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Through the viewport in his ready room, Captain James Farrell stood and watched as the fire danced silently before his eyes. The swirling fury of the Badlands stretched out seemingly to the ends of the universe. Even from their safe distance, the light that shimmered through the stars streamed through the transparent aluminum and filled the room with a soft, amber glow.


For some reason, he had always been stimulated by movement. Even as a small child, he remembered feeling restless and bored whenever he was required to sit still for long periods of time. However, if he had something to move in and something to look out at, he was able to remain calm and clear. He had no idea why that was the case, he only knew that after all these years, it was still working for him.


His eyes scanned the plasma storms– whipped into an endless frenzy by the acute gravitational anomalies that typified the region– searching for any sign of her. He willed her to appear; to emerge from the maelstrom and declare that she was alright. After all, he thought to himself, she can't have just disappeared.


As much as he wanted to hold on the slim shred of hope that still lay within him, the rational part of his brain began to take over. It was doing what it always did– namely, being as pessimistic as possible in order to prepare him for the worst.


It had been over three weeks since Voyager had disappeared. The last that anybody had heard from her, she had gone into the Badlands in pursuit of the Maquis. And after that . . . nothing.


That was what disturbed him the most. Not so much the fact that another Federation starship may have been destroyed, because as awful as that was, it would at least provide some measure of closure for the families of the crew. No, no what nagged at him was the fact that so far they had found no trace of the ship. It wasn't right, and he knew that deep down in his gut. When a ship was destroyed, there was always a trace. Debris, or a transponder beacon or even the residual radiation from the detonation of the warp core. With Voyager, however, there was nothing. Granted, the Badlands could account for some of that, but if the ship had been lost, they should have at least found something by now.  


Farrell tried to push the feelings away and focus on something else. In an effort to distract himself from worry, he reflected on the whirlwind of events that had transpired to bring him here in the first place. Following the whole Eden Prime fiasco last year– which, as he had predicted, had been swept neatly under the rug by Starfleet Intelligence– the Repulse had been ordered to patrol the newly formed demilitarized zone that now served as a permanent buffer between the Federation and the Cardassians.


In the bad old days, patrolling the Cardassian border was an exercise in stress management. The Federation had fought so many times with them, whether it be isolated skirmishes or entire battle groups fighting for control of star systems and sectors, that one never had any real idea of what to expect. Lately, however, the Cardassians appeared to be keeping their word. They had been along the border for nearly six months, and they had yet to record a single transgression from them.


Sadly, this time around, the trouble seemed to be coming from within rather than without. The treaty that had made the peace this time around had involved not only the creation of the DMZ, but the exchange of territory. What compounded the matter was that most of that territory was already inhabited. In what seemed to him a cruel joke, some Cardassians colonies had suddenly become Federation territory, and some of their colonies were given to the Cardassians. Rather than forcibly evict the people who had, in some cases, been living there for generations, both sides agreed to allow the current populations to stay.


The road to hell, however, was paved with good intentions. What had seemed like a fair compromise at first, had quickly degenerated into a nightmare. Inside the DMZ, where neither Starfleet nor the Cardassian military had the right to enter, the colonists had begun sniping at each other almost immediately. Allegations had flown back and forth that each side was arming their own people in an attempt to drive the other out of the DMZ.


Things had reached the boiling point a few months prior. A group of renegade Federation colonists had formed their own army. Calling themselves the Maquis, they had begun a guerrilla campaign against the Cardassians. They had also proved opportunistic on their own side of the border as well. They routinely attacked Federation shipping in an effort to gain material and supplies for their struggle. The Repulse had chased them a couple of times, but they always ran – either into the DMZ where they couldn't be pursued, or into the Badlands where they could quickly disappear amongst the plasma storms, which rendered the sensors of the Repulse almost worthless beyond a short distance.


There had been murmurs of concern, both at Starfleet Command and within the normally docile Federation Council, that the Maquis would eventually trigger a war between the Federation and the Cardassians. To that end, Voyager had been sent into the Badlands in an attempt to capture one of their leaders and attempt to cripple the movement.


Needless to say, it hadn't worked.


The chime that came from the door was so sudden, and he was so absent minded, that he jumped a little bit. He shook his head and reminded himself that he was getting old. “Come in,” he called, turning to face the door and smoothing the front of his uniform.


The doors hissed open and Lieutenant Commander Elizabeth Grant, his first officer, stepped inside, acknowledging him with a nod. She was a rather attractive woman, with a firm body and a smooth face. Her black hair was tied back in a severe bun that he actually found appealing, although he would never admit it to anyone. She approached him and held out a PADD for his inspection. “The alpha shift is about to go off duty,” she reported crisply, “We just finished another sensor sweep, but there's still no sign of Voyager.” Her brow wrinkled slightly, “We also received telemetry from our probes, with similar results.”


Despite his earlier attempts to prepare for himself for the worst, Farrell couldn't help but be disappointed. “What about those tetryon particles?” He inquired. When the first starships had arrived on scene to look for the missing vessel, their sensor probes had recorded unusually high levels of tetryon particles in the region.


She shook her head in what he guessed was frustration, “They've almost completely dissipated,” she replied, “They're still there, but they're rapidly being displaced by the Badlands.”


He sighed and handed the PADD back to her, “Oh, well,” he said, trying to hide his disappointment, “I guess it was a long shot, anyway.”


“Probably,” she admitted, although he thought he detected that she felt similar a similar sense of failure as he did himself.


When they had launched from Utopia Planitia last year, he and Grant had started off with a somewhat rocky relationship. He had not selected her as his number one, as was customary for a captain. Rather, he had been ordered to take her aboard at the behest of Admiral Chekote, for whom she had served as aide de camp to for several years. Farrell had initially pegged her as a career-minded opportunist– which was still partly true– and had possessed little confidence in her abilities at first.


Since then, however, she had performed admirably. She had a knack for administration, which he loathed, and thus kept that burden off of his shoulders. They still clashed more frequently than was probably healthy, and they still disapproved of each other's command styles. But in the interim, they had developed a comfortable, if occasionally strained, working relationship.


She was still standing before him, with her back rigid and her hands clasped behind her back, awaiting further orders. He tried to muster a what he hoped would be seen as a reassuring smile, “Dismissed, Commander.”


She dipped her head in reply. “Good night, Captain.”


“Good night, Commander,” he said back to her. With their business concluded, she executed an almost military-like about face and strode out. In the time between when the doors opened and when they closed, he could see the rest of the alpha shift vacating their stations to their replacements from the beta shift.


For his part, Farrell turned back to the viewport and resumed looking at the fire.
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Mounted on the bulkhead beside the entrance to Ten Forward was a solemn reminder of how serious the perils of starship duty could be. It was a small plaque, typical bronze, that was engraved with the name of a member of the crew. Ensign Scott Gruber had been the first, and hopefully the last, member of the Repulse crew to be lost in the line of duty. The plaque was there at the request of Captain Farrell– who  had ominously left enough room for several more names to be added– and, as was his style, he had kept simple. Surrounding the perimeter of the plaque was a wreath, and at the top were inscribed three simple words: Lest We Forget.


It was tradition now, among the crew of the Repulse, to touch the plaque whenever entering Ten Forward, and again when you left it. Lieutenant Kaitlyn Chandler did so automatically, the routine so familiar by now as to be instinctual, as she stepped into the large, open space that served as the hub of communal activity aboard the ship.


As she had been for the past two weeks, she was tired. She had done more work in the last fortnight than she had in the previous six months combined. Normally, her duties as science officer required her to run endless sensor sweeps of the DMZ and be vigilant. Once, she had managed to beam down to an uninhabited planet to collect a few samples, but that had not been very exciting, either.


Recently, though, she had been called upon to figure out a solution to a problem that had befuddled engineers and scientists for decades. She, along with Commander Rice– Dave, as he insisted that everyone on the ship call him– and several of his engineers had been working on a way to refine the sensors to give them more resolution and reliability in the Badlands. It had been challenging work, and she was certainly more stimulated than she had been before, but at the same time, it was frustrating and draining. Frustrating because they weren't getting anywhere, and draining because she had been working double shifts in a futile attempt to make headway.


Today, however, that all came to an end. They had been notified earlier that they were leaving the search area. Starfleet had decided to send in smaller, more maneuverable vessels to search the Badlands manually, and they were being sent to Deep Space 9 for a bit of shore leave before resuming their previous duties of patrolling the Demilitarized Zone. 


While she was saddened that they had not succeeded in locating Voyager, she couldn't deny that a small part of her would be glad to turn the job over to someone else.


As to the disappearance of Voyager, that was anyone's guess. The common theory circulating amongst the crew was that the ship had been either destroyed or captured by the Maquis. Some of the more rational ones were postulating that they had simply been caught in a plasma streamer or a gravitational anomaly and had been destroyed. Others had the same theory, but tried to remain upbeat by suggesting that they had merely been damaged and forced to land on some planet and await rescue. Still then, there were those who ominously hinted that the real culprits for the disappearance of Voyager had been the Cardassians.


As for her, she wasn't sure where she stood. Ideally, the third choice would have been hers. It was certainly plausible, and would go a long way towards explaining why no one had located any debris or residue from a warp core explosion. She sincerely hoped that it hadn't been a deliberate act on anyone's part. She had come to the stars in search of knowledge; not because she was looking for a fight.


“Kate!” A voice called out, loud enough to be heard of the dull murmur of the assembled crowd. Her head turned toward the direction the noise had come from, and she searched until she spotted a red-clad arm waving above the heads of the throng. She smiled as she walked towards the table that were occupied by her two closest friends that she had made since coming aboard.


Lieutenant Jeff Sanderson, who had called her name, was the helmsman of the Repulse. He was a tall, good looking man with broad shoulders and a somewhat messy head of sandy blond hair, which had led to his nickname– Sandy. He sat with his back to the viewports that looked out at the stars beyond. He broke into a wide grin as she approached. She suspected that Sanderson's intentions towards her were not entirely noble, and she had to admit that there were times when she found such a prospect to be tempting, but she the Repulse was a big ship, and she wanted to weigh her options before she entered into any sort of relationship.


Sitting beside Sandy, also smiling at her, was Ensign Androvar Kovax, the operations chief. He held up a cup by way of greeting, and she was once again struck at how colorful he was. The soft gold of his tunic clashing vibrantly with the deep, almost glowing blue of his skin. Kovax was the most junior member of the senior staff. Indeed, he had graduated from Starfleet Academy just last year. At first he had been extremely shy and withdrawn, and to a large part, he still wasn't what anyone would call outgoing or gregarious, but he had loosened up somewhat.


“Hello, boys,” she said as she slumped down into her chair with a sigh of content. Despite the inherent sadness of their mission, she was feeling better than she had in days. Her duty shift had ended nearly an hour ago, and she had gone back to her quarters to have a shower and change into a fresh uniform before coming to Ten Forward.


“Hello, yourself,” Sanderson replied, “I see you finally managed to get down here.”


“I was busy.”


Sanderson rolled his eyes, “Women,” he muttered good naturedly, “I don't know how you get anything done, considering you spend all your free time 'freshening up'.”


She looked over her shoulder towards the bar, to see if the line had thinned enough for her to get a drink. Unlike some other ships in the fleet, there were no civilians aboard the Repulse, so they had to fend for themselves. She had heard that some of the larger ships had civilian servers and everything in their lounges. Unfortunately, the prospects didn't look good, and she decided to hold off a bit.


“I'm here now,” she said, returning her attention to the conversation.


“Well, I'm glad you decided to grace us lowly men with your austere presence,” he joked, casting a conspiratory glance at Kovax, who tried miserably to hide his smile behind his cup.


“Get off my back, would you?” She shook her head and smiled as well, “I said I would come down for a drink later and I did. So stop complaining.”


“We're not complaining,” Kovax interjected, “We're giving you a hard time. There's a difference.”


“Would you prefer that I came down here smelling like a Klingon Kolar beast?” She asked sweetly.


Sanderson made a face and looked at Kovax. “The lady has a point,” he admitted.


“That she does,” he concurred.


They chatted idly for a while. Like bored, overworked people throughout the galaxy, their conversation veered from the serious to the mundane and back again without any recognizable flow or meaning. Captain Farrell called it 'scuttlebutt', whatever the hell that meant.  


Although she kept up the pretense of conversation, although her mind was elsewhere. She was looking forward to getting to Deep Space 9 for a little bit of rest and relaxation. The once remote port of call was now one of the most important outposts in the Alpha Quadrant, thanks to the discovery of the wormhole. She was hoping to see something new and fascinating while she was there. Most of the rest of the crew was excited as well. After nearly ten months aboard the Repulse without any significant time away, most were eager for a temporary change of scenery.


While they were at DS9, she was considering asking the Captain if she could take a shuttle through the wormhole to the Gamma Quadrant. The scientist in her was nearly bursting with enthusiasm at the prospect of traveling to the other side of the galaxy, even if it was only for a few hours or so.


Sadly, the Gamma Quadrant was also the source of a lot of concern for everybody. Recently, contact had been made with a powerful entity within the quadrant. They called themselves the Dominion, and they had already proved to be a deadly foe. Like the others, she had seen the sensor logs of the horrifying first contact between the Federation and the Dominion. During a fierce battle, a ship– belonging to the Dominion's soldiers, known as the Jem'Hadar– had destroyed the Galaxy-class USS Odyssey. What made it all the more terrifying was the manner in which the Odyssey was destroyed. Captain Farrell had called it a 'kamikaze' attack. In short, the Jem'Hadar ship had, for seemingly no reason at all, rammed the Odyssey as she had been attempting to retreat, destroying both ships and killing everyone aboard. When she had questioned the logic behind such an action, Captain Farrell had sounded almost impressed as he explained that the Jem'Hadar were showing the Federation how far they were willing to go to defend their territory.


Between the recent destruction of the Odyssey and now, the disappearance of Voyager, tensions among the crew were running higher than they had in a long time. With their current assignment so close to DS9, everybody knew that if the Dominion decided to come into the Alpha Quadrant, they would be among the first ships involved in the fighting. Just the thought of fighting the Dominion, who had already proven themselves to possess a terrible resolve, sent shivers up her spine.


“Kate?” Kovax said, his forehead wrinkled in concern. “Are you all right?”


Realizing that she had been caught daydreaming, she smiled, “Sorry,” she confessed, “I'm fine. I was just thinking about things, that's all.”


“What kind of things?” Sandy asked, he was leaning back in his chair, with one arm draped over the back.


She shrugged, “I don't know– stuff.” She looked into each of their faces, searching for evidence that her explanation was satisfactory. When she didn't see it, she just sighed, “I was thinking about Voyager,” she told them, “and the Dominion. And the Gamma Quadrant, and Deep Space 9.”


“Shore leave,” Sandy said, his eyes twinkling at the prospect.


Kovax frowned, “I just wish we could take it somewhere else. I don't think I'll be able to relax at all, knowing that the Jem'Hadar are literally right next door.” He shook his head and took another sip of his drink, “What happens if they come through the wormhole?”


“Then we kick their asses,” Sandy said confidently, “They got the Odyssey because no one expected them to do something so crazy,” his features hardened, the thought of revenge obviously going through his mind, “If they try something like that again, we'll be there to stop 'em. They won't get anyone else that way.”


She wished that she could share his confidence. But no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn't seem to muster any of it for herself. So she did the next best thing; she pretended to agree with him and hoped that no one saw through her ruse.


Two decks below Ten Forward, Dr. Natalya Zhurova was just finishing up for the day. She had been required to stay late in order to finish up some evaluation reports on her medical staff. She made sure that everything was in order, and then submitted the report for the first officer's consideration. With that done, she powered off her computer with a grateful sigh. She ordered the computer to dim the lights and then stepped out of her small, spartan office and into the sickbay proper. 


She was pleased to note that sickbay was empty. So far, they had only had one fatality, and only one other serious injury. The rest of their duties had been rather mundane, which was how she preferred them to be.


There were four doctors aboard the ship, at least, only four that actually practiced medicine. During the day, she worked with Dr. Telnor, an unjoined Trill who handled most of the actual hands on work, while she was left with far more administration duties than she cared for. Telnor had gone off duty more than two hours ago, and he had been replaced with the beta shift medical officer, Dr. Lisa Chen, who was fresh out of medical school on Alpha Centauri, and nearly bursting with enthusiasm and excitement. Chen flashed her a large smile as she passed, and she found it hard not to return it. She was glad that Dr. Ssylk wasn't on duty yet. The gamma shift doctor was an old, curmudgeonly Kasheetan– a race that closely resembled dinosaurs. Dr. Ssylk did nothing to dispel his already frightening visage, often threatening to eat those who irritated him, which was practically everybody. It was for this reason, and not his competence, that he was assigned to the graveyard shift, which was how he preferred it, anyway.


Zhurova stretched her head from side to side, trying to work the kinks out of her neck as she said good night to Dr. Chen and walked out of sickbay. It had been a long day, and she had been somewhat relived when earlier she had learned that they would be leaving the Badlands and heading to DS9 for a few days of shore leave before they received their next assignment. Their mission had been a failure, which bothered her in a professional sense. But it wasn't like they were giving up entirely, she was sure that another starship would take their place and pick up where they had left off.


As she walked down the familiar corridors, she let her mind wander. The first thing she wanted to do when she got to her quarters was to have a sonic shower and then relax for a while. Later, once she had unwound enough, she would contact Marsha on Starbase 375. It had been nearly two months since they had been together, and even then it had only been a two day stopover at the Starbase while they upgraded their sensor module for duty near the Badlands. She missed her lover terribly, and was counting the days until they either made another stopover at the base, or until she saved up enough leave to make a trip there on her own worthwhile.


Maybe they could arrange to take their leave together at some point. A smile played across her lips as she imagined the two of them spending time together in a more exotic local than the somewhat antiseptic environment of a starbase or starship. Risa sounded nice, although she had heard good things about Casperia Prime. Then again, she had always wanted to take Marsha to her hometown of Togliatti and show her around her native Russia, which had shaped so much of her younger years.


That was the inherent problem with trying to maintain a relationship and a career at the same time, especially in Starfleet. A relationship was hard enough to maintain under ideal circumstances, but being separated, often by dozens if not hundreds of light years, made the process even more difficult. Part of her envied people who were able to do without the whole thing. She wished sometimes that she had that ability, although rarely.


She smiled at the few people she passed in the corridor. Most of them were from the alpha shift, and by now she had had everybody in sickbay at least once for a physical, so she knew most of the faces, if not the names, off by heart. 


After exchanging a hurried greeting with Crewman Freschetti, she stepped into a turbolift, and directed it towards deck eight, which was where her quarters were located. As the familiar thrum of the 'lift filled the small space, she leaned against the bulkhead and closed her eyes. Maybe she wouldn't call Marsha tonight after all, she was so tired that she may just go to bed as soon as she got home.


A short time later, the 'lift halted and the doors hissed open, forcing her to open her eyes. She stifled a yawn and walked out into the corridor. She hung a left and walked three doors down to her quarters. The small sensor built into the doorway detected her lifesigns as she approached, and the doors opened automatically as soon as she got close enough. She called for the lights, which came on and flooded the room with illumination.


After she kicked off her boots and wiggled her toes for a moment, she pulled off her combadge and tossed it onto the dining room table. As she proceeded to the bathroom, she pulled off her blue jumpsuit and left her other clothes in a tangled wake behind her.


Despite her earlier fatigue, the sonic shower served to invigorate her somewhat. She redressed in a casual robe and ordered a light dinner from the replicator. As she picked at her food, she retrieved a PADD and tried to focus on her reading, which was a paper on cell regeneration that had been sent to her by an old acquaintance from medical school. Unfortunately, the subject matter was rather dry, and she found it hard to concentrate. With a sigh of disgust, she tossed the PADD onto the table and looked out the window at the Badlands.


No sooner had she started to look at the swirling plasma storms when they suddenly began to slide dramatically across the viewports. Quickly, they disappeared from view altogether. A few seconds after the Badlands were replaced by the stars, the Repulse accelerated and went to warp.


Figures, she thought with a rueful shake of her head. “Computer,” she called aloud to the empty room, “open a channel to Lieutenant Marsha Hernandez on Starbase 375.”
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Even though he had been married for nearly thirty years, his quarters still reflected the barely controlled chaos of a young bachelor. Lieutenant Commander David Rice was forced to navigate his way around the numerous PADDs, schematics and articles of clothing that he had left strewn across the floor of his quarters in order to make it to his replicator to make dinner.


Even as he did so, he forced himself to constrain the small smile that came to his lips as much as possible. He knew that if his wife, Nancy, could see the mess that he lived in, she would have blown her top. As a result, he got both the inherent pleasure of being a slob, combined with the guilty thrill of getting away with something that he would never have been able to otherwise.


Standing at the doorway, Captain James Farrell surveyed the disaster zone with a wondrous eye. “You live here?” He asked incredulously, “What is all this stuff?”


“Pizza,” Dave said to the replicator, ignoring his captain for the moment, “Pepperoni with extra cheese.” As the replicator hummed his meal into existence, he turned back to look at Farrell. “They're called possessions,” he explained sarcastically, “People have them. Not you.”


“I have possessions,” Farrell replied as he stepped into the room.


“No,” Rice explained as he picked up the pizza and carried it over to the small, clear table that served as his dining area. “You have a football, a helmet, and two model starships. I would hardly call those possessions.”


“You're forgetting my gun,” Farrell said as he pulled out a chair, making sure not to crush anything important, and sat down.


“How could I forget,” Dave muttered as he set their dinner on the table between them. “Still, that's only five things. Look at me, I have plenty of things.”


“Aside from all this junk, what do you have?”


“Kids,” Dave responded easily.


“You consider your kids possessions?”


Dave shrugged as he cut two slices free and handed one to Farrell, “I don't see why not. I helped make 'em.”


Farrell chuckled and shook his head, “You're a terrible person,” he said.


Dave took a bite and thought it over as he chewed. “That may be true,” he admitted, “but I'm your only friend. So what does that say about you?”


“Not much, apparently.” Farrell said. He looked around the table, “You got any plates?”


Dave jerked his head in the direction of the replicator, “Help yourself.”


Farrell held onto his piece of pizza as he stood and walked over to the replicator. “Two plates,” he instructed the computer, “and a glass of chocolate milk.”


He had no sooner retrieved what he had ordered when Dave turned in his seat and stared at him. Farrell held out one of the plates, but Rice just held his gaze.


“What?”


“Chocolate milk?” Dave asked, “What are you? Seven?”


“I like chocolate milk,” Farrell replied, somewhat defensively, “Look, do you want the plate or not?”


Finally, Dave relented and grabbed the plate from him. “Chocolate milk,” he repeated, although this time he was speaking more to himself than to anyone else.


“I really don't see the big deal,” Farrell said as he resumed his seat.


Dave looked at the man that he had sworn to follow and shook his head yet again. Chocolate milk. The man was the captain of a starship, responsible for hundreds of lives, and he still drank chocolate milk. For some reason, the thought failed to inspire his confidence. He had made his point, so he decided to let the matter drop. “How long until we get to DS9?” He asked, shifting the conversation to a safer direction.


Farrell looked at him and waited until he had swallowed his food, “We should be there by morning.”


“And how long are we staying for?”


Farrell shrugged, “A few days. Maybe more; maybe less. It all depends on what Starfleet demands of us.”


“Well, I suppose it will be good to get off the ship for a day or two,” Rice allowed, “Maybe find some excitement for a change.”


Farrell nodded his agreement, “From everything I've heard, if there's one thing DS9 has in spades– it's excitement.”


“Maybe you can find yourself a new lady friend.”


“I don't think so.”


“Oh, come on,” Dave admonished him, “There's no rule that says the captain's life has to be a lonely one.”


“Maybe not,” Farrell admitted, reaching over for another slice, “but the simple fact remains– if Starfleet wanted me to have a wife, then they would have issued me one.”


Dave had heard the argument before, mostly from people who had tried a relationship and had it blow up in their face. He liked to consider himself living proof that such relationships were not only possible, but feasible. “Now you're starting to sound like Mbeka.”


The mention of their laconic security chief brought a brief smile to Farrell's face. “He may not be the most interesting person aboard,” he replied, and Dave got the distinct feeling that he was trying to be diplomatic, “But be that as it may, he and I happen to agree in this case.”


By this point in time, Dave had known Farrell for nearly seven years. In that entire time, they had never been separated for more than a few months. To his knowledge, in that entire time, Farrell had been without any sort of romantic life. He had pondered the idea of bringing it up with him, but had put it off. It was really none of his business, but for some reason, he found himself unable to hold back in this case.


The question brought Farrell up short. Dave watched as his face went from surprised to contemplative. “I don't know,” he admitted finally, “I guess it just never came up.”


“How can something not come up for seven years?”


“More like nine, actually,” Farrell told him, “Either way, I don't see how it matters.”


“I'm just curious, that's all.”


Farrell leaned back in his chair and tossed his half-eaten piece of pizza on his plate. “Dave,” he began, seemingly searching for the right words, “Certain people are good at certain things. You, for example, are good at engineering. Kovax is good with computers. I, personally, am good at shooting and football. I am not good at women.”


“With women,” Rice corrected absentmindedly.


“What?”


“You're not good with women,” he explained, “Not at women.”


Farrell just shrugged, as if that proved his point.


Dave frowned, “Didn't I hear stories about you being popular at the Academy?”


“Sure,” Farrell replied, “In my senior year, I won the Lunar Bowl. After that, I was beating them off with a stick . . . for about two weeks. After that, everything went back to normal.”


Dave also discarded his food and adopted a similar position as Farrell. “What about Captain Rhodes?” He asked. Captain Alyssa Rhodes was the captain of the USS Polaris. The year before, they had both been assigned to Sector Alpha 425, where Eden Prime had been located. In the aftermath of that event, for whatever reason, Farrell and Rhodes had begun to correspond regularly with each other over subspace.


“What about her?” Farrell retorted, “We talk every now and then, that's all. It's not like we're planning a shore leave together.”


“Maybe that wouldn't be such a bad idea,” he offered.


“We're friends,” Farrell said flatly, looking visibly uncomfortable with the direction that their discussion was headed. Dave understood why. He had known a lot of guys like Farrell. They believed that their friendships should exist in a strictly enforced no feelings zone. Normally, Dave agreed with him on that one, so he let the matter drop.


They continued chatting for a while, finishing most of the pizza and discussing idle things. Not much had changed since they had come aboard. Farrell and Grant still butted heads on a regular basis, and Dave still wanted to strangle Lieutenant Janson, his deputy chief of engineering, with an ODN cable. They exchanged some minor gossip and whatever new jokes that they had managed to overhear from others and pass of as their own.


Finally, after another hour or so, Farrell declared that he had to retire to his quarters and do some more paperwork. Dave was feeling sleepy from the food, so he sent the captain on his way and deposited the dishes in the replicator for reclamation. With that done, he brushed his teeth, washed up and changed into his pajamas and went to bed.


As he crawled into bed, he made a final check that everything was as it should be. Once he was comfortable, he picked up one of the numerous PADDs off of his nightstand and activated it. A moment later, it winked into life with a pre-recorded message from his family. He smiled as he watched and listened as Nancy prattled on about household affairs. The message had been made from him while all three of his daughters were home, which was something of a rarity now since Allison had gone to Starfleet Academy and Grace had left to attend the University of Andor. Ellen, his youngest daughter, was still at home, but even she was only two years away from finishing high school and going off on her own, as well. He shook his head and marveled at how quickly the time had passed. It seemed like only yesterday that he had been bouncing them on his knee and lifting them over his head.


When the message finished, he turned off the PADD and ordered the computer to turn off the lights. Despite the fatigue that pulled at him, he found it hard to get to sleep. He took some comfort in the fact that they would soon be at DS9, and maybe he could get them each a gift or something. With that thought in his mind, he finally drifted off into sleep.


By the early hours of the morning, the beta shift had come and gone, and Lieutenant M'Shasa Brenn, the officer of the watch for gamma shift, sat in the captain's chair and tried to find a way not to dread what she had been fearing since she had first joined Starfleet.


M'Shasa was a Bajoran, and even though she had no conscious memories of her homeland, she had no desire to see it. She had been barely three years old when her parents had fled the planet and the Occupation. They had never looked back, taking her to Alpha Centauri to grow up among the varied peoples of the Federation. As far as she was concerned, she was a Federation citizen first, and a Bajoran a distant second.


This was not to mean that she completely rejected her culture. Her parents had raised her in their faith, and the recent discovery of the Celestial Temple– also known as the wormhole to the Gamma Quadrant– had only reinforced this belief. And she was proud to wear her earing to display that fact. But in the end, she had never really known Bajor, so it would never be home for her.


What made things worse was that she knew that everyone else on the ship thought that she was happy to be going back. She was the only Bajoran on the ship, and her cremates just assumed that going back would be a joyous event for her.


Of course, she was glad that the Occupation had ended, and that the Cardassians had been driven from Bajor, but that was as far as her enthusiasm for the place went. Outside of that, she could live out the rest of her days and never see the planet again. The weren't going to Bajor, which was something of a relief, but DS9 was a Bajoran station, and considered to be Bajoran property, which posed a different set of problems for her. 


Normally, the laid back, informal attitude that was so prevalent on the gamma shift appealed to her. Since the only time they usually ever saw a senior officer was when they were relieved in the morning or when there was an emergency that required their attention, they usually dispensed with all of the protocols that were associated with them. Their conversations were usually lively and varied, and M'Shasa often was an active participant, but tonight she just sat in the chair and tried not to think about where she was going or what she would have to endure when she got there.


“Brenn,” a soft, feminine voice called, getting her attention. She followed it back to it's source at the engineering console, and Ensign Jeanette Collins, “Are you alright?”


Normally, addressing a superior officer by her given name would have been considered a breach of protocol, but over the past ten months, they had all developed a casual working relationship, so it never occurred to her to notice it. She forced what she hoped would be a reassuring smile, “I'm all right, Jean,” she replied, “I'm just a little distracted, that's all.”


“You must be excited about finally getting back to Bajor, eh, Lieutenant?” The question came from Ensign Jimmy Maumstein, the flight controller. Maumstein was a fair-haired young man with an easy smile and no small ability.


“Yes,” she lied, hoping that no one would catch her in it, “I'm really excited.”


Maumstein, who was usually something of a chatterbox, may have sensed that something was off in her answer, because he merely smiled and turned his chair around to resume his post. M'Shasa hoped that her lie had held; not because she was afraid that they would be angry with her, because she knew that they wouldn't. Rather, she didn't want to have to deal with all of their offers of support and encouragement. Right now, all she wanted to do was be left alone for a while and think about what her next course of action would be.


After a few minutes, M'Shasa relaxed as the conversation returned to its earlier level. She forced herself to wear an easy going smile and even chimed in occasionally to reinforce the image that she was projecting. Despite this, her mind was never focused on what was being discussed, but on what awaited her no more than a few hours away.


The captain, she realized finally. She would have to talk to the captain in the morning. Although she rarely ever spoke more than a handful of words to him every morning, she had so far found him to be a patient, understanding CO. During the Eden Prime crisis last year, he had even allowed her to remain on the bridge after her shift in order to gain more experience, which she knew would prove invaluable when it came time for her next promotion review. When he came on duty in the morning, she would explain the situation to him and maybe even ask his advice on the matter.


For some reason, that made her feel better, and she felt the apprehension begin to drain away as they neared their destination.
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The morning had gone well. They were less than an hour out from DS9 when the gamma shift was relieved. Captain Farrell walked onto the bridge feeling refreshed and even eager for a bit of downtime. Their failure to locate Voyager still gnawed at the back of his conscience, but even now, he felt it beginning to fade. He had just begun to sit down when Lieutenant M'Shasa asked to speak to him in private. He left Commander Grant at the conn, and then directed the young Bajoran officer into his ready room.


“What can I do for you, Lieutenant?” He asked genially as he circled around his desk and sat down in his chair. He gestured lazily towards the chairs that were positioned for guests.


M'Shasa stood, looking somewhat uncomfortable, behind the two chairs that sat in front of his desk. She clasped her hands behind her back and cleared her throat slightly. “Captain, it's about our visit to Deep Space 9.”


Farrell smiled. He knew where this was going. It wasn't uncommon for crewmembers to request as much leave as possible. Normally, he was of the opinion that everyone got a fair shake, but DS9 was a Bajoran station, so maybe he would see what he could do. “Have you ever been to Bajor?” he asked.


She shook her head slightly, “No, sir. Not since I was very little.”


“Well, I'll see what I can do about getting you as much leave time as possible. I imagine that you'll want to visit the planet, if at all possible. You must still have family there.”


If anything, M'Shasa looked even more uncomfortable than she had before. “Actually, Captain,” she said, licking her lips nervously, “I was actually going to request that I not have any leave time when we get to DS9.”


He frowned. Obviously, he had misread something somewhere. “I have to admit, Lieutenant, that I've never heard that particular request before.” On more than a few occasions, especially after a particularly long and boring cruise, some crewmembers had to be dragged kicking and screaming back to their ships.


“I realize that it may seem unusual, Captain,” she replied, “But I think it would be for the best. I don't believe that I would be particularly welcome there.”


He leaned back and steepled his fingers. He tried to look thoughtful and introspective as he continued, “If it's not too much of an intrusion,” he said slowly, “Can I ask why? I mean, DS9 is a Bajoran station, and last time I checked, you were a Bajoran. I thought you would have been excited at the prospect of spending some time there.”


M'Shasa sighed and shifted her weight slightly from one foot to the other. “It's my parents,” she said finally, “They were . . . Well, they were collaborators.”


Farrell nodded slowly. Even though he had never been to Bajor, and his own knowledge of the Occupation was limited, the term alone was enough to fill him in on what he needed to know. “I see,” he said after a moment, “Well, I can certainly understand how that would be problematic for you. But how would anyone know who you were? You said yourself that you were a little girl when you left. Do you even think anyone would recognize you?”


M'Shasa smiled sadly and gestured to the ornate earing that dangled from her right ear, “My family's name is inscribed on the earring,” she explained, “and I'm afraid that even today, the M'Shasa name is somewhat . . . unpopular on Bajor. If someone were to recognize the name, then it could lead to problems. And those are problems that I would rather avoid, if I could.”


Revealing his own ignorance of Bajoran culture, Farrell looked at her and said, “Well, you could always take the earring off.”


Her smile vanished and she returned her arms to behind her back. “That wouldn't help matters, Captain,” she said, somewhat stiffly, “If I did that, then they may not know who I am, but they would all believe that I was a Bajoran without faith, which is almost as bad.”


Sensing that he had struck a raw nerve, he spread his hands wide, “I'm sorry, Lieutenant. I didn't mean to offend you.”


The smile returned, albeit a little fainter than before, “No, that's all right, Captain. I appreciate the help. Really, I do. But I just think that it would be easier for everybody if I just remained aboard the ship during our stay. There will be other shore leaves.”


Farrell knew all too well that there was the very real possibility that this could be their last shore leave, possibly forever. The universe had a cruel way of unfolding like that. “Lieutenant,” he said, “I, too, was raised religious. I don't know a whole lot about the similarities between the Bajoran faith and Catholicism, but I do know that my faith– while it has a weird little concept called original sin– maintains that the child shall not be held accountable for the sins of the father.


“You are more than a Bajoran, M'Shasa,” he continued, referring to her by name alone for what seemed to be the first time, “You're a Starfleet officer, and more important, you're part of my crew. I don't want you to sit around, cooped up on this ship, because you're worried about how people will judge you based on actions that occurred before you were even aware you existed. To hell with them.”


He paused to gather steam, and to judge the effectiveness of his argument. He could see that she was considering his words, but he wasn't sure whether or not they were succeeding in swaying her. “Honestly,” he continued, “I think you should take the leave that you're entitled to. If anyone gives you any problems, just point them out to me and I'll sort them out.”


M'Shasa's smile widened slightly, “With all due respect, Captain,” she replied sweetly, “I don't think that getting into a fist fight on the station's promenade would help smooth over matters very much.”


“I won't get into a fist fight,” he protested with fake indignation, “I'll just, you know, beat 'em with a hyper-spanner until their retinas detach. Politely.” He smiled at her, and she laughed softly. 


“I appreciate it, Captain,” she said earnestly, “I mean that. It's very sweet of you.”


He had been called a lot of things in his time, but 'sweet' had rarely, if ever, been one of them. Truth be told, it made him feel kind of funny inside. He wasn't sure that he liked it. “No, I'm not,” he said firmly, hoping to dispel the notion before it became common knowledge, “I'm a mean old man.”


“Don't worry, Captain. Your secret's safe with me. I really do appreciate what you said, and maybe next time we're in this neck of the woods, I'll take you up on your offer. But for the time being, I would still like to remain aboard the ship during our stay.”


He spread his hands as a sign of surrender, “All right,” he relented, “I can't make you take shore leave, and I guess it would be good for us to have an experienced bridge officer on the ship while everybody is out on R & R.”


She nodded, “I'd like the responsibility, Captain.”


“Very well, Lieutenant. Although if you do change your mind, just let me know and I'll make sure you get as much time as you want on the station.”


“Thank you, sir.”


He smiled and gestured towards the doors that led out onto the bridge, “Dismissed, Lieutenant.”


With a final smile, M'Shasa turned on her heel and walked out without looking back. It may have been his imagination, but it looked to him as if there had been a weight taken off of her shoulders. He leaned back in his chair and let a small smile creep across his lips. For some reason, in his mind's eye, he saw himself walking up to some loudmouthed Bajoran and popping him one right in the nose. He shook his head and forced the thought from his mind.


Men, he thought ruefully, what the hell is it with us and the whole damsel-in-distress thing?


The armory aboard the Repulse was located adjacent to the brig. Lieutenant Peter Mbeka stood at the table that stood in the center of the relatively small room. The table was unremarkable, nor did it have any need to be. The table was there to facilitate the cleaning of weapons, and even now, the subtle scent of cleaning solvents wafted up towards him. All around him, the bulkheads were covered by ammunition lockers and weapons racks. Everything from survival knives to photon grenades were stored in the room, and he took a great deal of pleasure in the fact that he could locate everything in the room with his eyes closed. He looked down at the PADD that had been offered to him, and noted the welcome improvements with a nod of approval.


“Well done, Master Chief,” he said sincerely to the large, rugged looking man who stood across the table from him.


“Thank you, sir,” Master Chief Petty Officer Michael Baxter replied gravelly. Honestly, Mbeka wasn't entirely sure if the man had any other expressions. The grizzled old non-commissioned officer had been brought aboard by Captain Farrell after the Eden Prime mission. At first, Mbeka had chafed a bit at having the Master Chief foisted upon him, but those feelings had long since subsided. With his primary duties keeping him on the bridge for most of the day, he had not found enough time to adequately train his security personnel up to his own rigid standards. Following a recommendation from the captain, he had allowed Baxter to train the security staff. The results had been no less than spectacular. After just a few months, he was confident enough in his people that he would have put them up against anybody without hesitation.


“They're good boys,” Baxter added. Mbeka certainly agreed with that. When they had launched from Utopia Planitia the previous year, the vast majority of his staff had been fresh from training and more than a little wet behind the ears. After having spent the previous months training under the former SEAL operator, his security personnel were on the brink of exhaustion, but they had quickly formed into an elite, competent unit. Although no doubt aided by Baxter's tutelage, their own growth and improvement had been nothing short of astonishing.


Mbeka looked around the table at the rest of his security officers, searching for any sign of disagreement. Lieutenant (j.g.) Arlington Wade was his deputy security chief, and initially, the task of training had fallen to her. Like himself, she had initially been put off by Baxter's sudden emergence, but even she had been forced to admit that she simply could not compete with the wealth of experience offered by the Master Chief. She shook her head slightly, her signal that she had no objections. Mbeka looked down to the other end at Ensigns Brian Kraft and Daniel Hayes, the only other two alpha shift commissioned security officers. They had come out of the Academy together the previous year, and both of them had learned more than their fair share of hard lessons from Baxter. Despite this, their respect for the man was immense, and he strongly suspected that even if they had harbored any objections, they would have been terrified to offer them publicly. 


Mbeka nodded once more and set the PADD down. There were four other commissioned security officers stationed aboard– two for the beta shift and two for the gamma– but their presence at this particular meeting wasn't necessary. He would draw up a summary of the meeting for them to read over at a later date. Once they had read it, then they would disseminate the information to their enlisted subordinates.


He cleared his throat and asked if there were any final questions or concerns. He wanted to get up to the bridge as soon as possible. Ensign Nol'Bar, the gamma shift tactical officer, was filling in for him until the meeting adjourned, and he didn't want to leave him waiting any longer than necessary. He glanced at the chronometer mounted on the bulkhead and was pleased to note that they had finished seven minutes ahead of schedule.


A quick pan around the table revealed nothing but shaking heads and a chorus of “no, sir”s, so he gathered up the PADDs that had been submitted for his examination and dismissed everybody. He waited until everyone left, and then he followed them out. He paused by the door after he had exited and placed a level one security lockout on the armory. Aside from himself, only four other people on the entire ship had the authority to override the lockout– the captain, the first officer, Lieutenant Wade and Baxter. For some reason, he felt gratified to be in such exclusive company.


After leaving the PADDs in a drawer in the desk that doubled as the brig office, he left and headed up to the bridge. There were no prisoners in the brig, which was how he preferred things, so there was no need for a permanent security presence there. Although he was sure that there would be people there before too long. Contrary to popular opinion, he had once been a young security officer himself, and he knew all too well that when the boss was away, the junior ranks liked to gather in his absence and slack off behind his back. Ordinarily, he would never have tolerated this, but they had performed so well in their training that he was inclined to look the other way on a few minor things.


As he took the turbolift up to the bridge, he allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction. Everything was coming together nicely, he decided. He had an excellent, professional security staff working under him, and he had so far been allowed the opportunity to showcase his talents to those above him. Aside from the Eden Prime mission, the ship had not been in anything that could have been considered exciting so far, but despite their limited engagements, he felt that he and his staff had performed admirably. Although he had been in enough scrapes to know better than to go looking for a fight, a small part of him desired the opportunity to test his mettle once more.


When he stepped onto the bridge, he noted that the captain was not present. He quickly concluded that he was most likely in his ready room. He nodded to Commander Grant as she looked back to see who was arriving on the bridge. Quickly, he walked to the tactical station and relieved Ensign Nol'Bar. The young Denobulan officer welcomed him and then quickly departed, no doubt looking forward to meeting with his fellow officers in Ten Forward.


Once he assumed his station, he quickly settled into his familiar routine. First, he ran a quick diagnostic to ensure that all defensive systems were functioning properly. After that, he consulted the sensor and activity logs, to see if anything interesting had cropped up during the night. As usual, he saw nothing terribly exciting, so he busied himself by running some simple battle simulations that could be run independently of the other stations on the bridge. Although some considered them to be games, he found them useful for keeping his skills sharp. He knew that some officers disliked such activities during duty hours, but Captain Farrell– a former tactical officer himself– had given him his blessing to do whatever he felt would help him improve his reaction time and recognition ability.


He ran through a few simulations, simulating engagements with a Cardassian Galor-class cruiser and a Tholian warship. A simple graphic on his console represented both the Repulse and the aggressor ship. As in a real combat situation, he had no direct control over the ship, and merely had to go along with the flow. On numerous occasions, he was forced to alter his tactics as his simulated helmsman undertook maneuvers that he had not anticipated. Despite these small setbacks, the Repulse emerged victorious in both encounters. Satisfied that he was still in fighting trim, he closed the simulation program and returned his attention to the routing activities of the bridge.


As was her wont, Commander Grant disallowed chatter on the bridge. He wholeheartedly agreed with this practice, as he found the unnecessary distractions provided by such idle banter to be counterproductive at best, and downright dangerous at worst. Captain Farrell, on the other hand, allowed so much free reign on the bridge that at times, it seemed more like a meeting of the Federation Council and not the bridge of a starship. Naturally, he found this to be grating, but he would never openly question the captain about it. It was not his place.


“Commander,” Lieutenant Sanderson announced from the helm, “we're approaching the Bajor system.”


“Slow to impulse, Lieutenant,” Grant ordered, “Bridge to Captain Farrell, we have entered the Bajoran system.”


“Acknowledged,” Farrell replied, although he did not immediately emerge from his ready room. When he finally did, they had entered visual range of the old Cardassian mining station that now served as the most significant Federation presence in the entire sector.


Captain Farrell took over his chair from Grant, who retreated to the auxiliary console opposite of Mbeka's own, and regarded the station coolly for a moment. Mbeka understood his feelings. He too, was a veteran of the Cardassian Front. And like a lot of the old war horses in Starfleet, he still found it difficult not to be at least somewhat disconcerted when looking upon their unique architecture.


“Ensign Kovax,” Farrell said as the station, which to Mbeka seemed uncannily like a bicycle wheel, grew larger on the viewscreen, “Contact DS9 and request permission for docking.”


“Aye, sir,” Kovax replied smartly, and Mbeka continued to regard the object on the viewscreen. As they got closer, the resolution improved, and he could see numerous small vessels around the station. The traffic ran the gamut from ugly, functional freighters to the smaller, sleeker Bajoran assault ships, which seemed almost avian in their appearance.


After a few moments of waiting, a rapid chirping sound came from Kovax's station. The ensign checked the message that they had received and then turned to face the captain. “Incoming message from DS9, Captain,” he reported, “They have cleared us for docking at upper pylon two.”


Farrell broke into a smile, “Everybody ready for some shore leave,” he asked the assembled crew. In reply, more than a few of the crew let out loud whoops of joy, and there were even some scattered applause. Seeming to revel in the approval, Farrell leaned back in his chair, “Take us in, Sandy,” he said to the helmsman, and the Repulse began to slow.


Although he had remained silent during the whole exchange, Mbeka couldn't deny that he was looking forward to the opportunity to relax for a couple of days and recharge his batteries.
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Farrell was still trying to get used to the Cardassian architecture as he rode the turbolift up to ops. He had been granted a meeting with Commander Sisko, the Starfleet officer who commanded the station. He was hoping to pick Sisko's brain about the finer details of life near the Bajoran sector. His primary concern was over their recent first contact with the Dominion, although he was also interested in hearing what the commander had to say about the Maquis situation.


The docking had gone off without a hitch, and he had spent about an hour aboard the Repulse, finishing up the last little bit of paperwork on his plate before he headed over to the station. Most of the rest of the senior staff had already departed for the station before he had followed suit. He had wanted to clear as much off of his schedule as possible before he took a break. That way, he knew, the little details wouldn't nag at him so much, and he could better focus on taking a bit of a break before he headed back to the grind.


After his meeting, the first thing he had in mind was a trip to the Promenade. He hadn't been there yet, but he had heard that it was a fairly vibrant little community. He was hoping to find a restaurant that served real food. When he had been younger, his parents had been largely traditional, and he had grown up without the benefit of a replicator. Over his years in the fleet, he had grown accustomed to replicated food, but he still liked to eat the real thing whenever possible.


The thought of real meat was starting to make him salivate, so he tried to push the distraction away and focus on the task at hand. He still wasn't sure what their next assignment would be, but given the recent levels of activity around Bajor, and the wormhole in particular, he was fairly sure that Starfleet would not be sending them off somewhere else. In the past few months, the Starfleet presence in and around the Bajoran sector had increased dramatically. Partly, it was an attempt to wave the flag and hopefully deflate the Maquis crisis by showing the colonists that Starfleet was keeping an eye on them. In reality, he suspected, the Dominion had more than a few of the brass hats back in San Francisco shaking in their chairs.


It wasn't like he could say that he blamed them, either. He, like virtually every other officer in the fleet, had heard about what had happened to the Odyssey. He had even seen the sensor logs from the Starfleet runabouts– ironically enough, they had been assigned to DS9– that had been present at the battle.


In his mind, he saw the Jem'Hadar ship careen towards the Odyssey and crash into her engineering hull. The massive explosion, which had most likely killed nearly everyone in that part of the ship instantly, had caused the ship's antimatter containment fields to collapse almost immediately. The resulting blast had destroyed the entire ship and taken her entire crew with her.


A kamikaze attack, he thought, shaking his head sadly, even the Cardassians weren't that fanatical.


The loss of such a ship had gotten to him. It wasn't just the fact that the Dominion had destroyed a Galaxy-class starship, although that was bad enough. Captain Stone had been good friends with Captain Keogh, the Odyssey's commander officer. When he had been first officer aboard the Courageous, he had met Keogh on a few occasions. The man had struck him as a little arrogant at times, but he had still seemed to be a capable, dedicated officer. Arrogant or not, he surely deserved a lot more than to die seventy-thousand light years from home.


The 'lift slid into ops and stopped abruptly. The jolt when it came to a halt was more than he was used to after spending the last several years of his life aboard starships, but he chalked it up to Cardassian engineering. Before he stepped out of the 'lift, he took a moment to look around and get his bearings. 


The crew on duty was a hodgepodge of Starfleet and Bajoran personnel. If the Bajorans on duty here were half as good at their jobs as Lieutenant M'Shasa was, then he knew that the station was in good hands.


Comfortable with his surroundings– although it still jarred him to see Starfleet officers working at Cardassian stations– he walked out of the lift and descended the short staircase directly in front of him. As he stepped down, a small, fierce looking Bajoran woman wearing a red command uniform came around from behind a large console set into the deck in the center of ops. She had short, red hair and a serious expression on her face. Despite the fact that he easily had about six inches and probably a hundred pounds on her, he quickly sized her up and came to the somewhat humbling conclusion that she could probably wipe the floor with him.


