  Always enjoying the opportunity to put Chakotay on the spot, Janeway forced herself to look serious. Suddenly she locked eyes with her former enemy. “If things were reversed. If Voyager was a Starfleet ship under my command, would you serve as my first officer?”

		  Feeling as though he was walking through a mine field, Chakotay ran his hand along his neck. Not only was he being put on the spot, but in the tiny confines of the turbolift he was trapped.

		  And she knew it!

		  However, he was learning how to deal with his former adversary. Placing his hands on his hips he grinned the grin of the innocent. “Well… Kathryn Janeway, there is one advantage about being the person in charge, you can keep some things to yourself.”

		  Laughing they stepped out into the corridor leading to engineer.
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		haking her head in frustration B’Elanna Torres studied the readouts. Since returning from the bridge she had been working at the console in front of the warp core. Running diagnostic after diagnostic she wanted to make sure she could finally say, ‘Let’s go, the ship is ready for the long voyage back to the Alpha Quadrant.’

		  When her acute hearing registered the opening and closing of the main door to engineering she turned her head. She was expecting Chakotay, who would want her status report before deciding to break orbit.

		  She was not expecting Janeway and Chakotay. Uncertainty and worry froze her hands onto the panel. Standing rigid and still, she closely watched the two walking in her direction. For several seconds Torres just stood there, her eyes filled with fear and concern.

		  Seeing their smiling faces, hearing the two talking, discussing the sensor array and the repairs it had undergone, B’Elanna Torres relaxed. Expelling the breath she had been holding, she glanced over at the engineer standing beside her.

		  Joe Carey had also been watching his former captain and his new captain. He did not know what happened on the bridge, but Janeway had been his captain long enough for Joe to understand all was well.

		  The former Starfleet now Maquis engineer gave Torres a smile and a quick nod.

		  B’Elanna’s dark mood evaporated like the clouds on a sunny day. Instead she experienced something very foreign. Overcome with emotion she glanced down at the deck. Then looking up she saw them stop while Chakotay pointed over to the side. Explaining something to his companion.

		  Torres found her thoughts straying to the Alpa Quadrant. She was looking forward to the day when they would arrive home. To the stories she would be able to tell about one Starfleet captain and one Maquis leader. These two who had saved not only her life, but also the lives of both crews by having the courage to forget their differences.

		  She continued watching as Chakotay gently placed his hand on Janeway’s elbow, steering her to a wall console, explaining its multi-functions. She continued watching as Chakotay smiled down, replying to a question. As she continued watching Torres realized how relaxed they were with each other.

		  Uttering a small gasp as realization B’Elanna Torres gripped the railing.

		  For in that moment she realized the story of Starfleet Captain Kathryn Janeway and Maquis Commander Chakotay was only just beginning!
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