The Bajoran woman walked up to him and stuck out her hand, “Kira Nerys,” she said, “I'm the first officer of DS9. Welcome aboard, Captain.”


Farrell took the proffered hand and noted with approval the strength in her grip. “Captain James Farrell, USS Repulse,” he replied, “It's a pleasure to be here . . .” he tilted his head slightly to get a better look at the rank insignia on her collar. He silently cursed himself and wished that he had spent more attention to the briefing materials that he had received on the Bajoran Militia.


Kira, who quickly deduced what he was attempting to do, offered him a slight smile, “It's Major Kira, Captain.” She said far more gently than she had any right to.


“Sorry,” he offered sheepishly, “I'm afraid that I'm not very experienced with Bajoran rank insignia.” He wanted to escape as quickly as possible, so he pressed on ahead. “Is Commander Sisko in his office?”


Major Kira nodded, “Yes, sir,” she replied, coming to something that approximated attention, “You can go right in, Captain.”


Farrell smiled again, grateful that she had let his faux pas slip without further incident, “Thank you, Major.” He told her and then moved past her. He was quickly struck with the image of a particularly beautiful Trill Starfleet lieutenant sitting at one of the stations on the upper level. Lost in her beauty, he almost tripped over the stairs that led up to the commander's office. Fortunately, he caught himself before he did a face plant on the rough metal stairs. The lieutenant looked up at him, and she offered him a warm, inviting smile. He got the distinct impression that she knew exactly what was going through his mind at the moment.


Easy, Jimbo, he cautioned himself, you're here on R & R. It wouldn't be good if you embarrassed yourself so badly on your first visit that you could never show your face here again. Summoning as much composure as possible, he straightened his back and walked up the stairs. When he got to the top, he glanced through the clear, glass doors at Sisko, who sat behind his desk, apparently intent on something on his computer and ignoring him entirely.


He reached out and tapped the door chime. Sisko looked up and smiled at him as he pressed a button on his desk. The doors slid apart and he stepped inside.


“Welcome to Deep Space 9, Captain,” Sisko said, standing from his chair and offering his hand across the desk. Farrell returned the smile– slightly envious of Sisko's impossibly white teeth– and shook it. Like Major Kira, Sisko had impressive grip, and once again Farrell couldn't help but feel somewhat inferior, physically.


“Thank you, Commander,” he replied, taking the seat that Sisko offered with a gesture, “It's a pleasure to be here,” he said again as he sat down. The chairs were typically Cardassian, being somewhat uncomfortable despite their size and apparent plushness.


Sisko sat back in his chair and regarded him for a moment. He reached onto his desk and picked up a small, round ball. Farrell stared at it as Sisko rolled it between his fingers. It took him a moment to drag the name of the game up from the dregs of his memory. Baseball, he remembered, an old Earth game, particularly popular in his native United States, but elsewhere as well. The game hadn't been played professionally since the mid twenty-first century. Farrell wondered why Sisko would have a baseball in his office, but he chalked it up to a personal quirk that was none of his business.


Instead he returned the smile, although he couldn't help but sneak surreptitious glances around the office. Like the rest of the station, it was overwhelmingly . . . Cardassian. Aside from the Starfleet issue computer on the desk, and a couple of model starships on a small counter to his left, the place could have still been under Cardassian control, and he would have been hard pressed to tell the difference.


“It takes a little getting used to,” Sisko offered. His voice was a rich, deep baritone, and Farrell, despite being a higher rank, felt mildly intimidated when he heard it.


“I don't doubt it,” Farrell replied with a chuckle. He looked around the office a little more openly, “Still, it's a bit . . . jarring. The last time I saw a Cardassian machine, it was shooting at me.”


Sisko smiled wider. Obviously, his joke had gone over well. “Chief O'Brien felt the same way, at first,” he responded. Farrell had no idea who Chief O'Brien was, nor did he particularly care. The sooner he got down to business; the sooner he could go and have lunch.


“Well, Cardassian or not,” he said instead, “I'm sure that my crew won't want to leave when it's time to go. I hope you don't mind if we take some shore leave while we're here?” The question was merely a formality. Since he outranked Sisko, he could pretty much do whatever he wanted. But still, it was good manners to ask permission before you turned your dogs loose on somebody else's rug.


Sisko nodded, “Of course, we'll be happy to have them aboard.” He laughed, a mischievous twinkle in his eye, “Although I'd tell them to watch out for Quark.”


“Quark?”


“The Ferengi who runs the local bar and gambling establishment. I'm afraid that he's pretty much the Ferengi stereotype personified. He especially loves to take advantage of young, idealistic Starfleet officers.”


Farrell quickly thought of Kovax and the large trust fund that the ensign was rumored to have. Kovax had gotten a little bit wiser to the world during his tenure aboard the Repulse, but Farrell still didn't have to stretch his imagination much to picture the young Bolian leaving DS9 penniless and dressed in rags. “I'll try,” he offered, “Although I'd suspect that after ten months in space, not even wild horses could drag my crew away from a real life casino.”


“I'm sure that Quark will appreciate the extra latinum at his dabo tables.”


Their conversation continued amiably for a few minutes. Sisko questioned him about the search for Voyager. Farrell was suddenly struck with an uncomfortable thought– both the Odyssey and Voyager had departed on their final journeys from this very station. Normally, superstition was not something that he attributed to himself. Despite that, he found himself hoping that it wasn't some sort of omen for the future.


They touched on the Dominion. Sisko had recently gone into the Gamma Quadrant and made contact with the shape-shifters who called themselves the 'Founders'. From what he had read, they were the real power in the Dominion. Farrell was somewhat surprised to learn that one of them was serving as DS9's chief of security. He didn't press the issue, however. Sisko was a competent officer, and if he trusted the changeling, then that was good enough for him, as well.


Their conversation finally brought them around to the Maquis, which was something of a point of interest for Farrell. Although he had had his own sporadic encounters with them so far, he wanted the opinion and advice of a man who had been in as many scrapes with them as Sisko had. The commander was patient, answering all of his questions in a timely, professional matter. Eventually, they came to the subject of the defections. Since the Maquis had declared themselves to the galaxy, there were more than a few Starfleet officers who had run off to join them. Farrell was sympathetic when Sisko told him about Lieutenant Commander Calvin Hudson, an old friend of the commander's who had defected from Starfleet to aid the Maquis in their cause. 


For Farrell, the concept of treason was a hard one to grasp. He liked to consider himself relatively enlightened and sympathetic, but he could not wrap his mind around what made certain people betray their own. Granted, it wasn't like the Maquis were Cardassians or Romulans – but they had still betrayed the Federation, and the thought that a Starfleet officer would throw away not only his career, but his oath to the Federation, as well, was completely foreign to him.


Sisko apparently agreed with him, although he seemed a little more sympathetic. That didn't come as a complete surprise, either. Farrell knew that the treaty was unpopular among certain factions within Starfleet, namely among veterans of the Cardassian Front. He himself had taken a little while to swallow the treaty and accept the new reality as it was presented to him. He still did not completely believe that the Cardassians were trustworthy, but he didn't see how launching a guerrilla war against them was going to help matters very much.


After they discussed the Maquis, they moved back to less controversial territory. Farrell was aware of Sisko's standing among the Bajoran people. Apparently, they revered him as the Emissary to the Prophets, the alien beings that resided in– and apparently created– the wormhole to the Gamma Quadrant. Being of a religious background himself, Farrell was wondering how the other man was dealing with such a situation being foisted upon him. Sisko admitted that he still wasn't completely comfortable with the whole idea, which seemed like a sane response, give the Federation's reluctance to involve themselves in the culture, let alone the religion, of alien worlds.


When they wrapped up that thread of their talk, Farrell suspected that he had better be going. After all, DS9 was one of the busiest ports of call in the Alpha Quadrant these days, and he was sure that Sisko had better things to do. When he said as much, the commander nodded and stood once more. Again, they reached across the desk at each other and shook hands.


“I hope that you and your crew will enjoy their time on DS9,” Sisko said, sounding sincere.


“I'm sure we will,” Farrell replied. “I think I'll head down to the Promenade and look around for a bit. You can reach me on my communicator if anything comes up. After that, I'll be aboard the Repulse if you need me.”


Sisko nodded, “Understood, Captain.”


With a final smile, Farrell turned and left the commander's office. As he crossed the upper level of ops to get to the turbolift, he nodded to Major Kira and got another smile from the Trill lieutenant. He waited until he instructed the turbolift to descend to the Promenade before he allowed himself the satisfaction of a reaction. As the lift slipped below the deck of ops, he broke into a wide grin.


Son of a bitch, he thought to himself, I'll need a cold shower when I get back on board the ship.
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Farrell walked along the upper level of the Promenade, looking down at the people who bustled about below. Compared to the clean, orderly activity aboard the Repulse, the flurry of activity of the crowd below definitely took some getting used to. He spotted people from nearly every race in the Quadrant, and a few more that he failed to recognize. When he looked over at the replimat, he was taken aback when he spotted a young Starfleet officer, in medical blue, having a rather animated conversation with a Cardassian in civilian clothes.


The dull roar of the crowd wafted up towards him. He scanned it, looking for crewmembers from his ship. They were easy to spot, even amongst the stations indigenous Starfleet personnel. Unlike the crew from DS9– who wore the somewhat pajama-looking duty uniform that Starfleet had introduced two years ago– his crew still wore the more older and more colorful uniform. A quick survey of the bustling traffic revealed more than a few of his crew. A few who were also looking around saw him and acknowledged him with nods or smiles. Except for Lieutenant Chandler, his science officer, who smiled widely and waved.


He returned the smile and then pushed off the railing and resumed his stroll. He liked Chandler, although he occasionally had to admit that she was not the most 'Starfleet' person he had ever met. She had a truly bright and sunny personality. He had often wondered if she was even capable of feeling anger or distrust, and concluded that she probably was not. He mentally added her to the list of his crew who would most likely be returning from shore leave more poor than when they had departed.


He turned onto a crossover bridge and nodded to a Bajoran man in colorful robes, who bowed his head reverently. Even if he had not read the briefing material he had been given on the Bajoran clergy, he still would have pegged him as a man of the cloth. Although he couldn't remember if the man was a vedek or a prylar– hell, he could have been the kai for all Farrell knew– he carried himself with the same sort of benevolent arrogance that typified men of God. He thought of Father McMahon, who had been his priest when he had been a boy, and smiled as he returned the monk's nod. McMahon, like most Catholics, had been relatively old school, and still liked to preach about fire and brimstone and hellfire for the sinners. 


Growing up, the one ritual about his parent's faith that had bothered him the most had been confession. He could handle pretty much everything else, but confession ran counter to his very nature. He had been a fairly withdrawn child, and had never liked to talk about things that he considered to be private. He had never even talked to his parents about the girls he had liked, as he found the whole idea of seeking sexual advice from one's parents to be weird.


Still, once a week until he had been fifteen, he had gone into the booth at church and sat across a darkened screen from Father McMahon. And while they both kept up the pretense that neither of them knew whom the other was, he would confess all his wrongdoings that he had committed through human weakness. As he got older, and the sins got more embarrassing he had tried to lie about them, but McMahon had always seen through them and reminded him that lying was a sin. So he would finally be forced to come clean and admit his terrible, terrible shame. It had all seemed horribly unfair to him at the time. Really, how was he not supposed to be a fourteen year old boy and not have impure thoughts? Hell, at that age, he'd probably had more impure thoughts than all the pure thoughts in his life up to that point.


When the ordeal was finally over, McMahon would dole out the punishment, which usually consisted of a seemingly endless number of Our Father's and Hail Mary's and the instructions to pray and think about what he'd done. Later, he would go home and start the whole process over again. He had gradually become convinced that the seven deadly sins had been specifically designed so that it was impossible to not commit any of them. It was a nice little loophole. After all, as long as there were sinners, God would never go out of business.


He thought briefly about going to the Bajoran shrine that he had heard was located on the Promenade, but he thought better of it. He had not been into a church in over twenty years, and he wasn't about to start now. 


Instead, he finished crossing the bridge and entered the second level of the bar, which he assumed belonged to the aforementioned Quark. He scanned for an empty table, but found that all of them were occupied. Eventually, he spotted Dave and a few of his engineers sitting across the way, and he headed over to join them. As they became visible, he recognized Ensign Saral as well as Crewmen Freschetti and Novaczek sitting with his friend.


As he walked around the second level, he glanced down into the open space below. A veritable horde of people, including many of his own, were packed around a spinning dabo table. He recognized Lieutenant Sanderson as one of the players. From the looks of it, he was more busy hitting on the dabo girl than he was at actually playing. As a result, he was succeeding in doing neither very well.


“Captain,” Dave called, waving a hand. 


Farrell nodded and quickened his pace. As he approached, Dave turned to the others at the table and jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Screw,” he said simply, and they took the hint and departed. 


“That wasn't very nice,” Farrell noted as he sat down.


Dave shrugged, “Who cares? They're all lower decks types, anyway. They don't wanna hang out with the captain when they're on shore leave.”


“Are you implying that I'm not interesting?” Farrell asked, feigning concern.


“Yes, but you're also the captain. I hate to break it to you, but nobody likes the captain. The captain is the boss; who only exists to tell people that they're screwing up or occasionally endanger their lives on a whim. There's a reason why people decide to be enlisted or stay a junior officer rather than reach for the stars, and that's because they don't wanna spend all their time around someone like you.”


Farrell frowned, “You spend all your time with me,” he observed.


Dave shrugged, “No one can ever accuse me of being burdened with an overabundance of schooling,” he said self deprecatingly, “Besides, I know the truth. You're not really a captain. You're more like a child trapped inside a captain's body.”


“Thanks,” Farrell replied sarcastically.


Before Dave could say anything in response, a Ferengi waiter came by and offered them both menus. Before he left, he took their drink orders. Farrell, as usual, requested a glass of bourbon, while Dave also stuck to tradition and ordered a scotch on the rocks.


As the waiter departed, Farrell snuck another peak over the railing at the dabo table. The crowd was still there, but judging by the chorus of groans and boos that echoed up to them, nobody was winning any big money yet. He didn't bother to check the menu– he already knew what he wanted.


“Is Sandy losing his shirt?” Dave asked.


Farrell looked back up at him, “Are there stars in the sky?”


Dave smiled, “Fools,” he sighed, shaking his head, “Glorious, young fools. When will they learn that there are three fundamental truths in the universe?”


“And what are those?”


“Don't argue with the chief engineer. Don't tell the captain what you really think of him. And, most importantly, don't ever gamble in a Ferengi-run establishment. It's just a bad idea.”


Realizing that the second 'truth' was a jab at himself, Farrell decided to let it pass. He knew that many officers preferred a hands off policy with their subordinates, but he didn't. In truth, he liked his officers to know that it was healthy to question him from time to time, although not when the lead was flying. In that case, then they just had to shut up and tow the line.


After a time, the Ferengi waiter returned with their drinks. Dave waved him off but Farrell had to keep from licking his lips as he placed his order. “I'll have a cheeseburger,” he said, “Plain, only ketchup and bacon, with a side of fries and a chocolate milkshake.”


The waiter entered the order onto a PADD and walked away. Dave looked at him skeptically.


“What?”


The engineer sighed and shook his head, “First chocolate milk, and now a chocolate milkshake.”


“It is only noon,” he reminded Dave. For his part, the engineer just shrugged and took a sip of his drink. Farrell was struck suddenly by the potential impropriety of being seen knocking back hard liquor so early in day.


What the hell? He thought to himself with a small hint of satisfaction, It's shore leave. Besides, I'll be back on the ship before too long.


Seeing as how they spent a lot of time together on the ship, their conversation quickly died and they settled into a comfortable silence. They sipped at their drinks and looked around at the unfamiliar bar. Farrell busied himself by staring down at the multitude of people and fashions arrayed around the dabo table. Sanderson, it seemed, was not having any better luck than he had been having just a minute ago. Farrell watched him and some of his other officers for a while. Every time one of them came up empty, another stepped forward and took his place. He had barely finished watching Ensign Maumstein, the gamma shift flight controller, lose his metaphorical shirt before he finally shook his head and looked away.


He looked back at Dave, and noticed the engineer's eyes were following a young Starfleet officer as she walked along the opposite side of the upper level. He let out a low whistle as she walked out onto the Promenade and disappeared. Farrell turned in his seat to watch her leave, then turned back, shaking his head and chuckling.


“What's so funny?”


“You.”


“Me?”


“Yes,” Farrell told him bluntly, “You. You're a married man, Dave.”


“That's right,” Dave replied, glaring across his glass as he downed the rest of his scotch, “I'm married– not dead. I'm allowed to look, Captain, I'm just not allowed to touch. Those are the rules of the game. Besides, it's not like Nancy's here.”


One of the questions that he had long held, but never asked, was exactly how Dave and Nancy made things work. They had been married for twenty-seven years, but in that time, they had probably spent less than a third of it actually together. It seemed odd to him that two people could spend so much time apart from each other and yet remain faithful. He had heard of similar relationships that were a little more open, but somehow he doubted that Dave and Nancy had that type of arrangement. He had known Dave for nearly seven years, and in that whole time, he had done his fair share of looking. As far as Farrell knew, however, he had never crossed the line into touching.


He thought back to the previous evening, when the subject of conversation had been his own less than stellar love life. He had been uncomfortable discussing it then, and he wasn't feeling any more inclined to now. Still, he had left Dave's quarters thinking about it. It had actually taken him a minute to remember the last woman he had known in anything more than a professional manner.


The lucky woman had been a Starfleet lieutenant named Madison Burke, who had been stationed aboard the USS Potemkin at the time. He had been temporarily stationed aboard the ship during a tour of duty along the Cardassian Front. They had been using the Potemkin as a staging area to launch raids against the Cardassians. There had been a lot of downtime in between missions, and after a couple of months, a relationship had developed.


It hadn't lasted however. He had heard of May-December romances. That one had been more like a May-June romance. He hadn't been surprised, either. The whole time that they had been together, he had never gotten the feeling that there was any real substance underneath it all. They were just two lonely, bored people who got together to blow off a little steam now and then.


Still, they had been fun times, and sitting now in the noisy bar, he wondered why the hell he had never gotten back in the saddle, so to speak. Not long after that, he had been wounded. After his injuries had healed, and he had been sent packing from the SEALs, he had volunteered for advanced tactical training. Following that, he had been assigned aboard the Yorktown. He had just begun to settle in aboard that ship when she had been destroyed at Wolf 359.


There had been a small window of downtime before he had been reassigned to the Courageous, once again under Captain Walter Stone, the man whom he considered both a friend and a mentor. When he had served aboard the Courageous, however, it had not been as the security chief, but as the first officer. 


At the time, and to this day, he had justified his distance from most of the crew as being a necessary requirement of his job. After all, he was responsible for evaluating and rating the crew. How could he be expected to do that if he was sleeping with one of them? Now, as the captain, he felt a similar need to distance himself from those potential minefields.


But why? That was the question that nagged at him. There was no regulation against it, although Starfleet certainly preferred that such relationships not exist, and Lord knew that he was hardly what anyone could consider a stickler for the rules. Last night, he had questioned whether that policy was really the detached professionalism that he thought it was, or if it was some sort of buried psychological dysfunction that lurked beneath the surface.


Despite the gravity of the question, he laughed aloud. Dr. Potter, the ships counselor, had been pestering him for months to come and talk to him. He had put it off, and had no intention of going in the future. Somehow, he found the thought of him telling all of his inner thoughts and fears to be amusing. He had no idea why, either.


Dave heard him laughing and looked at him questioningly. Farrell smiled and waved him off, and Dave just resumed staring down at the dabo girl who worked the wheel on the lower level. Farrell followed his gaze, but found the whole thing uninteresting. He appreciated the sight of a beautiful woman as much as the next man, but he found that once he had looked for a few seconds, he started to lose interest.


He heard another chorus of groans as one of the players– thankfully, not one of his people– came up short again. The dabo girl actually managed to sound halfway sincere as she wished the player better luck the next time around. As soon as the man walked away, dejected, another player stepped up to take his place. Farrell noted that the new player was a member of his crew. By the time they left DS9, he mused, they would have to install a dabo wheel in Ten Forward. That way, he could swindle his crew of their meager savings and retire to Risa.


With another self-satisfied chuckle, he picked up his glass and drained the rest of his bourbon. The liquid burned down his throat with a comforting familiarity. He smiled again as he thought about the first time he had met Commander Grant. It had been in his ready room aboard the Repulse, before they had left Utopia Planitia. He had offered her a drink, and she had been a little off put by the fact that it had been what she considered too early for hard liquor. He had shared with her one of his favorite sayings– it's five o'clock somewhere.


With a sigh of disgust, Lieutenant Junior Grade Jeff Sanderson turned away from the dabo table and fought his way through the crowd to the bar. He shook his head and cursed his bad luck as he jostled with the throng of people that had packed themselves in like sardines around the gambling table. Most of the assembled were from the Repulse, but there were a few civilians and Bajoran personnel gathered as well. 


He finally broke free and scanned the bar and located Kovax sitting beside a large Lurian who appeared to be talking his ear off. Kovax was slumped on the bar, his head resting in his hand, and was nodding every now and then while the obviously intoxicated Lurian babbled away incessantly. Feeling the need to rescue his friend from his fate, he decided to interrupt.


“Andy!” he shouted loudly, drawing the attention of both Kovax and the Lurian, “I just heard from Commander Grant,” he explained more quietly as he leaned on the bar next to him, “We have to go back to the ship. There's some sort of problem with the main computer.”


Kovax frowned, “I just ran a diagnostic yesterday.”


Sanderson had to fight not to roll his eyes, “I don't know anything about that,” he said innocently, “All I know is that Commander Grant wants us to leave.”


He could have sworn that he saw a light bulb flash on above Kovax's head, “Oh! Of course. I guess we should be getting back there right away, then.” He turned to the Lurian and shrugged, “Sorry, Morn, but I have to go back to my ship now.”


Morn, for his part, nodded sadly and took a sip of his drink. It was a cloudy blue concoction that smelled awful, even from Sanderson's distance.


As the two of them slinked off through the crowd, Kovax leaned in closely and whispered, “Thank you.”


“No problem.”


“No,” he said earnestly, “you don't understand. It was like torture. He just kept going on and on. He kind of reminded me of Professor Yulnik from the Academy.”


The name caught in Sanderson's mind. Every cadet had to take basic warp design when they attended the academy. Professor Yulnik had been teaching it for decades by the time he had gotten there. The man managed to take one of the most boring courses available and somehow make it worse. He just stood there and droned on and on for what seemed like an eternity. Sanderson had spent much of his time marveling at the fact that Yulnik never seemed to pause for breath. He just kept going in one long, unbroken sentence so that nobody could get a word in edgewise or ask any meaningful questions.


“How was the dabo table?” Kovax asked as they began to ascend one of the spiral staircases that ran up to the second level of the bar.


“I swear that table is rigged,” he replied sourly. Hopefully, they would be able to slip out from the upper level and hit up one of the other shops on the Promenade without Morn noticing.


“A Ferengi with a rigged dabo table?” Kovax asked sarcastically, “No. How could it be?”


Sanderson turned his head to glare at him, “You know, if it wasn't for me, you'd still be sitting back down at that bar, listening to your friend Norm–”


“Morn,” Kovax corrected.


Sanderson waved a dismissive hand, “Yeah, Morn. Whatever. My point is, that you'd still be sitting there listening to him go on about . . . whatever it was he was going on about–”


“His family,” Kovax interjected again.


“Would you let me finish?” Sanderson shook his head as they cleared the staircase and navigated their way out of the bar. “If it weren't for me, you would still be sitting there listening to Morn go on and on about his family.”


Kovax chuckled, “What's your point?”


“My point,” Sanderson replied, “is that I would appreciate a little courtesy.”


“I do appreciate it,” Kovax told him as they left the bar and began walking along the upper level of the Promenade, “All I'm saying is that you're an idiot for playing at a Ferengi dabo table and then complaining that it was rigged.”


Sanderson stopped and stared daggers at his friend, “You know what?” he said acidly, “I hate you.”
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Following lunch, Farrell parted ways with Dave and took a turbolift from the promenade up to the docking port at upper pylon two. As he walked out into the corridor, he saw two gold-shirted security officers standing by the airlock. Hearing his footsteps on the carpeted floor, they glanced his way and then stiffened as he approached.


“What are you two doing here?” He asked casually. He had made no orders for a guard to be posted, and he was interested to learn who had taken the initiative for themselves.


The guard on his left, wearing the insignia of a petty officer and obviously the senior of the two, dared to make eye contact as his partner kept his eyes ratcheted to the opposing bulkhead. “Lieutenant Mbeka's orders, sir,” the guard replied stiffly.


Farrell was impressed. He hadn't even considered the idea of posting a guard on the airlock. It had been an oversight on his part, and one that he would never have tolerated had he been the security chief on duty. He had gotten so used to the idea of shore leave that he had overlooked his duty. He had considered the fact that DS9 was run by Starfleet as security enough. It had not even occurred to him that there was a significant civilian, and therefore, possibly hostile, presence on board. Not to mention that DS9 had been something of a geopolitical hot spot recently. He remembered that a Cardassian freighter had been sabotaged by the Maquis just a few months ago, and he cursed himself silently.


“Very well,” he said formally, his voice betraying none of what he felt, “Keep up the good work.”


The petty officer nodded and pressed and turned to press a button on a control panel located beside the airlock. With a mechanical groan, the wheel-like door rolled to the side and allowed him entry to his ship. He smiled at the security guards and stepped up into the airlock access tunnel. A few yards later, the access hatch to the Repulse hissed open and he once again found himself in the familiar, orderly confines of a Federation starship.


With nearly a third of the crew now aboard DS9 for leave, the ship felt somehow larger than it had before. He found himself alone in the corridor, looking to his left and right and seeing no other sign of habitation.


With a shrug of acceptance, he set off towards a turbolift. Before too long, he heard a sound, old and familiar, that brought a faint smile to his lips. He slowed his pace and hugged the bulkhead as he got closer to the shouting that echoed seemingly throughout the ship.


Years and years of shouting at people had ruined Master Chief Baxter's voice. Somehow, the faint screech that it took when he reached the higher octaves only made it more intimidating. As he got closer and closer, the natural curve of the corridor shielded him from view.


Baxter was really going off about something, and Farrell winced a few times as he heard the colorful vernacular of senior non-coms throughout the galaxy put to use. He had no idea whom he was chewing out, but the memories of being a young ensign and being the target of Iron Mike's wrath were enough to illicit a strong sense of sympathy.


As he got closer, he was surprised to see that the first sight that popped into his view was neither Baxter nor his victim, but a young crewman who was likewise huddled against the bulkhead, unwilling to reveal himself for fear of being the next target of Baxter's wrath.


The crewman was so transfixed on what was happening further down range that he never heard Farrell creep up behind him. Of course, part of that may have had to do with the fact that in his younger days, the captain had specialized in sneaking up on people. As he stood behind the eavesdropping crewman, Farrell found himself automatically going through his list of options for disposing of him. If he had been an enemy soldier, and this a combat situation, Farrell knew that the quickest and easiest way would be to slip a knife into his spinal cord at the base of the skull. Death from such a wound would be nearly instantaneous. If he had no knife, then he could simply break his neck. Petty Officer Illinar, one of his instructors during his SEAL training, had been especially fond of that method. Farrell still clearly remembered his Illinar's mantra– 'sixty-six pounds of torque', the instructor would say, 'and the poor bastard will be staring out his ass end'. 


All of this left Farrell's mind in a moment. Starfleet tended to not have a great sense of humor about a lot of things, and summarily executing members of your crew was one of the things that they tended to frown upon. He reached out and tapped the man's shoulder.


He had been so transfixed on the verbal tirade that flooded the corridor, that the man started when Farrell fingers brushed his shoulder. With a gasp, he spun around, his eyes wide. Seeing the captain standing there, he gulped loudly and tried to appear innocent.


“Hello, Captain,” he said, his voice fluctuating, “Is there something I can do for you?”


Seeing his face, Farrell recognized the young man as Crewman Kimmett, who was in charge of the shuttlebay during the gamma shift. Kimmett was, by all accounts, a decent member of the crew. Even if his principle duties involved playing cards all night.


“Enjoying the show?” Farrell asked, as much as he tried, he couldn't keep himself from smiling.


Kimmett, who had himself had a run in with Baxter the year before, nodded. “I'm just glad it's not me,” he said. Then, realizing who he was talking to, added, “Sir.”


“Who's the unlucky soul?”


Kimmett shook his head slightly, “I have no idea, sir.”


Farrell chuckled softly, “Well, then, let's do a little recon, shall we?” They deliberately kept their voices low, so as to preserve the element of surprise. In the back of his mind, Farrell wondered if this were what would be considered acceptable behavior for a starship captain. Probably not, he concluded, but he pressed on anyway. In his job, opportunities for fun were generally few and far between.


Kimmett nodded and allowed Farrell to slip past him and take the lead. As they got closer, the corridor continued to bend, ensuring that they had no clear view of the action. When they finally got close enough, Farrell poked his head out and saw Baxter, still shouting and waving his arms emphatically, at Lieutenant Janson, the deputy chief of engineering, who stood there, looking as white as a sheet as he took the full force of Baxter's tirade.


Normally, an enlisted crewman, even as one as senior as a master chief, would never dream of yelling at a commissioned officer, much less a deputy department head. Baxter, on the other hand, was not your ordinary enlisted member of Starfleet. At this point, Farrell wouldn't be surprised if he would one day catch Baxter chewing out the Chief of Starfleet Operations.


Still, he supposed that it was time to intervene. He gestured for Kimmett to remain where he was, then he straightened up and stepped into view, clearing his throat loudly in order to gain the attention of both parties.


Baxter heard him and turned, his face was red and he appeared to be quite agitated. Seeing Farrell standing there, however, he immediately adopted his familiar stone-like facial expression and stiffened his back. Janson just licked his lips nervously, he almost looked like he was about to start crying. Farrell took a few steps forward, making a show of looking over each of them.


“Is there a problem here?” he asked officiously. Inside, he was enjoying every minute of it, but he would never let them know that. He had known Baxter for years, and he was well aware of the antipathy that existed between Janson and Dave. Secretly, he wished that Dave could have been present to see how badly Baxter had carved Janson up. He probably would have taken a great deal of pleasure in it.


“No, sir,” Janson said after a moment, “Myself and Chief Baxter were just having a discussion.”


Baxter, radiating all the emotion of a statue, kept his peace. Farrell looked at both of them, making an effort to look both suspicious and displeased. Finally, he dismissed them and turned away. As he departed, he heard one set of footsteps retreat, and another approach him from behind. He rounded the curve to where he should have seen Kimmett, but the crewman, who most likely possessed a strong sense of self preservation, had vanished. The footsteps behind him quickened in their approach, and Farrell turned to see Janson, who stopped in his tracks and looked at him nervously.


“Something I can do for you, Lieutenant?”


Janson's eye twitched, “Sir,” he began, his voice a low, almost conspiratory whisper, “it's about Chief Baxter.”


Farrell feigned innocence, “What do you mean?”


Janson cleared his throat quietly, seemingly afraid that speaking too loudly would summon Iron Mike back to resume their row. “Sir, I am quite sure that you overheard at least some of what was just said.”


“A bit,” Farrell admitted.


“Well, with all due respect, Captain,” he said, “What do you intend to do about it?”


He should have seen it coming, he knew. Janson was a competent enough engineer, but he was also a thoroughbred Starfleet officer, which meant that he liked everything to be solved through official channels. If he had a problem, then as far as he was concerned, the chain of command was the only rational solution. Farrell was a little more maverick in that he preferred that his officers be able to think on their feet and deal with their own problems if necessary. It may not have been the Starfleet way, but he found that in the long run, it produced better officers and crew.


“Is there a problem that I don't know about?” He asked. He knew what the problem was, but he wanted to make Janson squirm a bit before he took any course of action.


“He accosted me,” Janson protested, sounding deeply offended, “He spoke to me in a manner that was inappropriate coming from a subordinate. Not only am I a commissioned officer, but I am also an assistant department head. I demand that he be disciplined.”


Farrell took Janson gently by the arm and guided him in the direction of the nearest turbolift. “Lieutenant, I understand your concern. But, to be honest, I have better things to do than to regulate spats between the crew. If you have a problem with Baxter, then you should speak to him about it.”


“Sir, I understand that he's your friend, but–”


“My personal relationship with the Master Chief is not the issue here, Lieutenant,” Farrell said, his voice suddenly hard.


Realizing that he had crossed the line, Janson faltered. “Of course, Captain,” he stammered, “I meant no disrespect.”


“None taken,” Farrell told him breezily. They arrived at that turbolift and Farrell turned to look Janson in the eyes, “Look, Lieutenant. If you believe that Chief Baxter was out of line, then take it up with him. I could get involved, but that won't help matters much.”


“But, sir, you're the captain,” Janson protested, missing the point entirely.


Farrell sighed. Some people were born with an inherent sense of things. And others, like Janson, were not graced with such gifts. “Janson,” he continued, “How long have you been in Starfleet?”


“Including the Academy?”


“Sure. Why not?”


“Twelve years.”


One would think that after eight years of active duty, one would learn the way that things really worked. Apparently, this was going to be more difficult than he had previously imagined. “Okay, so you've got twelve years in,” he replied, “But Master Chief Baxter has been in Starfleet since Christ was a crewman, okay?”


Janson frowned, “I don't see what that has to do with anything.”


A short blissful image of him bashing Janson's head into the bulkhead ran through Farrell's mind. “I could talk to him,” he explained, “but that wouldn't help matters. All it would do is further undermine your authority. You're his superior officer. You can't go running up the chain of command every time you have a problem. You have to take charge. Talk to him yourself, and explain to him that such behavior won't be tolerated in the future. Believe it or not, but the Master Chief is also respectful of the chain of command . . . most of the time.”


Janson seemed to ponder his words, and much to Farrell's delight, he seemed to be getting through. “I understand, sir,” Janson said, his frown disappearing, “I'll go talk to him right now.”


As he turned to leave, Farrell snagged his arm. “Uh, I'm not sure that would be such a good idea right now, Lieutenant.”


“Why not?”


“Well . . .” he searched his mind for a metaphor that would make sense to the engineer, and finally came upon one. “Chief Baxter is like a warp core, all right? And right now, he's overloading. It would probably be best if you didn't push the issue right now.” Another image, this one of Baxter eviscerating Janson and using his innards as decorations, ran unbidden through his mind. “He's probably a little volatile.”


“You think I should wait a while, then?”


Farrell nodded, “Yeah. Yeah, that's probably for the best, Janson.”


Janson actually looked a little relieved at the advice that had been offered. “Very well, then, sir. I shall speak to him tomorrow . . . or perhaps the next day.”


“That would probably be best,” Farrell concurred.


Janson flashed him an unconvincing smile, “I see. Thank you, sir.”


“No problem,” Farrell replied, “Dismissed.”


Without any further words, Janson turned and walked back the way he had come. Farrell shook his head and blew out a ragged, frustrated breath that he had been holding for quite some time. He shook his head and stepped into the turbolift. “Deck seven,” he ordered the computer, “Captain's quarters.”


As the turbolift hummed it's way towards his quarters, he leaned against the bulkhead and closed his eyes, allowing the familiar sensation to lull him into a sort of trance that let him relax more completely than would have otherwise been possible. Part of him wanted to alter the 'lift to take him up to the bridge, but he forced himself to trust Lieutenant M'Shasa, whom he had left in command. They were docked at a starbase, he reminded himself, they were as secure as possible, given the circumstances. If anything happened, the bridge crew knew how to reach him.


Still, it would probably be good to remind them that he was back on board the ship. The security guards at the airlock had logged him back onto the ship when he had boarded, but he wanted to be sure that they knew he was on board. Besides, he may catch them napping, and then he could do some yelling of his own. He pushed himself off of the bulkhead and tapped his combadge. “Farrell to bridge.”


“Grant here, Captain.” 


He frowned, “Commander, I thought you would be on the station by now.”


“I'm going over shortly, Captain,” her voice informed him, “I just had a few things here that I wanted to clear up before I disembarked.”


“All right,” he replied, “I'm back on the ship now. Head over there as soon as you're done. We may get called away at any time and I want to make sure that everybody has some time away from the ship.” He thought of M'Shasa, who was no doubt still on the bridge and settled for the comfort that almost everyone would get some leave.


“Understood, Captain.”


“Farrell out,” he said, and tapped the combadge again to close the channel. A few seconds later, as if on cue, the turbolift halted and the doors opened. He stepped out into the corridor– which, somehow, despite being virtually identical to every other corridor on the ship, seemed more pleasant to him for some reason– and headed for his quarters.


Being the captain, he rated the largest quarters on the ship. Deck seven, as a result, held the largest block of accommodations on board the ship. In addition to himself, Commander Grant and Dave, due to their posts as first and second officers, respectively, also had lodgings there. For some reason, he took a perverse delight in knowing that his were bigger. Finally, there were several luxurious sets of guest quarters that were reserved for dignitaries and VIPs. The rest of the crew's quarters began on deck eight and extended down throughout the saucer section.


As he walked towards his room, he noted that this corridor was deserted. Enjoying the silence, he began to whistle a tune that he had learned as a boy in church. Life was good, he told himself. The sting of failing to find Voyager had largely subsided, and he was content that they had performed to the best of their abilities. Now all he had to worry about was the Cardassians, the Maquis and the Dominion.


Yes, he thought to himself as he approached his quarters, mine is a truly blessed life.


The sensors in the doors recognized his lifesigns, and the doors slid open without need for a command. He was still whistling as he walked into the darkened room.


Out of habit, he made a quick scan of the room. Not so much out a feeling of paranoia as of wanting to make sure that everything was as he had left it. He swept his eyes across the room, and his heart nearly caught in his throat as he saw the silhouette of a person standing by the viewport behind his desk.


The whistle died on his lips as the doors hissed ominously shut behind him. He moved his hand towards his combadge with the intention of summoning security, but a familiar voice, one that he had often wished to never hear again, brought him up short. “There's no need for that,” the voice said soothingly, “I come in peace.”


Farrell swallowed hard as the figure by the viewport turned to face him. In the dim, ambient light that streamed in from DS9, he recognized the familiar half smile, half smirk on the face of Rear Admiral Willy Hoyt.


“Hello, Jimmy,” the admiral said.
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In the instant he recognized Admiral Hoyt, a cacophony of memories, the vast majority of them unpleasant, flooded through him. The fetid, steaming jungles of Onderac III, the screams of the dead  and of the dying on Enoria, and lastly, the most recent memories, still fresh in his mind– those of Eden Prime. 


“What do you want?” Farrell asked. The anger over the intrusion into his private space was largely subsided by the fact that he knew that trespassing was the probably the least grievous sin that Hoyt had committed so far today. He caught himself and held up a hand to stave off a reply, “Wait, I don't think I want to know. How the hell did you get in here?” He was assuming that Grant would have informed him if Hoyt had simply walked on board and let himself into Farrell's quarters.


Hoyt smiled again and sat down in the chair behind his desk. Farrell knew that the tactic was designed to irritate him and throw him off balance. He wasn't sure what pissed him off more– the fact that Hoyt would stoop so low, or that he was actually letting it get to him.


“There are some things,” Hoyt said genially, “that I will take to my grave.”


Realizing that such a cryptic response was likely all that he was likely to get, Farrell sighed and took a few steps closer to the desk. He was still tempted to summon a security team and have Hoyt thrown in the brig, but as satisfying as that would probably be, he knew that it would accomplish little in the long run.


“I'll ask my other question, then,” he said, eying Hoyt suspiciously, “What do you want?”


“It's not a matter of what I want,” Hoyt told him, sounding humble and pious, “It's a matter of what I need.”


“And what's that?”


“Your help,” he explained simply, spreading his hands wide in a gesture of goodwill.


Farrell scoffed and shook his head in amazement. Hoyt had balls, he had to give him that. He glanced around the darkened quarters, searching for any other uninvited guests. “Where's Commander Greenwald?” He pressed, referring to Hoyt's sinister aide de camp, who sent all kinds of creepy shivers up his spine.


“The commander is still aboard the transport that brought me to Deep Space 9,” Hoyt told him, obviously amused at the question, “He prefers to keep a low profile.”


“I'm sure he does,” Farrell noted dryly. Based on their last meeting, and on Greenwald's somewhat sparse personnel file, he was convinced that there was much more than met the eye regarding the admiral's aide. Farrell was of the opinion that he was involved in some extremely shady dealings. Which came of no surprise when one considered that Hoyt ran Starfleet Intelligence's 'black op' division, and himself has more than his fair share of blood on his hands.


Hoyt leaned back in his chair and crossed his hands over his stomach. He regarded Farrell for a long while before he spoke again. “You're awfully quiet,” he said offhandedly.


Not for the first time, Farrell was amazed at how thin the veneer of decency that covered Hoyt actually was. He had fallen for it, once, when he had been a younger and dumber man. By the time he had realized just how monstrous Hoyt truly was, it had been too late, and a lot of innocent people had paid with their lives. For all he knew, they were still paying. He bit his lip to keep himself from launching into the admiral, and instead took a deep breath to calm himself.


“I'm just surprised, is all,” he explained, “After our last meeting, I didn't expect to see you anytime soon.”


Farrell could have sword he saw a flicker of irritation flash over Hoyt's face. And, as petty as it seemed, it pleased him greatly. Their last mission had been to recover an ancient Iconian artifact from Eden Prime, after it had been stolen by mercenaries contracted by the Romulan Tal Shiar. The artifact, a memory crystal that may or may not have had a wealth of information on it, had been a top priority for Hoyt. A lot of people had died during the mission, including a member of his own crew. When they had finally located the crystal on a civilian freighter in the Neutral Zone, Farrell had destroyed it rather than allow either Hoyt or the Romulans to possess it. When he had last seen Hoyt, the man had looked broken and defeated. He was glad that the admiral still had not gotten completely over it.


“I'll admit,” Hoyt began, “that I think what you did was a mistake. A terrible mistake. However, what's done is done. If I have learned one thing from my time in this job, it's that one cannot afford to hold a grudge.”


“Apparently, you can't afford to have a conscience, either.” Farrell said bluntly.


This time, the corner of Hoyt's mouth curled upwards slightly. “I understand that you and I do not always see eye to eye, Captain. However, in this instance, I come with the authority of the Federation president himself.”


“And what does the president want us to do?”


Hoyt leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk, “The president, along with many in Starfleet, are deeply concerned about this emerging situation with the Maquis. There is a palpable fear that they may end up triggering a war between the Federation and the Cardassians. Needless to say, such a conflict could end up costing hundreds of thousands of lives.”


Farrell frowned, “That doesn't answer my question.”


“No, I don't suppose it does,” Hoyt admitted. “In short, Captain, Starfleet has asked me to deal with the Maquis situation.”


“How?”


Hoyt smiled again, and once again, Farrell was reminded of a predator. “Quietly,” he said ominously.


Quietly. That could very well be Hoyt's family motto. He was sure that if Starfleet had a plan to deal with the Maquis, the presence of Hoyt all but ensured that it wouldn't be a peaceful one. He clicked his tongue and walked over to the replicator. He needed a drink.


“Just what do you want my help with?” He asked as he perused the replicator menu. Unfortunately, Federation replicators were programmed so that they couldn't make weapons. Of course, he could always just replicate a bottle, break it, and then stab Hoyt to death with the jagged end.


Hoyt smiled, obviously pleased with himself. “Recently, Starfleet Intelligence captured a man that we have identified as a top Maquis leader. Under interrogation, the man revealed the location of several Maquis bases and supply depots located within the Demilitarized Zone. Our intention is to eliminate these bases and thus, cripple the Maquis as an effective military power.”


While part of him wanted to cringe as he ran over the gamut of possibilities that could be construed by one of Hoyt's 'interrogations', the soldier in Farrell had to appreciate the simplicity of the plan. “Cut of the head of the snake and the body will die,” he said by way of agreement.


“I thought you'd like that,” Hoyt told him. He stood up and came around the desk to stand before him. “We have analyzed the plan, and we think that it will have a great chance of success. Even if the Maquis are not completely destroyed by our strike, they will be unable to mount an effective attack against the Cardassians, or the Federation, for quite some time.”


“Who's we?”


Hoyt looked surprised by the question, “Starfleet Intelligence, of course.”


Farrell snorted dismissively, “Starfleet Intelligence could screw up a wet dream,” he said offhandedly, repeating the old joke he had learned on the Cardassian Front.


“All jokes aside,” Hoyt said, ignoring him and pressing right on ahead, “This operation stands as our best chance to deal with the Maquis before they can force us into an unwanted confrontation with the Cardassian Union.”


Farrell finally settled for a type of Terran beer and placed his order. As the bottle shimmered into existence, he looked back at Hoyt. “There's one major problem with your plan,” he pointed out, “Those bases are in the DMZ. Both we and the Cardies are watching that zone like hawks. If you send in even one starship, then they'll come in, too. You'll end up causing the very war you're trying to prevent.”


Hoyt shook his head, as if he were disappointed in him. “Captain, I didn't think your thinking was so limited. We don't need starships to deal with the Maquis.”


It came to Farrell almost immediately, “You're going to send in ground troops?”


Hoyt nodded, “All it takes are a few good men.” Farrell could have sworn that he saw the admiral's chest swell slightly. He was proud as a peacock, he mused to himself.


Farrell took a pull of his beer and thought it over. It was a good idea, in principle. Small special ops teams would be harder to track and to detect. Even better, they could be clandestinely inserted at every target location and then strike all at one time. Farrell could see why Hoyt was so pleased with himself. If his intelligence panned out, he could eliminate the Maquis in one fell swoop.


“How will you get them into the zone?” He asked finally.


“We have several civilian vessels at our disposal,” Hoyt replied, “They have no official ties with Starfleet. We will send them into the zone carrying SEALs and Marine Force Recon teams. Once they have made land fall, they will proceed to their objectives and we won't have to worry about the Maquis.”


“That seems risky,” Farrell pointed out, “Sending troops into the zone is a direct violation of the treaty.”


“That is correct,” Hoyt said, “but we're of the opinion that waiting around until the Maquis start a war is even riskier. Don't worry, Captain. As I mentioned before, we have direct authorization from the president himself on this one.”


Farrell looked at Hoyt skeptically, “Jaresh-Inyo approved this?” He tried to avoid politics wherever possible, and he didn't know much about the Federation's latest president. He did know, however, that the president was a Grazerite, who were generally pacifist in nature. He found it surprising that Jaresh-Inyo, who, by all accounts, fit the stereotype of his people, would authorize a covert operation that had the potential to start a war with the Cardassians.


“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Hoyt pointed out.


Farrell remained unconvinced, “I guess,” he admitted reluctantly, taking another pull on his beer. He supposed that it was not beyond reason that the president would be pulled on board. After all, Hoyt made a good point when he had said that the Maquis would probably end up starting a war anyway.


“What if the Cardies find out?” Farrell asked, “If they find out that we've sent troops into the DMZ, they'll raise hell about it.”


“They won't,” Hoyt assured him, “And even if they did, what would they have to be upset about? We'd be doing their dirty work for them. Oh, they may make some noise and rattle their sabers a bit, but they wouldn't attack.”


Hoyt sounded awfully sure of himself, and to his own disappointment, Farrell found himself agreeing with Hoyt, in principle. It was a troubling sign, but he knew that he couldn't allow his own personal distaste of Hoyt to color his own judgment. It was a sound idea, if a bit risky. With a final, defeated sigh, he admitted surrender and asked what his part in the operation was to be.


“I will be taking a transport to Starbase 322,” Hoyt said, “Needless to say, we need to keep this on the down low. I will leave Commander Greenwald aboard the Repulse as an advisor. All I want you to do is go over the planning stage with me before you depart. After that, your orders are to patrol the DMZ and monitor the situation.”


“Why do you want my help?” Farrell was more than a little skeptical. Hoyt was not a man who liked to share information. Generally, he came up with a plan and then implemented it. If everything went swimmingly, at least in his mind, then most of the major players would never even be aware that they were even playing the game.


Hoyt chuckled, “Captain, I admit that I am a man of many talents. Unlike you, however, my experience in actual combat missions is somewhat limited. I am not a soldier. You are. I merely want you to go over my preliminary battle plans and point out any glaring mistakes or omissions you see. Conversely, any suggestions you have would also be appreciated.”


Although the words were meant to placate him, Farrell found himself put even more on edge. During all of his previous experiences with Hoyt, the man had remained distant and aloof. He had never asked for his advice before, so he found it somewhat unusual that he was doing it now. 


“You don't usually like to share your toys, Admiral,” he pointed out, hoping for a telling reaction.


To his disappointment, there was none. Hoyt merely shrugged slightly, as if he were admitting to an unsavory personal flaw. “I'll admit, that in the past I have been somewhat secretive and distant. I know you may not believe me, Captain, but that was always done to protect not only the Federation, but yourself as well. The whole point of plausible deniability is that you be able to disavow knowledge of certain activities, even under duress.


“In this instance, however, I have decided that you are the perfect man to help me. You're not a grunt anymore, Captain. You're a senior officer, and thus more able to be included in the loop. Also, you're not going to be carrying out the mission yourself, so there's no need to isolate you from information that we would prefer to keep out of enemy hands.”


Although he was far from placated, Farrell decided to take Hoyt at face value. Not that he would trust him all of a sudden, but he would merely try to keep his suspicions to himself and carry out the mission as best he could. He had found that there was a clarifying sense of purpose in doing his duty. As his former team leader, Lieutenant Crane, had always told him: The mission comes first.


With that comforting thought in the back of his mind, he pressed on. “You still haven't told me why you want me to be involved. It's not as if we're buddies.”


Hoyt sighed, like a weary parent who had somehow failed to explain something to a child. “Jimmy,” he began, using the nickname that only Farrell's mother called him by, “I know that we have had our rough spots lately. You disagreed with me about Enoria . . . and about a lot of other things, as well. But you forget that I was your mentor once, and that you were quite important to me, too. You were one of the best operators I ever saw, Jimmy, and I mean that. I guess that I am offering you an olive branch, here. But that's not the main reason that I'm here. Personal business can wait until after the mission is completed. In the meantime, I want you because you're the best, and that's what I need.”


It was kind of touching, in a bizarre way. There had been a time when he had admired Hoyt as a man of action, a man who did what had to be done to protect the Federation. He supposed that that was still true, although he had learned to loathe the heinous methods used, and thus loathe the man. He still wasn't sure whether to believe him or not, at least about the personal issues that had been raised. As much as it grated him, he found the professional flattery to be vaguely appealing. 


“What do we do if things go south?” Farrell asked. He had decided to come on board, but only because he believed in the mission. He had fought the Cardassians before, and had no wish to do so again. The price that had been paid was already too high. He already knew enough names of people that had been killed or maimed the last time around, and he had no wish to add any new ones to the registry. With that thought in mind, he cast his towel into Hoyt's ring and hoped that he wasn't being led astray.


Hoyt clicked his tongue reproachfully, “I don't want to get into all of the details right now. But rest assured, we have extraction plans in place and ready to execute if something goes wrong. I don't anticipate any problems, though. Our intelligence is solid and we have assault teams comprised of combat veterans. More to the point, the Maquis consider themselves somewhat invulnerable within the zone. They're not expecting a direct assault, and we're confident that they're not capable of repelling a direct assault.” He walked closer and patted him reassuringly on the shoulder. Farrell tried his best not to cringe. “Don't worry,” he went on, “These people aren't soldiers, Captain. They're farmers.”


Farrell took Hoyt's final statement with a sizable grain of salt. History, as he well knew, was littered with examples of simple farmers handing significant defeats to larger, more professional armies. He was reminded of the agonizing experiences of the Americans in Vietnam, and of the Russians in Afghanistan. He wanted to raise the point, but he knew that the analogy didn't fit. After all, they were not attempting to occupy territory, merely to carry out a surgical strike to cripple a potential enemy. With a contrite nod, he swallowed his argument and resigned himself to his fate.

8

In her office on deck four, Lieutenant Commander Elizabeth Grant signed off on the last report for the day and gratefully moved the PADD into her 'out' box. Her desk, once cluttered and crowded by dozens of requests and orders, was now free and clear. With a blissful sigh, she pushed herself away and roller her shoulders in a vain effort to relieve the stiffness that was building up there.


With her paperwork out of the way, at least temporarily, she was ready to head over to DS9. First, however, she wanted a shower and a change of clothes. Thinking of clothes reminded her that she needed to update her wardrobe. She had heard that there was a tailor on board the station, and she smiled at the thought of a light lunch followed by some shopping.


“Farrell to Grant.”


She pressed her combadge, “Go ahead, Captain.”


“Commander, report to my ready room on the double time.” She could tell by the sound of his voice that something was definitely amiss.


“Understood, Captain. I'm on my way.”


Grant groaned and rubbed the bridge of her nose, wishing the order away. The captain was not exactly known for calling needless briefings, so she suspected that whatever it was, it was serious. She hoped that they were not being ordered away from the station. She had spent the morning aboard the ship because she had thought that they would be docked for at least a couple of days.


Keep it together, Liz, she reminded herself sternly, You've got that yearly fitness report coming up. Her first official performance appraisal as a first officer was right around the corner, and she knew that the future of her career hinged on it. Despite her sometimes rocky relationship with Captain Farrell, he had already soothed her mind somewhat by informing her that his personal feelings would have no effect on his report. Since her performance was so far above reproach, she knew that she was in good shape. There was no reason to give him any ammunition now.


You won't be here forever. Pretty soon you'll be the one sitting in the big chair and calling the shots. Comforted somewhat by that, she stood up and smoothed her uniform before heading out for the turbolift.


She exited onto the bridge and, even though she knew better, she couldn't help but note how empty it seemed. In addition to Lieutenant M'Shasa, there were only three other officers present. Two of them stood at the rear of the bridge, keeping an eye on tactical and environmental control, as well as the Master Systems Display. The only other crew member sat at the ops station, monitoring incoming and outgoing communications.


M'Shasa sat in the captain's chair, supervising the situation. Upon hearing the turbolift doors open, she spun in the seat to see who had come to the bridge. Recognizing Grant, she began to rise, but the commander waved her back down. “I'm here to see the captain,” she explained, walking past her to press the chime beside the entrance to the ready room.


“Come in,” Farrell's voice, faint and distant, called from the other side.


She stepped through the doors and spotted the captain sitting behind his desk. He was leaned back, resting his chin in his hand and staring seemingly at nothing. She approached the desk and stood stiffly behind the two chairs that he kept on hand for guests.


Farrell looked up at her and smiled faintly, “Sit down, Commander,” he said, waving his free hand at the chairs.


Grant nodded and sat down, smoothing the front of her uniform with her hands to pass the time. “Is there something I can do for you, Captain?”


“I'm sorry you didn't get a chance to visit DS9 this time around,” he said offhandedly, as if he hadn't heard her speak, “I'm afraid that we have to depart soon.”


Grant made sure to keep her face impassive despite her disappointment. There would be other occasions for shore leave, she reminded herself. “Do we have new orders from Starfleet?”


“You could say that,” Farrell replied, still staring off into the bulkhead. He shook his head and turned to face her, leaning forward and resting his hands on his desk. “I just had a little chat with Admiral Hoyt.”


“Hoyt?” Grant failed to keep the sourness out of her voice. Although she had been largely an observer during his last visit to the ship, she had been present when he had maneuvered his way around numerous Federation laws in his relentless pursuit of the Iconian artifact. The whole spectacle had left her somewhat shaken and disillusioned. From what Captain Farrell had explained to her following the mission, she hadn't expected to see the likes of Hoyt again, but apparently he had reappeared. Whatever his motives, she knew that they couldn't be good.


“I was as surprised as you are,” Farrell noted, seeing the expression of shock etched on her face. “Probably even more so. I walked into my quarters and there he was.”


“He was in your quarters?” Grant's voice rose in pitch as she practically blurted out her surprise. The internal sensors should have detected anyone beaming in, and the only other way aboard was from DS9, which was under guard.


“Yeah,” Farrell said, “Not exactly the most comforting of feelings, I can assure you.”


“Captain, I apologize. I'll have security begin an immediate investigation into how he managed to get aboard.”


Farrell shrugged, “Don't bother, Commander. Hoyt has his methods, I'm sure. Either way, it's not a big deal. I have the sneaking suspicion that we would just be wasting valuable time chasing our own shadows. For the time being, we have better things to worry about.”


“Such as?”


“Getting underway, for one. Admiral Hoyt has given us a mission to carry out, and despite whatever personal reservations I might have, orders are orders.”


“What does he want us to do?”


Farrell shook his head, “I'm afraid that I'm not at liberty to discuss that at the moment. If anything changes; you'll be the first to know. Until then, I need you to prepare us for immediate departure. Recall the crew from DS9 ASAP.” He leaned back in his chair and blew out a long, weary breath, “As soon the senior staff is back aboard, assemble them in the observation lounge.”


Grant wanted to protest, but she knew that as first officer, it was her job to play the bad guy. Nobody would be especially thrilled to hear that they were leaving so soon, and neither was she. However, she had her orders, and she intended to carry them out to the best of her abilities. She pushed every other thought from her mind and nodded tersely, “Aye, sir.”


Farrell waved his hand in the direction of the door, “Dismissed, Commander.”


Less than an hour later, the senior staff was arrayed in their usual positions around the long, stately wooden table that dominated the observation lounge. Commander Grant sat back in her chair and stared at the wall opposite the viewports, which were to her back. In the center of the wall was a large display monitor and accompanying control panels. On either side were two paintings of the Repulse in flight. The one on her left was her favorite, it showed the ship gliding serenely through a nebula, leaving wisps of colored particles in her wake. She had no idea who had done them, but every time she came into the lounge, she reminded herself to find out.


Maybe this time, she thought wryly, allowing herself a small smile. It felt good to think about something else that Admiral Hoyt and whatever mission he had dreamed up this time. Around her, the others carried out a low, quiet conversation. Mostly, though, they were griping about having their leave canceled so soon. She paid them no attention. Normally, she would have ordered everybody to be quiet, but for some reason she couldn't bring herself to do even that.


Lately, she had been considering lightening up somewhat. When she had first come aboard, she had insisted that whenever she run the bridge, idle chatter be kept to a minimum. It hadn't proved popular, and she had no doubt that most of the bridge crew, except for maybe Mbeka, liked the captain more than her. While her popularity among the crew had no bearing on her professional decisions, she knew that Captain Farrell had wanted her to ease off the reigns a bit. It was a slippery slope, however, and she was somewhat reluctant to change the way that things worked.


The hiss of doors separating snapped her out of her reverie. The conversation ceased as well, and all eyes focused on Captain Farrell as he walked in, carrying a PADD in his hand and looking for all the world like someone whose dog had just been put down.


“There had better be a good goddamned reason why I'm not sitting in that bar drinking my face off,” Dave noted sourly from his spot across the table from Grant. Farrell sat down between them, at the head of the table, and rolled his eyes.


“Think of it as a favor, Dave,” Farrell told him, “If we stayed on DS9 much longer, you'd be in the infirmary getting a new liver and everyone else would be working in Quark's to pay off their gambling debts.” With his last comment, he sent a good natured glare down the table, where Sanderson averted his eyes sheepishly.


“All right, people,” Farrell continued, shifting in his seat to get more comfortable, “I don't wanna be here any more than you do, so let's just get this over with.” He looked around the table, making eye contact with every one of them, “As some of you have no doubt figured out– at least, I hope you've figured it out– our shore leave is now officially canceled.”


Dave cursed, and there were some groans from the more junior members of the senior staff. This time, Grant made sure that she looked in their direction, and the complaints abruptly ceased. Farrell raised his hands to stave off any further protests before continuing, “We're being ordered to head to the DMZ and wave the flag a bit. It's nothing serious.”


“Is there any particular reason why it's so serious all of a sudden?” Dave asked. Due to his seniority among the crew, as well as his irreverent attitude towards the trappings of power, he had been made the default speaker for those who wanted to question the captain and Starfleet without actually having to do it themselves.


“I'm afraid that's classified,” Farrell said, repeating almost word for word his earlier answer to Grant's similar question, “All I can tell you is that these orders come from up on high.”


Dave scoffed disbelievingly, “Well, that doesn't exactly sound like 'nothing'. C'mon, Skipper, what's really going on here?”


Farrell sighed dramatically, “I already told you– it's classified. Now just put a cork in it for a while.”


“I bet it's the Maquis,” Sanderson opined with more confidence than he had any right to, “I bet they destroyed Voyager!” He leaned forward expectantly, “Are we going into the DMZ for some payback, Captain?”


Farrell merely stared at him, “Are you done?” He asked sarcastically, “Look, everybody just shut up for fifteen seconds and pay attention while I finish.” He cleared his throat and tried sit up a little straighter in his chair, “I don't know any more than you do. All I do know is what I've already told you: we're going to patrol the DMZ and wave the flag. Nothing more.”


Dave suddenly brought a fist up to his mouth. “Bullshit!” he said, using a cough to conceal the word. Farrell looked at him blankly while Dave made a show of rubbing his throat and pleading innocence.


“Are there any security threats that we should be aware of?” Mbeka asked, steering the meeting back onto a more professional course. Grant, who had already sat through this briefing once, would prefer that it end as quickly as possible so that they could get on with their business. She appreciated Mbeka's professionalism.


Farrell sat back in his chair, “Just the usual ones,” he replied smoothly, “Maintain high-energy sensor sweeps of the DMZ, and make sure that we don't get suckered into any surprises. I'm sure that Starfleet has a good reason for sending us out there, so I want to be prepared for anything.”


Mbeka nodded stoically, apparently satiated now that he had a task to perform.


Recovered from his earlier shaming, Sanderson spoke up from the far end of the table, “Do we know where we're going yet?”


Farrell plopped the PADD down onto the smooth surface of the table and sent it sliding down the length, where Sanderson stopped it effortlessly with a hand. “Those are the coordinates of our destination,” he explained. As soon as we're done here, lay in a course and engage at warp five.”


“Aye, sir.”


“One more thing,” said Farrell, looking uncomfortable as he did so, “We're going to have an advisor from Starfleet on this one. Commander Greenwald, whom you all met last year, will be along to accompany us.”


Dave pounded the table with his hand, “I knew it!” He exclaimed, a knowing smile on his face. He looked at Farrell and shook his head, “I knew you were full of it!”


“Just calm down,” Farrell assured him.


“Greenwald?” asked Chandler, her nose crinkling in suspicion, “Isn't he Admiral Hoyt's aide?”


“The one and only,” confirmed Dr. Zhurova.


“I thought we didn't like Admiral Hoyt,” Kovax said, speaking for the first time.


“We don't,” Dave responded, “At least, the captain doesn't. I personally don't know the man well enough to have an opinion.” When he looked back and saw Farrell staring at him, he quickly amended, “And if the captain doesn't like him, then I don't like him.”


Farrell rolled his eyes again, “Thanks, Dave.” he said tonelessly, “Yes, Commander Greenwald is still Admiral Hoyt's aide. And no, I'm still not crazy about him. But be that as it may, the admiral is still our superior officer, and we are still bound to follow his orders.”


Grant had to give the captain credit, he certainly hid his feelings well. When Hoyt had been aboard the previous year, he had largely been an unknown to the crew, but they would have had to have been blind and deaf not to notice how much antipathy existed between the two of them, at least from Farrell's point of view. They had been kept in the dark for the most part during the mission, but since then, bits and pieces had come out. Some of it was rumor and hypothesis, and some of it was stunningly accurate. Either way, they had figured out what they had been asked to do, and they all knew that Farrell had taken matters into his own hands at the end, and had destroyed the artifact that they had put so much time and effort into retrieving.


As a career officer, the thought of anyone, let alone a starship captain, defying orders in such a manner would normally have been offensive to her. But knowing what a high price that the artifact had demanded– she herself had led the mission where Gruber had been killed– she found that a large part of her wound up agreeing with his decision.


The briefing continued on for a few more minutes, with Farrell fielding various questions from the assembled officers. Most of them he either could not, or chose not to, answer. Instead, he kept insisting that the matter was classified and that he barely knew any more than they all did. While she suspected that there was probably a grain of truth to those answers, she also knew that it all depended on one's point of view. One thing was for sure, and that was that the captain knew more than he was letting on.


That particular fact didn't come as a surprise to her. After all, she had spent five years as an aide to an admiral. In her time spent with Admiral Chekote, she had been privy to a lot of things that a normal officer of her rank and grade would ordinarily have no access to. On the other hand, there were also times where she was deliberately kept out of the loop in the interests of Federation security. If an officer spent a significant amount of time in Starfleet, they grew accustomed to being treated, as captain Farrell had so eloquently described it, like a mushroom– namely, being kept in the dark and fed bullshit. She had found the analogy to be somewhat humorous at first, but it had suddenly stopped being funny.


Farrell was trying his best to pass things off as business as usual, but she could clearly see that no one was buying it. The presence of Admiral Hoyt, or at least that of his aide, lent a somewhat sinister air to the whole proceeding. From a quick glance down the length of the table, she could see it in everyone else's faces that they felt the same way that she did.


Despite her suspicions that the captain was lying about how much he knew about their current assignment, she didn't hold it against him. He, like all of them, had his orders. And he had been right before, too. No matter what their personal feelings, it was not their place to question where their orders came from. Unless they obviously crossed the line into the realm of the illegal or the unconscionable, they would have no choice but to carry out their assignment or resign their commissions.


When she had been at the Academy, one of her professors had summed up Starfleet in a manner that had proved especially apt over the years. He had explained to them that at the end of the day, Starfleet existed to protect democracy, not to practice it.
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With their trip to the Demilitarized Zone expected to take them the better part of a day, Lieutenant Kate Chandler passed the time after her duty shift in the stellar cartography lab. Sitting in the comfortable chair on the large, raised platform, she looked out at the massive holographic display that wrapped around the perimeter of the room and lost herself for a while. Every now and then, bored with what she was looking at, she would tap a few buttons on the console in front of her and bring up another part of the galaxy. 


She had developed the habit of stargazing when she had been stationed at the Kelnon observatory. As her tour aboard the Repulse had not really offered her a chance to do any sort of real exploration, she had been forced to continue with her old practices.


Although she was disappointed that their duty assignments had yet to take them into the great unknown, she was by no means dissatisfied with her posting. Life aboard the ship had taken on a comfortable routine for her. She had made friends, and even now, she was pondering taking on one of them as something more. On Kelnon, she had been surrounded by older, more withdrawn scientists, and her love life was in desperate need of an overhaul as a result.


She largely ignored the stars around her as she ran down the list of potential lovers on board. She had already decided to stick to her own rank, not out of snobbishness, but rather to avoid any conflicts that would inevitably come from either outranking or being subordinate to whomever she did end up with. The list of junior grade lieutenants aboard was not exactly short, but it also wasn't very long. Once one eliminated the women or the ones who were either married or already in committed relationships pared down the list even more.


There was Sandy, although the fact that they worked so closely together could potentially cause problems. Lieutenant Janson was nice enough, but he would have to relax somewhat, and she thought that that would be something of a miracle. Lieutenant Palmer had also given off some telling hints, but he worked in stellar cartography, and thus, she was his boss, so that could easily become complicated. She ran down the rest of the list, but came up with nothing more promising.


With a frustrated sigh, she shook her head and sat back in her chair. Why did life have to so difficult? Why couldn't there be someone aboard the ship who fit her perfectly? There were more than eight hundred crewmembers on board, and so far, none of them would work. 


Maybe Dr. Zhurova has the right idea, she thought with a bitter chuckle, Men are almost more trouble than they're worth.


Something had to give, she reasoned. Either they had to go somewhere where she could lose herself in her work, or else she had to find someone to spend her time with. She really wanted to take a trip to the Gamma Quadrant, but with the recent first contact with the Dominion looming large in everyone's minds, she knew that it would be a while before any long term missions were undertaken.


Despite her comfortable life aboard the Repulse, she had been flirting with the idea of requesting a transfer lately. While she liked what she had now, the drive to do some real exploration gnawed at her sometimes. The idea of signing onto a long term, deep space mission was appealing on a professional level. So far, however, she had refrained from making the request. She knew that the captain appreciated her presence, and heavens knew that he needed someone to keep him up to date in scientific matters.


It was really kind of sweet, actually, the way that he would always nod and pretend to follow along while she explained things to him. Dave had made similar comments about his grasp of engineering principles.


In truth, she liked being the go to person in her field. On Kelnon, she had been among the most junior researchers, and was at times treated more like a secretary than a scientist. Here, though, she was integral part of shipboard operations. The captain, for all his experience, was practically hopeless in any matters that did not involve security or tactics. It was a running joke among the other members of the senior staff– except for Commander Grant, who was about as funny as a Vulcan– that the captain knew absolutely nothing outside of those fields. Regardless, whenever he was called upon to answer a report, he would inevitably lean over their shoulders and make a show out of pretending to understand what was being said. Sandy had a running dare for anyone to actually call him on it, but so far no one had taken him up on it. The captain may not have been the sharpest tool in the proverbial shed, but his rumored ability to kill with his bare hands served to keep them in line.


Despite his lack of scientific or technical skill, everyone liked the captain. He was fair with them, and kept an open door policy that she found refreshing compared to other officers she had known. Whenever they were in a stressful situation, he kept his wits about him and his coolness rubbed off on them, making it so that things didn't seem as bad. Most importantly, he was well aware of his limitations and was content to allow those who were better versed in such areas to advise him. She had known some officers who lacked knowledge, but were too stubborn to admit it.


She brought up the available star charts of the Gamma Quadrant, and sighed longingly as the unfamiliar constellations and stars. Someday, she reminded herself. Someday, she would get the opportunity to go there.


She glanced at the chronometer on the console and took note of the time. It was getting later on in the evening, and she still hadn't eaten. She considered calling Dr. Zhurova and asking if she wanted to go to dinner, but decided against it. The two of them had grown closer over the last few months, and she considered Natalya a friend, but part of her just felt like having a light dinner in her quarters before turning in for the night.


In a little while, she told herself. There were a few more star systems she wanted to look at before she left. She routinely checked the updated charts that were sent in by the deep space exploratory missions, and with all the work she had been doing on the sensor array recently, she hadn't had time to update her knowledge of all the new phenomena that had been discovered. She scanned the database for interesting entries, but nothing jumped out at her. With a groan of frustration, she closed the database and resigned herself to another non-eventful evening.


From behind her, she heard the doors to the stellar cartography lab open. She looked over her shoulder and smiled as she saw enter the room. He had his best smile on, and he strode purposefully towards her.


“Hey there,” he called, “The computer said that I could find you down here.”


“Are you stalking me now?” she asked good-naturedly.


He shrugged, “It's not that hard when the computer can do it for me.” He looked around at the star charts that surrounded them and his eyebrows knit together in confusion, “Aren't you off duty?”


“Yeah.”


“Then what are you doing here?”


“It's a hobby,” she answered, suddenly feeling self conscious about it, “I like to sit and, well, watch the stars.”


He nodded, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, “Well, you are a scientist, I suppose.” He clapped his hands together enthusiastically, “Look, instead of sitting down here all night, why don't you come up to Ten Forward with me. I was just going to get a bite to eat.”


She smiled knowingly, although it wasn't exactly phrased as a request for a date, they both knew that was exactly what he was asking for.  “I don't know,” she said gently, “I almost feel like turning in early tonight.”


He shook his head, “Come on,” he urged, “You haven't eaten yet, have you?”


“No,” she admitted.


“Well, you can't go to bed without dinner. It wouldn't be right.”


She was tempted to decline. Not that she wasn't interested, indeed the timing was somewhat fortuitous, considering what she had just been thinking about a few minutes before hand. A large part of, though, was still somewhat uneasy about possibly entering into a relationship with a coworker.


Come on, Kate, she admonished herself, You only live once. Besides, he's nice, and he's got a good smile.


Eventually, the boredom combined with the repressed sexual frustration combined to overwhelm her concerns, and she found herself agreeing. It was only dinner, and besides, it wasn't as if she couldn't take things and slow and see how things went from there.


She quickly closed the program she was running, and the stars and galaxies winked out of existence, replaced by a bare holographic imaging grid. Together, the two of them exited the room.


Farrell had wanted to keep Commander Greenwald as far as possible from his crew. For that reason, and also to preserve the secrecy of the operation, he had reluctantly agreed to host their planning session in his quarters.


Mounted into the bulkhead beside his replicator was a large monitor. It was alive with pre-rendered graphics, showing seven different planets, each one had a different colored arrow with a different unit call sign labeled on it. He ran through them in his mind: Operational Detachment 39, SEAL Team Five, call sign 'Hammer'. 1st Platoon, D Company, 1st Force Recon Battalion, call sign 'Razor'. Each of the seven teams had a different, albeit weapon-themed name. Currently, they were finalizing the plans for the last team, part of the 2nd Platoon, E Company 3rd Force Recon Battalion, call sign 'Knife'. The Marines would be inserted via a civilian transport ship onto Ronara Prime. From there, they would proceed on foot towards a valley located a few kilometers from the main settlement. The only problem was how to get them from the space port to the suspected Maquis weapons depot without being detected by the colonists. A beam in would be simpler, but there was always the possibility that they would be detected. Eventually, both Farrell and Greenwald had reluctantly agreed that a beam in was the only logical way that they could go about it.


In truth, this was really the only hiccup in the overall battle plan so far. So far, he felt that his presence was barely required, if at all. He guessed that Greenwald had drawn up the plan, which made sense, considering his background. He was vaguely suspicious why Admiral Hoyt, who loathed to tell anyone anything, would bring him in for something as superficial as his advice. From everything he had seen so far, Greenwald was an even more proficient tactician than himself.


He hated to admit it, but he had actually enjoyed the evening, even if he had been forced to spend it with Greenwald. He spent most of his days dealing with mundane paperwork or pretending to understand things that he didn't, so it was refreshing to get back to his strengths, namely tactics and military theory.


He would have liked to bring in Iron Mike on this one, but Admiral Hoyt had been clear and had ordered him not to involve anyone else on the ship. “Plausible deniability,” the admiral had explained off handedly. It was a shame, because he knew that Iron Mike would have sunk his teeth into something like this.


Although he knew better than anyone that there was not a whole lot of fun to be had in combat, he found that a large part of him was wishing that he could be carrying out the mission instead of just planning it. He seldom brought it up in civilized company, because most people couldn't understand, but he had always found that combat carried with it a certain adrenaline rush that was unmatched by anything else that he had ever done. He liked his current job, and he knew, rationally, that he was being foolish, but he still couldn't shake the longing he felt for being in the field, eating field rations and sleeping in the mud.


What the hell is wrong with me? He thought, shaking his head, a small smile creasing his lips.


Greenwald looked over at him and caught the wistful expression on his face, “It's hard, isn't it?”


“Hmm?” Farrell grunted, looking back at him. He saw that Greenwald wore a similar expression to himself. It was somewhat unnerving to know that Greenwald was a living, breathing human, complete with emotions and everything.


“Being here,” Greenwald explained, gesturing to the monitor, “You want to be out there, facing the danger, taking the risks. It's hard to sit back here and plan it out for others to do.”


Part of him wanted to argue the point, but he decided to admit the truth. “Yeah . . . it's funny, when I was on the Cardassian Front, all I wanted was to get away. Now, though, part of me wants to go back.”


“Hemingway said it best,” Greenwald replied, looking back at the monitor, “ 'There is no greater sport than the hunting of man, and those who develop a taste for it rarely care for anything else ever again.' ” He looked back at Farrell, a seemingly demented smile on his face.


Farrell opened his mouth to counter Greenwald's words, but he found that the words caught in his throat. Was that really how he felt? He had always known that he missed being in the SEALs, but he had always assumed that it stemmed from no longer being considered elite or special. After his injury, he had been just another tactical officer, then just another first officer, and now he was just another captain. He found, though, that Greenwald's words rang true to him somehow.


Of course, in the old days, they had all joked about how deadly they had been. They had even carried playing cards that had their unit motto written on them: Killing is our business– and business is good. They had acted tough and told themselves that they were life takers and heart breakers. The scourge of Cardassia; the evil bogeymen who sent Cardassian boys back home to their mamas in body bags. Once he had left, however, he had always dismissed it as what he had always thought it had been, namely, stupid posturing by young men and women who were more scared than they wanted to admit to anyone– even themselves. Looking back now, though, he found that it wasn't the posturing or even the camaraderie that he longed for, but the firefights. The sheer rush and excitement that came from putting your skills up against someone else's in a literal fight to the death.


And they say that mankind has evolved, he noted with no small amount of shame. He found himself seriously considering, for the first time, if he really should go and speak to Dr. Potter one of these days.


Maybe. But even if he did, that had to wait until later. Greenwald was still looking at him, and Farrell forced himself to play along. “Sounds like Hemingway got it right,” he said, knowing that there was more truth to the words than he wanted to admit.


For a few more minutes, they brainstormed the plan before them. Each of them searched for a better way to insert the Knife team, but they couldn't get around the problem of the supply cache being located so close to the settlement. The team would simply have to risk a beam in and hope that the Maquis would not be on the lookout for intruders. If they were, then things could go very wrong very quickly, but no mission was without its risks. And sometimes, he had learned, you merely had to pray that things went your way.


With that established, and no further things needing their immediate attention, Farrell bid Greenwald goodnight and sent him on his way. The commander had been assigned guest quarters in one of the VIP rooms on the same deck. This was done so that Greenwald could be on hand if any emergency arose without having to go tromping through half the ship. While most of the junior crew were still largely in the dark about the nature of Greenwald's visit, having him wandering about would only increase their suspicions. Farrell felt bad enough about having to lie to his senior staff, and he would prefer to avoid having to compound those lies any more than absolutely necessary. He had pondered having Greenwald confined to quarters, but had quickly dismissed the idea. The commander, to his knowledge, was here on the authority of both the Federation president and Starfleet Command. He had done nothing wrong, so far, and Farrell was reluctant to impost draconian restrictions on an innocent man, even if he did give him the creeps.


When Greenwald left, Farrell walked over to the liquor cabinet that he kept in his bedroom and removed a bottle of his favorite drink in the whole, great galaxy. Jim Beam had been brewed in Kentucky for centuries, and it was a brand that had survived world wars, galactic conflicts and the transfer to an essentially moneyless economy, kept alive all the while by devoted alcoholics such as himself. He poured some of it into a tumbler and and walked over to one of the viewports, staring out at the distant stars as they streaked by his window.


He took a sip, and the familiar, comforting burn worked its way down his throat and into his belly. It was funny, he mused, how life worked out. When he had been a boy, he had used to sit on his porch and stare out at the flat, broad plains of his native Kansas. He had hated the prairies with a passion, and he had resolved that he would never spend one more minute there than he absolutely had to.


He supposed that those same prairies that he had always loathed were what had driven him to leave and take on his current path. As a kid, he had been fascinated by the stars. In school, they had watched the ancient television broadcast of the Apollo 11 moon landing, and he had gotten goosebumps when he had heard Neil Armstrong read the dedication plaque that they had left on the Lunar surface. We came in peace, for all mankind. Those words had always stuck in his mind, and he had used to recite them aloud as he ran around his yard with a model starship– the Enterprise, of course– and make believe that he was blazing a trail through the galaxy, bringing the light and wonder of the Federation to the primitive savages. The dream had lived long enough to lead him to join Starfleet, and, at least at first, he had wanted to explore. He had pictured his bust one day standing in the hallowed halls of Starfleet Command, next to his childhood heroes.


He had quickly learned, however, that he was not made to be an explorer, or an engineer, or a diplomat. His time at the Academy had alternated between partying and struggling to grasp concepts and technology that always seemed out of his reach. He had settled on security not out of choice, but out of necessity. Had he chosen any other field, he would probably have washed out by his sophomore year. When he had finally graduated, he had been in the bottom ten percent of his class, destined for a dismal career of lower rank servitude.


Still, he had been hopeful. Even deep space research ships needed security officers, and his specialty in tactical operations had also given him the hope of one day being the tactical officer. All that had changed, however, when he had been approached by a recruiter to try out for the SEALs.


Unlike virtually every other branch of service in Starfleet, you did not apply to join the Teams. They selected those that showed promise, and then put them through rigorous training regimens to weed out those they deemed unworthy. He never knew why he had been selected, only that one day, shortly before his graduation, he had been approached and given the opportunity. He had accepted, of course, finding the prospect of glory and derring-do too attractive to pass up.


Since that day, he had never looked back. His dreams of knowledge among the stars had died, and he had become a soldier. The killing fields of the Cardassian Front had quickly robbed him of his dreams of glory and heroism, and he had instead become little more than an instrument of death. No one on the Front had been very clear on exactly why they had been fighting the Cardassians. All they knew was the party line– the Cardassians were the enemy and, to quote Iron Mike, there was killing to be done. Much to his own surprise, he discovered that he was quite good at it.


Even after he had been wounded and had been reassigned to starship duty, he had never really gotten to do any real exploration. He had traded in his combat boots and phaser rifle for a tactical console aboard the Yorktown, and had returned to the Cardassian Front, only not as a grunt.


After Wolf 359, he had transferred to the Courageous, but the most exploring they had ever done had been six months in the Beta Quadrant, and all they had found were some interesting comets and some primordial fungus that could one day become intelligent life . . . in a few billion years.


He still hoped that one day, the Repulse would get her crack at a long term mission beyond the Federation. He had a good crew, and he trusted them to do the job as well as any other in the fleet. However, he knew that the current political climate of the Alpha Quadrant made that unlikely in the near future. The tensions that existed had made Starfleet nervous, and they were reluctant to send larger, more combat capable ships far beyond the borders of the Federation, where they could not easily be called upon in an emergency situation. It had been a hard lesson learned after Wolf 359, where so much of the fleet had been deployed at the fringes of the Federation. The Borg had knifed their way to the heart of her so quickly that most of their starships were not able to respond in time, and the meager forty ships deployed against the invaders had proved to be no match for them.


In a way, it seemed like every major turning point in his life had been spurred by some major calamity. After his first few months on the Cardassian Front, he had begun to drift away from those that had been closest to him in his life. He had stopped sending messages to his parents and his sister, not because he had stopped caring about them, but simply because he couldn't bring himself to contact them. What was he supposed to say? Hi mom, how was your day? Me? Oh, not bad. I put my hand in a puddle of goo that used to be my best friend's face, but other than that, not much.


After Wolf 359, he had been pulled away from the security track and thrust into command, which seemed to be working out so far. Still, he had never really made the effort to get back into touch with anyone. He had gone home once, on leave while he had still been with the Teams. The culture shock had been jarring. He had suddenly gone from constant danger to a utopia, and no one seemed even the least bit aware that only a few dozen light years away, people were fighting and dying. No one had wanted to talk about it, and truth be told, neither had he. He had looked up a few old friends from his school or Academy days, but none of them had shown the slightest inkling of understanding.


Following that experience, he had pretty much severed all of his old ties to those people and moved on with his life. He took another sip of bourbon and wondered if he shouldn't send his mother a quick transmission. He knew that she still worried about him, and he couldn't help but feel bad as to the way he had treated her over the years. It wasn't her fault that he had trouble dealing with things.


Later, he told himself, When this mission is done, I'll contact her and let her know that I'm all right.


In the back of his mind, he knew that he was simply putting off the inevitable. Despite that, however, he stubbornly overruled that tiny voice and pressed on ahead. He would wait, as he always did, and call her later, as he always promised but never seemed to follow through on.


He thought about talking to Dave about things. He was sure that he would understand, but there was a large part of him that fought against telling him; against telling anyone. He knew that there were options, and he knew that there were those who would support him and help him through it. Despite that, he kept stubbornly thinking that all of his problems were his alone, and that he should be strong enough to deal with them himself, without help from anyone else.


It's a macho defense mechanism, he thought, not for the first time. He knew that it was foolish, and he knew that there were plenty of people that would tell him that without hesitation. Still, he kept his peace, telling himself over and over again that he would talk to someone about it later, always later.


Tonight though, he felt like talking to someone. Not about anything heavy, just some idle chatter to take his mind off of things for a while. He knew that he could go see Dave, but he knew that he would be too curious about the mission, and would end up pumping him for information, which Farrell was not at liberty to share. No, it needed to be someone who wasn't a member of the crew, who could be blissfully ignorant of what was really nagging at him.


He downed the rest of his bourbon and winced at the burn. Turning away from the viewport, he walked over to his desk and sat down in his chair. He reached across the desk and tapped the controls on his computer, bringing it to life. “Computer,” he ordered aloud, “Open a channel to Captain Alyssa Rhodes of the USS Polaris.”


“Working,” the computer informed him pleasantly.


He waited a while while the computer routed his signal through the maze of subspace channels and transmitters and relay stations from his present location to the Polaris, which was currently performing a planetary survey in the Lembatta Cluster. Fortunately for him, Federation starships tended to default to Pacific Standard Time– to be in sync with Starfleet Command in San Francisco– while in space. This prevented the inherent chaos that would inevitably arise from having every different ship operating on a different time schedule.


After a few moments, the subspace link was established, and Alyssa's face appeared on the monitor. He smiled at the sight of her and after a cursory exchange of greetings, they began to talk, rambling on and on at length about absolutely nothing at all.
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With the plan signed off on, and everything in place, Farrell had a light breakfast consisting of a muffin and a cup of hot chocolate before he headed up to the bridge and tried to pretend that his mind wasn't focused on other matters. He left Grant in command of the bridge and retreated to his ready room. Once there, he called up the secure channel that had been given to him by Admiral Hoyt and began to monitor the information that was being sent to him.


The graphic on his computer screen showed the sector of space in which they were currently deployed. Federation space, Cardassian space, and the DMZ were all shaded in different colors, and currently, seven different icons blinked in rhythmic unison as they headed towards their targets.


The seven different planets were all inhabited worlds located within the DMZ. He noted that several of them were little more than a stones throw from Cardassian territory. All of them were also Federation colony worlds, a fact which he found more than a little disheartening.


Like a lot of veterans of the Cardassian wars, he had been more than a little skeptical of peace when it had finally came. He knew of several of his fellow officers who were vehemently opposed to the idea. Some of them because of old wounds that had yet to heal, and some of them because they found the whole idea of having to trust the Cardassians to be distasteful. He was still not one hundred percent convinced that it would last, but there were certain decisions that were not his to make.


From the data he was receiving, all of the teams would be inserted and in position and ready to strike within twenty-four hours. He had to hand it to Hoyt, as much as he hated to admit it, the admiral had come up with a good plan. Whatever part of him regretted having to side with the Cardassians over Federation citizens was assuaged by the knowledge that they were helping to possibly prevent a war.


As he watched the icons move slowly towards their objectives, he was once again faced with the horrific prospect of waiting patiently while things played out beyond his control or ability to influence directly. He wondered if that were perhaps indicative of some sort of personality disorder. Most likely, he concluded. But he had found that if one stayed in Starfleet long enough, developing quirks was inevitable, and he personally wouldn't put much stock in a captain who was content to sit back and watch things as they happened.


In an effort to get his mind off things, he backed out of the current program the computer was running, although he instructed it to keep him appraised of things as they developed. With that done, he called up the reports that had been filed by the beta and gamma shifts, as well as any communiques and updates that had come in during the evening from Starfleet.


Scrolling through the reports, he gave each of them a cursory glance and then signed off on each one. He was merely going through the motions, though. As much as he tried to fight it, his mind was far away, envisioning the troops who at that very moment sat in the holds of seven different ships and no doubt tried to fight against that peculiar mixture of boredom and fear that seemed to take a hold of soldiers everywhere just before they went into battle.


He tried to read up on the latest fleet deployments that he had received from Starfleet, but his usual interest in seeing who was being sent where was having a hard time coming to the surface. He was almost grateful for the interruption that came with the soft chime from his door.


“Come in,” he called, trying to keep the anxiousness out of his voice.


The doors hissed open and Dave stepped in. “You busy?” he asked.


Farrell shook his head, “Naw, come on in.” He waved a hand, gesturing him towards one of his two guest chairs. Dave sat down and hauled one of his feet up onto his opposite knee. Judging from the expression on his face, Farrell was willing to bet that he hadn't stopped by just to chat.


Dave just sat there for what seemed like a full minute, staring at him with an expectant look on his face. Finally, Farrell had had enough. “Is there something I can do for you, Dave?”


“Yeah,” he replied flatly, “You can start by telling me what's really going on here.”


“I told you,” Farrell sighed, “It's classified.”


Dave shook his head reproachfully, “Skipper, how long have we known each other?”


Farrell blew out a breath as he did the math in his head, “Seven years, give or take a couple of months.”


“And we've been pretty good friends for most of that time, wouldn't you agree?”


Farrell nodded, “Best friends, I would venture.”


Dave pursed his lips thoughtfully, “So you can see why, then, that I would really appreciate it if you would stop jerking me around and just tell me why I am not lying down in my office right now, praying for the sweet, sweet release of death from the terrible hangover that I would inevitably have from drinking all night in that Ferengi's bar?”


Farrell groaned and buried his head in his hands, “Jesus, Dave,” he pleaded, “What part of classified do you not understand? I mean, you've been in Starfleet for what? Thirty years? You should be used to being kept in the dark.”


“I am,” Dave admitted breezily, “I'm used to it from anonymous authority figures and vague admirals that I've never met. I'm not used to it from the man who claims to be my best friend.”


Farrell looked up at him, “Dave, would you quit busting my balls?”


“No,” Dave responded sternly, “I want to know why Greenwald, who works as an aide to a man that you personally told me was a butcher, is on the ship. I want to know why my hard earned shore leave is now suddenly gone. I want to know if I need to go down to my office and record another message for my wife and kids, explaining to them that daddy loves them and is real sorry that he got himself blown to pieces on some classified mission.”


Farrell hauled his head from the desk and threw himself back in his chair. “Dave . . .”


“If you're worried about operational security,” Dave said, “Then don't be an idiot. You can trust me. I won't tell anybody, if that's what's keeping you quiet.”


“It's not,” Farrell told him, “It's just that . . . I have my orders, Dave. I'm sorry. I can tell you, though, that you probably won't have to record one of those messages to your wife and kids.” He could tell by the sour look on Dave's face that he wasn't exactly pleased with the answer he had been given, but he got the sense that Dave knew that he had pushed as far as he could, and would accept it at face value.


“Probably?” Apparently, he was wrong.


“I'm not a fortune teller, Dave,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose in an effort to relieve the tension that was rapidly building there. “I can't see the future. I'm just saying that as it stands, our current mission does not involve a potential combat operation.”


Dave finally backed off. “You know what, Captain?”


“What?”


“You can be a real bastard sometimes.”


“I know,” Farrell replied. “You want a drink?”


Dave looked mollified by the gesture. “What time is it?”


Farrell glanced at the chronometer on his computer monitor, “It's oh-eight-forty-one,” he told him.


Dave shrugged, “Sure, why not?” He watched as Farrell turned his chair and retrieved a bottle of Jim Beam and two tumblers from the small cupboard that he kept beside his desk. Farrell poured out a fingers worth in each glass and then handed one over to Dave. As he leaned forward to grab it, he groaned. Leaning back in his chair, he swirled the liquor around in his glass and looked at Farrell questioningly. “Captain,” he began, “does this make us alcoholics?”


Now it was Farrell's turn to shrug. “Probably,” he admitted before tossing the drink back in one gulp.


Dave held up his glass as a toast, “Well, then. In that case: to us.” Then he followed suit.


When he finished his drink with the captain, Dave left him in his ready room and walked onto the bridge. Lieutenant Commander Grant looked at him expectantly from her seat in the center chair. He stopped just long enough to smile at her before he kept on going to the turbolift located at the aft of the bridge. His smile was not meant as a friendly gesture, but just to irritate her. Despite the fact that they had been working together for over ten months now, they had yet to gel in any sort of meaningful way. Essentially, they pissed each other off, and as a result they had come to the mutual conclusion that it was in the best interests of everyone if they avoided each other as much as possible.


He walked into the 'lift and instructed it to take him back down to engineering. He could have done his duty shift on the bridge if he so chose, but given his frosty relationship with Grant, he preferred to retreat to engineering and let Ensign Saral handle things up there.


Twice during his descent, the 'lift stopped and other people got on. They both disembarked before he reached his destination, but he still found the intrusion irritating. He kept quiet, however, and smiled at each of them as they boarded and then left. After all, it wasn't their fault that they had caught him on a bad day.


When he reached engineering, he walked in and headed straight for his office. Lieutenant Janson spotted him and moved to intercept him. “Commander,” he called, thinking that he had failed to get Dave's attention, “Could I have a word, please?”


Dave looked longingly at the doors to his office, which was little more than a small room located against the starboard bulkhead. Normally, the large windows that ringed the room gave him a clear view of engineering, but he had always left the blinds drawn so that none of them could see him when he decided to take the odd nap during the middle of the day.


Damn, I almost made it. A few more meters, and he would have been home free. Stifling a groan, he looked at Janson. “Janson, how many times do I have to tell you? Call me Dave. Everybody else does it. Freschetti, Novaczek, Reich– hell, even Saral does it now.”


“I apologize . . . Dave,” Janson replied, obviously uncomfortable, “I'm afraid that Starfleet has institutionalized me to its way of thinking. I find referring to superior officer by his or her given name to be terribly inappropriate.”


Dave resumed walking towards his office, “Well you'd better get over it,” he said flatly, “Or else I'm gonna have to have you keelhauled or something.”


Janson, ever prim and proper, seemed to have trouble grasping the lack of seriousness in his comments, and Dave had to soften his expression to convey the appropriate meaning. Sensing this, he broke into an uneasy smile.


Rather than continue to make pithy small talk with the man, Rice stopped and looked him in the eye, “What can I do you for?”


Janson cleared his throat slightly, as if he were preparing to deliver a long winded speech. Dave sincerely hoped not; the bourbon had gone to his head and he was feeling sleepy. “It's about bridge duty, Co– er, Dave.”


“What about it?”


Janson looked around uncomfortably, apparently fearful of being overheard. “Well, to be perfectly honest, Dave, I was wondering why Ensign Saral was assigned to man the bridge in your absence during the alpha shift instead of myself.”


Rice smiled, “In other words, you think it should be you?”


“That's a bit more blunt than I would have phrased it, sir, but correct, yes. After all, I am deputy chief of engineering.”


In point of fact, it had never even occurred to him to assign Janson to the bridge over one of the more junior engineering officers. Originally, Ensign Gruber had been his choice, but in the wake of his tragic death the year before, he had been replaced by Saral whenever Rice was not present, which was often. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, fully considering, for the first time, why he had been so quick to dismiss Janson. Technically, he was entirely correct in assuming that as the number two engineering officer aboard, he would be the natural choice to fill in on the bridge.


Dave was also curious for another reason. Throughout their entire deployment, so far, the somewhat foppish lieutenant had never brought the matter up before. “Since when did you get so concerned about bridge duty?” He asked.


“Well, Dave,” Janson replied, still looking uncomfortable displaying such open familiarity with his boss, “I recently had a conversation with the captain, and he advised me that I should stick up for myself if I have a concern.”


“You went over my head to the captain?” Dave demanded angrily, thinking that maybe it was time to carry through on all of his threats to physically harm his deputy.


Janson's face dropped; obviously appalled at the accusation, “Of course not, sir! I would never do such a thing. I spoke to him about an entirely unrelated manner, I assure you. Nonetheless, his advice seemed especially prudent to this current situation.”


As quickly as it had erupted, Rice felt his anger begin to subside. He blew out a quick, harsh breath in an effort to calm himself and resisted the urge to rub his temples. Janson's proper, clipped British accent was beginning to wear on his nerves. “I thought that you liked being in engineering, Lieutenant,” he explained honestly, “However, if you want, I'll tell Saral that you'll be handling alpha shift bridge duties whenever I'm not there.”


“I would appreciate that . . . Dave.”


Rice nodded crisply, happy to have that headache out of the way. “All right, head on up to the bridge now if you want. Or else you can wait until tomorrow, I don't really care. I've got paperwork to catch up on.”


“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir!” Rice ignored his usage of 'sir', and watched as Janson walked away. He could have sworn that he saw a subtle spring in the lieutenant's step. Shaking his head, he turned back towards his office and noticed four of his enlisted engineers standing there, looking at him.


“What the hell do you want?” He asked, exasperated.


The leader of the group, Crewman Freschetti, appeared startled by being addressed. “Oh, nothing, Dave. We're just heading up to deck nine to do some maintenance on the plasma conduits.” The other three engineers– Crewman Novaczek, and a pair of new arrivals, Crewmen Reich and Sumpter, all bobbed their heads in agreement.


“Well then get to work,” Dave growled as he walked past them and into his office. As the doors shut and cut him off from the outside world, he allowed himself a weary sigh and walked over to his office. He kept the lights deliberately low, giving the room a dark, almost funereal feel to it. He sat down heavily in his chair and lifted his feet up and onto the desk, using his foot to sweep away some of the data PADDs that cluttered the surface of it. One of them fell off the edge and landed with a dull thump on the thick carpet below. Whatever, he dismissed it tiredly, I'll deal with it in a couple of hours.


He placed his hands behind his head to provide extra cushioning, and glanced at the picture of his wife and daughters on the desk. It was an older picture, taken when the girls were still in grade school. He shook his head as he marveled, not for the first time, that only one of his babies was still in normal school, and she was on the cusp of leaving herself.


It seemed like only yesterday when they had first been born, and he had taken immense joy in the simplest things they did. He had been happy with them, for a while, but eventually the call of the stars had lured him away, and he had left them all behind and gone back to the fleet. Nancy, bless her heart, had never questioned it. She had known going in that Dave was a Starfleet man, and that no amount of domestic bliss was ever going to adequately compensate for the thrill and appeal of serving aboard a starship.


He was in the tail end of his career now, though. Soon, it would be time for him to pass the torch to his eldest, Allison, who was now at the Academy herself. Then he could retire back to his native Oklahoma and sit with Nancy on the porch and count the days until he was too senile to do so anymore. 
Maybe that was the reason that he was so afraid of retirement. He needed his job. He needed somewhere where he could go to relax and nap away most of his afternoons. He knew that if he went back home, Nancy would fill up his days with endless amounts of chores and activities. She would probably run him into an early grave if he let her.


He wondered sourly what sort of evil spirit had ever conjured up the idea of marriage in the first place. Maybe the captain was on to something with the whole celibate lifestyle. With those thoughts in his mind, he closed his eyes and drifted off into a deep, peaceful sleep.
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In the two weeks since they had been ordered away from DS9, Grant noted that the captain had been growing increasingly agitated as the time passed. As with virtually every other member of the crew, she believed that it had something to do with their hush-hush mission that they had been ordered to undertake at the behest of Admiral Hoyt. Several days before, they had rendezvoused with the USS Harbinger, one of the newer Akira-class starships, that had taken aboard Commander Greenwald before returning to Starbase 322.


She had made several discreet inquiries to the captain, to see what might be bothering him, but every time, he rebuffed her advances, claiming that the matter was classified. It was somewhat disconcerting to her, seeing as how the captain had never seemed overly secretive or obsessive before. Well, maybe about football. A few months back, during what the captain called 'bowl season', he had been a virtual recluse in his ready room. After the Academy had lost a game against the University of Rigel VII, he had been inconsolable for nearly a week.


Despite these obvious eccentricities, he had always been open and direct with everyone, and especially her. At first she had chocked it up to his once again being forced to work for Admiral Hoyt, whom he openly despised. Since both the admiral and Greenwald had left, however, the behavior had persisted, and she was starting to get worried.


She had even gone so far as to raise her concerns with Dr. Potter, but the avuncular counselor had informed her that there was no way he could force the captain to talk to him unless his behavior started to negatively impact his ability to command, which had yet to happen. 


What the hell is wrong with him? She wondered. It had become something of a running game for her recently. While most of the crew had quickly settled back into their same old, boring routine that they had been in before their shore leave had been so abruptly terminated, the captain was still not his old self. Aside from his erratic behavior, nothing else of note had happened.


She continued to run through the possibilities as she glanced around the bridge, making sure that every one of the officers were performing their tasks. She found the presence of Lieutenant Janson to be a welcome addition to the bridge crew. He was proper and dignified, and as much as she had found Ensign Saral to be a competent officer, Janson was more experienced. Between Janson and Mbeka, she finally felt as if she were winning the battle to have the bridge run more in her image than in Captain Farrell's.


Although it seemed that for every victory she attained, she suffered another defeat. The rumors of a budding romance between Lieutenants Sanderson and Chandler were still just that, but she was noting more and more subtle glances and looks between them lately. It hadn't become a problem yet, but if things continued down that path, she would be forced to bring it up to the captain, no matter what else was on his mind.


In the mean time, however, she was largely content with her situation. She had utter confidence in a positive performance appraisal from the captain, and she was sure that a promotion to full commander would follow quickly. From there, she was one significant step closer to a command of her own. She was trying not to look too far ahead, but she felt that she could almost feel the admiral's pips on her collar. She suppressed a guilty smile as she thought about the undeniably perverse pleasure she would take in one day issuing orders to Captain Farrell, rather than receiving them.


Not that she had any significant issues with him. On the contrary. They still butted heads often enough, but she had found that as she gained more experience, he became more and more receptive to her suggestions and advice. Despite his shortcomings, he had taught her a few things as well. He had been right when he had told her that her rigid command style was sometimes detrimental to the smooth and efficient running of a ship.


“Commander,” Lieutenant Grant called from the science station, “We've just completed another sensor sweep of the sector.” From the tone in her voice, Grant guessed that nothing of any significance had been detected. Nonetheless, duty demanded that she get a full report.


“Nothing impressive, ma'am,” Chandler reported, answering her question, “Just the standard galactic background stuff and some civilian shipping that all checks out.” 


“Very well,” said Grant, “Begin another sensor sweep.” Another one so soon was unnecessary, even for her standards, but Captain Farrell– in an uncharacteristic lapse of disregard for regulations– had ordered that they maintain constant sensor recordings of all activity in their sector of the Demilitarized Zone.


With the report filed and noted in the ship's log, Chandler turned back to her station and resumed her duties. Grant noted her professionalism and reminded herself that she also had performance appraisals to write. So far, she was giving the highest commendation to Lieutenant Mbeka, who had been the very paragon of duty and dedication since coming aboard. The rest all fell somewhere in between him and Lieutenant Commander Rice, who was currently bringing up the rear, at least among the senior staff.


Thinking about the obtuse chief engineer clouded her mind for a moment, until she forced herself to push it aside. She had managed to form effective, if not especially close, working relationships with the rest of the senior staff as well as the other members of the bridge crew. Commander Rice was a different story altogether, though. They had never gelled, and he seemed to openly flaunt her authority on numerous occasions, running to hide behind the captain's skirts whenever she tried to impose her authority. It was infuriating, and one of her major qualms with Farrell is that he tolerated such behavior. She could understand that they were friends, but a Starfleet officer– especially a captain– should be capable of separating friendship and duty.


Despite those obvious shortcomings in Commander Rice's personality, her report could not be entirely negative. Despite her personal misgivings about him, the engineering department was efficient had been problem free since they had launched from Utopia Planitia ten months before. They had even suffered the worse personal tragedy since deployment. Ensign Gruber, their only fatality thus far, had been an engineer. In a perfect world, her professional distaste for Rice would be enough to have him reassigned, but when his relationship with the captain was grouped with his work results, she knew that he would probably outlast her aboard the Repulse.


Her train of thought was derailed by a shrill, rapid beeping from the ops console. Ensign Kovax hit a few buttons, cutting off the grating noise. After a few seconds, he turned in his seat to face her. “Commander,” he reported, his face frowning with concern, “I'm picking up a priority one distress signal on a Federation frequency.”


“Captain Farrell to the bridge,” she called out immediately. The computer automatically took her command and piped it through to the captain's combadge. Almost immediately, the captain strode out of his ready room. Grant stood and moved to the auxiliary console as Kovax brought him up to speed.


“Do we have a visual?” he asked.


“Negative, Captain,” Kovax said, shaking his head, “It's audio only.”


“Put it through,” Farrell ordered as he sat down in his chair. Rather than settle into it, as he usually did, he seemed to perch expectantly on the edge of the seat. Grant wasn't entirely sure what to read into it, but she definitely noticed it.


Kovax did as he was told, and a moment later the bridge was filled with the harsh crackle of a badly scrambled subspace transmission. Farrell rose an eyebrow, “You're gonna have to do better than that, Mr. Kovax,” he said dryly.


Kovax's already deep blue face darkened slightly as his face flushed at the perceived slight. “Aye, sir. I'll run it through the computer and see if I can't clean it up.”


“Carry on,” Farrell ordered.


On her own, Grant brought up the feed and examined the data that they were receiving. Subspace communication was not exactly her specialty, but ever since coming aboard, she had been working hard at gaining an understanding of every aspect of starship operations. She was far from proficient at most of them, but she still knew enough that she might be able to offer some input.


The frequency was definitely Federation. Not only that, it appeared to be a Starfleet distress channel. The transmission was badly garbled, as they already knew, although she couldn't be sure if it was due to natural interference, equipment damage, or if someone was deliberately trying to jam it. She went through a few translation algorithms that stood a chance of clearing out some of the distortions, although she met with little success.


“I think I've got something, Captain,” Kovax said excitedly.


“Cold . . . Knife . . . -sion compromised . . . attack . . . casualties . . . immediate . . . now . . .” The speaker sounded human, although it was hard to tell through the heavily garbled words. The computer told her that whomever it was, he was not using a universal translator, and was definitely speaking Federation standard, though she couldn't glean anything beyond that.


Farrell, on the other hand, had gone dead still in his chair. Something in the transmission had caught his attention. “Kovax,” he said, his voice sounding tight and hollow, “Where is that transmission coming from?”


Kovax tapped a few buttons, “I can't be sure, Captain. The computer's searching, but it may take a few minutes to pin down.” He paused as he read the new information scrolling across his display. “It's definitely coming from inside the DMZ, although . . . Wait, this can't be right. According to the computer, it's coming from inside Cardassian space.”


“Cardassian space?” Chandler echoed, the confusion evident in her voice.


“Ensign,” Farrell said, the sharp tone in his voice cutting off further speculation, “I want that transmission cleared up on the double time.”


“Aye, sir,” Kovax replied, his stubby finger flying over his controls. “Whoever is sending that signal is still transmitting,” he said a few moments later, “I've focused all of our sensor power on trying to pick up and amplify the signal. It should be coherent now.”


As soon as he had finished speaking, a new voice filled the bridge. It was that of what sounded like a young man, his voice high and cracking with fear and adrenaline. “Cold Steel, this . . . Knife. Mission compromised. I say again . . . compromised. We are under heavy attack, request immediate extraction, over.” After a momentary pause, the voice returned. Grant could clearly hear the sounds of weapons fire in the background. “Cold Steel this is Knife, I am not receiving but I say again: we are under heavy attack  . . . we need air support, over!” Another crackle of static followed. “Cold Steel, this is Knife. I've lost fifteen men already! . . . Cold Steel, I am not receiving. I say again: mission compromised. We have taken heavy casualties and require immediate extraction!” Grant felt her stomach tighten as the voice became more and more desperate. In the background, there seemed to be an increase of a shrill, harsh whining sound that sounded like weapons fire.


“Those are Cardassian phasers,” Mbeka commented. His voice was quiet, as if he were almost reverential of what he was witnessing.


“What's happening?” asked Chandler, her voice rising with a mixture of fear and sympathy.


“That's what we're going to find out,” Farrell said tightly.


Another burst of static cut through the air, and Grant couldn't help but wince as the voice returned. The man was obviously frantic by now, and he seemed on the verge of losing whatever composure he had left. “Goddammit, Cold Steel, this is Knife! We're being overrun! Where the . . . is our gorram air support?” Grant heard another volley of what Farrell had identified as Cardassian weapons fire before the voice returned for one final, pathetic request. “Cold Steel, this is Knife! where the hell are you?”


With a mechanical screech, the bridge fell silent. Kovax tapped another button and then turned to face the captain. “Sir, whoever was sending that signal has stopped transmitting.”


Farrell stood, and Grant was surprised to see that his legs seemed to wobble slightly. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered silently, his voice barely above a whisper, “They're just gonna leave those guys down there.”


As he stood in the center of his bridge, Farrell could feel the eyes of every single person locked onto him. Despite that, he stared straight ahead at the viewscreen, which sat in placid indifference, displaying the serene star scape before them as if to mock what had just occurred.


Knife, he ran the word over and over through his head. Knife had been the call sign of one of the teams that had been inserted into the DMZ to attack the Maquis. Farrell had been trying to track their progress for the last two weeks, but his repeated hails to Admiral Hoyt on Starbase 322 and to Commander Greenwald, prior to his departure, had been quietly stonewalled. They had both informed him politely that operational security had to be maintained.


He had begun to assume, obviously incorrectly, that the mission had long ago been accomplished and he was merely being kept out of the loop. It seemed like a petty act, but it was not one that he would put beyond the reach of Admiral Hoyt.


What the hell were they still doing there? His mind screamed at him. Not only that, but why were they in Cardassian space? None of the targets had been on the Cardassian side of the DMZ. Even if it had taken them two weeks to get into position– which was highly unlikely– why would they have gone into Cardassian territory? The whole point of the operation had been to prevent a war; not to start one.


I need answers, and I need them now. First, he had to get through to Admiral Hoyt. One of the reasons that they had been left on the DMZ was to monitor the operation and report any problems, and this definitely qualified as one. Maybe now he would finally get more than the cold shoulder from the admiral.


“I need to inform Starfleet,” he announced, making a convenient excuse that would do for the moment. He turned to look at Commander Grant, who waited expectantly at the auxiliary console, “Commander, you have the conn. I want to know if we receive any more transmissions.”


With his mind already reeling, he left quickly rather than wait for an answer. Instead he walked into his ready room and immediately headed for the computer on his desk. In his anxious state, he didn't even bother to sit down. “Computer,” he ordered, “open a channel to Admiral Willy Hoyt on Starbase 322.”


“Working,” the computer responded.


A minute or so later, which seemed like much longer to him, the seal of the Federation was replaced by the calm, placid face of Commander Greenwald. He didn't even bother to fake a smile. “Yes, Captain, what can I do for you?”


“I need to talk to Hoyt,” Farrell said hurriedly, “Now. It's important.”


Greenwald turned and looked at something beyond the frame of the screen. “Admiral Hoyt is in a meeting,” he replied tonelessly, “Would you like me to leave a message?”


Farrell pounded the desk with his hand, “Goddammit, Greenwald! It's Knife! Their gorram mission was compromised. We just intercepted a transmission from them from inside Cardassian space! What the hell were they doing in there?”


Greenwald's face remained maddeningly bland, “I'm afraid that you must be mistaken, Captain,” he said pleasantly, “I don't have the slightest idea what you're talking about.” Despite the fact that he had never really trusted either Hoyt or his aide, their sudden denial of the truth stunned him.


“They're your gorram men, and they're getting killed!” He shouted, felling his fists begin to clench with rage. “Put me through to the admiral, Greenwald,” Farrell snarled, feeling the blood rushing through his veins, “That's an order, Commander.”


Greenwald's facade finally cracked as he allowed a smug smile to take over. “I don't take orders from you,” he answered snidely.


“You son of a bitch!” Farrell yelled the insult so loudly that he was sure that they could have heard him on the bridge. He leaned closer to the computer screen, wishing that he could reach through it and choke the arrogant expression off of Greenwald's face. “What the hell were they doing in Cardassian space, Greenwald? What the hell is going on here?”


“I recommend that you let the matter rest, Captain,” Greenwald advised him, keeping his voice calm and neutral. “Admiral Hoyt has ordered that you continue your current assignment. We're handling the matter from this end.”


“Oh yeah?” Farrell scoffed. He was used to getting the run around from the likes of Greenwald, but petty pissing matches played out while good men were dying were unconscionable. “Well, it sure looks like you're doing a pretty goddamned piss-poor job of it!”


Greenwald cracked the same smile as before, “Good day, Captain.” With that said, he reached toward the screen, and then his image disappeared.


In a fit of rage, Farrell punched his computer screen, sending the whole thing toppling off of his desk and onto the carpet. He took several deep breaths to try and regain his calm. Getting angry wouldn't help matters one bit.


He was tempted, mightily, to order the ship into Cardassian space and pull out the Marines himself. But of course, that would likely provoke a full scale war, which would only get more people killed. One thing was for sure, though, he would not just abandon those men to the Cardassians. Before he could help them, however, he had to figure out what they were doing in Cardassian territory in the first damn place.


He wracked his brain for options, but he kept coming back to the same solution. He knew where the answers to his questions lay– they were with Admiral Hoyt at Starbase 322. If Hoyt wouldn't talk to  him willingly, then he would just have to go there himself and pistol whip the truth out of him.


With his mind made up, he took a few more calming breaths. He didn't want to appear out of control in front of his crew, lest they begin to doubt his mental abilities. If that happened, then he could very well be relieved of command, and then he would be hopeless to help anybody.


He took a second to straighten his uniform and allow some of the color to drain from his face. When he was sure that he was presentable, he exited back onto the bridge. Once again, everyone locked their eyes onto him, and he felt his resolve harden. He had a good crew, and if he had to take them into the jaws of death, then he was confident that they would not falter.


“Lieutenant Sanderson,” he said, breaking the silence, “Lay in a course for Starbase 322, maximum warp.”


Commander Grant, who stood by his chair, looked at him quizzically, “Captain,” he began gently, obviously aware of his somewhat volatile state, “What about the warp restriction? We can't exceed warp five unless it's an emergency.”


“People are dying out there, Commander,” he replied coldly as he walked past her and sat down, “I don't know about you, but I'd say that qualifies as a pretty big goddamned emergency.”


Grant appeared appropriately chastised, and stiffened at the rebuke, “Yes, sir.” She said, her face as blank as a piece of granite. With that, she moved back to the auxiliary console.


“Captain,” Sanderson said, craning his neck to look back at him, “Course laid in.”


Farrell leaned back in his chair and tugged at the bottom of his tunic out of habit, “Punch it, Sandy,” he said. Sanderson nodded and pressed the corresponding button on his console. A split second later, the star scape on the viewscreen shifted as they changed course and then distorted and stretched as they leapt into warp.
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At maximum warp, it took them just over six hours to reach Starbase 322. After abruptly telling the station commander to mind her own business, the Repulse was cleared for approach. They settled into a comfortable orbit around the station, and Farrell beamed over.


The first thing he saw when he materialized in one of the starbase's transporter rooms was the tall, rigid form of Commander T'Lena, the female Vulcan officer who commanded the station. She dipped her head slightly as he stepped down to meet her, apparently oblivious to the angered expression on his face.


“Captain,” she said by way of greeting, “You were not scheduled to stop here. Is there something wrong with your vessel?”


“Not yet,” Farrell said, blowing past her and heading into the corridor. He had spent the whole trip from the DMZ getting himself psyched to really lay into Hoyt, and he wasn't about to let some Vulcan stooge stand in his way. He heard footsteps following him, and he saw with a quick glance that T'Lena was following him. She sped up slightly in order to keep pace with him.


“Where's Admiral Hoyt?” He demanded.


“Admiral Hoyt?” T'Lena answered, coming as close to confusion as he had ever seen a Vulcan. It was a futile effort, though. Vulcans were renowned throughout the known galaxy for their honestly, which was a well deserved trait. The downside to this was that since they seldom lied, they were usually fairly bad at it whenever they tried.


“I know he's here,” Farrell said, eying a turbolift and heading towards it.


Realizing that the proverbial jig was up, T'Lena said, “The admiral has requested not to be disturbed.”


Farrell stopped at the entrance to the 'lift and whirled to face her. “Commander,” he said through clenched teeth, “I need to talk to him immediately. Now either you tell me where he is, or I'm gonna tear this whole place apart looking for him.” He leaned closer, hoping to intimidate her, “Where. Is. He?”


Vulcans may have been terrible liars, but their customary inscrutability was an asset when one was trying to push them around. You were never able to tell if your threats had any effect or not. T'Lena regarded him coolly for a few moments, apparently seeing if he was truly a force to be reckoned with. “He is on deck six,” she said finally, “He is working out of a private office in sector forty-seven charlie. Room six-twenty-three.”


“Thank you, Commander,” Farrell said, turning away and stepping into the 'lift. He told the computer his destination, and watched T'Lena as the doors slid shut. He had no doubt that her first action while out of his sight would be to notify Hoyt that he was on his way. That was unavoidable, and it didn't really bother him. Hoyt wasn't the type to call a security team to handle his dirty laundry. And even if he did, Farrell was in the mood to hit somebody, anyway.


With that thought in his head, he left the turbolift and stopped to look at the floor diagram mounted on the wall beside the 'lift. Once he had his bearings, he set off in the appropriate direction. He didn't see any sign of a security presence, and he wasn't sure whether to be disappointed or not. Given the fact that time was of the essence, he supposed that it was a blessing.


The doors opened as he approached, and he quickly found himself in a small but stylishly adorned outer office. A female Tiburonian lieutenant sat behind the reception desk. She looked up from her computer as he walked past. “Captain!” She called after him, coming out from behind her desk as he walked through to the inner office.


Rather than find Hoyt, however, he found himself in the same room with Commander Greenwald, who sat behind another desk. He looked up, seemingly unsurprised to see Farrell standing there. His smug smirk returned as Farrell looked around. To his left, he saw another set of doors that he assumed led to Admiral Hoyt's office.


“Captain,” Greenwald said calmly as the Tiburonian lieutenant came up behind Farrell, “I thought I advised you to remain at your post.”


“I'm going to see Hoyt,” Farrell replied brusquely, starting off in the direction of the inner office.


Greenwald moved so quickly that Farrell barely had time to register the movement. In what seemed like an instant, Greenwald was out from behind his desk and hand one had clamped on Farrell's left arm. He smiled tightly at Farrell as he looked back to meet his eyes, “The admiral does not wish to be disturbed.” His words were seemingly pleasant on the surface, but from looking into his eyes, Farrell could tell that Greenwald secretly wanted him to try something.


One of the first things that he had been taught during his hand-to-hand combat classes during SEAL training had been that he was to never strike someone with a closed fist, at least not in the face. There was too great a chance that you would end up breaking your own hand, while the thickness of the average humanoid skull would make any blow you dealt most likely ineffective. Rather, his instructor had suggested, you were to strike the nose with the palm of your hand in an upwards motion. The cartilage in most humanoid noses would break easily and be pushed up into the brain, resulting in at least severe disorientation and pain. At worst, you could kill someone.


As much as he would have liked to, he didn't want to kill Greenwald. Nor did he want to take the chance of doing permanent damage by using the methods suggested by his instructors. A good old fashioned punch may not have been recommended, but it was, on occasion, hilarious.


With a quick movement that obviously took Greenwald by surprise, Farrell wrenched his arm free and pivoted with his feet. He lashed out with his right hand, bringing it up sharply and driving it into Greenwald's mouth. He felt some of the commander's front teeth buckle slightly under the impact, and his knuckles came away slick with blood. Greenwald's head snapped back, a grunt of pain escaping as he staggered backward, raising a hand to his injured mouth. He looked at Farrell with wide, fearsome eyes. He wiped some of the blood off of his face. “I'm gonna kill you, you bastard!” he snarled.


“Well then why don't you try it?” Farrell taunted him, enjoying the thrill that had come with the punch, “Or are you just gonna stand there and bleed?” He saw Greenwald's damaged lips tighten as he steeled himself for the coming fight.


Farrell tensed, expecting a counterattack. He had landed the first blow, and he was hoping that Greenwald would be so enraged by the attack and the subsequent taunt that he would ignore his training and charge headlong into another blow to the head. 


To his side, he heard the lieutenant gasp, followed by the familiar sound of a combadge activating. “Lieutenant Nelor to security,” she said, “I need a team to room six-twenty-three immediately!”


Nelor's call for security seemed to placate Greenwald, who sat on the edge of his desk and bled, still staring at Farrell with barely controlled rage. From behind him, he heard the sound of doors opening, followed by Admiral Hoyt's voice: “Belay that, Lieutenant,” he said pleasantly, as if nothing untoward had just happened.


Farrell turned to face him, and was tempted to throw another punch, but he held back. Greenwald looked past him at Greenwald and shook his head reproachfully, “Oh, Nathan,” he said, clicking his tongue, “Why don't you head down to the medical bay and get that looked at? If anyone asks, which I'm sure they will, just tell them that you fell.”


Greenwald stood up straight and through what Farrell guessed to be sheer force of will, did as he was told. “Aye, sir,” he mumbled, holding his hand to his broken lips to stem the bleeding. He turned on his heel and strode out quickly.


“Lieutenant,” Hoyt continued, addressing Nelor, “you may return to your post.”


“Yes, sir,” Nelor said. After casting a final, suspicious look at Farrell, she also turned and walked out into her office. He assumed that she was going to call of the dogs before a squad of goldshirts broke down the door.


As Farrell held his ground, Hoyt clapped his hands together, “Jimmy, Jimmy, Jimmy,” he said, gesturing him into his office, “Didn't your mother ever teach you to play nice?”


“I'm not in the mood for your games, Admiral,” Farrell said as he followed Hoyt's lead. “I picked up a distress call from the Knife team inside Cardassian space. I want to know what the hell is going on right now, Admiral.”


“I heard about that,” Hoyt remarked casually, gesturing Farrell towards a small soft that sat under a viewport that provided a breathtaking view of space. The office was laid out more like a set of quarters than a work space, Farrell saw. They were currently in a small sitting room, complete with a coffee table and a replicator built into the bulkhead. Off to the right was a closed room that most likely functioned as a bathroom. To his left was a more traditional office, with a desk and computer set up.


Farrell declined the offer, “I want answers,” he said again, clenching and and relaxing his hands to work out some of the tension that he felt. His right hand hurt from when he'd hit Greenwald, but all things considered, it had definitely been worth it. He had been fortunate not to cut himself on Greenwald's teeth. Fortunately, the commander's lips had cushioned the blow.


“I suppose you do,” Hoyt said as he walked over to the viewport. “We also intercepted the same transmission that you did.”


For some reason, the fact that Hoyt had known what was happening failed to comfort him. “And just what are you going to do about it?”


“There's nothing we can do,” Hoyt said, even managing to sound apologetic as he did so, “Those men knew the risks of the mission. It was a black op. There can be no sign of Federation involvement. If we sent in a rescue team, then the Cardassians would certainly know that we were behind the operation.”


“In other words,” Farrell said tightly, “those guys are left holding the bag.”


“It's distasteful, I know. But that is sometimes how the cookie crumbles.”


Farrell sighed and rubbed his temples, hoping to relieve some of the building pressure. “The mission is compromised now, Admiral,” he said, “You have to pull the other teams out right away.”


Hoyt snorted derisively, “That's not going to happen,” he stated flatly, “The other teams are doing important work right now. I will not simply abandon the mission over a little rough patch.”


Rough patch? Hoyt's choice of words sent another jolt of anger coursing through him. He opened his mouth to launch another verbal assault, but reminded himself that he had to remain calm if he wanted to achieve his goals. His mind flashed back to the transmission they had received. The anonymous soldier had said that he had lost at least fifteen men. He would hardly call that many deaths a 'rough patch'.


Thinking about the distress call snagged something in his brain. It took him a moment to realize what it was, but when it finally occurred to him, he felt like a fool for not spotting it earlier. The teams that had been inserted had all ranged in size from eight to twelve men. How the hell had the Knife team had fifteen, plus the man who had been making the transmission. Had Hoyt sent in reinforcements without his knowledge? And if so, then why?


“I'm curious about something,” he said, beginning his probe of Hoyt's defenses, “Why, exactly, was that team inside Cardassian territory? The mission plan that was drawn up listed their destination as Ronara Prime.”


Hoyt looked back over his shoulder at Farrell, and he began to sense that something was not right. “I'm afraid that the mission was somewhat different than you were led to believe,” Hoyt admitted, his face betraying nothing.


Farrell nodded, “It certainly seems that way,” he replied, “I was also wondering why those teams are still in the DMZ. This mission was to be a quick, hit and run raid. They were supposed to be in and out of there in a few days, at most.”


“Captain, are you a patriot?”


“What?” The question had seemingly come out of the blue and surprised him.


“Do you love the Federation?” Hoyt asked, turning to face him. Farrell could see that his eyes were somehow more lively than usual.


“Of course I do,” Farrell answered, still confused about where this was going.


Hoyt smiled, “Good. So do I. That is why I had to take it upon myself to right a terrible wrong.”


Farrell felt his stomach drop as the implications began to loom on him. His legs suddenly felt weak. “What are you saying?”


“Are you happy with the treaty that we signed with the Cardassians?”


Farrell was stunned at what he was hearing. He had known that Hoyt was duplicitous and immoral, but what he was saying crossed a line that even he had believed that Hoyt would never cross. “My God,” he murmured, “You didn't send those men into fight the Maquis, did you? You sent them into help– to attack the Cardassians.”


“The Maquis have spirit,” said Hoyt, almost with affection, “But as I said before, they're farmers. And against the Cardassians, spirit alone is not enough. If they wanted to defend themselves against Cardassian aggression, then they had to become soldiers. I took it upon myself to level the playing field a little bit.”


“By committing treason?” Farrell felt as if his whole world was spinning out of control.


“Treason, Captain, is in the eye of the beholder.” Hoyt shook his head firmly, as if dismissing that such an event had occurred. “Six hundred years ago, a few men named Washington, Jefferson and Adams were labeled as traitors by the British. And today–” he swept his arm towards the viewport, out towards the stars, “Today we name starships after them. Why? Because they were heroes. Men of conscience. Men who saw an injustice and righted it. And in doing so, they laid the very foundations for what we have today.”


Farrell couldn't believe the comparison that he was trying to draw. To compare what Hoyt was doing with the founding of the United States was insulting. Not only to his own sensibilities as an American by birth, but as a loyal Starfleet officer. “That's not the same thing,” he said, “They had a working government, not to mention the support of the people. You're just a bitter old man who's looking for a fight!”


“We took an oath!” Hoyt said emphatically, almost shouting. “An oath to protect the citizens of the Federation from harm. Then our so called leaders abandoned them the moment it became politically convenient!”


“That doesn't give you the right to treason!” Farrell yelled back. He was finding that his shock was being replaced by anger. The fact that Hoyt had set out to betray everything that they stood for, and that he had used Farrell to help him do it was too much for him to bear. “Or did you forget about the other part of that oath? Hmm? The part where you swore to obey your lawfully appointed superiors?” He wanted to scream and pound Hoyt's face in, but he forced himself to hold in his rage. “You're fighting you're own private war out there!”


“Those leaders serve at the pleasure of the people of the Federation,” Hoyt rebuked him, “The moment they betrayed them, they gave up their right to lead.”


Farrell had had enough of arguing polemics. “This ends right now, Admiral,” he said, taking a few steps closer. If he had to, he would beat the abort codes out of Hoyt himself, “Recall the other teams immediately.”


“No. Not while Federation citizens still languish under Cardassian boots.”


“Is that how you got those men to go along with your plan?” Farrell demanded, “By filling their heads with this sort of crap?”


“I didn't have to tell them anything,” Hoyt retorted, “As far as they're concerned, their mission is officially sanctioned by the Federation Council.”


“You're going to get them all killed!” Farrell shouted, hoping to get through to him. At the same time, he realized the depth of Hoyt's betrayal. He had lied to him when he had said that they were eliminating the Maquis. He had also lied to the troops by telling them that they were serving the will of the Federation. In both cases, he had betrayed one of the most sacred duties of an officer: to never mislead or deceive the men and women under your command.


Hoyt's eyes hardened, and his mouth became a thin, almost imperceptible line. “Perhaps,” he admitted, “But if they do, they will die as heroes. They are casualties of war, Captain. I would give them all a medal if I could . . . but they are casualties of war.”


Farrell stopped. His hands, which just a moment ago had been clenched and ready to lash out, now hung limply at his sides. He looked into Hoyt's eyes, searching for any sign of regret, but he saw none. He had gone insane. That was the only conclusion that he could draw. Hoyt had always been a cold blooded son of a bitch, but he had always done things for the good of the Federation, never for its detriment. Now here he was, ready and willing to throw away the lives of loyal Federation soldiers for his own mad scheme.


“They were your own men,” Farrell said softly, his voice almost cracking with sadness, “They trusted you.” He sounded almost pleading as he continued, “You have to recall the other teams, Admiral. You have to find out some way to rescue the survivors of the Knife team, too. You have to make this right.”


Hoyt's eyes burned with an inner fire that he had never seen before. In all of his past dealings with him, the admiral had always seemed calm and collected. Now, however, that usual inscrutable visage was absent. “You think I don't care?” He asked, seeming to be offended by the accusation, “I didn't want any of this to happen. If I had it my way they would all come home safe and sound. But life doesn't work like that, Jimmy. Life isn't fair. What happened to those boys is necessary evil.” He drew himself up and seemed to regain some of his composure.


“You have to recall the other teams, Admiral,” Farrell said, his voice nearly pleading.


“I will not do that, Captain,” he stated flatly, “I will not abandon innocent civilians to our most hated enemies without a fight. Those people deserve freedom, and if the Federation won't see fit to provide them with it, then I will.”


“What about those troops?”


“I'm writing them off,” Hoyt replied coldly.


A long time ago, Farrell had felt that Hoyt had betrayed the principles upon which the Federation had been founded. On Enoria, he had committed a grave crime, and a lot of innocent people had died. Even in that case, however, he had been acting in what arguably could be called the best interest of the Federation. Not this time, however. This time, he was risking too much for too little. He sympathized with the people in the DMZ. A lot of his fellow officers did. But Hoyt had crossed the line. He had gone off the reservation in pursuit of his own need for vengeance. It had to stop.


“You're under arrest, Admiral,” Farrell said. It was ironic, he knew– for years he had dreamed of one day being able to see Hoyt exposed and disgraced. Now that it had finally happened, however, he found that the whole thing left a bitter taste in his mouth.


Hoyt actually had the nerve to smirk at him, “On what evidence?” He turned away and walked over to the coffee table. He bend down and picked up a PADD. He held up the screen for Farrell to see. On the small device, he recognized the battle plan that he and Greenwald had drawn up. Across the top of the display, in large brick letters were the words 'OPERATION ARCHANGEL'.


“I wouldn't be so quick to try and bring me down,” Hoyt said snidely, “The only real evidence is this battle plan that you signed off on.” Seeing the look of shock on Farrell's face, Hoyt seemed to brighten, “That's right, Captain. As far as the paperwork is concerned, this is your operation. You're lucky, I suppose. Since we're not technically at war with either the Cardassians or the Maquis, the mandatory death sentence for treason in time of war will be suspended. The alternative is, of course, life in prison without parole. But I hear that Federation penal colonies are actually quite hospitable.”


At that moment, the true devious brilliance of the admiral's plan was revealed to him. Not only had Hoyt conspired to carry out an illegal military operation, but he had even set it up so that the only evidence would be traced back to another person. In this case, that person was Farrell himself. For seemingly the first time in his life, he was at a loss for words.


Hoyt tossed the PADD back down on the table, “Do yourself a favor, Captain,” he said, “Go back to your ship and forget all about this.”


As much as he wanted to believe otherwise, Farrell knew that he was trapped. He couldn't expose Hoyt without exposing himself. With all the evidence pointing at him, it would become a matter of his word versus Hoyt's. He had no illusions about who had more friends at the top. If it came to that, he would be on his way to prison faster than he could spit.


“You son of a bitch,” he said quietly. Normally, he would have been happy at the chance to tell Hoyt off, but again, he found no joy in it. He turned, defeated, and prepared to leave.


“Jimmy,” Hoyt called after him. Farrell stopped but didn't look back. “I'm not an evil man,” he said, once again sounding reasonable and in control, “I want you to believe that. I wish that it had never had to come to this. But I'm doing what needs to be done.”


“I don't doubt that you believe that, Admiral,” Farrell replied softly, “Hell, I'm sure there are more than a few officers out there who would even agree with you. But I don't. You betrayed the Federation. You betrayed me. And that's not even the worst part. You betrayed those boys out there. The ones that have already died and the ones that will.” He turned to look into his eyes, “You are going to plunge the Federation into another war with the Cardassians. How many more kids do we need to send home in body bags? How many lives are you going to destroy with this plan of yours? Did you even think about that?”


“We're going to fight another war with the Cardassians whether we want to or not,” he responded, “Murder and conquest are in their nature. At least this way we're striking the first blow. When the next war comes, by God, I intend to win it.”


He was beyond redemption, Farrell concluded. Hoyt was a veteran of the Cardassian Front, like himself. The difference was that the admiral had seemingly allowed his hate and prejudice to consume him. The operation wasn't about helping the Maquis, it was about punishing the Cardassians. He also did truly believe him when Hoyt said that he was doing what he thought was right. In his mind, he believed that he was protecting the Federation. The only problem was that he was doing it by trampling on everything that a lot of good people had died– and would die– to protect.


He said nothing more as he left the office. There was nothing more to say. Words alone would not deter Hoyt from going down the road that he had started on. Farrell knew that by the time that Starfleet found out what had happened, it would be too late. Even when they did discover what they thought would be the truth, it would be himself, and not Hoyt, who would take the blame for the whole thing.


No. He wouldn't allow that to happen. He couldn't sit back and watch as things unfolded. He wasn't just going to sit on the sidelines while Hoyt sacrificed innocent lives and started a war. Someone had to stop him before it was too late. With all things considered, Farrell knew that the only person who could stop Hoyt was him. As he passed Lieutenant Nelor and headed back up to the transporter room, he steeled himself for what he would have to do next.
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By the time he beamed back aboard the Repulse, he had regained his composure. As he stepped down off of the transporter pad, Killcreek looked at him and furrowed his brow. “Captain,” the transporter chief asked casually, “what the hell happened to your hand?”


Farrell looked down and noticed that it was still stained with some of Commander Greenwald's blood. “I accidentally ran my fist into somebody's teeth.” He spat on his hand and tried to rub the blood away, but succeeded only in smearing it around.


Killcreek shook his head sadly, “Nicely done, sir,” he commented sarcastically, “Way to be.”


Under normal circumstances, Farrell enjoyed the verbal jousting matches that he and Crewman Killcreek engaged in. Today, however, was not one of those times. “I'm not in the mood, Killcreek,” he sighed as he kept walking towards the exit.


While he had a reputation for insubordination, Killcreek was also keen enough to know when not to push people's buttons. “Aye, sir,” he called after Farrell as he walked out into the corridor.


While still aboard the starbase, Farrell had begun to formulate a plan in his mind. He knew that going through any official channels would be a fruitless endeavor. Hoyt was too well connected at the top, and no one would take Farrell's word over his. He knew that Captain Stone would believe him, but the Courageous was dozens of light years away, patrolling the Romulan Neutral Zone. Besides, Stone may have been one of the more respected starship captains around, but even he didn't have enough pull to get the job done.


Which meant that he would have to do things his way. His first priority was to notify the other teams and tell them to abort the mission. Unfortunately, he had no direct access to them. Nor did he even know where to find them. It stood to reason that they would have moved from their insertion points by now. For all he knew, they were all in Cardassian space. His second priority was to find out if there were any survivors from the Knife team. If so, then he would have to try to rescue them. Since he had no official resources or bargaining ability, he would have to do it the old fashioned way.


Even as he ran through all of this in his mind, he knew that there was no way he could do it all by himself. Nor could he use the Repulse. Taking a starship into the DMZ would raise every alarm bell from here to Cardassia. He quickly settled on the only other ship that he had access to that could get the job done. The Little Big Horn was the only runabout aboard, and she had the maneuverability and the firepower to get him out of at least a minor scrape. Granted, she would be no match for a Cardassian warship, but hopefully it wouldn't come to that.


He quickly ran through the list of people on board that he could trust to help him. Aside from Dave and Iron Mike, the list was fairly short. He knew that the crew would follow whatever orders he gave them, but he would prefer to get out of this without ruining everyones career. Still, neither Dave nor Iron Mike had the skills to do what had to be done first– namely, hack into Admiral Hoyt's personal files and obtain the locations of the special operations teams. In a perfect world, this would also provide him with enough evidence to prove the admiral's betrayal. However, he was also aware that it would take more than potentially incriminating computer files to bring down a man of his stature. Hoyt was the go to guy for Starfleet's less than ethical side shows. Besides, computer data was too easily falsified to be effective.


So the list stood at three people, at least. He hated to ask any of them to risk their careers, but lives hung in the balance, not to mention an already fragile peace with the Cardassians. He pushed aside his nagging thoughts of doubt – not to mention his common sense – and tapped his combadge. “Farrell to Ensign Kovax,” he said to the air.


A moment passed before an obviously confused Kovax responded. “Yes, sir?”


“Ensign,” Farrell said, making sure to sound friendly and welcoming, “Could you please come to my quarters immediately?”


His unusual request obviously did nothing to ease Kovax's confusion, “Aye, sir,” he said skeptically, “I'm on my way.”


“Thank you, Ensign,” Farrell told him and then tapped the combadge again to close the channel.


On his way back to his quarters, he called both Dave and Iron Mike to the meeting, as well. He had time enough to wash the blood off of his hands before the first of them arrived. He guided them into the small area that served as his living room and decided to break out the liquor.


Kovax, more so than the others, appeared nervous as he entered. Being a junior officer, Farrell knew that he was probably assuming that he was in some sort of trouble. He did his best to dissuade it, by smiling and offering him a drink.


Since duty hours were over, only Kovax was in his uniform. Dave wore an old, ratty tee shirt and a pair of sweat pants. Not because he was working out, but because he always wore those damned things whenever he was off duty. If ever questioned about it, he would simply state that it was a 'comfort issue' and refuse to elaborate. Iron Mike was in similar attire, but the sheen of sweat on his skin and the damp towel around his neck were evident of a workout interrupted. His sleeveless sweat shirt was also more colorful. A large, Cardassian skull was emblazoned on the front, with a pair of crossed daggers underneath. Written around the symbol were the words: STARFLEET SEAL TEAM TWO – MESS WITH THE BEST, DIE LIKE THE REST.


Once they had all arrived, he sat them down, Dave and Kovax sat on the couch, while Iron Mike perched on the edge of his chair, obviously concerned with getting his sweat on it. “Who wants a drink?” He asked, heading towards the liquor cabinet.


Not surprisingly, Dave and Iron Mike answered affirmatively. Both of them were used to sharing drinks with the old man. Kovax, on the other hand, seemed awed by the opportunity, and was consequently a second behind the others.


Farrell poured four glasses of bourbon and handed them around. He stood awkwardly, facing them and unsure of exactly how to proceed. He felt a little silly, as if he were giving a casual mission briefing. He took a drink to steady his nerves. The others followed suit. Kovax, being the most unaccustomed to the drink, coughed and couldn't hold back a grimace. He kept holding the glass, but Farrell doubted that he'd drink from it again.


 “Before we begin,” he said, making sure that everyone was paying attention, “I want to say that what we are about to discuss is highly classified. Under no circumstances are you to discuss this among anyone but yourselves, and even then, you are not to do so in public. Understood?”


Iron Mike, in his time, had heard the spiel more times than he could probably count. Dave, as well, had been sworn to official secrecy on more than a few occasions. Kovax, on the other hand, looked like a kid in a candy shop. He bobbed his head excitedly, and Farrell was worried that he was going to break his glass from squeezing it too hard. Farrell cleared his throat and wondered, not for the first time, if he should also have included Commander Grant in all of this. He had decided against it not because he doubted her capabilities, but because he knew that she served Starfleet first and frankly, he wasn't entirely sure that she wouldn't turn him in.


With a deep breath, he began to tell the whole story. He began with his first meeting with Hoyt on DS9, his planning sessions with Greenwald, then the time that had elapsed in between the planning stages and the distress signal. He finished up with a step by step recounting of his most recent run in with Hoyt. He spared no detail, and the subtle smiles that showed themselves when he told them of decking Commander Greenwald vanished quickly as word of Hoyt's treason reached their ears.


When he had finished the story, there was dead silence for a few moments. Baxter, he noticed, was nearly red with rage, and Farrell had expected such a response. Iron Mike was old school, and he firmly believed that you never left a man behind. For Hoyt to not only do something like that, but to plan ahead for it to boot, was almost too much for him to bear.


“I'm gonna kill that gorram bastard,” Baxter muttered, gripping his glass so tightly that Farrell could only conclude that he was imagining that it was Hoyt's neck.


“Unfortunately, as I explained just now, we have no direct proof of any of this. Even though he confessed to me, it's all hearsay as far as Starfleet's concerned.” Farrell genuinely wished that things could be that simple, but life so rarely worked like that.


Dave sighed and scratched his head. “What's the plan?”


Farrell smiled. Dave could read him like a book. “I intend to go into the DMZ and extract the remaining teams myself. Dave, I need to you to modify the Little Big Horn's warp signature so that it won't read as a Starfleet ship on the Cardies' long range scanners.”


Rather than protest, which he knew that he normally would have, Dave just nodded. “If I get started right away, I can have it done in five or six hours. Sooner, if I can use a couple of engineers.”


“Only the ones you trust not to blab it all over the ship, and make sure that you keep it under your hat,” Farrell agreed.


He moved his eyes over to Kovax, who looked distinctly pale, even for a Bolian. “Andy,” he said, using the familiar shorthand, “I need you to get access to Hoyt's computer files. I need to know where those teams are before I can get them out of there.”


Kovax licked his lips nervously, “Captain, breaking into an admiral's personal database is not exactly the easiest thing in the galaxy. We couldn't do it by remote, we'd have to go over to the starbase and manually access the computers.” The hand holding his glass began to shake as he considered the consequences, “If we get caught . . .”


“Then we'll go to prison,” Farrell finished for him. “I won't sugarcoat this thing, guys. If we get caught, our careers are over, and we'll all end up in the stockade. I'll go away for life for treason. If you guys are lucky, you'll all get less than ten years for conspiracy, although the JAG may decide to throw the book at you.” He sighed heavily and looked each of them in the eyes, “I can't order any of you to do this, nor would I ever consider it. But this isn't about me,” he pointed out the viewport at the stars, hoping that they were facing the DMZ, “There are a lot of good men out there who are gonna get killed if we just sit back and do nothing. I don't know about you, but I can't let that happen. I am gonna find those boys, and I am gonna get them the hell . . . outta there.” He finished his bourbon and winced at the fiery taste, “If you guys don't want to get involved, I'll understand. In that case, I'll take the Little Big Horn as is and wing it.”


“To hell with that,” Dave scoffed, “I'll modify the engines, Captain.”


“I'm assuming that you want me to come along, sir?” Baxter asked, the look on his face hard and mean.


“That's right,” he confirmed, “Although like I said– it's voluntary.”


Baxter drained the rest of his drink and practically slammed the glass down on the coffee table, “No, it ain't. How long have we know each other, El-tee?”


Farrell smiled, “Almost fifteen years, Master Chief.”


“Fifteen years,” Baxter echoed, almost as if he were surprised that so much time had passed, “Fifteen years, and I never let you down yet. There's an old saying, El-tee: bring my brothers home or send me back.”


The show of personal loyalty was among the most gratifying feelings that Farrell had ever known. He had to fight to force back the tears of gratitude that were beginning to form. Iron Mike was called that for a reason; he hated tears, and would probably think less of him of he allowed them to show, so he made the extra effort to keep them in check.


Kovax, who hadn't spoken yet during the recent exchange, sat with his head down, staring intently into his glass. “I won't pretend that I don't need your help, Andy,” Farrell said softly, “But if you don't want to get involved, then I understand. All I ask is that you keep your peace long enough for us to get away from the ship and into the DMZ.”


Everyone stared at him as he slowly rose his head and looked at Farrell. He felt bad, knowing that he had put the kid in a tough spot. If he made it back, which was a dubious prospect at best, he would put him in for a promotion.


“What the hell?” Kovax asked with more confidence than he felt, “What's the point of being in Starfleet if you never get to be a hero?”


Despite the grim circumstances, Farrell broke into a large grin. “All right,” he breathed a sigh of relief, “Dave, how long to get the engines modified.”


Normally, he knew, Dave would hem and haw and give him an estimate that was padded by several hours. In this instance however, Dave answered immediately, “Three hours, sir.”


Farrell nodded, “Excellent,” he turned to Baxter, “Master Chief, I need you to assemble our supplies. We'll need survival kits, phasers and anything else you can think of.” Baxter nodded crisply, Farrell's eyes twinkled as he added, “Oh, and you should probably bring the Room Broom, too.”


Baxter's eyes lit up. “Vera?” He asked excitedly.


“I think it's only fair that the old girl get to go out every once in a while, don't you?”


“Aye, sir.”


Farrell reached over and clapped him on the shoulder. “Andy,” he continued, speaking to Kovax, “Get anything you think you'll need. You and I will beam over to the starbase at around midnight and see if we can't get what we need.”


Kovax swallowed heavily, “Yes, sir.”


Farrell nodded, pleased that his off the cuff plan was seemingly coming together. “All right then, people,” he said, “Let's move like we got a purpose. Don't worry about the glasses, I'll get those.”


He said goodbye to them as they filed out, making sure that he reminded them about the hush hush nature of their plan. He spent a few extra seconds with Kovax, who still seemed wary of the whole idea, but that was to be expected given his age and what he had to lose. If he were convicted of a felony like conspiracy to commit treason, he would lost not only his Starfleet career, but he would also most likely be disowned by his father, who ran the Bank of Bolias and had set aside a sizable trust fund for his eldest son.


When he was alone again, Farrell poured himself another drink and took a quick sonic shower. Despite the fact that he had just bathed, he somehow felt unclean. He changed into a fresh uniform and then knocked back another drink, hoping that he could gain enough liquid courage to see things through. He knew, deep down, that he didn't need it. But if he was going to die on this mission, then he was sure as hell going to be half cut when he went out.


In an effort to pass the time, he went to his desk and busied himself with paperwork. For some reason, the knowledge that he would soon be leaving the ship, possibly for the last time, inspired him to power through it. In less than an hour, he had read and signed off on everything that demanded his attention. Then, because he knew that it could potentially be his last official act as the captain of the Repulse, he finished Commander Grant's annual fitness report. Maybe it was because he was feeling charitable in the face of his impending doom, or maybe it was because he was feeling pretty loose from the booze, but either way, he concluded by praising her performance and recommending her for a promotion to full commander.


With that done, he merely sat there and stared at his desk. The hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach had returned with a vengeance, and he once again felt the awful sting that came from knowing how badly Admiral Hoyt had strayed from the path. He ran through his most recent encounter with him, and wondered if there had been any other course available to him. Maybe if he had said something different, or acted differently, he could have persuaded Hoyt to scrub the mission and turn himself in. It didn't matter how many times he went through it, though, as he still came to the inevitable conclusion that he was doing the only thing he could do.


I'm doing what has to be done.


Hoyt's words flashed through his brain. He found himself pondering those words deeply. He wondered if this plan had been a sudden reaction to the treaty, or if it had been building for a while. In the bad old days, he had worked closely with Hoyt, and even then, he had been seemingly obsessed with stopping the Cardassians. However that legitimate fear of Cardassian victory had seeming warped, over time, into it's current form. Farrell wasn't sure if Hoyt was genuinely so concerned about the colonists in the DMZ that he had decided on his current, radical course of action. Or, if he was merely so twisted and full of hatred for the Cardies that he had been forced to come up with some devilish plan to get revenge.


Either way, he didn't suppose it mattered. No matter what his motivations, Hoyt had betrayed the Federation and endangered innocent lives. He had to be stopped, if only because if his treachery went unpunished, it would only embolden him further.


Farrell finished his current drink and set the glass down on his desk. Slowly, he rose from his chair and walked into the bedroom. He almost felt like he was on autopilot as he did something that he hadn't done in years– he knelt down by his bed and prayed.
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Following his meeting with Captain Farrell, Androvar Kovax walked back to his quarters in a daze. He had scarcely believed what he had heard when he had been told it, and it wasn't seeming any more real to him now, either.


The sheer magnitude of what was being asked of him was slowly dawning. He was being asked to commit treason . . . but was it treason if it was being done to prevent treason by another? The ethical and moral questions swam through his brain, ending up in a jangled mess that left him even more confused than he had been when he had first asked himself.


When he had been a child, his father had constantly reminded him of an old human saying: be careful what you wish for. He had always ignored it as foolishness and his fathers attempts to keep him in his place. But now he was beginning to see the inherent wisdom in those words.


For as long as he could remember, he had wanted to be something other than what he was. He had always looked at other people and envied their supposed qualities that he found lacking in himself. He had looked up to men like Captain Farrell and Lieutenant Mbeka. He had seen them as being dashing, brave and principled. Men who would do the right thing no matter the consequences. Now, he was being asked to help do the right thing and when he looked deep within himself for that reserve of moral courage, he found it lacking.


He was scared. That was the cold and simple truth of it. He wanted to help, he really did. He just didn't want to go to prison, even if it meant doing the right thing. He had wanted to say no, to politely decline and go back to his quarters and finish reading the technical manual that he had been perusing when the captain had first called him.


He hadn't even had the courage to do that. Sitting there, surrounded by men who discussed the prospect of prison and being dishonorably discharged from Starfleet as if it were at most a minor inconvenience, how could he have refused?


The captain made a persuasive argument, that was to be sure. He had been right, after all, people had already died, and more certainly would if Admiral Hoyt was allowed to continue his current course of action unchecked. Still, the thought of infiltrating a Federation starbase and breaking into the admiral's personal database made his mouth dry.


As he left the turbolift and walked towards his quarters, he heard a familiar voice calling his name. He turned and saw Dr. Lawrence Potter walking towards him. Doc Potter, as some of the crew had taken to calling him, was the ever open, ever friendly head counselor aboard the ship. Since part of their annual performance appraisals required every member of the crew to speak to Potter at least once a year, he was well known among the crew.


“Good evening, Ensign,” he said as he drew up alongside of Kovax.


Kovax tried to force a smile, “And the same to you, Commander.”


Potter ran a hand through one of the seemingly wild tufts of hair on the side of his otherwise bald head, “Oh, please don't stand on formality. We're off duty, and to be truthful, I never much cared for the more militaristic aspects of Starfleet.”


Kovax nodded his understanding, “All right then, Counselor. Where are you headed?”


“I was just going down to Ten Forward,” he replied, “You know, to take the pulse of the crew and all that.” He looked skeptically at Kovax, “Of course, if there's anything you'd like to talk about, I can spare some time.”


“No thank you, Counselor,” Kovax said, a little too quickly. The last thing he wanted to do at the moment was to get roped into a conversation with a man that could seemingly sense when you were being untruthful. “I'm fine.”


“You don't look fine,” Potter commented, “Is there something bothering you?”


Was it that obvious? Kovax quickly searched his mind for a valid excuse. “I just had an argument with my father,” he told the counselor, thankful for once that his somewhat rocky relationship with his father was finally turning out to be of some benefit, “It's not the first time, and I'm sure it won't be the last. I'm just going back to my quarters for a shower and maybe a little reading before bed.”


“Are you sure?” Potter asked gently. One of the main complaints that Kovax had heard about the counselor was that he was compassionate to a fault. He had always wondered how something like that could be considered a fault, until now.


“I'm positive,” Kovax said, making a concerted effort to sound as genuine as possible. He was not, he knew, a very good liar. Despite this, he had discussed his father with Potter before, so he was hoping that the counselor would take his excuse at face value and let him alone. A small part of him wanted to confess of what had been asked of him, but he knew that he would never be able to live with himself if he betrayed the captain's trust. He also suspected that Master Chief Baxter would make sure that he wouldn't have to live with it for very long.


“All right then,” Potter relented, apparently taking the hint, “If you ever want to talk about it in the future, then you know where to find me. My door is always open to you, Ensign.”


Distracted by the conversation, he almost walked right past his quarters. He stopped abruptly and nodded at Potter. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “I just need some time to sort things out. Who knows? Maybe this whole thing will blow over on its own.” He really hated lying to Potter, who had always struck him as a decent man, but he had to prepare for his mission. “If not, then I'll come and see you soon enough.”


Potter smiled and placed a comforting hand on his shoulder, “That's all I ask. Good night, Ensign.”


Kovax's phony smile held up long enough for him to return the words and then watch as Potter continued walking down the corridor. Kovax watched him until he disappeared around the curve of the corridor and out of sight. With a weary sigh, he turned and walked into his quarters, grateful to be alone for a while.


After he had taken a sonic shower, he replicated himself a light supper. Despite the fact that he knew he should be hungry, he found himself unable to eat more than a few bites. With a frustrated groan, he gave up on eating and deposited the plate back in the replicator for reclamation.


He glanced at the chronometer and noted that he had less than four hours before he was to meet with Captain Farrell and beam over to the starbase. He decided to use the time to prepare himself. He went to his bedroom and got the tool kit that he kept in his closet. He hadn't had much need for it since he had come aboard, but he wanted to be ready for anything. He had to blow some of the dust off of the outside before he opened it. He made a quick inventory, making sure that he had everything he needed.


When he was sure of that, he set the kit beside his door and paced back and forth across his room, trying to pass the time. Normally, as an ensign, he would have had to share his quarters with another junior officer. His posting as a member of the senior staff, however, guaranteed that he got his own room. He had always been grateful for the extra privacy that came with his own space, but never more so than at that moment.


After what seemed like an eternity, but was in reality only a few minutes, he found that just sitting around and waiting was becoming unbearable. With a heavy sigh, he decided that the least he could do is see how the others were doing. He left his quarters and headed down to the shuttlebay, hoping that maybe he could lend a hand to help pass the time.


When he got out of the turbolift on deck two, the first thing that he noted was the Petty Officer Ul'Qel, the enlisted crewman who ran the shuttlebay during the beta shift, was standing outside the control room, leaning against the bulkhead and looking bored.


“Evening, sir,” Ul'Qel nodded at him as he approached.


“What's going on here?”


Ul'Qel shrugged, “Commander Rice and an engineering team showed up a while ago. They told me to get lost for a while, so here I am.”


Of course, Kovax realized. Dave would have wanted to keep as many people from knowing what he was doing as possible, so it made sense that he would have ordered Ul'Qel to leave the room rather than witness what was happening and start asking questions, or worse, spreading gossip around the ship that something was afoot.


“Well, carry on then, Petty Officer,” Kovax told him. When he went to enter the shuttlebay control room, however, the doors stubbornly refused to part.


“They put on a security lockout,” Ul'Qel explained, “I guess they didn't want me or anyone else walking in on them.” He rubbed the sides of his scaly face gently, “I wonder what the hell they're up to in there,” he mused aloud.


“I'm sure it's nothing,” Kovax said as he decided to wing it and input his security code into the door panel. He was actually surprised as the security lockout disengaged and the doors opened. He smiled at Ul'Qel, who seemed nonplussed, and entered the shuttlebay.


The shuttlebay control room was a small office that overlooked the shuttlebay. It was fairly cramped, with a simple console and two chairs. A small replicator allowed the on duty personnel to replicate drinks, but that was all. As Ul'Qel had explained, the room was now empty following his eviction. Kovax looked down through the transparent aluminum windows that encase the office and saw the Little Big Horn sitting below him. Two people in gold shirts, most likely Dave's engineers, walked methodically around the runabout, running their tricorders over seemingly random sections of the hull.


Stretching out on either sides of the office was a narrow catwalk that allowed one to circle three quarters of the shuttlebay, with the exception of the far bulkhead, which was mostly occupied by the massive, retractable door that remained closed most of the time in order to save the enormous amount of energy that would be required to run an annular forcefield that large. Kovax exited the control room and walked along the catwalk until he came to a small, two person 'lift. As he rode it down to the main deck of the shuttlebay, one of the engineers looked at him quizzically.


Kovax recognized him as Crewman Anthony Freschetti, one of the more capable of Dave's enlisted engineering staff. Freschetti seemed surprised to see him there. Rather than greet Kovax as he approached, Freschetti leaned his head inside the open access hatch on the side of the runabout and had a quick, muffled conversation with someone inside, whom Kovax assumed was Commander Rice.


His suspicion was proved correct when Dave poked his head out of the door, looking just as befuddled as Freschetti had been. “Kovax?” He asked, “What the hell are you doing here?”


“I was just wondering if I could lend a hand,” Kovax offered. Although he was mainly a computer specialist, he wasn't too shabby at engineering, either. He had even briefly considering making it his major at the Academy, before he had settled for computers. He had kept up his interest in it, though, taking several engineering extension courses during his time there.


Dave seemed mollified by his answer, “Do you know how to handle a hyper-spanner?”


Kovax nodded affirmatively, “Yeah.”


Dave jerked his head back, motioning him to join him inside the runabout, “Then get in here. I could use a hand, anyway.”


The other engineer that he had seen previously, Crewman Petra Novaczek, came around the nose of the runabout, presumably to see what all the commotion was. Unlike Freschetti, she smiled when she saw him, even going so far as to offer him a small wave, which he returned.


As he climbed inside the runabout, he noted immediately that Dave had removed the access panel in the deck, located just ahead of the two-man transporter pad. Scattered around the edges of the panel were an assortment of tools and an open tricorder, which beeped quietly.


For Kovax, being aboard the runabout brought back a rush of feelings, most of them bad. During the Eden Prime mission, he, along with Dave, Commander Grant, Lieutenant Mbeka and Ensign Scott Gruber had taken the Little Big Horn on a mission to a destroyed pirate base located inside an asteroid field. The mission had gone disastrously wrong when a plasma relay had exploded, wounding Dave and killing Gruber. Being back aboard, he could have sworn he could smell that awful combination of burnt flesh and plastic. He had had to help Lieutenant Mbeka and Commander Grant treat Dave's injuries, as well as try unsuccessfully to revive Gruber, who had been killed instantly by the blast.


He had not been back aboard the runabout since that day, and considering the circumstances, he wasn't that thrilled about being back aboard now. Still, he supposed that it was better than languishing in his quarters, so he took a deep breath and forced the bad memories out of his head.


He crouched down beside Dave by the opened access panel. “What are we doing?”


Dave, who loved talking about engineering theory far more than actually performing engineering tasks, launched into a long winded explanation of exactly what he was attempting to accomplish. In short, he was trying to fiddle with some of the internal engine components so that the warp signature of the runabout would cease to be consistent with that of a Starfleet ship, and would instead seem to be that of a Lissepian transport ship, at least on long range sensors.


The practice was highly unorthodox, and not exactly legal, but considering what else they were pondering, Kovax thought that the misdemeanor for deliberately concealing the type of ship you were operating was most likely the least of his worries.


As Dave kept talking, Kovax did find that the work was starting to take his mind off of his own jitters. He ended up doing most of the grunt work in the modification, as Dave would sit back and talk him through whatever he had to be doing.


It took him the better part of an hour to carry out the instructions that Dave had given him. His muscles felt stiff and sore as he crawled out of the cramped Jeffries tube. He was relieved to be able to stand up straight and stretch out some of the kinks. Dave crouched at the entrance to the tube and waved his tricorder through the air. He finally looked up and smiled, “Not bad, Ensign,” he said, standing up and clapping him on the shoulder, “Not too bad at all. You should have been an engineer.”


“Hey! Freschetti! Put down that tricorder and give me a hand with this!”


Both Kovax and Dave walked back to the cockpit and peered out the open hatch. The massive cargo doors on deck three were grinding shut. Waddling towards them, carrying what looked like his own weight in gear, was Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter. Freschetti jogged over to meet him, and was promptly swamped in equipment.


“We need to get this stuff stowed in the aft compartment,” he said, loud enough for the both of them to hear. Baxter had something slung over his shoulder, but Kovax wasn't sure what it was. In each hand, he carried a large, black equipment case. Freschetti, who lagged behind him, was carrying several similar cases, as well as having what appeared to be several phaser rifles slung over his shoulders.


“Evening, Dave,” Baxter said, sounding downright jolly as he climbed aboard effortlessly, despite the awkward configuration of the things that he carried. He looked over his shoulder and sighed as he saw Freschetti struggling to keep up. “Come on, Freshcetti!” He barked, “I don't care if you're an engineer or not. This is Starfleet, son. Everybody's a soldier as far as I'm concerned!”


“Yes, Master Chief,” Freschetti gasped as he dropped several of the cases onto the deck inside the access hatch. He grunted as he pulled himself up and through the hatch, using one hand to keep the phaser rifles from sliding off of his shoulders.


“Jee-zuz kee-rist,” Baxter exclaimed, “I swear to God, Freschetti. You look like ten pounds of shit in a five pound bag!” He looked over his shoulder and grinned at Dave, “I think I might have to train up your engineering crew, Commander. I need to make these boys strong.”


Dave shrugged, “Be my guest.”


Kovax, for his part, remained fixated on the long, sleek weapon that hung across Baxter's back. It was about a meter long, and seemed to be comprised of two tubes set atop one another. He had never seen anything it in his life.


Baxter caught him staring and smiled, “I see you like Vera, too, eh, Ensign?”


Kovax was confused, “Vera?”


In one swift move, Baxter had the weapon off his back. He moved a slider on the lower tube back and forth quickly, and Kovax could distinctly hear the sound of its internal mechanisms grinding. “This, Ensign,” Baxter boasted proudly, running a hand caressingly along the barrel, “Is a custom made tactical shotgun. I call her Vera.”


“What's a shotgun?” Kovax had heard the word before, but never in reference to a weapon. At least, he didn't think that it had been about weapons.


Baxter's eyes widened slightly, “What's a shotgun!” He exclaimed, “Why, Ensign, this old girl is twelve whole gauges worth of ruin your whole day, that's what she is.” He abruptly tossed the weapon and Kovax had to react quickly to catch it. He was surprised by its weight, which was far heavier than a standard issue phaser rifle.


“What does it do?”


“It kills bad guys, Ensign,” Baxter stated simply, “It kills bad guys.”


“Are you guys almost finished in here?” Captain Farrell asked as he climbed in the hatch, stepping around some of the equipment that Freschetti had yet to move to the aft compartment.


“Get a load of this, Captain,” Baxter said over his shoulder, “Ensign Kovax here didn't know what a shotgun was.”


“That's easy,” Farrell said, stepping into the cockpit, “The shotgun is when the quarterback stands back from the center to take the . . . oh,” he trailed off as he saw the weapon in Kovax's hands.


“We're almost done here, Captain,” Dave informed him from his seat in the cockpit, “We just have a few more things to do. We should be done within the hour.”


“Good,” Farrell said crisply, “The sooner we can get underway, the better.” He turned to face Baxter, “What's your sitrep, Master Chief.”


“I got everything we should need,” Baxter replied, “I got four phaser rifles, eight hand phasers, a couple of tetryon pulse launchers, concussion grenades, photon grenades–”


“We're not going to war with the Maquis, Master Chief,” Farrell admonished him good naturedly, scanning the assembled equipment that Baxter had brought on board.


“I just get excitable as to choice, is all,” Baxter responded, sounding slightly hurt by the rebuke.


Farrell sighed, “Well, I guess it's better to be safe than sorry. On that note,” he reached behind him and removed what looked to be some sort of antiquated weapon from the small of his back, “I brought some insurance myself.” He looked from Baxter to Kovax, seeming to notice him for the first time. “What are you doing here, Kovax?”


Kovax suddenly felt silly as he stood there cradling the weapon called Vera in his arms, like a child who wanted to play war with men. “I'm all ready to go, Captain,” he said, “I just got bored of sitting in my quarters, so I decided to come down here and see if there was anything I could do to help out.”


“Good man,” Farrell told him, “What do you think of Vera?”


“It's heavy,” Kovax admitted.


Farrell laughed, “That she is,” he concurred, “But don't look down your nose at her. Old Vera's gotten us out of more scrapes that I care to count.”


“Aren't shotguns forbidden under the rules of interstellar war?” Dave asked from his comfortable seat. He was facing away from them, staring out the front viewport with his feet up on the pilots console.


“Yeah, a bit,” Farrell said, “Either way, I'm not about to tell, and none of the Cardassians who ever met her are in a position too, either.” Baxter let out a bark of laughter, and even Dave chuckled at the reply. Kovax, who had never been in combat and desperately hoped to never have to be, had a hard time seeing how it was all that funny. 


At approximately a quarter after midnight, or zero-zero-fifteen hours, in Starfleet talk, Kovax stood outside the door to transporter room two and took a deep, ragged breath in a futile effort to steady his nerves. He had made sure that he had double checked his tool kit, which he help limply in his left hand. With a few, rapid breaths to steady his flagging resolve, he tried to reconcile himself with the fact that he was about to commit treason, but for a good cause.


As he stepped through the doors, he saw Crewman Killcreek, who should have been off duty by now, standing in front of Captain Farrell, struggling with something on the captain's collar. When he stepped away, Kovax nearly gasped in surprise.


Farrell stood there, clad in the same gold tunic that Kovax himself wore. On his collar, which must have been what Killcreek was fiddling with, were not his familiar four-pipped captain's rank insignia, but the two solid pips of a lieutenant. On the deck beside Farrell, Kovax saw a similar tool kit to the one he carried.


“How do I look?” Farrell asked Killcreek.


“You look gorgeous, honey,” the older man replied sarcastically.


“Thanks, dear,” Farrell smiled, playing along. He looked over and saw Kovax standing there, and noted the perplexed look on his face, “Ah, there you are, Ensign. Are you ready to go?”


“Yes, Captain,” Kovax answered.


Farrell wagged a finger, “Not captain, Ensign. At least, not for the next little while. If anyone asks, I'm your supervisor, Lieutenant Gus Muldoon.”


“Gus Muldoon?” Killcreek asked as he walked back to his transporter console.


“Isn't it great?” Farrell shook his head, as if he were amazed at his own cleverness, and then ducked down to retrieve his tool kit. “Doesn't it just sound mean? Like the kind of guy who would kill someone with his bare hands?”


“Can't James Farrell already kill someone with his bare hands?” Killcreek said, missing the point entirely.


“Well . . . yeah,” Farrell answered awkwardly, “But Gus Muldoon sounds scarier. Would you pick a fight with a guy named Gus Muldoon?”


“I wouldn't pick a fight with you in the first place,” Killcreek said, “No matter what your name was. Hell, you could call yourself Percy Buttercup and I'd steer clear.” He seemed exasperated by the captain's antics, and Kovax was likewise having a hard time seeing why the captain seemed so obsessed with his alias. He chalked it up as a personal quirk.


Farrell bounded up onto the transporter pad and motioned for Kovax to join him. As he followed the captain– or Lieutenant Muldoon, as he was now calling himself– he heard Killcreek say, “I'll beam you into an area where there are limited security sensors. I think waste reclamation isn't monitored too closely, so brace yourselves for the smell. I'll wait here until you're done, just in case you need an emergency beam out.”


Farrell nodded his thanks as Kovax stood beside him, “I appreciate this, Steve,” he said, using Killcreek's given name, “You can have tomorrow off.”


Killcreek smiled, “Thanks, Buttercup,” he said, and Kovax heard the low hum of the transporter engaging before his world dissolved in a swirl of blue energy.
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Killcreek had been right. The first thing that Farrell noticed when he rematerialized in the darkness was the almost overpowering stench of feces and other assorted wastes created by humanoid lifeforms. His eyes began to water, and he raised a hand to his face in an effort to block out some of the smell. He tried to breathing through his mouth, which was only slightly more tolerable.


“I wouldn't light a match in here, if I were you,” he quipped to Kovax, who was barely visible in the near absolute murkiness of the darkness that surrounded them. “Do you have a palm torch in that kit of yours?”


“Yes, Captain,” Kovax replied.


“Not captain,” Farrell corrected him as he heard Kovax open his tool kit and rummage around inside, “Lieutenant Muldoon. Remember that.” 


“I was meaning to ask about that,” Kovax mentioned as he flicked on the palm torch and bathed the room in light. They were standing on a metal catwalk about fifteen feet above the large, open pools of humanoid waste that collected here before being pumped into matter reclamators. What couldn't be salvaged was jettisoned into space.


“Why Gus Muldoon?” Farrell asked, anticipating the question.


“Well . . . yes, sir.”


Farrell held his hand out, and a moment later, Kovax placed the palm torch in it. He panned the light to the left and right, looking for an exit from the awful place. The left looked promising, so he started off in that direction. He heard Kovax close up his tool kit and follow suit. “When I was in the SEALs,” Farrell began, “we were sometimes authorized to impersonate civilians. To that end, each one of us had a complete phony back story and alias made up. It was actually one of the funner things we got to do, as we essentially got to create an alternate version of ourselves.”


“I thought that soldiers weren't allowed to impersonate civilians,” Kovax said, “Doesn't that violate the rules of war?”


“Absolutely,” Farrell replied breezily, “Although we didn't lose too much sleep over it. I mean, it's not like the Cardies were all that interested in playing by the rules, either. Either way, it's all just water under the bridge now. To make a long story short, the alias that I picked was Gus Muldoon, because it sounded the kind of name that a real tough guy would have, you know?


“There was this one op we were on,” Farrell continued, constantly moving the palm torch around to get a clearer picture of where they were going. The smell was seemingly getting worse, and he was afraid that he would pass out if they didn't find an exit soon. “Where we had to pretend to be a civilian freighter crew to get onto this neutral planet where the Cardies were negotiating a treaty with the locals. I spend nearly a month as Gus Muldoon, and it eventually got to the point where I could respond to it as quickly as my own name. Now, whenever I have to pretend to be someone else, I always fall back on that alias. I even got to make up a whole traumatic childhood and everything. You want to hear about all the times my make believe stepfather used to beat me?”


Kovax apparently missed the joke, “What happened with the Cardassians?”


“What?”


“You said you were on a mission to a neutral planet with Cardassians on it. I was just wondering what happened.”


Farrell thought back to that mission, which hadn't been one of the more pleasant of his career. The Cardassians had been negotiating to use the planet's spaceports as a refueling and repair station for their warships. Since the planet was so close to the Federation, and since the Cardassians were technically interfering with the planets natural development, some of the brass had made the somewhat dubious decision that the Prime Directive didn't apply in that case, and they had been sent in.


They had bummed around for nearly a month, hanging out in bars and gathering intelligence on the Cardassian delegation. In the end, they had found the location of the hotel where their negotiators had been staying. In the middle of the night, they had gone in fast and hard. Most of the Cardassians had been dead before they even had a chance to wake up. When the deed was done, they had slipped off of the planet in the same rusty old ship that they had used to bring them there.


“We killed 'em all,” Farrell admitted. Technically, the details of that mission were still classified, and he had little hope that it would ever be admitted to publicly. As far as Starfleet was concerned, the fortuitous killing of nearly a dozen Cardassian diplomats had been a nice little surprise and nothing more. For some reason, he felt the need to tell someone, and he figured that since he was risking the kid's career, not to mention his freedom, the least he could do is share some war stories.


“Were they soldiers?” asked Kovax.


Farrell shrugged, “What's a soldier?” he asked rhetorically. He thought he spotted an exit ahead, and he would be grateful to get a dose of fresh air. “I killed all kinds of people, Ensign,” he continued, feeling somewhat odd telling someone all this. Maybe it was the fumes, “I didn't make policy, all I did was follow orders. If Starfleet wanted somebody dead, and they couldn't send in the Marines for whatever reason, then they called in us. We'd go in there and then we'd hit 'em and forget 'em.”


Kovax chuckled humorously, “You know, when I was at the Academy, I heard about the SEALs. I thought it was actually glamorous, to be honest. I thought that it was more like the holo-programs that they put out.”


Farrell snorted, “Real life's nothing like a holo-program, Ensign,” he told him. When he had been with the Teams, there had been an old Earth song that had been especially popular among them, he quoted the chorus to Kovax as they neared what he hoped was their way out of waste reclamation: “There ain't no fun in killin' folk, Kovax. One of my ancestors was an American army general named William Tecumseh Sherman. You ever heard of him?”


“No,” Kovax admitted.


“He was big in the American civil war,” Farrell commented, “Anyway, afterwards he was giving the commencement address at some military academy, and he said: now I know that there's many a boy here who looks upon war as being all glory. But, boys, it's all hell.”


“If you don't mind my saying Cap– Lieutenant,” Kovax said gently, “But if you don't like killing so much, then why are you going into the DMZ with enough firepower for a small army?”


Farrell himself was no stranger to the irony, either. He wracked his brain for the right words to explain things. “I don't like doing paperwork, either, Ensign,” he replied, hoping that his analogy would hit home, “But I do it anyway, because sometimes it just has to be done.” As soon as he spoke the words, he was struck by how similar they sounded to Admiral Hoyt's justification for his treason– that he was doing it because it had to be done. He suppressed a shudder as he wondered if they were really all that different.


No, he told himself forcefully, repeating the mantra of his old team leader, Lieutenant Crane, who was by now long dead. Don't think, don't feel, just soldier on. The mission comes first. Focus on the mission above all else.


Many times, he had questioned the logic of those words, and had pondered at length as to whether or not they were enough to justify some of the things that he had done in the name of the Federation. In the end, he had been forced to conclude that even though they may not have been a complete response to some of his more grave sins, they were the best that he could do. A soldier could go insane if he questioned the reason of things too much. At the end of the day, it was simpler if one could just lower his head and keep going.


He almost jumped for joy as they found the door that would lead them out of waste reclamation. He tapped the panel and whispered a silent thank you to whomever may have been listening. Once they exited the reclamation center, they found themselves in a narrow service corridor on the station's lower decks. Farrell noted that the stench still lingered in his nostrils. Given how powerful the aroma had been, he knew that both of their uniforms probably reeked, as well.


There was no time to dwell on that, though. The sooner that they got the job done, the sooner that they could return to the Repulse and a nice sonic shower. Until then, they had to stay focused on what they had come here to do.


Farrell glanced at a graphic of the floor plan of the deck they were on. “This way,” he ordered, leading them off in the direction of the turbolift. The dim lighting of the service corridor made the palm torch expendable, so he turned it off and handed it back to Kovax, who promptly deposited it back in his took kit.


Farrell's own tool kit was merely there for appearances sake. He had just grabbed one from the runabout, and he would have been hard pressed to put any of them to use if it came right down to it. He had considered stashing a phaser inside before they had left, but had decided against it. In any other situation, he probably would have, but they were on a Federation space station, after all, and the last thing he wanted to do was get into a firefight with a security team. It was better to not have the temptation there in the first place. Besides, if he fired the phaser it would set off all kinds of security alarms anyway.


When they entered the turbolift, Farrell ordered it up to deck six, where Hoyt's office was located. He knew that if their beam in had been detected, they would have already seen some activity on the part of the station's security staff. Thankfully, Killcreek had been correct when he had guessed that waste reclamation would be a lightly monitored part of the station.


When they reached their destination, he walked out into the corridor and retraced his steps from earlier that day. He was hoping that no one in the admiral's staff was pulling an all-nighter, although he had to admit that he found the prospect of another run in with Commander Greenwald to be appealing on a base, purely machismo level.


Their first obstacle became apparent when they reached the doors to the outer office. Whoever had been the last person to leave the office earlier in the evening had engaged a level one security lockout on the door. Farrell took a quick look around to make sure that they were alone in the corridor before he told Kovax to get it open.


“It's going to take a few minutes to get the access codes,” Kovax told him.


“Can't you just override the lockout?” Farrell asked ignorantly.


“I could,” Kovax replied, “But that would set off all kinds of alarms, and we'd have a security team on top of us in no time at all.”


“That would be bad,” Farrell noted dryly. “All right, just do what you have to do. But don't take all night. I'm sure that someone will be along before too long.” Kovax nodded and set to work, pulling out his tricorder and some other tool. Farrell tried to look busy by walking to the opposite bulkhead and waving his own tricorder through the air, pretending to take readings. If anyone asked, they were a two-man maintenance crew doing routing repairs. If anyone got too curious, then Farrell would be forced to improvise. He hated improvising, because the most clever plan he could come up with often involved his fist and someone else's jaw.


Hell, I'm already committing treason, Farrell rationalized, what's an assault charge gonna matter if I get a life sentence anyway? A small part of him couldn't help but wonder if he was doing all this because Hoyt had endangered the peace treaty and risked the lives of good men, or if he was more angry at the fact that Hoyt had not only used him, or that he had set him up to take the fall for it all if things went south. While he had to admit that he felt a great deal of personal betrayal, he hoped that there was more to his own motivations than that. 


As the minutes dragged on with no progress, Farrell began to sweat a bit. He knew that they looked the part they were trying to play, but there was no way their disguises would hold up if anyone got too curious. If it came to that, then their whole mission could be doomed before they even got off the proverbial ground.


Come on, kid, he implored silently. Kovax hadn't spoken for what seemed like hours. Farrell had to resist the urge to hover over his shoulder, knowing that such an act would be counterproductive. He ground his teeth together and whispered a silent prayer that things would all go smoothly.


God, apparently, was either not listening or actively trying to sabotage him. Farrell's heart leapt up into his throat as he heard muffled laughter echoing down the corridor. He glanced back at Kovax, who looked up at him with eyes as wide as saucers, obviously frightened.


“Stay cool,” Farrell whispered, “Act casual.” Farrell returned to his duties, his heart pounding in his chest as the sound of voices and the thudding feet got closer and grew louder in his ears. He looked up as two Starfleet crewmen, wearing the blue of the sciences division emerged from around the bend in the corridor. He made eye contact with both of them, who merely nodded at him.


“Good evening, sir,” the one on the right, a young woman, said.


“Sir,” he friend, a male Tellarite, echoed.


Farrell nodded gravely, “Crewmen,” he replied stiffly as they walked past, carrying on with their conversation. Farrell let out a ragged sigh of relief as their voices faded out of range. He looked up at the ceiling and whispered a thank you to the heavens.


“That was close,” Kovax sighed, obviously as relieved as Farrell was.


“Well, hurry it up,” Farrell told him, “Next time we may not be so lucky.”


“I'm almost done,” Kovax informed him in a harsh whisper, “I just need a few more minutes and then we'll be inside and out of sight.”


Farrell returned to his tricorder, knowing that their return to the Repulse couldn't come soon enough. If they could get away from the starbase without incident, he knew that it would make the rest of his mission a whole lot easier.


He kept a sharp ear out for any other random guest that may be tempted to pop by, but he knew that the late hour meant that most of the crew who wasn't on duty would either be in their quarters or in one of the lounges, letting off some steam. He hoped that they had already seen the worst of the traffic through this area, given how early it was.


“I'm almost there,” Kovax whispered, and Farrell looked back as he tapped a few buttons on the door panel. Farrell almost fainted with gratitude as the doors hissed apart, seeming impossibly loud in the otherwise dead quiet. They both snapped their tricorders shut and Farrell helped Kovax gather up his tools before they quickly dashed into the outer office. As soon as the doors slid shut behind them, Farrell started to feel a whole lot better.


Kovax quickly jogged across the outer office to the bulkhead and quickly removed an access panel. Farrell set his tool kit down on Lieutenant Nelor's desk and then walked over to join him. “What are you doing?”


“I'm accessing the internal sensors,” Kovax explained hurriedly, “I'm going to isolate about twenty minutes or so of the sensor logs when there's nobody here and then replay it in a loop. That way, if anyone checks the internal sensors when we're in here, the room will show up as being empty.”


“Devious,” Farrell noted approvingly. He left Kovax to his work and then headed into the section that held Greenwald's office. He noted, with a trace of disappointment, that the room was empty. Out of a sort of morbid curiosity, he began to rifle through Greenwald's desk drawers, looking for something incriminating that he could use. Apparently, Greenwald's personal life was as dull as his professional one. He found nothing of even remote interest. There were no individual touches present, not even a picture of family or friends was displayed.


After a few minutes, he gave up and headed back to where Kovax was working. As if on cue, the young ensign looked up and smiled for the first time since they had beamed over. “It's done,” he reported, “I even erased the logs for when we were in here. If anybody decided to check up on us, they'll never even know we were here.”


“Good work,” Farrell told him approvingly, “Come on, Admiral Hoyt's office is through here.” Kovax gathered up his tools and Farrell led him through Greenwald's office to the doors that separated them from their destination. Farrell held his breath as he tapped the panel mounted beside the door. He was hoping that Admiral Hoyt would feel secure enough that he wouldn't have a second lock on his office door. He wasn't afraid that they couldn't get past it eventually, but time was of the essence. Besides, he smelled like crap and he wanted to have a shower.


Thankfully, the doors parted obligingly, and they both stepped into the darkened room. Farrell made a quick check to ensure that Hoyt wasn't napping on the couch, and then moved to the admiral's desk, beckoning for Kovax to follow him.


“All right,” Farrell said as he sat Kovax down behind the desk, “Get into his computer. You're looking for any information pertaining to an operation called Archangel. Use that as a starting point. The main priority is finding out where those teams were sent after they met up with the Maquis. If you think that you can get anything else that will help prove that Hoyt's a traitor, then go for it. If you can't get at without tripping an alarm, then don't worry about it.” With his orders given, Farrell grabbed his tool kit and prepared to leave the room.


“Where are you going?” Kovax hissed.


“I'm gonna go back out into the outer office,” Farrell explained, “If anybody comes snooping around, I'll try to talk my way out of it. If you hear someone out there, call Killcreek for an emergency beam out. With any luck, no one will ever even know that you were here.”


“What about you?”


Farrell shrugged, “I'll think of something,” he told him, and then slipped out of the office. He knew that Kovax would work faster without him hovering nearby, and Farrell was far too wound up to sit quietly and wait. He headed back out to Lieutenant Nelor's working area and sat on her desk. He looked around furtively, wishing that he had brought a portable chronometer so that he could keep track of how much time had passed.


To be honest, he felt more than a little silly about the whole thing. Sneaking around and hacking computers was not exactly what he considered to be especially mature behavior. Still, it remained his best, and only, option that he had available. He tried to keep his legs from jittering nervously as he waited for Kovax to finish. He had no idea how much security that Hoyt had on his personal files, so it could take anywhere from five minutes to five hours to get what they needed. If the security was tight enough, then this whole thing would be for naught.


Ever since they had gotten into the office, the adrenaline rush that had kept him going had begun to wear off, and he was starting to feel the first hints of fatigue nipping that back of his mind. He had long ago come to realize that he was not the same young pup that had once been able to stay up for days on end. Even with the help of stimulants, he found that his endurance was not nearly what it had once been.


He had to fight the urge to go and check up on Kovax, so he tried to distract himself by looking around the office. In comparison to the sterilized professionalism of Greenwald's office, Lieutenant Nelor appeared much more grounded and connected to the world around her. Her desk was littered with holographs of what appeared to be her family as well as a man who seemed like a husband or lover. He felt a touch voyeuristic snooping through her private life, but he needed something to keep his mind off of the tension that was building with each passing second.


As he pulled out each of the drawers of her desk, he saw something that marked her as more than just a lowly adjutant. In the third drawer down, buried under a pile of deactivated PADDs, was a type-2 phaser. On a starship, where danger could be encountered at any time, theoretically, it was common for each work station to have a phaser stored nearby, or at least a weapons locker. On a starbase, which was by its very nature considered to be safe and secure, it was highly unusual for an officer to keep a weapon in their desk. He wondered if Nelor was what she appeared to be; a lowly adjutant, but perhaps she was something more. Perhaps she was Greenwald's understudy?


The sudden appearance of muffled voices outside of the door snapped him back to reality. With a muffled curse, he slammed the drawer shut and bounded up and out from behind Nelor's desk. He grabbed his tool kit off of her desk and headed over to a display panel mounted on the opposite bulkhead. He whipped out his tricorder and pretended to work.


Please, God, he prayed in his head, don't screw me now.


For the second time that night, God had forsaken him. The doors hissed open and someone stepped inside. He heard a gasp of surprise, but kept his eyes fixated solely on his tricorder. He had been in the office earlier, and he didn't want somebody recognizing him.


“What the hell are you doing in here?” A female voice demanded, Farrell recognized it as belonging to Lieutenant Nelor. Dammit, he had been hoping that it might have been a cleaning crew or something, but apparently, his luck wasn't that good.


“Routine maintenance,” he said quickly, trying to sound bored, “Commander T'Lena's orders.”


He heard footsteps coming closer, “And who are you?”


“Lieutenant Muldoon,” Farrell replied, hoping that his thinly veiled lie would be enough to get him out of this jam. He hoped that Kovax had heard the exchange and was beaming out. “I'm from engineering.”


“Where are your orders, Lieutenant?” Nelor asked, sounding highly suspicious.


“I don't have any written orders,” Farrell tried to inject some of the tired frustration that Dave often used with him into his speech, hoping to come off as just another overworked engineer, “The chief asked me to come up here and chase down a problem with one of the ODN relays.”


“I thought you said that Commander T'Lena sent you down here?”


Goddammit, Farrell cursed himself, why am I so gorram stupid?


“Uh, not directly. The chief informed T'Lena and then she ordered him to send someone to take a look at it. Unfortunately, that someone was me.”


“You sound familiar,” Nelor said, coming closer, “But I don't recall ever hearing of you being on the station before, Lieutenant Muldoon.”


Farrell winced as a bead of sweat rolled into his eye. How come nothing could ever be simple? He shrugged, still keeping his back to her, “Well, you know how it is with all the different shifts. You're alpha shift, I'm gamma.”


“This station operates on a four shift rotation,” Nelor informed him, “Right now the delta shift is on duty.” She grabbed his arm and spun it around, her eyes widening as she saw his face. “I knew you sounded familiar!” she exclaimed, “You're Captain Farrell! What the hell are you doing here?”


“Uh . . . maintenance?”


“I'm calling security,” Nelor informed him, and her hand began to move upwards towards her combadge. Farrell quickly ran through his options, and decided that getting tossed in a holding cell would be counterproductive to his mission. Seeing only one option that was readily available, he reached down, grabbed his took kit, and brought it up quickly, smashing it against the side of Nelor's head. With a heavy grunt, the impact sent her stumbling into the bulkhead. Before she could recover, Farrell dropped the tool kit and grabbed one side of her bald head. Using all his available strength, he slammed her head into the wall, hearing a sickening crunch as her skull made contact with the hard duranium surface. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she sagged to the deck, unconscious.


Farrell knelt down beside her and checked her pulse, hoping like hell that he hadn't killed her. He was relieved when he felt a strong, steady pulse under his fingers. He would have preferred to stun her with a phaser, but that wasn't an option. He greatly disliked knocking people unconscious, because there was no guarantee as to how long they would stay that way. For all he knew, he may have knocked out Nelor for five minutes or put her into a coma.


One thing was for sure, they were running out of time. He doubted that he had done too much damage, so it was only a matter of time before she came to. The last thing he needed on this little excursion was a hostage. He grabbed his tool kit and tricorder, and then he left Nelor where she lay and headed into Hoyt's office, hoping that Kovax had managed to find something by now.


Kovax looked up as he entered, apparently concerned that he was a curious security officer. He sighed with relief when he recognized Farrell and held up a hand to cut him off before he could speak. “Before you ask– no, I can't get into the files pertaining to Operation Archangel. They're too heavily secured. I could spend a month in here and still not get anything.”


“Dammit,” Farrell cursed, resisting the urge to punch a bulkhead.


“It's not all bad,” Kovax told him.


“You found proof that Hoyt was behind the operation?” Farrell asked hopefully.


“No,” Kovax said, deflating him, “We're not that lucky. What I did find was a name. Lieutenant Commander Calvin Hudson. Have you ever heard of him?”


“Sure,” Farrell replied, “He used to be the Starfleet officer responsible for the Federation colonies in the DMZ. He defected to the Maquis a few months back.” He thought back to his conversation with Commander Sisko on Deep Space 9. He and Hudson had been friends.


“Well, there's a record here of a meeting between Hudson and Commander Greenwald. It seems that they met on Ronara Prime about a month ago. It doesn't say what they talked about, but that was after Hudson had defected.”


“It's certainly suspicious,” Farrell concurred, “but it's not what I would call a smoking gun. Besides, that only incriminates Greenwald as having contact with a member of the Maquis. They could easily explain that away by saying that Greenwald was trying to turn him.”


Kovax, too, seemed disappointed, “Yeah, I guess that would make sense. Unfortunately, that's all I've got so far.”


“You said he was on Ronara Prime?”


“Yeah.”


“Then that'll have to do for a starting point,” Farrell said, deciding that the risk of staying was too great. “If Greenwald met with Hudson, they must have been planning the operation. If I can find Hudson, he may be able to put me into contact with the other teams.”


“You really think that Hudson would betray the Maquis?” Kovax sounded skeptical of his plan.


“He used to be a Starfleet officer,” Farrell reasoned, “He won't want a war anymore than we do. Once he finds out that Hoyt has gone rogue, I'm hoping that he'll see reason and agree to help me.”


“What if he doesn't?”


Farrell knew that there was only one other option if that were the case, “Then I'll have to beat it out of him,” he said, hurriedly, looking back over his shoulder towards the outer office. He hoped that Lieutenant Nelor was still down for the count. “Come on,” he said quickly, “We have to get out of here.”


“Are they on to us?” Kovax asked worriedly.


“More or less,” Farrell responded, he wasn't really in the mood to elaborate too much at the moment. “Either way, we're leaving. Pack your trash and let's get out of here.”


Kovax nodded and went to work. First he powered down the computer terminal and then packed up his tools. Once he was done, he walked over and stood beside Farrell, looking around edgily. Farrell sighed a breath of relief and tapped his combadge. “Farrell to Killcreek,” he said, “Two to beam out.”


The first thing they saw when they returned was Killcreek. The veteran transporter chief wrinkled his nose as they stepped down off of the transporter pad. “What did you two do in waste extraction?” He asked, “Go for a swim?”


“Yes, Killcreek,” Farrell replied flatly, “We went swimming. That's why our uniforms are perfectly clean.”


“You coulda fooled me,” he noted.


“Just shut it, would you?” said Farrell, obviously exasperated, “We're back now, safe and sound. We only need one transporter operator on duty, and I think that Nunez is still on duty in room one. Why don't you go get some sleep? My previous offer still stands, though. You can have tomorrow off.”


“It's today, technically, but thanks anyway.”


“Whatever, just get out of here.”


Killcreek locked out his console and disappeared out the door, leaving Farrell and Kovax alone in the transporter room. Farrell turned to Kovax and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good work, Ensign,” he said, beaming with pride. “I'll take it from here. You can go back to your quarters. It probably won't be too long before someone knows that we were there,” he sounded somewhat guilty as he said the last part, and Kovax was once again left wondering what had happened while he had been working. “I have to get going before any alarm bells are raised. If anyone asks what you did tonight, just play dumb, okay?”


“I can do that,” Kovax answered without thinking, and immediately wished that he could take the words back.


“That's what I like to hear,” Farrell said approvingly, “now get on out of here.”


Kovax nodded and turned to leave, Farrell called after him, “I appreciate this, Andy. I won't forget it. If something happens to me and I don't make it back, just remember that.”


He looked back, surprised at how calmly Farrell seemed to speak of his possible death. Once again, Kovax found himself wishing that he possessed that kind of inner strength and belief. “Thank you, sir. Be safe.”


“I'll try,” Farrell told him.


He was unsure of what to say, and even wondered if any further words would be appropriate. He couldn't come up with anything to say, so he settled on a small nod, and then hurried out before he ended up saying something stupid. As he walked back to his quarters, he began to feel immensely tired. He knew that it was just the adrenaline wearing off. Despite everything that had happened, he found that he was actually proud of himself. He had managed to play with the big boys, and he hadn't faltered. He was disappointed that he hadn't been able to glean anything crucial from Admiral Hoyt's files, but he was consoled with the fact that he hadn't faltered.


As soon as Kovax had left, Farrell let out a long, anguished sigh and sat down on the transporter pad, suddenly feeling exhausted from all the activity. Still, there was more to do. He had to get underway before Hoyt or anyone else suspected anything. He needed a head start, just enough to get him into the DMZ before Hoyt could raise an alarm and have him arrested.


Before he did so, however, there were a couple of more things he had to do. He walked into sickbay and nodded to Dr. Ssylk, the gamma shift physician. The ornery old Kasheetan harrumphed back a bored reply, and Farrell quickly told him what he needed. 


The doctor, who looked uncomfortably like a dinosaur, seemed unimpressed by the request. “What do you need something like that for?” He asked as he went over to the medical replicator and entered the appropriate replication code.


“I just do,” Farrell said cryptically.


The procedure took less than than fifteen minutes. Farrell left sickbay and tried to resist the urge to scratch at his left wrist where the device had been inserted under the skin. Although he knew that the itching sensation was all in his head, it proved too much to fight against, and he ended up scratching his wrist raw.


He hoped that he wouldn't need the device, but he knew that if the situation came up, that it would prove invaluable. Until that came to pass, however, there was no use in dwelling on matters. It was time to make the last stop before they left. He headed down to the small room on deck ten that served as the ships financial hub.


Despite the fact that Federation used an essentially moneyless economy, there were still plenty of societies that kept around the old ways of doing things. To that end, each Federation starship carried an amount of the default universal currency, gold-pressed latinum. The money was kept locked away and secure in a safe in the financial office. The officer who ran the place was a mousy little ensign named Gunderson. Knowing that money still greased the wheels in the DMZ, and also aware that he may very well be forced to pay out some bribes in order to get the job done, he withdrew about five bars worth of latinum in slips and strips. When that was done, he signed off on the request and left, eager to get started.


He tapped his combadge, “Farrell to Baxter.”


“Go ahead, El-tee,” Baxter came back almost instantly. Obviously, he had been waiting for the hail.


“Meet me in the shuttlebay, Master Chief,” Farrell said wearily, “It's time to get this show on the road.”


“I'm already there, sir. I'll prep the runabout for launch.”


“Understood. I'll be down in a minute.” He made sure that he had everything before he headed out of the transporter room and into the turbolift up to the shuttlebay. When he walked into the control room, he was somewhat surprised to see Crewman Kimmett, who was once again entranced in a game of solitaire.


“Oh, good morning, Captain,” Kimmett greeted him.


“Crewman,” Farrell said back, “Clear the Little Big Horn for immediate launch. Notify the bridge and tell Lieutenant M'Shasa that Chief Baxter and I are taking her out for a patrol of the DMZ.”


Kimmett seemed confused by the suddenness of the order, “Aye, sir,” he replied, sweeping his cards out of the way and tapping the appropriate controls on his console, “You are cleared to go when ready, Captain.” Across the length of the shuttlebay, Farrell could see the large, retractable door begin to slide upward, revealing the cold vastness of space beyond.


“Thank you, Crewman,” Farrell said, and then he exited the control room and walked across the catwalk to the 'lift. He rode it down and noted with approval that Baxter stood waiting for him in the open access hatch.


“She's all primed and ready to go,” Baxter informed him, “I also brought you a change of clothes,” he added, obviously taking a deep hit of the smell that was coming off of him.


“Thanks,” he answered wearily. “Take us out, Chief. I need to get cleaned up and then I'll join you.”


“You got it, El-tee.”
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Admiral Willy Hoyt was used to being woken in the darkness. In his decades of faithful service to the Federation, he had learned that bad news and crises inevitably came during the middle of the night. He was asleep in his guest quarters when he heard the urgent page from Commander Greenwald. He lay still in his bed as he listened to Greenwald while his aide filled him in on the break in at his office.


“Is Lieutenant Nelor all right?” He asked out of hand, cutting Greenwald off in mid-sentence.


“Yes, Admiral,” Greenwald informed him tersely, “She was taken to the infirmary with a mild concussion. However, I debriefed her before the medics arrived. She is certain that it was Farrell who attacker her.”


“Very well,” Hoyt said as he hauled himself out of bed, “I'll be down in a few minutes. Hold the fort until I get there.”


“Understood,” Greenwald said.


Hoyt closed the com channel and groaned. He was getting older, and his weary bones were becoming less and less willing to be roused from sleep as they used to be. Not for the first time, he wondered if maybe it was time to hang up his spurs and hand the safety of the Federation off to a new breed. 


As he dressed, he couldn't help but feel saddened about the way things had turned out. He had always liked Jimmy, but somewhere along the way, the young man had lost the faith. He had become just another martinet of the top brass; a puppet who danced happily on his strings while men and women who had become too focused on their careers ignored their sacred oaths in order to gain the favor of the politicians, who were in turn appointed by a people that had become averse to hardship of any kind, manipulated him into doing their bidding.


For all of his career, he had lived by a single creed, originally attributed to Thomas Jefferson: the price of freedom in eternal vigilance. He had sacrificed a normal life for himself because he knew that freedom, despite the name, was not free. And he also knew that for those who fought to protect it, it had a sweetness that the protected would never know.


Before he left his quarters, he replicated himself a cup of strong Colombian blend coffee, and then went down to his office to survey the damage. When he arrived, he noted the presence of a Starfleet security officer– armed, of course– standing by the doorway. The guard came to attention as Hoyt approached, and the admiral favored him with a nod of recognition before he stepped inside.


Commander Greenwald stood in the center of Nelor's office, waiting patiently for him. He looked up from a PADD as Hoyt entered. “I told Nelor to keep quiet for now,” he reported as soon as the doors shut, “As far as the medics are concerned, she fell.”


“I hope we don't have any more medical emergencies any time soon,” Hoyt noted dryly, “Between you and now Nelor, the medical staff must think that I have the clumsiest aides in the galaxy.”


He noticed the subtle bristle of irritation flicker across Greenwald's face at the mention of his encounter with Captain Farrell the day before. He knew that Nathan was a proud man, and he had to be smarting from being bested without the chance for revenge.


“How bad is the damage?”


Greenwald's face returned to its normal, inscrutable form. “As far as I can tell, someone tried to gain access to the Archangel files. They weren't successful, although they did uncover a record of my meeting with Calvin Hudson last month.”


Hoyt pondered this latest hiccup in his plan. He knew that lesser men would have gone to despair at the slightest bump in the road. Decades of experience in the art of shadow warfare had taught him to anticipate, adapt, and most importantly, to overcome. He pursed his lips as he mentally calculated how much damage this could do. “It's certainly unfortunate,” he remarked, “But it's hardly incriminating, in and of itself.”


“That's easy for you to say,” Greenwald replied, somewhat sourly, “You're not the one on record meeting with a known traitor and member of the Maquis.”


“I wouldn't worry about it, Nathan,” Hoyt assured him, “Computer files are too easily fabricated to be considered real evidence. Besides, even if it ever came to light, I will testify that you were there on my behalf, on a mission of vital importance to Federation security.” Greenwald seemed appeased, which was fortunate. Hoyt didn't have the heart to tell him that if it ever came to light, he would put as much distance between the two of them as humanly possible.


“We have another problem,” Greenwald said, “A little over an hour ago, the Repulse launched a Danube-class runabout. It's last known heading was bearing one-five-one, mark two-seven.”


“The Demilitarized Zone,” Hoyt mused. The launch of a runabout was not, by and large, something to be suspicious about. But the launch of a runabout almost immediately after his office had been broken into was certainly a cause for some concern. “Well, Nathan, it appears that Captain Farrell has gotten it into his head to be a hero.”


“More like a fool,” Greenwald snorted, “It may be for the better. Farrell is almost certain to get himself killed.”


“Oh, I wouldn't be so sure,” Hoyt cautioned, “James can be quite resourceful when he needs to be. You forget too easily, Nathan. There was a time when that young man was considered to be one of my finest operatives.”


“I don't care how good he was,” Greenwald shook his head and dropped the PADD on Nelor's desk, “It's a suicide mission. Farrell is going to get himself killed, either by the Maquis or by the Cardassians.”


“That's a distinct possibility,” Hoyt allowed, although he found himself growing distressed by the news. He forced himself to banish the thoughts from his mind. James had made his choice, and now he would have to pay the price. “However, we would be remiss if we didn't take certain precautions. I want you to follow him, Nathan. Find him, and then terminate his command.”


Greenwald smiled wolfishly, “I was hoping you were going to say that.”


Hoyt smiled deceptively. Greenwald was a capable operative, and he had performed well for him in the past few years. So well that Hoyt was considering putting him in for a promotion and a command of his own. It would be useful to have a starship captain under his influence. Still, in a fight between Farrell and Greenwald, nothing was certain. He did find the prospect fascinating, to a certain extent. He vaguely wished that he could be there to see it.


Hoyt sent Greenwald on his way. He thought about cautioning him again about being overconfident when it came to Captain Farrell, but he knew that Greenwald would just ignore it, so he said nothing further. As soon as he had cleared up some other matters, he would begin searching for a new aide, seeing as how there was a good chance that Nathan wouldn't be coming back.


Either way, that could wait. He walked into his office, mentally checking to see if anything else was missing, but he found everything in order. He sat down behind his desk and told the computer to open a channel to the Repulse. He waited patiently until a Bajoran lieutenant appeared on the screen, sitting in the captain's chair.


“Good morning, Admiral,” the woman greeted him in a melodic, almost lyrical voice, “Lieutenant M'Shasa here. What can I do for you?”


“Lieutenant, I need to speak with Captain Farrell.” It was best not to reveal too much. Playing ignorant would serve to keep his enemies off balance for a while, and that could give him all the advantage that he required.


“I'm sorry, Admiral, but the captain is no longer aboard. He and Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter departed an hour ago for a patrol of the DMZ.”


Baxter? He cursed himself for not factoring him into the equation. The man was a good soldier, although not terribly imaginative. He was loyal as a pit bull, however, and he would give Farrell a tremendous advantage on his mission. He would have to contact Greenwald when he was done here and update him on the situation.


“That's unfortunate,” he noted, keeping up the act, “Patch me through to the first officer.” He recalled Commander Grant quite clearly from his previous visit to the Repulse from the year before. She struck him as a limited, but loyal officer. He was confident that she would obey his orders.


He had to wait as the signal was routed down into Grant's quarters. As he waited for her to wake up and accept the page, he thought back to the Eden Prime mission and wondered sadly what might have come from that Iconian memory crystal that Jimmy had so thoughtlessly destroyed. He knew that the captain meant well, but his ignorance and shortsightedness had robbed the people of the Federation from unfathomable riches of knowledge. He realized that it had been shortly after that, still stinging from the betrayal, that he had determined that Jimmy would have to pay. Soon after that, he had decided that setting him up as the fall guy for Operation Archangel was the perfect revenge.


Abruptly, the blank screen of his computer monitor winked back into life, showing the face of Commander Grant, although her hair was a mess and the large bags under her eyes stood as testimony to her fatigue. She fought to suppress a yawn. “What can I do for you, Admiral?”


“Commander,” Hoyt began gently, trying to appear as shaken and as vulnerable as possible, “I have some bad news. It appears that Captain Farrell has decided to betray the Federation.” He paused as Grant's expression changed from polite boredom to outright surprise, and he held up a hand to stave off any further questions, “Roughly an hour ago, he departed the Repulse in a runabout, headed towards the DMZ. I believe that he and Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter intend to defect to the Maquis. I want you to pursue them at best possible speed. If you hurry, you should be able to intercept them before they reach the Demilitarized Zone.” He leaned towards the screen, a look of manufactured concern on his face, “Commander, Captain Farrell's knowledge of Starfleet deployment plans and security procedures could prove invaluable to the Maquis. He cannot be allowed to defect. I am authorizing you to stop him by any means necessary, short of entering the DMZ. Destroy that runabout if you have to, Commander, but Farrell must not be allowed to reach the Maquis.”


On the viewscreen, he could see that Grant was having trouble coming to terms with what she was being told. No doubt she had some small amount of loyalty to Farrell, but he was confident that she would tow the line in this instance– she had too much to lose if she did otherwise. He overruled her objections and once again reiterated his orders to stop the runabout any way she could. He also left her with the impression that if she succeeded in stopping Farrell, then she would be the new captain. It may have been petty, but he had found that the promise of advancement was a powerful incentive.


Grant signed off with assurances that she would get underway as soon as possible, and Hoyt sat back in his chair to ponder his next course of action. He knew that even if the Repulse intercepted the runabout in time, there was no guarantee that they would follow through with their orders. He knew that Nathan would never catch up with him in time, either, so he had to make other arrangements, just to be sure.


Using a series of personalized subspace protocols, he managed to conceal his transmission among the typical background subspace interference. It was a valuable skill to have when you wanted to use subspace communications without leaving an easily found record of your conversations. As he waited patiently for an answer on the other end, he felt another twinge of sadness at what James had forced him to do.


You could have had it all, Jimmy, he thought sadly, You could have been my right hand.


He abandoned the thought as a now familiar face filled the screen. The man had a round, full face and penetrating eyes. The wear and tear was beginning to show, however, as there were more lines than there had been before, and the eyes, though still sharp and intelligent, were somewhat dulled by the constant pressure of too much stress and too little sleep.


“Hello, Calvin,” Hoyt said pleasantly as Hudson stared back at him, “I'm afraid we have a slight problem with our plan . . .”


Grant's mind was still reeling as she exited the turbolift and stepped onto the bridge. Rather than take the time to do her hair, she had pulled the whole mess back in a simple ponytail. That was just one of the sacrifices that she had made in the name of expediency. “Lieutenant M'Shasa,” she called as she walked onto the bridge, “Where is the Little Big Horn?”


M'Shasa bolted from the captain's chair and hurried over to science station, as Grant settled in to the chair, which could be hers for real in the near future, she heard M'Shasa clear her throat. “I''m having a bit of a problem here, Commander.”


“What kind of problem?”


“It's the Little Big Horn, ma'am,” M'Shasa said, sounding mystified, “There's no sign of her on sensors.”


“That's impossible,” Grant protested, rising from her chair and heading towards the science station, “The maximum speed of a runabout is warp five. They've only been gone an hour. There's no way they could be out of our sensor range by now.”


“I realize that, ma'am,” M'Shasa replied, and Grant thought she detected just the small amount of professional offense in her voice, “But that doesn't change the fact that there's no sign of her on either short or long range scanners.”


“Well, what can you see?”


“All kinds of things,” M'Shasa reported, scrolling through a list of all the ships in range of their sensors, “I've got the USS Somme, which is patrolling the DMZ, a Vulcan science vessel, and about half a dozen civilian ships– everything from small freighters to a passenger cruiser.”


Grant double checked the readings herself, but came up with the exact same results. They couldn't have disappeared, it just wasn't possible. Unless they had been destroyed, but the remains of a recent matter/antimatter reaction would have lit up their sensor array like a Christmas tree. “They must be masking their warp signature,” she deduced, impressed at the ingenuity. Normally, the captain was about as technologically advanced as a caveman.


“That would make sense,” M'Shasa concurred, “But which ship are they.”


“Double check the sensor logs,” Grant ordered as she retreated to the comfort of the captain's chair, “Isolate the most recent warp signature we've got and then feed the coordinates to the helm.”


“Yes, ma'am,” M'Shasa worked on her console for a minute or so before speaking again. “Commander, I've got a Lissepian transport, bearing one-five-one, mark two-seven.”


That had to be them. “Helm, lay in a pursuit course and engage at maximum warp.”


The helmsman, Ensign Maumstein, nodded and did as he was told without question. A few moments later, the Repulse leapt into warp. Grant leaned forward in her chair expectantly, “Can we overtake them before they enter the Demilitarized Zone?”


Maumstein checked his instruments before responding, “Yes, Commander, but we'll have to red line the engines in order to do it.”


“Do whatever you have to do, Ensign,” Grant ordered. Then she tapped her combadge and summoned the other senior officers to the bridge. When that was done, she leaned back in the chair and tried to get her head straight. She had not even been notified that Captain Farrell had departed the ship, which was unusual enough. Now she was being told that he intended to defect to the Maquis, by Admiral Hoyt, of all people.


She wasn't sure what to make of the situation. She may have disagreed with some of his practices, but as far as she knew, Captain Farrell was a loyal officer. He had never seemed to display any pro-Maquis sympathies, but then again he never really showed much of anything. She wondered what possibly could have made him snap all of a sudden, but came up with nothing.


She also had to consider the possibility that Admiral Hoyt had lied to her. It would certainly be consistent with what she had been told about him, but she liked to think that if Farrell had seen it necessary to do something drastic, that he would have at least had enough courtesy to advise her about it beforehand.


She replayed the conversation with Admiral Hoyt again in her mind. He had seemed to be calm and collected, although she wasn't sure what to make of his subtle hints that if Farrell were out of the picture, then the command of the Repulse would fall to her. Part of her was offended at the implication that she would be willing to step over the body of her captain to get a promotion. On the other hand, if he really had betrayed the Federation, then she may as well get a promotion out of it.


After a while, the rest of the senior staff began to trickle onto the bridge. Kovax and Commander Rice looked especially tired, and she wondered if that had something to do with the current situation. She knew that if Farrell had been dreaming up something, then he would have told Rice. She also found the captain's sudden engineering ingenuity to more than a little suspicious. “Commander Rice,” she said, catching him before he could sit down, “I need to speak with you in the ready room, now.”


Rice nodded and followed her in. “Shouldn't we be in the observation lounge or something?” He asked flippantly, “I mean, the captain may not like us using his personal space when he's not here.”


Grant suppressed her urge to lay into him. Without the captain to protect him, she knew that she could go at him with both barrels, but she held back. She stood and stared at the shelf of the captain's memorabilia– his football and helmet, and the models of the previous starships on which he'd served. She knew that the Yorktown had been lost at Wolf 359. She wondered if he found it hard to look at that model day after day.


In some strange way, she found the pieces to be strangely endearing. Despite the fact that he commanded, at least until recently, a starship, the trinkets that he kept from his past were more indicative of a teenage boy than a fully grown man. She suspected that there was some sort of subconscious meaning behind most of the things that humanoids did, and she found herself wondering if perhaps Farrell had been trying to capture some of his lost youth.


“The captain and Chief Baxter have left the ship,” she noted casually, still looking at the shelf, “They took the Little Big Horn, and they appear to be heading for the DMZ.”


“Maybe they have some sort of urgent business,” Rice suggested, although she could tell that he was just reaching for an excuse for his friend.


“Somehow,” she shook her head, “I doubt it. I talked with Admiral Hoyt, he told me that Captain Farrell and Baxter are planning to defect to the Maquis. He authorized me to go and get them. He even told me I could shoot them down if I had to.”


“Are you planning on it?”


“Well, we'll have to see how things go,” she added cryptically.


“The captain isn't going to join the Maquis,” Rice told her, this time sounding as if he fully believed it, “I'm sure he's got a legitimate reason for going there. Besides, how the hell would Hoyt know what his plans are?”


“That's not my concern.”


“You're goddamned right it's your concern,” Rice said sharply, “If you're going to kill a man, you had better know why you're doing it.”


“I never said I was going to kill him,” Grant corrected, “but if it comes to that, then I am prepared to carry out my orders as laid out out to me by Admiral Hoyt.”


Rice snorted, “Please tell me that you're not that naïve,” he scoffed, “Admiral Hoyt is a snake. You can't trust him.”


“Says who?” Grant asked, “Captain Farrell? As far as I'm concerned, he's a traitor.”


“I wouldn't take Hoyt's word over the captain's if I were you,” Rice warned, sounding as if he knew more than he was letting on. From the firmness with which he spoke, she was relatively certain that he had been involved. Whatever he had done, she had to know about it. She knew that what Hoyt had told her had been something less than truth. Before she decided on a course of action, she had to be sure what was going on.


“I couldn't help but notice that the Little Big Horn's warp signature had been modified,” she said, finally looking back at Rice to make eye contact. She wanted to see his reaction for herself. “It's kind of interesting, isn't it? I mean, given the fact that the captain isn't the most technologically adept person in the galaxy.”


“He's a man of many talents,” Dave said, sounding wary.


“You helped him, didn't you, Commander?”


Rice sighed and looked up at the ceiling, “Yes,” he admitted, knowing that the jig was up, “I helped him.”


“Why?”


“Um, because he's the captain and he ordered me to?”


Her eyes hardened, “That's not a good enough excuse, Commander,” she told him bluntly, turning away and walking towards Farrell's desk, “You two are worse than a sewing circle. He must have told you what he was planning.”


“No,” Rice said innocently, “He didn't mention it. He just asked me to reconfigure the warp signature of the runabout, and I did it.”


“And that didn't strike you as an unusual request?” She pressed as she sat down behind the desk.


Rice shrugged, “The captain's a weird guy,” he replied, as if that explained everything. “He gave me an order and I followed it. He didn't explain and I didn't ask.”


“Why not?”


“Because I don't care, that's why. It was none of my business. I just assumed that it had to do with this so-called 'classified' mission that we've been on for the last couple of weeks.”


Rice was certainly loyal, she had to give him that. She had tried to intimidate him into talking, but the commander had been around the proverbial block more than a few times, and he knew how to respond. He could keep claiming ignorance, sticking to his I-was-only-following-orders tune, and there was no real proof that he had been any more knowledgeable than he claimed to be. It was time to try a different tactic.


“Look, Commander,” she began, trying to bury nearly a years worth of mutual resentment and come across as caring and compassionate, “We're going after the captain, and we're going to intercept him before he reaches the DMZ. When that happens, one of two things will happen: either the captain will surrender to us and be arrested and charged with high treason; or else he will try to run, and we'll have to shoot him down.” She sighed and tried to think of a third option, but nothing was coming to mind. “Now, I have to admit that I'm not particularly fond of either one of those scenarios. But unless you help me, those are the only options available to me.”


Rice crossed his arms defiantly, but he seemed to be considering her words. After a long moment, he looked into her eyes and blew out a long, weary breath. “You won't believe me if I told you,” he said at last.


“Try me.”


“The captain's gonna have my ass on a platter,” Rice muttered, and then he walked towards the desk and collapsed wearily in one of the guest chairs. After pausing for a bit to compose his thoughts, he began to tell her everything that had happened from the time that they had left DS9 up until the time the captain had left the ship. She sat and listened quietly, fighting to keep her face as impassive as possible. As the story unfolded, she felt used and betrayed, not only by Hoyt, but also by Captain Farrell, who hadn't seen fit to trust her enough to let her into the loop. When Rice finished, she was left disquieted and perturbed, to say the least.


“That's an . . . interesting story, Commander,” she said guardedly after a long, uncomfortable silence.


Rice seemed deflated after telling his story, “It's the truth as far as I know it,” he replied, “But I'd believe the captain over Admiral Hoyt any day of the week and twice on Sunday.”


“How can you be sure that Farrell told you the truth?”


Rice's eyes flashed angrily for a fraction of a second, and Grant knew that she had hit a nerve. “You probably wouldn't know this, ma'am,” he practically spit out the last word, “But when you serve alongside someone for as long as I've been with the captain– through everything. Through combat, through months of boredom and a few minutes of terror, you get to know them.” He paused, as if searching for the appropriate words, “I'll admit that I don't know as much about the captain as I probably should, what with being his friend and all. I couldn't tell you his mother's maiden name. I couldn't tell you the name of his pet dog when he was a kid or who he lost his virginity to, but I can tell you this with absolute certainty–” he leaned forward, and the intensity in his eyes grew exponentially, “–the captain would rather die than betray the Federation.”


For Rice, who was normally as laid back and laconic as anyone she had ever known, the sudden forcefulness in his voice came as something of a surprise. She had no doubt that Rice believed every word that he had said to her; the question was whether or not Farrell had told him the truth in the first place.


Rather than reply immediately, she sat back and pondered what she had been told. Rice certainly sounded convincing, and although she didn't care for the man personally, she knew that he was a loyal friend and she had no reason to doubt his patriotism to the Federation. She suspected, but couldn't be sure, that Rice would not go so far as to betray Starfleet or the Federation . . . at least not willingly.


The other implication, that Admiral Hoyt had not only betrayed Starfleet but was also waging his own private little war in the DMZ, was no easier to stomach, either. She had gotten a bad feeling about him from their meeting last year, but she would never have expected something like this from a Starfleet admiral.


Either way, she would soon have to make a choice. She would have to choose a side– either with the man who had, while not exactly being a friend, nonetheless been a close working companion with her for the better part of ten months . . . or with a Starfleet admiral who she barely knew and hardly trusted, but carried with him all of the authority of the chain of command and the establishment of the profession to which she had dedicated her life.


“Bridge to Commander Grant,” Lieutenant Mbeka's voice intruded through her combadge.


“Go ahead, Lieutenant.”


“Ma'am, we're closing on the Little Big Horn. We should overtake her in less than ten minutes.”


“Understood, I'm on my way to the bridge.” She closed the channel and looked across the desk at Rice, who seemed intensely curious as to what her next move would be.


“What are you planning to do?” He asked finally when he suspected that no details would be forthcoming.


“I don't know,” she admitted, “I want to talk to Captain Farrell before I make any sort of decision.” No matter what ended up happening, she had the distinct feeling that the next few minutes would be interesting, to say the least.
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Shortly after they had departed the Repulse, Farrell went into the aft compartment and tossed his uniform into a reclamator. After taking a quick sonic shower, he dressed once more in his standard red uniform and took the opportunity to brush his teeth, hoping to get some of the putrid taste out of his mouth. When that was done, he headed back to the cockpit, where Baxter was keeping an eye on things. Neither of them could ever be considered to be exceptional pilots, but Starfleet runabouts practically flew themselves, so they didn't have to be.


Of course, all of that would change if they were forced to drop to sub-light speeds and fly her manually in a firefight. In that case, he knew that their distinct lack of skill would become a serious handicap. He wished that Captain Stone were here. The old man had been a fighter pilot during the Cardassian Wars, and had been a pretty good one, too. He chuckled slightly as he recalled Stone's old call sign– Fireball; earned after he narrowly escaped a fiery crash will in flight training. The captain had been sensitive about it, and there were a very select group of people who got to call him that in conversation without finding themselves scrubbing plasma conduits for a month.


As he sat down next to Baxter, he made a quick check of all of the traffic on their sensors. There were a few other civilian ships to blend in with, which was good. Aside from the Repulse, there was only one other Federation starship in the sector– the USS Somme, a Excelsior-class starship that was on standard border patrol and more than three hours away at maximum warp.


Content that they were in the clear for now, he leaned back and closed his eyes, hoping to catch a little bit of sack time in the two hours before they reached Ronara Prime. Beside him, Baxter busied himself by sharpening his knife.


It seemed that no sooner had he fallen asleep than he was awoken by the shrill whine of a proximity alert. He bolted up and checked his console. “It's the Repulse,” Baxter informed him, “They're coming up on us, bearing one-seven-seven, mark one-seven-six.”


“I think our secret's out,” Farrell observed dryly. “How long until they enter weapons range?”


“Seven and a half minutes,” Baxter replied, “You don't really think that they'll shoot at us, do you?”


Farrell hoped not, but he had to be prepared for anything. He cursed as he realized that they Repulse would be in weapons range a full twenty minutes before they reached the DMZ. There was no way that they had the firepower to defend themselves, even if he wanted to, which he didn't. He tried to look for a nebula or any other sort of stellar body that would provide them with the ability to confuse the Repulse's sensors or evade them until they could reach the safety of the zone. He came up with nothing, however, and realized that if he wanted to get away clean, he would have to talk his way into it.


“They're hailing us,” Baxter told him. Farrell was relieved by the news. At least Grant hadn't been ordered to come in guns blazing. For all he knew, she had been, and she was merely disobeying the order in order to give him the benefit of the doubt. If that were the case, then he could use that to his advantage.


It had been a while since he had been forced to regularly use a control panel, so it took him a second to find the appropriate button. When he finally pressed it, a tense-looking Commander Grant appeared on the small view mounted into the bulkhead beside him. “Good morning, Commander,” he said pleasantly, hoping to throw her off her game.


“We have orders to apprehend you, Captain,” she informed him, apparently not fooled at all by his thinly veiled scheme, “Stand down, or else we will be forced to open fire.” He had to give her credit, she actually sounded as if she didn't want to blow him to smithereens.


He glanced at the navigational display and did the math in his head. In a little under seven minutes, the Repulse would be in a perfect position to either destroy or disable them. Conversely, it would take them just over nineteen minutes to reach the relative safety of the Demilitarized Zone. He was forced to conclude that he didn't like his options one bit.


“And who gave you that order, Commander?” He asked. He had no intention of surrendering before she could actually hurt him, so he figured that he may as well use the time to make conversation. It wasn't like he had anything to lose by trying.


“The orders came from Admiral Hoyt,” she said, looking uncomfortable at the mere mention of his name, “He has ordered me to prevent you from defecting to the Maquis by any means necessary.”


Despite the situation, Farrell couldn't help but let out a short, harsh laugh. He had to give it to Admiral Hoyt; he was a real piece of work. He was almost like a Ferengi or a Romulan in his capacity for deviousness. Of course, it wasn't that funny, since it was liable to get him killed. It could be worse, he reasoned, he could always be captured by the Cardassians and spent the rest of what undoubtedly be a short and miserable life toiling away in a labor camp somewhere.


“I know this may sound a bit odd, considering the circumstances, but I'm not the one who has betrayed the Federation here, Commander,” he told her, although he knew that it would probably be for naught. As charming as he liked to think he was, he knew that he stood little chance of winning her favor over that of her blessed chain of command. “Admiral Hoyt is the one who has committed treason. He sent troops into the DMZ to help the Maquis in their fight against the Cardassians. I'm just trying to clean up his mess.”


“Commander Rice has already given me your reasons, Captain,” she replied calmly. “Stand down, and we'll take this to Internal Affairs. They can sort it out from their end.”


Infernal Affairs? Over the course of his career, he had a couple of run-ins with Starfleet's internal police force. Never over anything he had done personally, but he had still not come away particularly impressed with the organization as a whole. To be blunt, he had met Orion loan sharks that were more forgiving than they were. If there was one thing that they could be counted on to do, it was to tow the party line. And considering that the only real evidence, if one could even call it that, pointed squarely at himself, Farrell wasn't too hopeful about his chances if they got involved.


“I don't think so, Commander. I'll take my chances with doing it myself.”


“I can't let you do that, Captain,” she said, although he could have sworn that she looked conflicted about it. That was a good sign. Maybe she didn't want to kill him and take the ship for herself after all. He looked at the faces of the other officers whom he could make out on the tiny monitor. Unfortunately, Dave was out of frame, if he were even still on the bridge at all. It was entirely possible that Grant had relieved him of duty. Mbeka, standing beside and to the side of Grant, looked stoic, as always. In the foreground of the picture, both Sanderson and Kovax seemed unhappy with the way that things were turning out. Maybe he would get lucky and they would stage a mutiny to save him.


To that end, he was left with only one other viable option, which was to dare her, and by extension, his own crew, to have to take him down. He was hoping that cooler heads, namely Dave, would prevail and prevent such a tragedy from occurring. He was also hoping that Mbeka would likewise not want to see him dead. All things considered, it wouldn't have been his first choice, but the math simply didn't lie, and there was no way that they could evade the Repulse long enough at impulse speeds to reach the DMZ, even if they did have a couple of years to make it there.


“Well, Commander, it seems that we have reached something of an impasse,” he said, trying to appear calm and nonchalant, “I'm not stopping, so if you that means that you have a choice, you can either kill me, or let me go. Because this thing isn't gonna happen any other way.”


Grant seemed genuinely saddened by his response. “I'm sorry that it had to come to this, sir,” she observed, “but I am bound to carry out my orders to the best of my abilities. Repulse out.” With those final words, her image vanished off of the tiny viewscreen, and Farrell was left with the sudden realization that his death would come at the hands of those very people that he had commanded.


When he had been younger, his mother had always told him the Lord worked in mysterious ways. He had always dismissed such notions as being fanciful and ignorant – the bastion of people who either couldn't, or refused to, take responsibility for their own destiny. Now, it appeared that his mother had been right.


It was ironic, he knew. In his life he had faced death on numerous occasions. The worst enemies in Federation history, from the Cardassians to the Borg, had tried their damnedest to put an end to them, and so far they had all failed. Hell, he had almost been shot by his own men a couple of times. Suddenly, there was the very real possibility that the good guys were gunning for him, and there stood a fair chance that they would succeed.


Farrell looked over at Baxter, who had remained quiet during the whole exchange. The grizzled veteran, seemed calm and collected, but that was to be expected. In the old days, some of them had fervently believed that Iron Mike– who had been hit by enemy fire nearly a dozen separate times during his career– was actually invincible. Farrell had used to joke that Baxter could not be destroyed by conventional weapons. He was hoping that that was still true.


Sensing Farrell's eyes on him, Baxter looked up from his instrument panel and fixed him with a gaze that bordered on the impassive, “Please tell me that wasn't your master plan,” he noted dryly. Farrell appreciated the sentiment. If Baxter was calm, then he could be calm. If he remained calm, then they stood a better chance of making it through the next few minutes in one piece.


“C'mon, Master Chief,” Farrell implored him, trying to keep the mood light, “Have some hope that we'll make it through this.”


Baxter scoffed, “My daddy had a saying, El-tee,” he drawled, “Hope in one hand and shit in the other– then see which one fills up first.”


“One minute to weapons range, Commander,” Mbeka announced, his voice calm and clear, as if nothing was weighing on him. Grant appreciated the calm professionalism in his tone, if only because it made what she was about to do that much easier.


Which only left one question– what was she about to do?


Throughout her career, all she had done was follow orders. There had been many she had disagreed with, some she had hated, and even a few that she carried out knowing that they were only issued at the behest of arrogant fools who caused more trouble than they were worth. But at no time, in all her years of service, had she been faced with the prospect of carrying out an order that she believed to be fundamentally wrong.


In her days at the Academy, her instructors had lectured them endlessly on the concept of lawful orders. If an order was unlawful, such as an order to execute innocent civilians, then they were obliged to disobey such a command. Failure to do so would mean that you were just as guilty as the person who issued the orders in the first place. However, there was no direct proof that Admiral Hoyt's orders to her were, in fact, illegal. All she had to go on was the word of her captain, who had been implicated for treason. She knew that if she sided with the captain, and it turned out that he was either wrong or guilty, then she knew that she would go down with him. On the other hand, if she went against him, and he was right, she would be going against everything that she had devoted her life to.


“Energize phasers, Lieutenant,” she ordered, suddenly feeling the weight of the quadrant on her shoulders. There had to be another way out of this, a way that she could technically follow her orders without having to kill Captain Farrell. A small part of her brain criticized her for trying to hedge her bets in such a situation, but she couldn't fight against her nature. When she had been a child, her mother had used to accuse her of trying to have her cake and eat it too.


“Aye, Commander,” Mbeka replied without hesitation. A second later he reported, “Primary phaser arrays are energized and ready to fire at your command.”


Grant was distinctly aware that every set of eyes on the bridge were on her. Even Sanderson and Kovax, who faced away from her by necessity, seemed to be hanging on the next command she gave. Come on, Liz, think! There has to be a way! If only there were some kind of malfunction–


As soon as the thought popped into her head, she knew that she had her way out. She felt relief flood through her, a wave so powerful that she was tempted to break her own rules and let out a shout of joy. She turned to Commander Rice, who had been sulking by the engineering station since the end of their talk earlier in the morning.


“Commander Rice,” she said quickly, getting his attention.


“Yes, Commander?” he replied, sounding angry and frustrated.


“How long will it take you to restore warp drive after such a massive systems failure?”


Rice seemed confused by the question. His brow furrowed and he looked at her like she had grown a second head, “What systems failure? There's nothing wrong with–” Suddenly, his face lit up as he realized what she was telling him. “Oh, you mean that big one just now that knocked out our warp engines and prevented us from pursuing the runabout?”


She smiled at him for what was probably the first time since she had met him, “That would be the one, Commander.”


Dave sighed, “Jeez, I don't know. It could be hours. Then again, it could be less.”


“I think about half an hour will suffice, Commander.”


“Half an hour it is, then.”


She turned her attention to the helm, where Sanderson was grinning broadly at Kovax. “Helm, dead stop.” she told him, and almost immediately they dropped out of warp and all of their forward momentum ceased.


“Dead stop, ma'am,” Sanderson said, “I don't know what happened, but both warp and impulse engines are off-line.” 


She heard Lieutenant Chandler at science laughing, and a few of the crewmen at the rear of the bridge were exchanging their own congratulations. She leaned back in her chair and allowed herself a small, satisfied grin. I hope you're right, Captain. Because if you are and you somehow make it back to the ship, then you're going to owe me big time.


“Mr. Kovax,” she said, her voice cutting through the sudden uptake in chatter and restoring order, “Contact Admiral Hoyt on Starbase 322 and inform him of our problems. Tell him that we don't know what caused the failure. Perhaps Captain Farrell sabotaged the ship before he left in order to make sure that we couldn't pursue him.”


Kovax looked over his shoulder and beamed at her, “Yes, ma'am.”


“Commander Rice, I think you should get down to engineering and begin repairs. I'll let you know when they've been completed.”


“Sounds good to me,” Rice replied, and practically bounded out of his chair and into the turbolift.


She looked over at Chandler, who's eyes were wet either with joy or relief, she couldn't be sure. The young officer made eye contact and the look on her face was one of pure gratitude. As much as she had always tried to divorce herself from emotion, Grant found that it gave her a warm feeling inside.


“I'll be in the ready room if anyone needs me,” she announced, rising smoothly from the chair, “Lieutenant Mbeka, you have the conn.”


“Aye, ma'am,” Mbeka responded, although he held his post at tactical. Grant couldn't be sure, but she thought that she detected just the slightest bit of approval in his otherwise measured tone of voice. By the time the doors of the ready room closed behind her, she had broken into a wide, self satisfied grin.


“What the–” Baxter said suddenly, cutting through the air that had grown more and more quiet as the showdown with the Repulse loomed. Not a whole lot surprised Iron Mike, so Farrell was inclined to look over and see what had brought him up short.


“You're not gonna believe this,” Baxter continued, “But the Repulse has just dropped out of warp. They've come to a dead stop and we are walking away fast. If they stay like that for much longer, they'll never catch us before we reach the DMZ.”


Farrell pounded his control panel with glee. Hot damn, he wanted to yell. If Grant had been there, he could have kissed her. He had forced his crew into a game of chicken and they had blinked. At least, that's what he hoped had happened. The prospect of a mutiny was a slim one, but it always had to be considered as a last resort. If one had happened, he wasn't sure whether to feel angry or grateful.


“I told you,” he admonished Baxter, “Didn't I tell you? I said to have some hope.”


“I had hope,” Baxter replied defensively, “Hope that our deaths would be quick and clean. And don't get all excited just yet, El-tee. There's still a whole lot more mission left. I'm gonna keep hopin' for the same thing, too. Because we may need 'em before this is all said and done with.”


Farrell laughed leaned back in his chair, feeling all of the tension and worry draining out of him like so much used bathwater out of a tub. Getting into the DMZ had been their first major hurdle, and they had cleared it, although narrowly, he had to admit.


But none of that mattered now. They were on their way. Soon enough, they would be in the DMZ, where no Starfleet or Cardassian ship could pursue them. After that they would reach Ronara Prime, and then all they had to do was find Calvin Hudson, convince him to side with Starfleet over the Maquis, abort a large scale military operation without any sort of official clearance whatsoever, and then go into Cardassian territory to rescue prisoners of war. When he laid it out like that, it all seemed easy. 
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When he had been a third-year cadet, Farrell had taken his mandatory three-month field training aboard an older, de-clawed Miranda-class starship named the USS Caledonia. The ship had been on a regular route between Vulcan and Tellar, and had performed all sorts of odd jobs, ranging from freight runs to anti-smuggling patrols. For a young man such as him, what with it being his first time aboard a starship, it had been something of a letdown. When he came right down to it, it had been like watching paint dry.


His duties as a cadet had been like a buffet– a little bit of everything. He had been confused and out of place when he tried to train with the science personnel, bored and frustrated when he had tried his hand at even basic engineering, and had known that special kind of boredom that came from working with the security detachment of a ship that had no enemies to fight, nor any hope of encountering any. The highlight of the trip had been when the Caledonia's commander, Captain David Bingmann, had let him use the ships phasers to blast apart some wayward comet that they had come across. It had only made sense, as his specialty was tactical operations, but it had still been underwhelming. He had wanted to use photon torpedoes, but the ship was only equipped with class-3 defensive phasers. In his mind, he had pictured the comet going up in a glorious fireball that would light up the cosmos. Much to his disappointment, it had merely split apart and became three smaller comets.


He didn't know why, but as the runabout approached Ronara Prime, he found himself looking back on those three months with a fondness that he had never felt before. Maybe it was because things had been so much simpler back then. It had been before the war, before the Borg, before Hoyt. He had been just another blissfully ignorant young man, full of enthusiasm and optimism and the self-righteous belief that the universe had existed solely to please him.


After they had crossed into the DMZ, he had tried to catch some sleep, but he was too on edge to do so. So he had settled for a cup of hot chocolate and some meaningless conversation with Baxter. The Master Chief was his normal, laconic self, and he had quickly given up on trying to extract anything meaningful. The most that Baxter would admit to was that he had left a message on the Repulse for his ex-wife, a plain woman named Polly, whom had divorced him nearly ten years beforehand. Farrell remembered that Baxter had been madly in love with her at one point, but he had also been madly in love with his job. At the end of the day, Polly had lost and the rest, as they said, was history.


After the conversation had died, he had returned to his instruments, running a sensor sweep of the area, looking for any Maquis ships. It was not uncommon for them to attack civilian shipping in order to steal supplies. Frankly, he was kind of hoping that they would. By the time they got close enough to realize that they weren't dealing with a helpless freighter, Farrell would be able to blow of some tension in the form of a couple of micro-torpedoes.


He knew that such wishes, much like his earlier hope to get a chance at a rematch with Commander Greenwald, weren't conducive to getting the job done. But the fact was that he was mad as hell at what had happened, and he wanted to lash out and make somebody suffer for it. For the time being, he was forced to content himself with the thought of seeing Hoyt dragged away in chains to face a court martial for treason.


Of course, he was getting a little ahead of himself. There was plenty to do before that came to pass, and there were still a plethora of things that could go wrong and get him killed, arrested, or imprisoned, either by the Federation or the Cardassians. Take it easy, he cautioned himself silently, Remember what Coach Hines used to say at the Academy. Just settle down and take it one play at a time. 


He had always found that breaking up lengthy or complicated tasks into a virtual play book had helped him get through things that otherwise would have seemed insurmountable. His 'one play at a time' philosophy may have seemed hokey, and in truth, he was reluctant to share it with other people, but he had found it to be invaluable over the years. The next play was to get to Ronara Prime and find Calvin Hudson. If he wasn't there, then they had to find someone who knew where he was. He wasn't thrilled with his chances of finding one man among a population of more than fifty thousand, but he had to give it a shot.


“We're nearing the Ronara system,” Baxter announced, breaking the comfortable silence that had reigned for the better part of an hour, “I'm bringing us out of warp.”


Farrell acknowledged him with a nod, and he considered changing out of his uniform. Starfleet wasn't especially popular among the populations of the DMZ, and they would certainly stand out. He decided against it, however, after recalling the last time that he and Baxter had gone on a mission together. They had beamed down to Tulekkis III to meet with one of Admiral Hoyt's operatives. Although they had worn civilian attire, the man had spotted them instantly. On the positive side, their uniforms would imbue them with a certain amount of inherent authority that could come in handy in certain situations.


After getting clearance from the local spaceport, they entered the atmosphere and set down on their designated landing pad. The spaceport lacked anything resembling a larger terminal, like one would find on a more densely populated or heavily trafficked world. The port was merely an assortment of landing pads located in a dusty field on the outskirts of the main settlement. A single-story structure off to one side seemed to function as the administration building.


Even though their warp signature may have made them look like a Lissepian freighter, they had declared themselves as a Starfleet vessel. There was no way that their subterfuge would hold up to visual inspection, and he wanted to get off on at least something resembling the right foot with the locals.


After instructing Baxter to leave Vera behind, much to Iron Mike's objection, they outfitted themselves with a phaser and a tricorder each and then departed the runabout. Before they left, Farrell made sure to stuff a couple of strips of latinum into his tricorder pouch.


It was midday on Ronara, and a hot, steady sun beat down on them. Farrell held up a hand to shield his eyes from the sun and scanned the area, looking for any sign of habitation. He finally spotted a man walking towards them with a loose, shuffling gait.


The man smiled as he got closer. He had the typical countenance of a border colonist. The weather worn features and hard, calloused hands that came from a lifetime of labor spent far from the idyllic paradise of the Federation core worlds. He stopped a couple of feet away from them and stuck out a welcoming hand, “Welcome to Ronara Prime, strangers,” he said cheerfully, “I'm Len, I run the spaceport here.”


“Captain James Farrell,” he replied, and then gestured at Baxter, “and he's Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter.” He knew that the position of captain had an almost mythological impact on a lot of people in the Federation, and he was hoping that he could use that to his advantage.


After Baxter reluctantly shook his hand, Len regarded their runabout and shook his head, “We don't get a lot of Starfleet types around here,” he commented, “At least, not since the treaty. I suppose you don't need service or anything.”


Farrell forced a smile, “Not yet, at least.”


Len guffawed, “Ain't that the truth,” he agreed, shaking his head.


Figuring that it was worth a shot, Farrell cleared his throat, “Listen, I'm looking for someone, and I was wondering if you could help me out.”


Len nodded agreeably, apparently eager to please, “Well, sure I can. I know most of the folks 'round here. If they've lived here for a spell, then I probably know 'em.”


“Calvin Hudson.”


Len's gregarious features suddenly hardened, “I don't know him.” He said, in a tone of voice that revealed to Farrell that he really did, and was either afraid or unwilling to admit to it.


“Look,” he persisted, holding his hands open in an effort to placate the local, “I'm not here to arrest him, or to hurt him, or for any other reason. I just need to talk to him.”


Len eyed them both suspiciously, “If you ain't here to cause trouble, then why are you both packing phasers?”


“Self defense,” Baxter rumbled, speaking for the first time since they had left the runabout.


“Is he here?” Farrell persisted. He was hoping that even if Len couldn't lead them to him, then he could at least confirm whether or not they were in the right place. If they got really lucky, then he could even put them in touch with the right people.


“I'm not getting involved,” Len said forcefully, turning to walk away.


“There are lives at stake,” Farrell pleaded, keeping pace with him. Baxter followed a few steps behind, scanning the spaceport for any sign of an ambush.


“It's the DMZ,” Len replied, “There are always lives at stake. Except lately, they ain't been yours. Not that I'd expect you to understand.”


“I do understand,” he pleaded, “That's why I'm here. To help stop the bloodshed.”


Len spun around and leaned in close enough that Farrell could tell that the man needed to brush his teeth something awful, “Listen here, Captain, I've lived here for most of my life. It's my home. Then one day, the Federation came along and told us that we weren't worth the trouble anymore. So they turned their backs on us, and left us to fend for ourselves out here. Well, now we are. And what does the Federation do? They come in here and harass us, call us terrorists.”


“I'm not here to debate policy with you,” Farrell said hotly, “I've fought the Cardassians, too. But this time, I'm not here to fight. I don't care about the Maquis, or the Cardassians. I just need to find Calvin Hudson and talk to him for a few minutes.” He sighed and softened his face, hoping that if he looked sincere enough, that Len would take pity on him. “Please,” he continued, “You've got our ship here. We're not sneaking in under cover of darkness to kidnap the man. I just need to talk to him, that's all.”


Len seemed to consider his words. “I don't know where he is,” he said after a time, “And I don't know where you could find him. Go into town and talk to Frank, you can usually find him at the local watering hole. He occasionally does business with those types. He may know something more.”


Farrell memorized the name and was thankful that they had at least another clue to go on. “Thank you,” he said earnestly, “Honestly, I appreciate it.”


Len seemed unconvinced, to say the least. “Just get out of here,” he muttered, “Do what you came here to do and then leave. If you ain't part of the solution, then as far as I'm concerned, you're part of the problem.” With his piece said, he turned on his heel and walked back in the direction of the shack that served as the spaceport office.


With Len out of the picture, and their first clue at hand, Farrell and Baxter retraced their steps back to the runabout and then found the road that led down into the settlement. Along the way, they made idle small talk, which mostly consisted of Baxter warning him against a trap. While the possibility was certainly on his mind, Farrell couldn't find an alternative option that wielded a better chance of success. Baxter accepted his reasoning with a resigned sigh and agreed that he was probably right.


Compared to the dusty naturalness of the space port, the main settlement on Ronara Prime was a fairly modern setting, if somewhat dated by Earth standards. The streets were clean and well maintained, and the homes and businesses showed the care of having been built and maintained by people with a vested interest in them. They walked through the residential sprawl on the outskirts of town, and while the adults regarded them with everything from indifference to open hostility, a few of the children couldn't help but stare at the two glamorous figures that had suddenly shown up in their little town.


While the total population of the planet was over fifty thousand, the majority of the population was spread out on small farms or communities scattered over the northern continent. The town was the largest settlement on the planet, with a population of a little more than eight thousand people. It was also laid out in a straightforward, logical pattern, with the people living in spacious, comfortable homes on the outskirts, which surrounded a small, densely populated business district at the center of town.


It didn't take them long to find the bar, which seemed to be clean and relatively classy, at least from the outside. When they stepped inside, the air was cool and the lighting was dim. Farrell looked at the assortment of liquors that lined the space behind the bar and felt a sudden urge for a cold beer. Now, however, was not the time.


The man behind the bar wore the simple clothes that seemed to typify the people here. A couple of other people, probably regulars, given the early hour, were scattered throughout. One of them, an old man who sat hunched over the bar like a permanent fixture, wore a tattered old Starfleet field jacket that had been retired before Farrell was even born. He looked over at them and, recognizing the uniforms, dipped his head in acknowledgment.


Seeing as how the old man was the first person to not look at them like they were a couple of lepers, Farrell figured that he was as good a bet as any for some more information. He walked up beside the man and sat down on the stool beside him. Baxter also took a seat, although he kept his attention focused more on the other patrons.


“Good afternoon,” Farrell said casually.


“Ah,” the old man scowled, “Not too much good about it, if you ask me.”


Great, Farrell said to himself, the one person who seems like he could be of some help to us has to be the town curmudgeon. Figures. Keeping his phony grin firmly in place, he pressed on. “I suppose that depends.”


The man scoffed and drained the rest of his drink. Knowing that liquor was the ultimate social lubricant, Farrell gestured for the bartender to refill his glass. The man watched the liquor with an almost reverent gaze as it was poured into his glass.


“Thanks,” the man said as soon as the bartender had shuffled away, “It's not too often that you see a Starfleet officer 'round here, let alone one that's so generous.”


“I try.”


“It's a thrill, I'll admit,” the man mused with a worn, cracked smile, “When I was in, I never thought I'd see the day that a captain would buy me a drink.”


“You were in Starfleet?” Farrell asked, playing dumb. He really had no interest in the old man's stories, but old people loved it when you pretended to care about what they had to say. He was hoping that if he loosened the old man's lips enough, he may be able to tell them where they could find Frank.


“Oh yeah,” the man replied, nodding earnestly, “It was back in the old days, though. I did a tour aboard the USS Roosevelt, from oh-three to oh-seven. I was an engineers mate, back then. Got out into the great unknown, you know? I saw some sights, had some fun, and then got out and moved out here to start a family.”


“Really?”


The man took another swig of his drink, which smelled for all the world like rotgut, and winced at the taste, “Yeah. Not that it went well, mind you. I ended up loving a few women, but I don't think that I ever loved one of 'em more than I loved that ship.”


“If that was the case, then why didn't you go back?”


“Bah! By the time I figured that out, it was too late. Besides, I was happy enough here, and I'm no adventurer.”


From what he could tell, Farrell wasn't in a position to argue with the man. The old man reached into his jacket and removed a pack of cigarettes. He held out the pack as an offering, and hoping to grease the wheels a little more, Farrell accepted. He bend his head forward to accept the offered light and took a deep drag. The taste was a little more harsh than he remembered, but that could have just been because of the period of time that had elapsed since he had last had one.


It apparently showed on his face, because the man chuckled dryly. “Been a while?”


“Eight years,” Farrell replied.


“Well, it's like riding a bike, I suppose. You never really forget.” He looked past Farrell at Baxter, “Who's your friend?”


“Oh, the Master Chief isn't really the social type.”


The man cackled, sending little flecks of spittle flying into the air, “Yep, he's a chief, all right.”


Farrell was about to ask about Frank when the old man held up his glass, “Let's have a toast, shall we? To the Roosevelt,” he said sadly, “The finest ship in the fleet.” He downed the rest of his drink in a single go, and then slammed the cup down on the bar, “I heard about her, a few years back. She got it at some godforsaken place called Wolf 359.”


“I was there,” Farrell noted, the mention of the name sending a rush of unpleasant images through his mind.


“Really?” The old man seemed genuinely interested, “Which ship were you on?”


“The Yorktown.” In his mind, he saw himself, sitting in an escape pod with Captain Stone as the ship that they had both come to call home had drifted lifelessly in the void; a well of lost souls.


The man sighed and shook his head, “Robot monsters,” he said, his voice incredulous, “We never had nothing like that when I was in. All we had to deal with were the Klingons and the Romulans. The Tholians made some noise every now and then, but we didn't hear too much from them.” He blew out a large cloud of smoke, which hovered in the air. A few rays of sunlight that streamed in through the windows caught it, and the bluish vapor danced in the air before him. “What was it like?”


“The battle?”


“Yeah.”


“Short,” Farrell said quickly, the answer coming to him unbidden. The lyrics from an old song sprung into his consciousness– Overwhelming odds and a hopeless cause and our cities overrun, there were them that said we was badly led, and God were we outgunned . . .


“Musta been hell,” the old man remarked.


He didn't particularly feel like discussing bad memories, so Farrell decided to push the issue then, “I'm looking for someone named Frank. Len at the spaceport said that I could find him here.”


The old man grunted and crushed out his cigarette in an ashtray. He looked over at the bartender, “Hey, Carl!” he called, “Where's Frank?”


The bartender looked over at them, apparently taking in their uniforms. “He's in the back, I think.” While the old man was distracted, Farrell took the opportunity to deposit his half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray, as well.


Farrell bid the old man goodbye, slapped a strip of latinum down on the bar for the drink, and motioned for Baxter to follow him. They wound their way through the tables and the few patrons that there were and headed through the one door that wasn't marked as a bathroom.


As soon as they entered what appeared to be some kind of storeroom, the first thing that Farrell saw was a phaser pistol aimed at his head. From either side, he could sense the presence of other people. A quick glance in either direction revealed at least four more assailants, all of whom were armed.


“I think this was a trap,” Baxter said dryly as hands moved in and snatched their phasers from their holsters. Under other circumstances, he knew that Baxter would have resisted, but considering the odds, Iron Mike apparently decided that discretion was the better part of valor. Farrell came to a similar conclusion, and stood by passively.


Farrell looked over at Baxter, “Gee, do you suppose?”


Before Baxter could reply, Farrell heard the familiar whine of a phaser firing, and the world went black.
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Grant's conversation with Hoyt went as planned– namely, the admiral looked less than pleased with her excuse as to why they had failed to stop the runabout from entering the DMZ. But he hadn't removed her from command, either because he didn't have enough evidence to justify the decision, or because he decided that it wasn't worth the effort. 


When he had finished telling her how disappointed that he was in her performance, he ordered them to return to DS9 for leave. She was sure that this was an effort to keep them as far away from the captain as possible, lest any of the crew try to aid him. She disagreed with the order, but she had pushed her luck enough for one day, so she returned to the bridge and ordered them to return. Any sense of joviality that would have normally been present was tempered by the fact that everybody was aware that the captain and Chief Baxter were out there, risking their lives.


As the ship began its journey back to the station, things settled back into a normal routine, or at least as close as they could be, given the circumstances. For her part, Grant sat in the center seat, and found herself, against all odds, actually missing the captain. They may not have gotten along famously, but he hadn't been a bad commander. Now, there was a very real possibility that he would never be coming back, and she found herself dreading the possible arrival of a new commanding officer. Her first few months had been a learning experience for her, and she had just begun to move past that and feel comfortable in her role aboard. The thought of having that whole process reset was definitely not an appealing one to her.


She knew that it was selfish of her to be worried about her career given what was happening, but she couldn't help it. It would take them three days to reach DS9. By the time they arrived, she was hoping that she would have some positive news to boost everyone's spirits.


When the shift ended, Grant found herself lingering in the captain's ready room. Aside from the small shelf of his four meager personal belongings, it was a fairly neutral space, as if he had known that he wouldn't be staying long. There were none of the loving touches that she had seen in other places during her career. Admiral Chekote's office had been littered with awards, commendations, and pictures that had been drawn by his children.


She moved to Farrell's desk and absently went through the drawers, looking for some sign of individualism. When she got to the lowermost drawer, she found a small, wooden box hidden under a pile of inactive PADDs. Gingerly, as though she were stealing, she pulled out the box and opened it.


She let out a small gasp when she looked inside. Sitting serenely, resting on the satin fabric that lined the interior, was a small medal attached to a startling blue ribbon. The medal was an inverted five pointed star, with a small rendition of the Seal of the Federation in the center. Around the star, two olive branches reached up from the bottom, circling it.


The Medal of Honor was the most coveted award in the Federation, and awarded only in extremely rare circumstances. Some of the greatest heroes in the history of Starfleet had never received it, and among its recipients were such luminaries as James T. Kirk.


Stored underneath the medal was a small, folded piece of paper. It was a handwritten copy of the citation, signed personally by the Federation president at the time it had been awarded, which had been back in 2363. As she browsed the words, certain phrases like “courage under fire”, “with no regard to his own personal safety” and “distinguished himself with conspicuous gallantry and actions above and beyond the call of duty”, jumped out at her. She smiled as she read the closing words, which she had thought she would never hear in regards to the captain, “Lieutenant Farrell's actions reflect very highly on himself, his unit, and the United Federation of Planets.”


Suddenly, she was felt like she was snooping into something extremely personal. She closed the box and replaced it where she had found it. As she slid the drawer shut, she found herself hoping, more than ever, that the captain would return. It seemed strange, but looking at something as simple as a piece of cloth and a bit of otherwise worthless gold had left her with a new, profound respect for a man that she now felt as if she had taken for granted for nearly a year.


In the smallest, darkest corner of Ten Forward that he could find, Dave sat alone and nursed his glass of scotch carefully. Although they had dodged a major bullet by the somewhat surprising move by Commander Grant to eschew protocol and act like a human being for once in her life, he was still worried about what was happening beyond his control.


He had never hesitated to believe the captain, even when he had told them that a Starfleet admiral had betrayed the Federation, his faith in the captain had never wavered, not even for an instant. It was still there, but it was tempered by his concern.


In many ways, Captain Farrell was like a younger brother to him. He had met him shortly after he had come aboard the Yorktown after his stint in the SEALs had come to an end. Almost immediately, they had hit it off, finding that although their personal and professional ambitions were radically different, they still had enough common ground between them to spend a significant amount of time together without developing the urge to murder each other.


That wasn't to say that the captain wasn't stupid. Far from it. As far as he was concerned, anyone who volunteered to jump out of perfectly good aircraft from the upper atmosphere of planets chock full of Cardassians was certifiable. And now, here he was, running off on some half-cocked, seat of the pants mission that was likely to send him to an early grave. Dave shook his head when he thought about his girls when they had been younger, and how he had been forced to actually try and convince them that certain things were dangerous. The captain was not a child, he knew what danger was. He was just so wrapped up in his own sense of duty that he would rush off into any sort of situation to satisfy it. He had met the type before; so-called heroes who got a shiny medal and then felt as if they had to spend the rest of their lives living up to the image. They heard words like 'sacrifice' and 'honor' and then they couldn't wait to go off and throw themselves on a hand grenade.


He shook his head and downed the last of his scotch, feeling the comfortable burn in his throat and belly. He licked his lips and set his glass down with an audible clink. When that was done, he reached for the bottle and poured himself another two fingers worth. He had considered synthale, but promptly dismissed it– tonight wasn't a synthale kind of night.


Around him, the normal chatter of Ten Forward seemed somewhat subdued. The last time that Dave could remember it being so quiet had been the year before, at Gruber's memorial service. By now, the news had filtered throughout the ship, and everybody knew that the captain had run off into the DMZ with Baxter on some classified mission. At least, that was the official story. No one outside of the senior staff and those who had been on bridge duty when they had tried to intercept the captain's runabout knew the whole story, and they had all been sworn to secrecy.


From the corner of his eye, he saw a figure approaching his table. Figuring that it was one of his engineers coming to join him for a drink, he was prepared to tell them to beat it, but when he turned he saw Ensign Kovax standing there, looking equally miserable.


“Do you mind if I sit down?” he asked.


Dave gestured towards the chair that sat opposite from him, “Be my guest.”


Kovax slid into the chair and sighed heavily. Dave held out the bottle of scotch, but Kovax just made a face and waved it off. Dave actually smiled, remembering Kovax's encounter with bourbon at the briefing the captain had held for them yesterday.


“Do you think the captain's all right?” Kovax asked, leaning forward and whispering conspiratorially.


Dave shrugged, “He's a big boy,” he said, “he can take care of himself. That said, I wouldn't exactly bet money on him coming back.”


“You make it sound like you don't like him.”


“I understand him,” Dave explained, “He's got all these crazy notions left over from when he was in the SEALs.”


“I don't understand,” Kovax admitted, “When he was telling us his plan, you seemed so  . . .”


“Supportive?”


“Well, yeah.”


“Because I knew that he would do it anyway,” Dave said wearily, “Once he gets these crazy ideas in his head, there's no reasoning with him. I swear to Christ, it's like being married. I knew that he would go whether I helped him or not, so I figured I might as well better his odds a bit.”


“I hope he knows what he's doing.”


“He may be stupid,” Rice allowed, “But he knows his stuff. He's been in combat before. He knows what to expect.”


Kovax nodded at the mention of battle, “He kind of talked about it a bit when we were on the starbase together,” he said, “He didn't really go into a lot of details, or anything. But he did mention that he had killed people before.”


“More than a few, I would imagine,” Dave noted, “I wasn't talking about that, though. I mean, don't get me wrong; there are plenty of times when it's good to have a killer on your side. I remember this one time on the Courageous, the captain– he was a commander then– he led this away team down to this old mining base that was being used by these Breen privateers.” He took another sip of scotch to wet his throat, “Anyway, we were stumbling around in these old mining tunnels, and all of a sudden these two Breen come around a bend in the tunnel, and I coulda sworn that they had us dead to rights. I was ready to meet my maker, and then, before I even had time to close my eyes, the captain had his phaser out and just dropped 'em both.”


“He killed them?”


Dave nodded, “You're damned right. You can't really stun Breen. Those cold suits they wear just dissipate most of the blast. You can try, but the only way to be sure that they're out is to kill 'em.” He took another sip, “But that wasn't what I meant to say. What I meant about the captain having all of those crazy notions is that he tends to be extremely loyal, even to people he's never met.”


“What do you mean?”


“Take those guys out in the DMZ. I don't think that the captain knows a single one of them, yet here he is, goin' out to save 'em as if it was his divine mission. Why? Because he's a soldier, and soldiers never leave a man behind.”


Kovax pursed his lips thoughtfully, “I think it's honorable, myself.”


“I'm not saying it's not honorable,” Dave protested, “I'm saying it's stupid.”


Kovax didn't respond, and the two of them lapsed into a taught silence. Dave, whose years of marriage had given him an intimate familiarity with frosty silences, took it in stride, continuing to pound back the scotch so that he could go to bed and forget all about what was happening.


“You're worried about him, aren't you?” Kovax asked after a few moments.


Dave grimaced and set down his glass. “Yeah, I guess I am.”


“Me too.”


Dave poured himself another glass, even though he was already starting to feel the intoxication coming on. He figured that he would be good to go after three or four more drinks. Then he could stumble back to his quarters and hopefully wake up tomorrow to some good news.


Abruptly, Kovax reached out and snatched the bottle as soon as he had set it down. At first Dave thought that he was confiscating it, but then he put it to his lips and knocked back a long shot. He set the bottle down and sighed, sending a strong waft of whiskey-tinted breath in his direction.


“I thought you didn't like hard liquor?”


“I don't like the taste,” he admitted, “But Bolian tongues are lined with cartilage, which means that we don't really feel the burn so much. I just felt like I needed a drink is all.”


Dave grunted his approval, “You and me both.”


“Do you think that anything will happen to us?”


“About helping the captain?”


“Yeah?”


“Only if he doesn't come back,” Dave reasoned, “And even then, we can always say that we were just following his orders. You probably stand to get in more trouble than me, seeing as how you helped him break into Admiral Hoyt's office and all. I wouldn't worry about it, though. Even if it comes to that, you'll probably only get a slap on the wrist, what with you being so young.”


“I don't want to sound crass, but I'm starting to get worried about it.”


“Don't,” Dave told him, “You can't change what happened. They probably don't even know that you were there. So they only way that they'll ever find out is from the captain, and only then if they torture him. The only way that they'll be able to do that is if they take him alive, which I don't see happening.”


“Why not?”


“You ever read up on the Cardassian Front?”


“Yeah, we had to at the Academy.”


Dave smiled and shook his head, “You ever hear about what the spoonheads liked to do to their prisoners?” Kovax nodded, “Yeah, well let me tell you something, Kovax, whatever you heard– it was worse. If torture was in the Olympics, then the Cardies would win the gold medal every time. A lot of people who served on the Front have something of an aversion to getting captured as a result. I remember in the old days when a lot of guys would carry a photon grenade strapped to their bodies.”


“Why?”


“So if they were wounded or out of ammo and couldn't shoot themselves, then all they had to do is pull the pin and wait five seconds,” Dave said, “It had the added bonus of taking out a few of them, too, if you were lucky.”


“How do you know all this?”


“A long, long time ago, when I was about your age, but dumber, I did a tour with the Corps of Engineers on the Front. I was attached to the 3rd Marine Division. I saw all kinds of rotten stuff. Hell, there was one time when we found one of our guys that the Cardassians had captured. They crucified the poor bastard.”


Kovax's eyes widened, “You're kidding.”


Dave shook his head gravelly, “Would I lie to you, Kovax? Why do you think I drink so much?”


“That's terrible.”


Dave laughed humorlessly, “You're telling me.”


After the somewhat gruesome story had been told, they both fell silent again, feeling more than a little down as a result. Eventually, Dave had had enough to drink, and he announced that he was going back to his quarters to lie down. Kovax took the remainder of the bottle, apparently feeling the need to drown his own sorrows.
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The worst part of being stunned was the hangover. When Farrell came around, he did so slowly and reluctantly, feeling for all the world as if he had spent all night with a bottle of Jim Beam. Whatever they had hit him with, it had been quite potent. A light stun could knock you down and leave you disorientated for a few seconds, a medium setting could put you under for an hour or so and leave you feeling tired for a few hours after that. A heavy stun setting, which is what he was coming to believe he had been subjected to, could leave one in his current state. Tired, sore and confused.


He closed his eyes to block out the harsh light, which sent shock waves of pain rippling through his brain, and took a moment to compose himself. The last thing he remembered was being in the bar with Baxter, and then they had gone into the back . . . for what? He retraced his steps, stopping to memorize the name Len, because he was owed a major ass-kicking for selling them out. The other guy who had it coming was that bartender, and even the old man, who had failed to warn them of what they were walking into.


He tried to move, but he found that his legs and arms were fastened to the hard, uncomfortable chair he sat in. His arms were behind him, and the metal of the back rest dug into the flesh of his forearms. He tried to look around, but wherever they had stuffed him, it was pitch black aside from the halo of light that surrounded him. The good part was that he didn't appear to be surrounded by any sort of force field. He thought about activating the implant that Dr. Ssylk had implanted in his wrist, but he wasn't being restrained by magnetic shackles, so there was no point in wasting the single charge that the implant possessed.


“Pretty nice set up you got here,” he called out, hoping to elicit a response, assuming that there was even anyone there, “It's very holoprogram-ish.” He hoped that whoever had him tied up also had a fragile ego.


“It's crude, I admit,” a deep, angry voice replied from somewhere behind him, “But it works for us.”


“And who's we?” He heard footsteps behind him, and whoever it was seemed to be circling around. He craned his neck in both directions, searching for the origin of the voice, but nothing jumped out at him.


“I believe you were looking for me,” the voice said again.


“Frank?”


“Very funny, Captain,” a man stepped into the light in front of him. He was a stocky man, with dark skin and close-cropped hair. Farrell recognized him instantly.


“Cal Hudson,” he wasn't sure whether to be relieved that he had finally found him, or scared that he could soon be facing an unpleasant demise. Judging from the energy pistol that Hudson had stuffed in the front of his belt, there was a strong possibility that the latter could be the more likely option.


“The one and only,” Hudson said with a wan smile.


“I take it that Len told you we were coming.” He had heard that the Bajoran prophets lived in a universe without linear time. He wished he were one now, if only so he could go back in time and shoot Len in the kneecaps.


“Actually, it was Admiral Hoyt,” Hudson told him, “Len just notified us when you made landfall.”


Hoyt. Again, Farrell was amazed at how thoroughly the admiral had covered his bases. Then again, he supposed he really shouldn't have been that surprised. Hoyt had been playing this game far longer and with much more seriousness than he had. It was only natural that he would be out of his element. “I see,” Farrell said, more to himself than to Hudson. Squinting up through the light, he made what he hoped was eye contact, “Where's Baxter?”


“He's still unconscious,” Hudson smirked, “He proved to be somewhat more . . . resistant than you were.”


Farrell sincerely hoped that meant that Baxter had broken a few necks on his way down. “Is he all right?”


“He should be fine. He came to a little while ago and decided to take out his frustrations on one of my people. We had to stun him again.”


“I hope that he's all right,” Farrell commented, wanting to draw out more information on whatever grievous injury that Baxter had inflicted. News of ruptured testicle or two would really lift his spirits at the moment.


“My man is fine,” Hudson smiled, seeing through the thin veil of concern. “Your Master Chief has spirit, I'll give him that. But he was, much like you, tied to a chair.”


“It's the only way to make it fair, I suppose.”


Hudson's smile vanished, and his hand toyed with the pistol in his belt. Farrell wondered if maybe he had gone too far. “What are you doing here?” Hudson asked finally, apparently not wanting to kill him just yet, “Len said that you wanted to talk to me.” Despite his sudden change in demeanor, Hudson didn't seem to be angry with his presence, merely curious.


“I do need to talk to you,” Farrell responded, testing his restraints. It was unlikely that he would get out, but every once in a while, people got sloppy and one could get lucky. He had certainly seen stranger things in his time. “It's about your dealings with Admiral Hoyt.”


“Yes, the admiral betrayed Starfleet and sent troops into the DMZ illegally to help us. I know.” Hudson sounded bored by the whole notion.


Farrell was brought up short by the answer. He wondered if maybe he had been babbling while he had been unconscious. An ex-girlfriend had once told him that he had a tendency to talk in his sleep. “You know why I'm here?”


“Of course I do,” Hudson sounded almost disappointed in him, “I even know who you are, Captain James Patrick Farrell. You're the commander of the USS Repulse, and you and the admiral used to be quite close from what I hear.” Hudson laughed and scratched absently at the tip of his nose, “Hoyt filled me in on everything. He contacted me as soon as you had left the Repulse and headed towards the DMZ.”


“Oh.” It was all he could think to say.


“You shouldn't be so surprised, Captain. I helped plan the operation. I know all about it.”


“What happened to the Knife team?”


Hudson regarded him for a moment, as if deciding whether or not he could trust a man who was tied to a chair. “They were sent in to attack a Cardassian weapons depot in the Krulak system. We intercepted their distress signal a two days ago.”


Well, at least they were all on the same page. “I'm here to rescue them.” He was also here to abort the mission, but he felt it best to take things one step at a time.


Hudson chuckled and shook his head, “Hoyt told me about you, Captain. And I have to admit, that he was right. You are a real piece of work.”


Despite the situation, Farrell forced a smile. “I'm serious, Hudson. I'm here to terminate the op. I want those teams recalled to Federation space.”


“Then you've come to the wrong place, my friend,” Hudson said, his features becoming hard, “I have no intention of abandoning this operation. We have a real opportunity to hurt the Cardassians here. I'm not going to turn that down just for you.”


“What you have,” Farrell replied pointedly, “Is a real opportunity to start a war.”


“We are at war, Captain. We're fighting for our lives out here. Now I know that no one in the Federation wants to admit that, but it's the truth. The Cardassians thought that they could just drive us out of our homes. Well, we're not going to let that happen.”


Farrell scoffed, “Come on, Hudson. You can't possibly be that stupid. If there's a war, the first target is going to be the DMZ. The Cardassians will send a fleet in here, and you're little movement will be wiped out.”


“Maybe,” Hudson allowed, pacing back and forth in front of him, “But maybe not. If there was another war, it would force the Federation to fight for these people– their people– again.”


Farrell spat a long stream of spit onto the ground in front of him, “You really believe that? You were a Starfleet officer, Hudson. You know as well as I do that the Federation will just negotiate another treaty somewhere down the road, and you'll be right back at square one. The only difference will be how many graves they fill before it's over.”


“You sound awfully cynical for a Starfleet officer,” Hudson remarked, but Farrell could see that he had struck a nerve. “But I happen to believe that it's worth it. What the Maquis have accomplished, without any help from anybody, is nothing short of remarkable. We have made the Cardassians stand up and take notice of us.”


“Be that as it may, but you know I'm right. You may not like this treaty– hell, you probably even hate this treaty, but if it wasn't for this treaty, there wouldn't be DMZ, and you wouldn't have any place to hide.” He shook his head, “All that you have accomplished; it's only because of the treaty.”


“And if there's another war then maybe we won't need a treaty.”


“You know goddamned well you will.” Farrell jostled against his restraints, but to no avail. “Hudson, listen to me. Hoyt betrayed the Federation. He had no authority to do any of this.”


“I know that,” Hudson replied angrily, “Weren't you listening earlier? I told you that I helped plan the operation. And I don't care what he did to the Federation, as long as it helps me fight the Cardassians. The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”


Farrell was growing desperate. He would feel a lot better about his negotiating position if the roles were reversed, or if he had a knife at Hudson's throat. As it was, he was just going to try and plead his case from where he was. “Hudson . . . I know you're pissed, okay? I fought the Cardassians, too, and I know what they're capable of. I'm not here to destroy your movement. I don't know how the spoonheads have mistreated you, and to quite honest, I don't really give a good goddamn. I'm just here to prevent a war and to save the rest of those men out there.


“Those men didn't join the Maquis,” he continued, hoping to appeal to any latent sense of honor that Hudson might have within him, “They're not here because of your cause. They're out here because they think that they received legitimate orders. I'm begging you, okay, don't sentence those men to die for your cause.”


Hudson stopped pacing and faced him, “I wish it didn't have to be this way,” he said, shrugging helplessly, “But we need the help. I tried to train them as best I could, but those men have the skills that we need to learn, all of us, if we're going to be successful. Not to mention the supplies that they brought with them.” 


Farrell sighed heavily, feeling defeated. He wondered how he could have been so arrogant? How he could have possibly believed that he was going to stop things all by himself. Instead, he had really cocked things up. He had gotten himself captured within an hour of landing at his destination. Lieutenant Crane, if he were alive today, would have been pissed. Stay focused, he reminded himself, nothing's over 'til it's over. You can still do this. One play at a time.


He took a deep breath and forced himself to calm down and think clearly. Yes, he was tied to a chair. Yes, he was a prisoner. No, he really didn't have any other options other than his mouth, which was usually only good for getting him into trouble. He had to think harder, he had to search deeper. He had to come up with a way to salvage this. He couldn't worry about what would happen to him. If Hudson and Hoyt were in league together, as they certainly seemed to be, then his own life was forfeit if he remained a prisoner. Hoyt would never let him live now that he had resolved to expose his treachery. His only hope was to appeal to the better angels of Hudson's nature.


At that moment, the words that Baxter had spoken to him in the runabout ran through his mind– wish in one hand, and shit in the other . . .


There had to some sort of arrangement that they could come to, someway that he could satisfy the both of them. He mulled over his options carefully before he proceeded, “You can keep the equipment,” he offered, “All of it. Whatever Hoyt gave you, it's yours. Just let me evacuate the troops. That's all I ask. Let me get these boys home, and then I'll go back to the Federation and you'll never see me again.”


Hudson rubbed his chin and appeared to consider his offer, “I already have the equipment, Captain,” he pointed out, and Farrell deflated, “And I'm assuming that when you get back to the Federation, that you'll try to arrest Admiral Hoyt?”


“He did commit treason,” Farrell said reasonably.


“So did I,” Hudson retorted, “Technically, at least.”


“Maybe so, but you never hurt anyone. You didn't trick a bunch of guys into dying for you. Hoyt did. Goddammit, Hudson, you were in Starfleet. How the hell would you feel if someone had done that to you?” He licked his parched lips and prayed that he was getting through. He really didn't see any way out of his current mess unless he could convince Hudson to help him. If not, then he would just have to hope that Baxter could get free and kill everyone before Hudson or one of the other Maquis did him in.


“I hurt someone,” Hudson said quietly. Farrell had no idea to whom he was referring, but he  hoped that he could capitalize on that to his own advantage. “But if you bring down Admiral Hoyt, then all of a sudden, we would lose our most valuable ally in the Federation. I would be trading Starfleet lives for those of my own people.”


“You would,” Farrell admitted, not seeing any other way to look at it, “But your people signed up for this fight. Those soldiers didn't. There's a difference there, Hudson. I'm not asking you to abandon your cause. I'm only asking you to do the right thing. You may be a rebel, but you're still a decent man.”


Hudson chuckled dryly, “You don't know anything about me, Captain. For all you know, I'm a murderer of women and children.”


Farrell thought back to his conversation with Commander Sisko on Deep Space 9. From what he could tell, Hudson and Sisko had been extremely close. Perhaps there was a way that he could exploit that. “I don't think that any friend of Ben Sisko would be capable of such a thing.”


That brought Hudson up short. His eyes locked onto Farrell's and it seemed that Hudson was either considering what he had said, or was getting ready to shoot him. “You know Ben?” he asked after a moment of uneasy silence.


“Not as well as you,” Farrell replied, hoping to avoid discussion of specifics that could expose his lie, “But I know him well enough. We've worked closely before, and since I've been assigned to the DMZ, we've become friends. He's a good man, Cal, and I know you feel bad that you hurt him. Don't make me have to tell him that you betrayed good men who committed no crime, except for being loyal to the Federation. Don't make me have to put him through that.”


“You're assuming that you're ever going to make it out of here.” Strangely enough, it didn't come across as a threat. It seemed to him more like an observation, as if whatever happened to him was beyond his ability to control.


“My crew knows what Hoyt did, Cal. They know the truth. If I don't make it back, they'll go to Starfleet. They may not have enough evidence to court martial him, but they'll put enough pressure on him that he'll have no choice but to cut you off. You've already lost Hoyt as an ally, whether you know it or not. Don't let those boys die for nothing.” He was just making stuff up, of course. He had no idea how much scrutiny that Starfleet would be willing to put one of their most trusted officers under, but he was gambling that Hudson didn't either.


Hudson stood there and stared at him for a long while. The whole time, Farrell half expected Hudson to kill him right then and there. He never did, though. He looked past Farrell and nodded. He heard someone coming up behind him, and heard the bone-chilling sound of a knife being drawn from a sheath. He tensed, expecting the blade to slit his throat, but instead he felt a tug on his restraints and suddenly his arms were free. He brought them out in front of them, relishing the newfound freedom. He rubbed at his wrists gingerly where they had been rubbed raw.


“I have your word?” Hudson asked, “You won't try to stop us?”


Farrell nodded, still massaging his wrists, “All I want is to bring those boys home.”


As the person behind him kneeled down and cut his ankles free, Hudson walked towards him and held out a hand, “Well then, let's get to work shall we?”


Farrell reached up, and felt Hudson's large hand wrap around his own in a powerful grip. With a seemingly effortless motion, Hudson hauled him to his feet. Farrell wobbled for a second as the blood flow in his lower extremities returned to normal. Now that he was free, and that he had seemingly won this round, he broke into a relieved smile.
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“Of course, Admiral,” Greenwald said into the monitor in the cockpit of his shuttle, “Greenwald out.”


Hoyt nodded and disappeared off of the screen, and Greenwald was left alone in the comforting silence. He turned his attention back to the controls and the stars that streaked past the viewport. The shuttle was a type-9, one of the newer designs in the fleet. It had superior speed and maneuvering ability. It was no match for Farrell's runabout, but he didn't intend to take it on.


No, that wouldn't be right, he thought, his pride stinging at the memory of the bloody lip he had suffered at that arrogant bastard's hands. He owed him a repayment in kind. His hands tensed at the thought of wrapping around Farrell's neck. He would get his payment in full when he could choke the life out of him. The thought of watching the life drain out of his eyes was an appealing one, and he found that it gave him all the motivation that he needed.


Stay calm, he told himself forcefully. He had to maintain a professional manner if he was to be successful. If he got hotheaded and tried to work on instinct alone, then Farrell could very well get the best of him, especially now that he had Chief Baxter along with him. The news from Hoyt had been unfortunate, but not especially so. He would have to modify his plans somewhat, but other than that, things should be able to proceed as he had envisioned. 


The most important thing that he had going for him had seemingly vanished. Calvin Hudson had stopped responding to Admiral Hoyt's hails, and they were left with only two conclusions– Either Farrell had killed him, or he had changed sides. In either case, they would have to proceed without him. That suited Greenwald just fine. He had never liked the idea of siding with the Maquis. As far as he was concerned, there was no greater crime than treason. The Maquis had already proven themselves to be such, and despite the admiral's admiration of them, he found that he didn't share Hoyt's optimistic opinion of them.


No, it was better to go on without them. He would proceed on his own and deal with Farrell and Baxter on his own terms. Hoyt had offered him the use of a specialized team from Starfleet Intelligence who specialized in what the admiral euphemistically referred to as “wet work”, but Greenwald had demurred. He had plenty of experience with such matters, and he worked better on his own, anyway.


He was aware of the irony involved in condemning traitors when he was technically one himself, but the way he saw it, his treason was not motivated out of spite for the Federation, but out of love for it. He had fought too hard, and had sacrificed too much to see it all thrown away as politicians allowed the idea of peace to blind them to the dangers involved. The Cardassians were savages, through and through. The only way to negotiate with them was with a fully charged phaser bank.


When Hudson had failed to reciprocate contact, Hoyt had done what all great leaders did when things went wrong– he had modified his plan to suit the changing situation. That was where Hoyt's genius lay, in his ability to adapt and overcome obstacles.


In one swift move, Hoyt had eliminated two problems. The plan was simple in it's brilliance. He had contacted the Cardassians and informed them of Operation Archangel in it's entirety, only he had blamed the whole thing on Captain Farrell. As far as they were concerned, Farrell had gone rogue and convinced a handful of his old comrades to join him in a mad plan to wage war against Cardassia. The Cardassians had believed it, of course, and now the problem was essentially solved, except on his end.


The thought of having to work with the Cardassians revolted him on a personal level, but the professional in him had to admire the deviousness of Hoyt's plan. It was a perfect story, and one the Cardassians would be only too willing to swallow. A Starfleet officer, a decorated veteran of the Cardassian Front no less, who had snapped and allowed his hatred to consume him would appeal to their vanity. That it was untrue was a tidy little fact that they would have to be left in the dark about.


It was also easy enough to set up. They knew that Farrell would head to the Krulak system to try and rescue the survivors of the Knife team. When that happened, they could spring their trap, and then the situation would resolve itself. It was likely that Farrell would reveal, under torture, that Hoyt had been behind the plan, but the Cardassians would be foolish to take the word of an enemy over that of the admiral. They wouldn't go to war over the accusations of a man that Starfleet had delivered into their hands.


Maybe he could work out a deal with the Cardassians. In exchange for the information that would allow them to apprehend a dangerous Maquis terrorist, maybe they would give him a few minutes alone in a room with him. Just a little while to get some appropriate revenge for the humiliation that had been heaped upon him by Farrell back at Starbase 322.


Making sure that the autopilot was functioning normally, he leaned back in his chair and ordered the computer to play some soothing music. Soon enough, he would have to deal face to face with the enemy, and not in the traditional manner, either. He would be forced to work with them to kill a fellow Starfleet officer. It was odd, he knew, that the thought was so attractive to him. He closed his eyes and began to imagine how his revenge would play out.


He had crossed into Cardassian space shortly before, and he knew it was only a matter of time before he made contact. He was proven right when the computer interrupted the music a few moments later, “Warning,” the computer blared, “Vessel approaching on an intercept course.”


“Identify,” Greenwald ordered without opening his eyes.


“Cardassian warship, Galor-class.”


Perfect, he thought, Everything is going according to plan. He reasoned that he was due for a nice vacation when this assignment was over. He had heard good things about Casperia Prime, and after all of this, he knew that Hoyt would let him slip away for a couple of weeks.


“Computer, open a channel to that warship.”


The computer beeped its compliance, and Greenwald opened his eyes and found himself staring into the familiar, skull-like face of a Cardassian. It was only through sheer force of will that he suppressed a shiver of revulsion.


“I am Gul Ranor, of the Cardassian warship Kraxon,” the Cardassian stated, actually managing to sound halfway hospitable, “Identify yourself.”


“Commander Nathan Greenwald, United Federation of Planets,” he replied, maintaining a veneer of friendliness, “I believe that you're expecting me.”


“Transmit your authorization codes immediately.”


“Of course,” he tapped a button on his console. On the screen, Gul Ranor looked at something off of the screen for a moment before he looked back.


“Codes confirmed,” he said diplomatically, “Your shuttle is cleared for docking in landing bay one.”


“Understood,” Greenwald replied. He altered his course towards the ocher-colored warship. As he approached the forward landing bay door began to retract, and his shuttle was gripped in the azure glow of a tractor beam.


In for a penny, in for a pound, Greenwald said to himself as his shuttle crossed the threshold of the landing bay, making the annular forcefield glow brilliantly as it passed through. He thought that it would be especially fitting if the Cardassians posted a sign at the entrance that said Abandon all hope, ye who enter here. 
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When he had been younger, Farrell had always been somewhat fascinated by the seemingly romantic idea of being a rebel fighting for a lost cause. His first impression upon seeing the rest of the underground bunker that served as the Maquis makeshift command center was that such notions were probably best left to the ignorant ideals of youth.


The place was dirty and unkempt, with seemingly no thought paid to any sort of organized structure. Things just seemed to be stuffed wherever they would fit, regardless of the consequences. He  saw that their eating area also seemed to double as a rudimentary field hospital. The people, as well, had that all too familiar look of having been running for too long on too much adrenaline and too little sleep or nourishment.


The command center, if it could be called that, was little more than a closet stashed away in a corner of the bunker. A single large monitor, that looked like it had been pulled out of a derelict ship that had been drifting for a few decades, served as their only input. Farrell decided then and there that he would never again complain about the clean, antiseptic look of Federation installations ever again.


Crammed into the small room were Farrell, Hudson, Baxter, and a tall, fearsome looking Klingon. He wondered idly what a Klingon was doing with the Maquis, but then he concluded that she had probably found something honorable about fighting a hopeless battle against overwhelming odds.


Hudson powered up the computer and then brought up a graphic of the DMZ. He pointed to a flashing planetary system just over the border into Cardassian space. “This is the Krulak system,” he explained, “For the past two days, we've been picking up burst transmissions from a Federation distress beacon. The signal is hidden in the background stellar interference, so we're the only one's that have been picking up on it.”


“Survivors,” Farrell whispered, feeling a small amount of hope springing up within him.


“Or the Cardassians trying to lure us into a trap,” Hudson cautioned. “We can't be sure, because the signal doesn't allow any audio communication, it's just a beacon.”


“Well, we have to check it out,” Farrell stated firmly.


“If you do,” Hudson said, “then you'll do so on your own. I won't risk any more of my people on what amounts to a suicide mission.”


For someone who seemed so impassioned about freeing his people, Hudson seemed awfully cautious. Still, he still had the upper hand, so Farrell kept those thoughts to himself. “Why was the Krulak system attacked?”


Hudson grimaced, as if he regretted the decision, “Hoyt sent us a classified Starfleet Intelligence report that the Cardassians had a weapons depot in that system. It was supposed to be lightly defended.”


“Obviously,” Baxter intoned, “Starfleet Intelligence was wrong.”


“I am shocked and amazed,” Farrell commented sarcastically. “What kind of defenses does that system have?”


“Nothing apparent,” Hudson told him, “Which is why we went ahead with the attack. Our team inserted without any trouble. Two days later, they were attacked and overrun.”


“The Cardassians knew they were coming?” Baxter asked, frowning.


“We don't think so,” the Klingon rumbled, “It is more likely that your Intelligence agency underestimated the size of the garrison.”


“How did they get onto the planet without getting detected?” Farrell asked, hoping to use a similar method to get there himself.


“They just flew in,” Hudson replied, “They slipped into the system and then came in through the atmosphere over the planet's northern pole, where the magnetic interference effectively shielded them from the Cardassians' ground based sensor array. They then flew nap of the earth until they reached their landing zone. From there, it was about a days march to the target.”


Farrell digested the information with a nod, already formulating a plan in his mind. The insertion method sounded plausible, and it was certainly better than any other alternative that he could come up with. “That distress beacon, is it still transmitting?”


“Yes. It usually activates for a single burst every couple of hours or so. The last transmission that we received was about an hour ago.”


Farrell sighed and stared at the display for a moment. Hudson regarded him curiously. “There's something else,” he offered.


Farrell looked back up at him, “Is it good news?”


“Possibly. We intercepted a coded transmission Cardassian transmission. We passed it along to someone in Bajoran Intelligence who's sympathetic to our cause. He decoded it and sent it back. Apparently, they captured at least some survivors from the Knife team. According to what we heard, they were moving them to an interrogation facility in the Utet system.” He traced his finger across the screen to a nearby star system.


Farrell scratched at his chin, “That's what? About six light years away?”


“Roughly,” Hudson concurred.


All right, he thought, that's not too far out of the way. He took a deep breath and explained his plan. Basically, they would take the runabout and head to the Krulak system to investigate the distress beacon. Once that was done, they would head to the nearby Utet system and rescue the survivors. When he was done, he felt three different sets of questioning eyes on him. Even the Klingon seemed to think he was crazy.


“That's it?” Baxter asked, “That's your plan?”


“You don't like it?”


“I'm not crazy about it.”


“It's a suicide mission,” Hudson told him for the second time in the span of a few minutes, “Are you stupid, or just insane?”


Farrell frowned, “That's kind of a trick question, don't you think?”


The room fell silent for a moment as everybody thought over what he had proposed. Farrell knew that the odds were slim, but he just couldn't seem to think of anything better. On the plus side, his plan had the benefit of being relatively straightforward. The only major drawback was that Hudson seemed to be right about it being a one way trip.


“There is one other thing,” the Klingon said, “We do not know who was taken to the interrogation center. It may have been Starfleet survivors, or it may have been only Maquis who were captured.”


Farrell shrugged, “I don't really care. As far as I'm concerned, we have to get them all out of there, regardless of what kind of uniform they wear.” He glanced at Hudson's civilian attire, “Or, you know, whatever they happened to be wearing at the time.”


Hudson, for his part, still didn't seem to be convinced that he wasn't a few beers short of six pack. He frowned and regarded the display monitor, as if he were looking for an alternate plan. “If you want to do this,” he mused, “I don't suppose I could stop you.”


“You'd have to kill me,” Farrell said quickly, without thinking. Hudson looked at him peculiarly, and Farrell swallowed, “Or, we could talk more.”


“I will go with them,” the Klingon announced.


Hudson seemed surprised by the gesture. “Are you sure, K'mek?”


K'mek nodded gravelly, “They will need a good pilot if they are to have any chance of success. Also, I had friends on that team, as well.” She looked at Farrell with something that he supposed was respect, “It is the honorable thing to do.”


“Does that mean I get to stay here?” Baxter quipped.


“No,” Farrell said.


Hudson sighed, “All right,” he relented, “I'll pass the word along. Your runabout will be ready to leave whenever you're ready.”


Farrell nodded and headed towards the door, “I'll take care of the Knife team, all you have to do is get those other teams to fall back.”


“That's where we have a problem.”


Farrell paused by the exit and muttered a curse to the heavens. “What kind of problem?”


“I don't have the abort codes,” Hudson said, sounding remorseful.


“Can you contact them?”


“Yes, but without the codes–”


“They'll never listen to you,” Farrell finished for you, sighing, “Because as far as they're concerned, their mission comes all the way from Starfleet Command.” He swore again and held in the urge to hit one of the walls. 


“Are any of them in Cardassian space?” Baxter asked.


Hudson shook his head, “No, they're all in the DMZ, preparing for their missions.”


“Well then just tell your people to stand fast,” Baxter said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the galaxy.


“What?”


Baxter snorted, “Well, Hoyt may command the troops. But you command the Maquis, don't you? If you tell them to stand fast, then the troops won't have much of a choice but to do the same.”


Farrell slapped his forehead with his palm, embarrassed that he hadn't come up with the plan himself. “Of course,” he groaned, “It won't last forever, but as long as they're inside the DMZ, then they should be safe. Once we go to Starfleet with proof that Hoyt betrayed them, they'll transmit the abort codes themselves.”


Hudson nodded, apparently agreeing with them. “All right,” he said, “I'll do that. I don't know how long it will last, but it should be enough to hold them until you get back– if you get back.” He pursed his lips, “If you don't, then I may not be able to stop this.”


Farrell blew a long, weary breath into the stale air, “Well, then. I guess we'll just have to come back, won't we?”


“That's the plan,” Baxter affirmed.


Back at the spaceport, they made their final preparations for the mission. It had taken some doing, but Farrell had managed to convince Hudson to send a couple of raiders to attack a Cardassian outpost in order to draw off the warships that would no doubt be patrolling the region. He also provided the captain with a route that should help them avoid most of the Cardassians' automated sensor buoys that they had positioned along the Demilitarized Zone.


Farrell bid farewell to Hudson and asked Baxter to show K'mek into the runabout and get her familiarized with the controls. He hoped that she was as good a pilot as she claimed to be, or else they could be in a world of hurt if things went south.


Before stepping into the runabout, he looked over at the spaceport office, where Len leaned against the wall, watching them work. He was still a little raw over being turned in, and there was a part of him that figured that the man was owed a good crack to the jaw, but he reasoned that it wouldn't do anything to help matters. He took one last look at the settlement, which sat serenely, bathed in the dying light of the planet's dusk. With a final breath of real air, he turned and disappeared into the hatch.


“We're good to go,” Baxter informed him as he stepped into the cockpit.


Farrell nodded, “Take us out, K'mek.”


The Klingon nodded, her wild mane of hair framing her face in a determined scowl. Without a word, she activated the thrusters and they rose off of the ground in a great swirl of dust. When there was sufficient clearance from the ground, she brought the impulse engines on-line. Farrell felt the familiar thrum of power coursing through the deck plates. A few moments later, they slipped out of the atmosphere and into space.


“Setting course for the Krulak system,” K'mek announced, “Our ETA is approximately two hours.”


“Perfect,” Baxter said, “That's just enough time for us to get ready for the ball.”


Farrell smiled, appreciating the veteran soldier's steady calm despite their situation, “And here I forgot to bring my dancing shoes.”


Baxter grunted, “Vera didn't.”


Farrell, who had taken a seat at one of the rear consoles, leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the panel, hoping to catch a bit of sleep before they had to go into battle. “Let's hope not,” he muttered. He closed his eyes and allowed the soothing sounds of the runabout to lull him into sleep.
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Despite her best efforts to take things slowly, Chandler had ended up rushing headlong into romance. She woke slowly, allowing her senses to come alive one at a time. In the darkened quarters, the only sound was that of Sanderson's breathing as he lay asleep beside her. She smiled at the memory of the previous night. They had spent a lovely evening on the holodeck, enjoying a dinner above the soaring Cliffs of Bole. Afterwards, they had returned to his quarters for a nightcap, and one thing had led to another.


She had forgotten how good it felt. Prior the last night, the last time she had slept with anyone had been two years ago, when she had returned to Earth for leave from the Kelnon observatory. She had run into an old Academy classmate who had been stationed at Starfleet Command, and they had decided to blow off some steam together.


That had just been a meaningless one night stand. But she was getting that familiar fluttery feeling in her stomach, now, that told her that her relationship with Jeff could mean something more. She rolled over carefully, taking care not to disturb him, and ran her hand along his torso. Just that simple contact was enough to make her heart start to beat faster in her chest.


“Don't stop,” he said, his words muffled by his pillow.


“Did I wake you up?” she whispered, as if any loud noise would ruin the moment.


He rolled over and smiled at her in the dim light, “Yeah,” he admitted, “But it's a good thing.” A mischievous look played over his smooth face, “Do you wanna go again?”


“Actually, I was thinking of breakfast.”


“In bed?” he asked hopefully.


She picked up her pillow and smothered his face with it, “You men are pigs. If you spent half as much time thinking with your big head as your little one, we'd have transwarp by now.”


Sanderson pushed the pillow away, “Transwarp is really more of Dave's thing. He's the engineer, after all.”


She laid back and sighed contentedly, nestling into his arms. She felt his lips brush her forehead, and it sent a shiver through her. “Come on,” he pleaded, nibbling at the side of her neck, “We don't have to be on the bridge for a while. Plenty of time for you to take another ride on the Sandy.”


She laughed into his chest and then looked up into his eyes. “All right,” she relented, “But don't take too long. I would still like to have breakfast before work.”


“Wow. A woman telling me to take less time? I think I'm in love.”


After they had both showered and dressed, they headed down to Ten Forward for breakfast. As they walked in, they both touched the plaque beside the entrance. Chandler spotted Dr. Zhurova sitting by herself, and they decided to join her. They replicated themselves something to drink and then headed over to her table.


Being a doctor, and not a bridge officer, Zhurova was the most insulated member of the senior staff. She spent most of her time down in sickbay, and she made no secret of the fact that she found being on the bridge to be a waste of her time and talents. Despite that, Chandler found that her knowledge of science made her someone that she could actually share a real conversation with.


Zhurova smiled conspiratorially as they sat down, “Did you have fun last night?”


Sandy tried to play dumb, “What do you mean?”


Zhurova shook her head and smiled around her cup of coffee, “It's a starship, Sandy. Gossip travels fast here. Everyone knows that you two have been going out, and now you both walk in here, looking like you just got caught with your hands in the cookie jar.”


Chandler frowned, “Cookie jar?”


“It's an old saying,” Zhurova explained, waving her hand dismissively.


Sanderson, however, appeared almost worried. “You're not going to tell anyone, are you?”


“Not that I think it will make a difference, but no,” Zhurova promised, “It'll be a doctor/patient confidentiality sort of thing.” Sandy looked relieved to hear the news.


The refreshing thing about doctors, Chandler realized, was that they tended to be a lot more understanding about the way people worked than some. Zhurova probably saw what they had done as a healthy, normal function of two young humans in their prime. She knew that a sexual relationship between two bridge officers wouldn't exactly thrill Commander Grant, but there was no rule against it.


“How're things in sickbay?” she asked, hoping to shift the conversation to more neutral territory.


“Boring,” Zhurova admitted with a shrug, “There's not really much to do. Crewman Reich burned his hand on an exposed ODN relay yesterday, but that was about it. I hate to sound macabre, but sometimes I almost find myself wishing for an injury.”


“I know what you mean,” Sanderson concurred, taking a sip of his coffee, “The most fun I've had so far was that little scrape we had in the Tulekkis system last year.” He smiled wistfully at the memory of that bloodless firefight, “I kinda wish that something like that would happen more often.”


For Chandler, the very idea of conflict of any kind was offensive. But she knew that there were those among her, apparently including the man she may very well have been falling in love with, who looked upon a fight as a sort of refreshing break from the same old mundane routine that typified an average day. While such beliefs were incompatible with her own, she had long ago decided not to rail against those who held them. Her parents had always taught her to respect the beliefs of others, even if you disagreed with them.


“I'd be content with a decent planetary survey or two,” she said. “Patrolling the DMZ may be important to the security of the Federation, but it's not really that stimulating.”


“We'll get the chance eventually,” Zhurova assured her, “It's only a matter of time before they rotate us off of the lines, and then maybe we'll get the opportunity to go into the Gamma Quadrant or something like that. Just the thought of observing a sentient species that has evolved on the other side of the galaxy is enough to keep me going.”


Sandy rolled his eyes, but listened politely as the conversation turned to more scientific matters. They chatted for a while over breakfast, and then parted ways about fifteen minutes before their shift was due to start. 


In his office in engineering, Dave was having trouble doing what normally came easily to him. The letters that he sent back to Nancy on Earth were usually brief affairs. Just a few updates or humorous anecdotes that had happened to him since the last time he had they had talked. 


Today, though, he found that nothing was coming. The usual hijinks that took place on even the most boring of assignments– bizarre occurrences, slips of the the tongue, etc, were nowhere to be found. Instead, he was having trouble even formulating a simple, boring recap of his activities. How could he tell her what he had been up to when most of it was classified?


He supposed that he could lie. He had done that before, when things had been tough or hard. He had just pretended that everything was fine, and that he getting by. That seemed inappropriate now, however, given the circumstances. And there was no way that he could actually tell her what was happening, lest he risk a court martial.


With a frustrated shake of his head, he deleted the halting, ungraceful text from his computer screen and went back to trying to focus on the reports that had been filed by his engineering staff. Ensign Xel'nuku'las, who ran things during the gamma shift, had submitted a long, meandering tale of how he had found a slight variance in a plasma conduit on deck twenty-two and how he had gone down himself and repaired it. He knew that it was getting close to review time, and Xel, along with just about every other officer on the ship, was bucking for a promotion, but Dave couldn't bring himself to care at the moment.


He found himself worrying about Captain Farrell. As much as he had derided the mission to Kovax the night before, he had to admit, privately, that it was a hell of a thing to do. Of course, that was the probably the reason that they were such good friends in the first place. They were radically different people, who managed to bridge the gulf between their interests by identifying those few that they shared. As much as the captain talked a tough game about being disillusioned with Starfleet, he was a boy scout, through to the core. Nauseatingly self righteous and principled, he had never really shaken the belief that the Federation could do no wrong. And even when they did, it was only for the best reasons.


After three decades of service, and more than fifty years of living, Dave was a little more cynical. He had seen, with his own two eyes, that Starfleet and the Federation worked like any bureaucracy. They made frustrating mistakes and boneheaded decisions, and he had seen firsthand that the consequences of a lot of those mistakes were paid in blood.


Just like those kids who had been sent out into the DMZ by Hoyt. They were all just pawns in a game that was being played out beyond their understanding. Not one of them, he would venture, had any idea as to why they were doing what they were doing. All they knew was that someone had said jump, and they were either too young or too blind to question it. Not that he didn't sympathize with them, because he had been like them once, when he had been a younger man and full of starry eyed expectations of what life would bring him.


Along the way, however, he had learned the hard lessons– namely that life had a strange way of working against one's best wishes. It often seemed random and cruel, and had a tendency to crush those who tried to defy it.  


A chime from the door interrupted his misanthropy. “Come in,” he called out.


The doors parted and Ensign Saral, who made Janson seemed relaxed and laid back by comparison, stepped into his office. He held a PADD in one hand. “Dave,” he said with a dip of his head, holding out the device for him to take.


When he had implemented his now famous first name policy, he had expected that Saral would be the most resistant to it. To his surprise, the young Vulcan had been among the first to adopt it. Despite this, it still rubbed him the wrong way– he didn't like having his prejudices disproved.


Dave glanced at the PADD, which consisted of a report on the current diagnostics being run on the shield generators and the phaser arrays, and signed off on it without looking. He trusted his people, and he knew that they were more than capable of handling such a simple task without him looming over their shoulders.


Saral accepted the PADD back with another nod of acknowledgment, and then departed without another word. One didn't have to be a telepath to realize that Dave wasn't much in the mood for small talk.


In the ready room, which Grant had taken to using in the captain's absence, Grant sat behind his desk and checked over the report that had been given to her by Lieutenant Mbeka. She read over it carefully, making sure that everything was proceeding as planned. For his part, Mbeka sat silently in one of the guest chairs and awaited he response.


When she was done, she set the PADD down on her desk and smiled, “Excellent work, Lieutenant.”


Mbeka nodded stoically, “Thank you, ma'am.”


Grant appreciated his attitude. If the captain didn't return, they would need people like him to help smooth the transition to a new commanding officer. She was hoping that such a thing wouldn't be necessary, but she would be remiss in her duties if she completely ignored the possibility.


Let's be honest, she thought to herself, the odds aren't exactly stacked in Farrell's favor.


While her opinion of the man had increased dramatically after her somewhat embarrassing discovery the day before, she was still left wondering at his reasons. He had never struck her as being particularly principled before, but his recent actions seemed to hint at something lurking beneath the sarcastic and cavalier exterior that he effected most of the time.


Realizing that she was leaving Mbeka hanging, smiled at him again, “Dismissed, Lieutenant.”


“Ma'am,” Mbeka said as he stood. He hesitated before heading towards the door. “Commander,” he began softly, “Permission to speak freely?”


She nodded, “Go ahead, Lieutenant.”


“I just wanted you to know, that I appreciate what you did yesterday. Letting the captain go, I mean.” Judging by the way he acted, he wasn't used to sharing his private thoughts with anyone, let alone a superior officer.


She had to admit that she was somewhat taken aback by what he had said. “Really?” she said questioningly, “No offense, Lieutenant, but you don't seem like the type to approve of disobeying orders.”


“My first loyalty is to the captain,” he said firmly, “Before I went to the Academy, I did a tour in the Marines. I agree with what he's doing out there. Never leave a man behind.”


In hindsight, she supposed that what he was saying made sense, “If I decide that we have to go after him again, can I trust you to follow my orders?”


“I'll follow any order you give,” he assured her, “Whether I like it or not. If you had ordered me to shoot him down yesterday, I would have done it, regardless of my personal feelings. I may not agree with it, but that's of no concern.”


She marveled at the personal discipline that such an act would have entailed. Despite the somewhat chilling implications, she found herself with a newfound respect for the taciturn security chief. “Well, let's hope it doesn't have to come to that.”


“It won't,” he replied, sounding utterly faithful in his prediction, “Either the captain will come back with the survivors and enough proof to bring down Admiral Hoyt, or he'll die trying. There's no other option. Besides, he's got the Master Chief with him, and I wouldn't bet against the two of them in a scrape.”


“You sound awfully sure of that.” In truth, Baxter had largely been forgotten in the equation. The shock of the captain running off was somehow greater than that of the Master Chief, whom most of the crew feared, anyway.


“The captain's a good soldier,” Mbeka told her, “He knew the stakes when he went out there. Either the mission succeeds, or he doesn't come home. There's no way that anything else could happen. I, for one, happen to believe that he will be back.”


She found herself wishing that she shared his confidence, “Do you really believe that?”


He shrugged, which in and of itself was an unusual action for him, “What other choice do I have?”


He was right, she supposed, thinking back to a piece of advice that Admiral Chekote had given her once– hope for the best, but prepare for the worst. Sensing that he was done speaking, she motioned her head towards the door. “Dismissed, Lieutenant.”


“Ma'am,” he said, and then turned and departed.


When he had gone, she was left alone, ruminating over what he had said. With no other option available to her, she decided to follow his advice. Come back safe, Captain, she thought, The ship just wouldn't be the same without you.
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“I think I'm in love,” Baxter announced as he returned from the aft compartment of the runabout. Farrell looked back over his shoulder at him, noting the large smile on his face.


“With K'mek?” he asked. Their pilot had been in the back helping Baxter prepare their equipment for the mission. With the autopilot engaged, there was no real need for her services at the moment. Besides, he may have been working with the Maquis, but he didn't trust one of them to be alone on the ship without supervision for the trip.


“She's quite a woman,” Baxter said approvingly as he sat down beside Farrell, “And she speaks my language.”


“What about Polly?” asked Farrell, remembering their earlier conversation before they had arrived on Ronara Prime.


“Polly can't field strip a phaser rifle blindfolded,” Baxter pointed out, stroking his goatee thoughtfully.


“I guess not,” Farrell allowed.


“Plus, she's got that whole warrior woman thing goin' on.”


Farrell laughed and took a sip of his now lukewarm hot chocolate. They were about twenty minutes away from the Krulak system, and so far, the trip had been uneventful. “I have to admit,” he said quietly, not wanting to be overheard, “that I was a bit surprised to see a Klingon with the Maquis.”


“I asked her about that,” Baxter replied, “Apparently, she was an orphan. The rest of her family didn't want anything to do with her, and she couldn't get into the Klingon military. So she came out here to make her own way.”


“Makes sense, I suppose.” He said, checking the sensors for any sign of a Cardassian patrol, “Just make sure that when we hit the ground, you've got your head with you.”


Baxter scoffed, “You lecturing me on how to conduct myself in a fight? That's rich.”


Farrell feigned offense, “Hey, I'm not some wet behind the ears ensign fresh out of the academy anymore.” He took another sip of hot chocolate, “I've matured.”


“Just don't forget, El-tee, that's I've forgotten more about killin' folk than you've ever known. I was guttin' spoonheads when you were an itch in your daddy's crotch.” Despite the inherent seriousness in his words, Farrell got the distinct impression that he was being playful.


“Touche,” he admitted, letting the matter drop. Baxter would be watching his back out there, and it wouldn't do at all to give him any reason to be sloppy.


They lapsed into silence as they neared their objective. Hudson had given them the frequency of the distress beacon, and they had remained attuned to it ever since they had left the Ronara system. In the elapsed time, they had picked up another two transmissions. Whoever was still down there, whether they be Federation survivors or opportunistic Cardassians, still hadn't given up hope.


Hang on, guys, he said to himself, the cavalry's coming.


The rest of the journey was spent in silence. By the time they dropped out of warp and began their impulse flight to the second planet of the system, Farrell found that his right leg was jittering uncontrollably. He tried to calm himself down through a variety of means, but nothing seemed to work. He busied himself by checking the sensors, looking for any sign of the survivors. He knew that it was a futile effort, as Marine Force Recon teams were trained to operate behind enemy lines, and they knew how to make themselves undetectable to sensor sweeps.


The computer worked away and provided them with the location of the distress beacon. There had been no further contacts since the last one, and Farrell whispered a silent prayer that whoever was down there hadn't held out this long only to be captured or killed a few minutes before rescue.


K'mek brought them down through the atmosphere over the planet's northern pole. The extreme magnetic interference would make their entry into the atmosphere undetectable to the ground based sensor array used by the Cardassian garrison. After that, they would have to literally skim the surface of the planet in order to avoid detection.


Fortunately for them, she proved to be the pilot that she had boasted to be. As they flew bare meters above the ground at dizzying speeds, she never seemed anything but calm. Farrell wondered idly who would win in a duel between her and Sanderson. Given the display that he was being shown, he wouldn't have been too quick to put his money on Sandy.


It took them nearly an hour before they were close enough to the location of the distress beacon to begin a search. This part of the planet was little more than a fetid, steaming jungle. They flew through a narrow valley, skimming above a muddy brown river. A thick coat of fog hugged the mountains above them, and beads of water streaked down the viewport. Their speed had slowed to a crawl, and while K'mek focused on piloting the craft, Farrell and Baxter kept their eyes riveted on the riverbank, looking for any sign of life. He hoped that whatever they found wouldn't be trying to kill them.


Because of the extremely short amount of time that the distress beacon was transmitting for each time, the computer was only able to narrow down the search area to about a hundred square kilometers near the river. Farrell was hoping that whoever was alive down there remembered enough of their SERE training to stay close to the water.


“Keep your eyes peeled for smoke grenades,” Farrell reminded Baxter needlessly, a sign of his own growing apprehension. The longer they stayed down here, the greater the chances that they would be detected. Farrell was still glad that he had come, but he was starting to wish he'd brought a Marine division with him.


They were silent for a few more minutes. Farrell was beginning to give up hope when Baxter's low, mournful voice broke the silence. “El-tee,” he said softly, “starboard side.”


Farrell moved over to stand beside Baxter, who was pointing to something ahead of them and to the right. He followed Baxter's finger down into the river, where a body, clad in a standard issue Marine camouflaged uniform, bobbed face down in the muddy waters, tangled up among the choking vegetation that lined the soggy riverbank.


K'mek, her eyes glued to the controls, didn't bother to look up, “One of ours?”


Farrell swallowed heavily, a wave of sadness rolling through him at the pathetic sight before his eyes. “No,” he said hoarsely, “One of mine.”


Farrell thought about going down there and recovering the body, but he knew that there was no time. “Master Chief,” he asked, “Is that body sending the distress beacon?” He hoped not. He would have hated to come all this way just to come up empty.


Baxter moved to the aft console and checked the computer, “No,” he said after a moment, and Farrell felt a rush of relief partially displace the sadness.


“Up ahead,” K'mek said excitedly, pointing ahead of them to a bend in the river. A cloud of billowing green smoke oozed out of the trees, hovering in a thin cloud just above the top of the triple-canopy jungle.


Farrell let out a victorious whoop and grabbed her shoulders excitedly. “Find us a landing zone,” he told her, feeling the feeling of relief grow exponentially.


“There's one almost right beside there,” K'mek informed him, indicating a computer graphic on her console. Of course, he reasoned, what better place to hole up than beside a supply of fresh water and a suitable landing zone?


“Take us down,” he ordered, switching back into Starfleet mode. The sooner that they got whoever was down there, the sooner they could head out to the Utet system and get the whole thing over with.


“It could still be a trap,” Baxter said, dampening the mood somewhat.


Farrell couldn't blame him for being cautious, “Well, then I suggest you get ready.”


“What do you want me to do?” Baxter asked.


Farrell turned to him and flashed him a wicked grin, “You go get Vera.”


Baxter smiled back at him and disappeared into the aft compartment.


The runabout set down on the field of soft, wet grass with an audible thump. Farrell keyed the hatch, which slid aside, blasting them with a wave of cool, moist air. Gripping his phaser in his hand, Farrell stepped down onto the soft, yielding earth. Strands of grass brushed against his legs, and his pants quickly became damp as they absorbed the moisture. He looked around, scanning the tree line with his tricorder and half expecting to be shot right then and there. The tricorder detected nothing, but whomever was here had managed to evade the sensors of the runabout, so there was little chance of finding them with a measly tricorder.


He walked off in the direction of the trees, putting some distance between himself in the runabout. His orders to Baxter had been clear. If he went down, then the Master Chief was to take off and run like hell for the DMZ. Even as he issued the orders, he got the distinct feeling that Baxter had no intention of following them.


Baxter, for his part, crouched in the hatch, with Vera tucked tightly against his shoulder, waiting to be used if the need arose. Farrell looked back and shrugged, indicating that he couldn't tell whether or not they had anything yet.


“El-tee!” Baxter called, “Behind you!”


Farrell spun and saw a man emerge from the trees. He was dressed in a similar uniform as the body they had found in the river, and Farrell breathed a sigh of relief and holstered both his phaser and his tricorder. He hoped that the man was merely an emissary, and that there were more where he came from.


As the young Marine got closer, Farrell noted that he looked just like every other Marine he had ever seen. He was young, with impossibly smooth, chiseled features, piercing blue eyes and just the barest hint of hair at the top of his head. The kid could be a recruiting picture.


By the time he got close enough so that Farrell could see that his face was twisted with rage, it was too late for him to do anything about it. The Marine's fist lashed out, and Farrell caught the brunt of the blow with his chin. His head snapped back, and stars exploded behind his eyes. He wasn't sure how, but he managed to stay upright, although barely. He stumbled backwards.


The Marine reached out and grabbed the front of his tunic. He pulled Farrell towards him and shook him violently. “YOU BASTARD!” he screamed, sending flecks of spittle into Farrell's face, “YOU LEFT US HERE, WITH NO SUPPORT AT ALL!” By this point, he had pushed Farrell all the way back to the runabout, and he slammed him hard against the starboard nacelle strut. 


Farrell was rescued by Iron Mike, who dashed out of the runabout and wrapped a thick, powerful arm around the young Marine's neck. “Easy, son,” he said gently as he pulled him off, “It's not his fault. He's here to help, okay? It's not his fault.”


Without the Marine holding him upright, Farrell's legs collapsed, and his butt came to rest on the runabout's warp nacelle. He brought a hand to his face and gingerly poked at the bruise that was beginning to form on his jaw. He looked up into the eyes of the Marine, which still burned with rage and anger. “Yeah,” he mumbled, suddenly feeling ashamed, “it is.”


In the confines of the aft compartment, the young Marine, who had identified himself as Lance Corporal Lockwood, sat at the table, wrapped in a blue blanket and holding on for dear life to a fresh cup of replicated coffee. Outside, the stars streaked by the windows as they headed towards the Utet system.


“I was on point,” Lockwood said, his voice sounding hollow and distant. He eyes, wide and unfocused, stared blearily at the opposite bulkhead. The young man had been through an incredible trauma. “I was over a kilometer away. By the time I got back; it was all over.”


K'mek was piloting, so the only other people in the small compartment were Farrell and Baxter. After they had ascertained that there was no one else alive on Krulak II, they had gotten out of there as quickly as possible. Farrell leaned across the table and tried as best he could to look Lockwood in the eyes. “What did you see?”


Lockwood shook his head numbly. Farrell surmised that he was probably in shock. “I saw them rounding up a few of the survivors,” he muttered, “There were maybe six or seven of them . . . out of twenty-two of us. Most of them were Maquis, but there were two of our people– Gunnery Sergeant Winocki, our team leader, and Private Rixlar.” He took a sip of his coffee, “No one else made it. I buried the bodies . . . at least, the ones I could find.”


Farrell wondered idly if Winocki had been the panicked voice on the distress signal they had intercepted, seemingly a lifetime ago. Judging from what the speaker had said, he concluded that it probably was. He felt a small fire of rage burning in his gut, and it reinvigorated him in his desire to see Hoyt punished for what he had done.


“I should have done something,” Lockwood said, and Farrell got the distinct impression that he was talking to his absent or fallen comrades, “I should have tried to save them.”


“There was nothing you could have done,” Farrell assured him, reaching across the table to put a comforting hand around Lockwood's. “You couldn't have changed anything. If you had tried, then you would have been killed, too. Or captured and on your way to the Utet system with them. You did the right thing, Corporal. You followed your training and you laid low and waited for the good guys to come.”


He suddenly made eye contact with Farrell, his eyes pleading and filled with tears. “You have to save them, sir. We have to get them out of there. We can't just leave them with the spoonheads, sir!”


“Don't worry, son,” Baxter said firmly, “That's exactly what we're gonna do.”


“We have to,” Lockwood mumbled, staring down into his coffee, “Jesus, we have to . . .”


Baxter came around the table and placed a comforting arm around Lockwood's shoulders, which heaved as he began to sob uncontrollably, “Come on, Corporal,” he whispered soothingly, “Let's get you into a rack and then you can get some sleep.”


As Baxter guided Lockwood to one of the cots, Farrell buried his head in his hands and sighed heavily. He wished that he could turn back time, so that he could go back and stop this before it had even begun. 


Farrell stood up and headed into the cockpit, leaving Lockwood in peace so that he could sleep. The young man had probably been running on adrenaline and stimulants ever since his team had been wiped out. Almost wiped out, he reminded himself firmly. There were still people out here, who had to be brought home before this thing could end.


K'mek looked over her shoulder at him as he walked into the cockpit. “How is he?” She asked, her voice containing as much sympathy as he had ever heard a Klingon express.


“He's shaken,” Farrell told her as he sat down beside her, “But I suppose that's to be expected.”


K'mek shook her head in wonderment, “To survive such a thing, and then have the courage to keep going. Corporal Lockwood is a great warrior.”


Great warrior? The term surprised him for some reason. How old was Lockwood? Maybe twenty, if that? He seemed impossibly young to be labeled with such a term. He shook his head and cleared his throat. “He's tough,” Farrell agreed, “But he's been through a lot. He'll probably need some serious R & R when we get back to the Federation.”


“My grandfather fought against Starfleet Marines,” she said offhandedly, “More than a century ago, now. He used to say that they were the only humans that he ever respected. He said that they were formidable warriors. He used to sit me on his knee and tell me stories. 'Little one,' he would say, 'they died like Klingons.' It may sound savage to you, Captain, but there can be no higher compliment from one of my people.” She seemed sad to be talking of him, “When he got older, and his mind began to go, he used to sit alone and talk to himself. I used to wish that one of them could have killed him back then– could have given him an honorable death.”


Farrell had to admit that he saw a certain gruesome logic in the Klingon psyche. For as long he could remember, the only thing that had set him apart had been his physical abilities. There was a part of him that found the prospect of growing old and frail to be terrifying. Losing his already limited mental capacity served to further put him on edge.


While he found the prospect of going out in a blaze of glory to be appealing, he would be willing to put it off for a few more decades.


Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that K'mek was staring at him. He looked over at her. “What?”


She smiled, baring an upper palette full of twisted, razor sharp teeth. “I think my grandfather would have liked you, Captain. Both of you,” she added, tilting her head towards the aft compartment where Baxter was. “For you to both risk so much– your careers, not to mention your lives, all to save fellow comrades from a grisly death at the hands of the Cardassians . . . it's the sort of thing that my people sing songs about.”


Realizing that her words were the sort of thing that Klingons considered to be great compliments, Farrell smiled at her, “Well, let's just hope that whoever wrote that song includes a verse where we all make it back in one piece.” As soon as he finished speaking, he felt somewhat ashamed, thinking of that dead Marine who still floated in the river back on Krulak II.


K'mek seemed to be thinking of something to say, but the sudden, shrill beeping of a proximity alarm snapped both of their attention to the sensor readouts. When Farrell saw what was coming up on them, he let out a loud curse.


“What is it?” Baxter shouted, pounding his way up from the aft compartment.


“It's a Cardassian warship,” Farrell informed him grimly, “Galor-class.”


Baxter pounded a fist on the bulkhead, “Do they know who we are?”


“I would venture so,” K'mek offered sourly, “They have charged their forward disruptor ports, and they are hailing us.”


“Ignore them,” Farrell said quickly, “Alter course. Try to get us back to the DMZ.”


“We can't outrun them,” K'mek informed him.


“Try.”


“They're sending us a transmission,” Baxter announced from the aft console, “No audio. They're ordering us to heave to and prepare to be boarded.”


“Fat chance,” Farrell shook his head.


“They're within weapons range!” K'mek shouted.


Before he could give any further orders, the runabout shuddered violently. He was forced to grip the edges of the console to keep from being thrown to the deck. “Direct hit!” Baxter shouted from behind him, “Our shields are down to sixty percent!”


“These guys aren't screwing around,” Farrell muttered. “Return fire!”


Baxter said nothing for a moment, but then shook his head and pounded on his console, “No effect,” he called angrily, “Our phasers are too weak! We might as well be pissing on him!”


Farrell was trying to come up with a witty response when the ship lurched again. One of the consoles behind him exploded in a shower of sparks. Farrell winced as some of them landed on the back of his neck. “Bring us out of warp!” He ordered.


“What good will that do?” K'mek asked.


“We can't outrun the son of a bitch, so we might as well fight him at impulse. At least that way we'll have the edge in maneuverability.”


Fortunately, rather than argue the point, K'mek tapped her console and the runabout decelerated violently. Farrell felt his stomach try to fight it's way out of his body, but he forced it back down. “Evasive maneuvers!”


K'mek scowled and went to work. Outside of the viewports, the star scape shifted radically as she kept the small runabout on an erratic flight path to try and confuse the Cardassian gunners. Twice, Farrell saw bright beams of yellow energy go shooting past the viewport.


“Master Chief, return fire!”


K'mek brought them around on a strafing run, and Farrell saw the spine of the ugly attack cruiser come into view. Baxter fired the phasers, which flashed out from the nose of the runabout and fizzled harmlessly against the warship's deflectors.


“No effect,” Baxter offered needlessly.


From the top of the pyramid shaped hump on the back of the warship, a glowing disruptor beam lanced out toward them. Farrell, acting impulsively, closed his eyes and threw his hands up to protect himself. He felt the ship rock, and something exploded behind him. He was flung from his seat and landed hard on the deck, feeling the air explode out of him in a great rush.


“We've lost shields!” Someone called, maybe Baxter? He couldn't be sure. He looked around dumbly, trying to remember what had been happening just a moment ago.


He heard the familiar whine of a transporter and looked towards the sound. On either side of the transporter pad, three shimmering golden beams coalesced into the grim, terrifying visages of Cardassian soldiers. Farrell reached down for his phaser, but his movements felt impossibly slow. Above him, K'mek stood and spun to face the intruders, a vicious-looking Klingon disruptor in her hand. She fired, and a pulse of green energy flashed overhead of him and slammed into the chest of one of the soldiers. The front of his insect-like body armor erupted in a shower of sparks and he was sent flying backwards.


The Cardassians returned fire, and Farrell looked and saw five separate disruptor beams slash into K'mek's abdomen. She grunted, her eyes went wide and the disruptor fell from her suddenly lifeless fingers. With a sickening death rattle, she slumped backwards onto the control panel.


Baxter, who was closest to the Cardassians but outside of their direct line of sight due to the transporter pad, sprung into action. Either he felt that he was too close to effectively use his phaser, or he had decided to get personal, but either way he leapt into the midst of the remaining two Cardassians on the starboard side of the runabout. With his large, wicked knife flashing, he expertly slashed the throat of one of the soldiers. The man's rifle hung uselessly by it's strap as both of his hands flew toward his mangled neck in a futile effort to stem the flow of dark, thick blood.


While Baxter created the distraction, Farrell finally brought his phaser to bear. His orange beam slammed into the side of one of the soldiers on the port side. He was thrown against the bulkhead and collapsed, a wisp of smoke rising from the wound. Before he could fire again, another soldier ran to where Baxter and the Cardassian were grappling and brought the butt of his rifle down sharply on the back of Baxter's neck. With a groan, the Master Chief's legs went out from under him and he sagged forward, now firmly in the grip of two soldiers.


Farrell tried to line up a shot from his place on the floor, but the pounding of boots forced him to look up as the remaining Cardassian solder dashed towards him. He tried to bring his phaser to bear, but he was too close. The soldiers heavy boot flashed before his eyes, and he felt a flash of pain in his right hand. His phaser flew from his damaged fingers, and clattered uselessly across the deck. He looked up into the snarling face of the enemy and the last thing he saw was the butt of a rifle racing down towards his face.
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Dr. Zhurova tried not to look unhappy as she left her office for the evening. She even forced herself to endure a few minutes of small talk with Dr. Chen, who was still so new that she found even the mundane duties of being on a starship invigorating.


When she finally left sickbay, she was grateful that the corridor was deserted. Her mind flashed back on what had sent her into such a foul mood. As usual, it was a message from her parents. Her father, Ivan, had chastised her for not calling home more often, as if he had any right to a relationship with her after what he had put her through.


Her father had pushed her into medicine. He was a failed medical student himself, and he had taken that failure out on her for her entire life. When she had been a little girl, she had wanted desperately to be a ballerina, but her father wouldn't hear of it. He had shaped her entire life to suit him, and she had always resented him for it. Her mother, Irina, while not an instigator, had merely stood by and tacitly supported her father, further contributing to her unhappiness.


She had often wondered where her life would have gone if she had been allowed to choose for herself. So far, her only major act of defiance had been her decision to be a Starfleet doctor as opposed to staying in her hometown, where her father wanted her so he could show her off to his friends and neighbors. She loved her hometown, but the constant presence of her father hovered over the city like a dark specter.


She liked medicine enough, and she had to admit that she had a good life. But her profession would always be tainted by the fact that it was not something that she had chosen for herself. In a lot of ways, she almost felt like she had been conscripted.


In she had briefly touched on some her personal issues with Dr. Potter, who had implored her to open up further, but something had always held her back. Seeing as how miserable even a brief message from her parents had made her, perhaps it wouldn't be such a bad idea to go back to the old counselor and see if he could help her feel better about things.


Fortunately for her, a quick page to Potter revealed that he was free and ready to help. Potter had one assistant aboard the ship, Ensign Kixx, who was still undergoing her field training, but she didn't feel like talking to a trainee at the moment.


Dr. Potter's office was located on the port side of deck ten. It was a small but comfortable place, consisting of nothing more than a soft sofa for the patient and a plush chair for Potter to sit in. A small desk nestled under one of the arched viewports completed the set up.


Potter smiled as she entered. His crisp uniform always seemed like he had just put it on. She knew that some counselors preferred to wear civilian clothes when on duty, but Captain Farrell had torpedoed that idea when he had taken command. He preferred that all of his crew look like Starfleet officers. Even though he found the idea of wearing a uniform more amusing than professional, Potter had nonetheless obeyed the captain without objection. That he had continued to wear it after the captain's supposed defection to the Maquis spoke of the undercurrent of respect that Potter held for him.


In many ways, both Potter and Zhurova were similar in nature. As a counselor, he was responsible not only for the mental health of the crew, but also for advising the captain. She knew of some counselors that liked to meddle in affairs and try to play hero, but Potter seemed grounded enough to know that when it came to matters of starship operation, he was woefully out of his depth.


Zhurova shook Potter's proffered hand and glanced around his office. There were a couple of pictures on the bulkhead behind the desk. One was of Potter and a grown woman that she knew to be his daughter. Another was of a young Dr. Potter in a civilian suit, receiving an award from an older, distinguished looking gentleman in similar attire. When she had inquired about on her first visit to his office some months ago, she had been surprised to learn that before coming to Starfleet, Potter had worked as a criminal profiler for the Federation Bureau of Investigation, working in their violent crimes section. The picture was of him receiving an award from the director of the FBI for his part in helping track down a serial killer who had been preying on young women on a remote colony in the Beta Quadrant. Try as she might, she couldn't imagine the diminutive, sympathetic counselor ever kicking down doors and hauling bad guys off to prison.


She had asked him once, why he had left the FBI to go into Starfleet. Potter had replied that he had simply had enough of living in the minds of the mentally disturbed, and so he had decided to go somewhere where he could help make a difference in people's lives. Because he was a psychiatrist, he had been given a direct commission into Starfleet, and hadn't had to go through the Academy, which was why he preferred to stay clear of the day to day operations of the ship.


“What's on your mind today, Natalya?” Potter asked as he guided her to the sofa. When he was in a session, Potter eschewed rank entirely, and he preferred to operate on a first name basis. Much like Commander Rice, he preferred that his patients extend him the same courtesy.


“I guess I'm just feeling down,” she admitted somewhat sheepishly, “I had received a message from my parents today, and it kind of sent my whole day down into the dumps.”


He nodded thoughtfully as he sat down in his chair, “I recall from our last session that there's some tension between you and your father.”


“And my mother, too,” Zhurova confirmed. She leaned her head back so that she was staring at the ceiling and blew out a long, heavy breath, “I don't know what to think of them, Lawrence.”


“Well, what are you feeling now?”


“Angry,” she admitted, “Every time they talk to me, they always have this expectant look on their faces and in the tone of their voices– like I owe them something.”


“And you don't think that you do?”


“No. They may have given me life, but then they spent eighteen years sucking it out of me. Before I joined Starfleet, everything that I had ever done in my whole life was to please them. The worst part is that I don't think that they even pushed me for my own good. They just wanted to have another ornament to show off to everybody– their little Natalya, the doctor.”


Potter nodded thoughtfully, “I see. Have you confronted them with any of this?”


She sighed, “No. My father is not the type of man who takes criticism lightly. He treats everything around him like a possession. From the way he treats my mother, you would think that he bought her at the market, or something.”


“And what of your mother? Why do you feel so badly towards her?”


“She was an accomplice,” she protested, as if it were obvious to everyone, “She never once stood up to him on my behalf. She never came to me an offered me her support. No, she was a good Russian wife! She just stood there behind him and agreed with everything he did. She may as well have been a Borg drone for all the individuality that she showed. It was pathetic.”


Potter crossed his legs and rested his chin on his hand, “You said yourself that your father treated her badly. Isn't it all possible that he bullied her just as much as he bullied you?”


“I don't doubt that he did,” she agreed, “But she was my mother. She's supposed to be strong enough to stand up to him. If not for herself, than at least for me.”


The conversation continued on like that for another several minutes. Potter would suggest an olive branch that she could extend to her parents, and she would shoot it down. She knew that she was being petty and obtuse, but she didn't want to mend broken fences. She just wanted them to go away and leave her alone.


“I'm sorry,” she said finally, “I shouldn't have come here. I guess I just wanted someone to vent to.”


Potter smiled graciously, “That's what I'm here for, Natalya. Sometimes, even just venting can be therapeutic.”


She returned his smile, relieved that he had chosen not to hold it against her. She let out a ragged breath and leaned over to pat his knee, “Thank you, Lawrence. You've been a big help.” He nodded and placed a hand over hers. “Any time you need me,” he told her gently, “Just call me and I'll be there.”


When he returned to his quarters, Kovax kept an eye on the computer monitor that he kept on his dinner table. Normally, he would fiddle around with it when he ate his meals. Ever since the captain had left, however, he had left a single program running. It was something he had whipped up himself, independent of the main communications protocols. When he had been helping on the Little Big Horn, he had taken the liberty of implanting a small worm in the communications array. If something happened to the runabout, it would send a tight burst transmission on a coded frequency that only he was set up to receive. He hadn't told anybody about it, not even the captain. For almost three days, it hadn't transmitted anything. When a sudden alert flashed across the screen, he was so startled that he almost spilled a bowl of steaming plomeek soup in his lap.


The message was sent for only a few seconds, and it provided no details of what had happened, but he knew instantly that something had just gone wrong. 


He now faced a crucial decision. He could either go to Commander Grant and present her with what he had learned, or he could be quiet about it and do nothing. His mind flashed back to the conversation that he had had with Dave the previous night. He stared at the message on his computer screen and asked himself what the captain would do.


He'd do something about it. He told himself silently. 


His whole life he had always wanted to be something other than what he was. He had never desired his meek nature or his natural gift for computers. Growing up, he had always wanted to be dashing and brave and decisive. He had always envied people like Captain Farrell or Lieutenant Mbeka, who made it seem so natural. 


Here's your chance, a voice in his mind told him, Here's your chance to be a hero.


With his mind made up, he tapped his combadge, “Kovax to Commander Grant.”


“What is it, Ensign?” Grant's voice sounded concerned.


“I need to talk with you, right away.”


“I'm still on the bridge,” she told him, “Come up to the ready room.”


Kovax swallowed, suddenly wondering whether or not contacting her had been such a good idea. There was no way out of it now, though. So he tried to steel his resolve and prepare to face the music. “I'm on my way.”


In the ready room, Grant listened as Kovax unburdened his soul. Before, she had thought that the only aide that the captain had had aboard the ship had been Dave and Master Chief Baxter, neither of which had come as a surprise, given their respective histories with Captain Farrell. The news that Kovax had been in on the plot did surprise her, however, and she was left a bit disconcerted by what he had told her. When he finally brought up the distress signal that he had received from the Little Big Horn, she held up a hand to stop him.


“I can understand your concern, Ensign,” she said calmly, still decided whether or not he deserved to have some punishment meted out for his actions. Dave may have modified a warp signature, but Kovax had just confessed to breaking and entering into an admiral's office and attempting to steal classified files. “But I have to ask you: just what do you want me to do about it?”


The question seemed to surprise him, “What do you mean?”


“I can't just take the Repulse into Cardassian space,” she explained, “Not without provoking a military response from the Cardassians. The captain did what he did partly to prevent a war. I don't think he'd approve of us charging in there– even if it was to rescue him.”


He nodded slowly, suddenly realizing her logic, “I guess I didn't think about that,” he admitted, “The captain may be in trouble. If we were to go to the DMZ, and wait on the other side of the boarder, then maybe he could get to us.”


It was a valid point, but the fact was that they had been ordered to return to DS9. That the order had come from Hoyt and that it was no doubt intended to minimize their involvement was not her concern. She had been given an order by a man who was, at least for the time being, her superior officer. She had defied him once before, but she wasn't prepared to openly flaunt his orders. At least not without a damned good reason.


Still, she wasn't prepared to simply dismiss the suggestion out of hand. “Keep monitoring the channel,” she told him, “If anything else come up, anything at all, let me know immediately.”


Although she could tell that he wasn't entirely satisfied by her response, he at least appeared slightly mollified. “Yes, ma'am,” he replied with a nod, and turned to leave.


“Ensign,” she called after him, halting him near the exit. He looked back expectantly, “You do realize that you just confessed to treason. If Captain Farrell fails, and there's an official investigation, I'll have no choice but to reveal your actions. You'll be court martialed.”


He nodded again, “I know,” he replied softly, “And if it comes to that, then the least I can do is face a jury and accept responsibility for my actions.”


She had to admire his courage, given the circumstances. It was one thing to face death in combat, but to be willing to stand tall before the man and face disgrace and imprisonment. “Dismissed,” she said, and he disappeared out onto the bridge without another word.
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For the second time in as many days, Farrell was a prisoner. This time around, however, his captors were considerably less gentle. His face was a pulpy mass of bruises and open cuts, and his eyes were so badly swollen that he could barely see more than a few meters.


He could see far enough to identify the man that he would personally have to kill before this was all over. The interrogator was slim for a Cardassian, with delicate, almost feminine features. He stood off to the side, dressed impeccably in conservative civilian attire. He would ask a question, and it would be up to Farrell to determine how badly he was punished. At first he had settled for witty jabs, but after the muscular brute who was working him over had made thinking difficult, he had fallen back on good old fashioned insults.


“I'll ask again,” the interrogator said in his soft, almost melodic voice, “Where are the Maquis bases on the Cardassian side of the Demilitarized Zone?”


“Up your ass and around the corner,” Farrell mumbled back through torn lips and more than a few broken teeth. He had already spit some of them out onto the ground. He had tried counting them at first, but he had given up after a while. It was too depressing to continue.


The interrogator nodded at the Cardassian soldier holding the truncheon, and Farrell felt another spasm of pain in his side. They had apparently decided to leave his head alone for the time being, probably because they didn't want to kill him just yet. As a compromise, they had settled for breaking his ribs.


The interrogator, who was most likely with the Obsidian Order, judging by how the soldiers treated him with obvious deference, took a few steps toward him and lifted his chin in one hand gently, as if he were afraid to get too much blood on his hands. “Captain,” he said, “you are obviously a brave man, and I have no doubt that you are more than willing to die here, but it doesn't have to be that way. Simply tell me what I want to know, and I can end this. If not . . .” he trailed off with a significant look at the brute, who was smiling viciously.


“It's nice to see someone take pride in his work,” Farrell gasped, the very act of speaking having become painful.


His shoulders burned from the restraints that kept him suspended in the center of the dark room. He couldn't be sure, but he didn't think he was still on the warship that had captured them. He hoped that he was in the Utet system, because then he could still save the other prisoners after his escape.


The interrogator let go and, Farrell didn't have the strength to keep his head from sagging down to his bare chest. “This is really quite distasteful,” the interrogator murmured, “But I'm afraid you leave me no choice.” He nodded once more to the brute, and Farrell nearly gagged as another blow landed against his already damaged body.


“Where do the Maquis get their weapons shipments from?” He asked, walking back to his customary spot.


“Your mom,” he choked out.


If he had done any damage to the Cardassian's ego, Farrell couldn't tell. The man's face remained inscrutable. “Captain,” he said, “I am going to leave you alone for a while with Relek,” he said, nodding to the brute, “If you don't decide to become more informative, then I'm afraid that I will have choice but to allow him to take over, and that will be most unpleasant. First, I imagine that he will want to smash your toes. I hear that it is quite painful.” he added casually.


“Sounds like fun,” he replied, hoping that he wouldn't lose consciousness before he could carry out his brilliant plan.


The interrogator fixed him with another predatory smile, “Captain,” he said quietly, “I would think about what you do next. Contrary to what your Federation propaganda has told you, we are not a brutal people. There is room in the Cardassian heart for compassion . . . even towards our enemies.”


“Yeah,” Farrell croaked, “You all seem like a nice bunch.”


“I implore you, Captain,” the interrogator continued, actually managing to sound halfway sincere, “If you would merely share with us some information, I can make this all stop. You can have a bath, some warm food, and your injuries will be attended to.” He took a few steps back towards him and leaned in close enough to whisper into his ear, “If you would simply tell me what I wish to know, then I give my word that you will never have to find out what your left testicle tastes like.” 


Farrell had to give him credit, he had never heard that threat before, and he would have to remember it for later. Despite how tempting the offer was, however, he would have to refuse. It took all of his effort, but he managed to raise his ruined face to his captor. With supreme effort, he sent a thick, messy stream of spit and blood into the Cardassian's face.


Without even waiting for an order, Relek struck him again. The interrogator sighed and removed a handkerchief from his jacket pocket. “Garak told me that humans were stubborn,” the man muttered, wiping at the blood on his cheek, “But I never believed him until now.” When the blood was gone, he tossed the handkerchief onto the ground. “Very well,” he said to Farrell, “Have it your way. Relek, work him over for a bit.” He held up a warning finger, “But don't kill him. If he dies, then he's useless to us.”


Without another word, the interrogator turned and strode purposefully out of the room, nodding to the armed guard that stood motionless by the door.


“That's right,” Farrell called raggedly after him, “You better run.”


No sooner had the doors closed than Relek stepped into his field of vision, smiling broadly. “I think you'll find,” he said offhandedly, “That he is somewhat more gentle than I am.” He reached behind him and removed a knife from his belt. Farrell recognized it as the same one that Iron Mike routinely carried.


He flashed it before Farrell's blurred vision, making several stabbing motions at him and laughing with glee.


“Now,” Relek mused, tapping the tip of the blade thoughtfully against his jaw, “Where shall we begin first?” He moved the knife down and traced the blade over Farrell's chest, but not deep enough to break the skin. “I always thought that human nipples were kind of ugly, myself. I think that you would look better without them. I would cut off your lips, but then you wouldn't be able to beg for mercy as clearly, and that would be depriving myself of simply too much fun.”


“You might wanna reconsider that,” Farrell croaked, “Because these lips were on your wife last night.” He was rewarded to a look of anger that flashed across Relek's face, but that joy was quickly replaced by agony as he stabbed the blade into his side. As the ragged scream escaped from his throat, he was oddly reminded of being in church when he had been younger, and listening to Father McMahon tell them of how Jesus had been stabbed in the side by a Roman centurion to hasten his death.


Relek extracted the knife, which hadn't been inserted very deeply, and wiped the blood off on Farrell's arm. “Very funny,” he replied, apparently regaining his composure. “Are there any other funny things you want to tell me, hmm?”


He realized in the back of his mind that he would never have a better chance than right now. “Yeah,” he gasped, the stab wound still sending shock waves of pain rippling up his side, “I'm gonna kill you.”


Relek smiled, “Oh really?” He asked condescendingly, “And just how are you going to that?”


Figuring that it couldn't hurt, Farrell began to outline his plan of action, “First, I'm gonna use you as a human shield. Then I'm going to kill that guard over there–” he jerked his head in the direction of the guard, “with that knife you're so fond of,” he looked longingly at Relek's long, thick neck ridges, “and then I was thinking about breaking your neck.”


Relek began to laugh, and Farrell found himself joining in. “Really?” Relek gasped between his laughter, “And just how were you planning on doing all of that?”


Despite the pain it caused him, Farrell found that he couldn't stop laughing himself, “You know my restraints?” he asked.


Relek was still chortling when he looked up at the shackles that kept Farrell suspended upright, “Yes?”


“I demagnetized them,” he said, and quickly moved his right hand and tapped twice at the implant that Dr. Ssylk had embedded in his left wrist. The wafer thin device, which was undetectable to most scanners because it wasn't powered until was activated, suddenly came alive and emitted a small magnetic repulsor field. The shackles instantly snapped open, and Relek gasped as Farrell lunged forward into his midsection.


Realizing that surprise was of the highest priority if he wanted to be successful, he quickly grabbed Relek's wrist and squeezed at the pressure point. His fingers loosened automatically and Farrell grabbed the knife as it began to fall. Still capitalizing on Relek's surprise, he wrapped his other arm around the burly Cardassians neck and spun him around, placing him between Farrell and guard, who had suddenly come alive, and was raising his disruptor rifle.


After he had left the Academy football team and he had joined the SEALs, Farrell had decided that since he liked throwing things, he might as well learn how to throw a knife. He had always had a strong arm, and one never knew when such a thing would come in handy. It had never been more than a hobby, however, something to do on long, boring trips in the bellies of assault ships that ferried him from one mission to the next. He had never had to do it a life or death situation before, but he supposed there was a first time for everything.


No sooner had he spun Relek around then he eyed up the guard as best he could, given the condition of his eyesight. With a silent prayer, he let the knife go. The weapon flew towards the guard, spinning gracefully end over end, and then it came to sudden stop in the center of his wide, cobra like neck. With a surprised and sickening gargle, the guard dropped his rifle and collapsed to his knees, clawing at the gory wound in his throat.


With the guard out of the picture, Farrell wasted no time in dispatching Relek in a similarly brutal fashion. The Cardassian was much stronger than he was, and there was no way that Farrell, even if he had been in prime condition, could hold him for long. He placed his right hand on Relek's chin, and the other on the base of his skull. “Mother–” he grunted, and twisted for all he was worth.


His hand-to-hand instructor had used to repeat the same five words to his trainees over and over again– sixty-six pounds of torque. That was how much pressure was necessary to break the average human– and thus, humanoid– neck. Cardassian necks, however, with their two secondary spinal cords, required much more force than that. He twisted as hard as he could, and was afraid that he wouldn't be strong enough, in his weakened state, to finish the job. After a moment, however, Relek's neck gave way with a sickening popping and tearing sound, and the Cardassian's legs sagged beneath them. As Relek was the only thing holding them both upright, Farrell collapsed on top of the dying man, who twitched violently as his brain tried to send messages down his no longer intact spinal cord.


Farrell rolled off of him and lay spread eagled on the ground for a moment, suddenly feeling weary and exhausted. He feared that he had used all of his adrenaline in escaping, and he was starting to feel that it would be acceptable to just lie there and die.


C'mon, a voice, Lieutenant Crane's, echoed in his mind, move your worthless ass. The only easy day was yesterday.


Too exhausted and sore to stand, he flipped over onto his stomach and crawled towards the guard's now neglected disruptor rifle. As he picked up the familiar weapon, the guard spasmed a final time and emitted a low, pathetic death rattle.


Despite the circumstances, Farrell couldn't help but feel sorry for the guard, who looked barely old enough to shave– if Cardassians even had to shave, that was. Relek had been a sadistic bastard who had deserved what had come to him, but the guard was probably just another conscript who never had a choice.


“Sorry, kid,” he mumbled through his broken teeth. Clutching the rifle close to his chest, he used the bulkhead to haul himself to his feet. It would only be a matter of time before the interrogator returned, and he had to get out of there. His first mission was to find the other prisoners. Once that was done, they could focus on getting the hell out of dodge.


Hey, diddle, diddle, straight up the middle, he thought, and then stepped out into the corridor, ready to face whatever came his way.


“This had better be worth it,” Gul Ranor said pointedly to Greenwald as the two of them walked the corridors of the Cardassian detention facility on Utet Prime. “Three of my men died capturing those Maquis.”


“It will be,” Greenwald soothed him, “The Federation is as appalled as you are by the actions of Captain Farrell. He has stubbornly set out to dismantle the peace that now exists between our two peoples.”


“I must admit,” Ranor noted, looking at Greenwald sideways, “that I am somewhat surprised that the Federation would be so willing to inform us of Captain Farrell's plans.”


“Nobody wants another war,” Greenwald lied, “Captain Farrell was an excellent soldier. But I'm afraid that some warriors don't accept peace as well as the rest of us. His actions have threatened to trigger another war between us, and the Federation finds such behavior unacceptable.”


“Still,” Ranor mused, not sounding entirely convinced, “I would assume that the Federation would be petitioning us to release him into your custody. Your people usually find our interrogation methods . . . distasteful.”


As much as he tried to hide it, Greenwald found that being in the belly of the beast, so to speak, sent shivers up his spine. He had spent the majority of his career fighting the Cardassians, and to be in such close proximity to them now was unnerving, to say the least.


“Captain Farrell has committed his crimes solely against the Cardassian people,” he replied, “Given that, we see no reason why he should not face Cardassian justice.” He found that the notion of Cardassian justice left a sour taste in his mouth, but he forced himself to appear calm and collected. “Captain Farrell's trial will serve show the Cardassian people that the Federation wants only to be their friends and hopefully, one day an ally.”


Ranor smiled thinly, “Well, we'll certainly see about that.”


Greenwald walked beside the young gul, following him into the lower depths of the facility. Ranor appeared to defy the Cardassian stereotype, at least on the surface. Rather than appear brutish and overbearing, the gul seemed to be thoughtful and even compassionate, if his concern over his fallen soldiers was any indication. He wondered what Ranor thought about Farrell's current torture and imminent execution.


He didn't suppose it mattered, in the long run. Farrell would be held accountable, both to the Cardassians and the Federation, for the plan that had originated with Admiral Hoyt. It was a tidy little package that served the best interests of both parties, at least for the time being. Someday, down the road, he knew that another plan to deal with the Cardassians would have to be implemented, but until then, he could soothe himself with the knowledge that Farrell, that arrogant prick, would meet a fate that he so richly deserved.


They rounded the corner into a barren corridor, and something immediately jumped out at him. The carpeted floor was stained with what appeared to be bloody footprints. He tensed and looked over at Ranor, who seemed to notice it as well. The gul removed his disruptor pistol from its holster and motioned for Greenwald to hug the bulkhead. Together, they skirted carefully along the corridor, and Greenwald wished that he had a weapon on him.


When they reached the heavy set of doors that served as the entrance to the interrogation chamber, they flattened themselves on either side. Ranor reached up and tapped the controls, and the doors rumbled apart. In a quick move, the gul was inside, sweeping his weapon across the room.


Greenwald followed him in, and he noticed with no small amount of disappointment, that Farrell was gone. Looking at the two bodies on the ground, he had to admire the captain's handy work. The nearest body was that of a young soldier, who had a bloody knife embedded in his throat. Across the room, another soldier lay in a heap on the ground, with his head canted at an extremely unnatural angle.


“Gorram it,” Ranor cursed, and slapped the communicator that he wore on his wrist. “Ranor to security, the prisoner in detention cell one-one-three-eight has escaped. Lock down the facility immediately.” As soon as the gul had finished speaking, a loud, obnoxious alarm began to blare. Ranor looked pointedly at Greenwald, who met his gaze unwaveringly.


“If I find out that you had anything to do with this . . .” Ranor threatened menacingly.


“I didn't,” Greenwald assured him, although he couldn't deny that a small part of him was happy that Farrell had escaped. Now, perhaps he would get the opportunity to kill him himself. “I would also like to offer my assistance in this matter.”


“I don't need your help,” Ranor spat and headed back out into the corridor, “I'm heading up to the landing pads to head off his escape.”


Greenwald thought about telling Ranor that Farrell wouldn't be going up to the landing pads without his fellow prisoners, but he thought better of it. As Ranor's boots pounded down the corridor towards the turbolift, Greenwald smiled and headed off in the direction of his quarry.  


In the small cell where he reasoned that he would spend the rest of his life, Master Chief Petty Officer Mike Baxter tried to remain positive and look on the bright side. The Cardassians, in their typical arrogance, had thrown him in the same cell as the other Starfleet prisoners. Lance Corporal Lockwood crouched beside one of the two bunks in the room, tending to the wounds that had been suffered by Gunnery Sergeant Winocki. Private Rixlar, a diminutive Bzzit Khaht, sat on the opposite bunk and followed Baxter's pacing with his large, catlike eyes.


In the next cell over, the Maquis prisoners languished under similar circumstances. From what he had heard, everyone who had been captured by the Cardassians was located in this one room. The only exceptions were Captain Farrell, who had been hauled off for interrogation immediately after they had arrived, and K'mek, who had died on the runabout.


Outside of the forcefield that kept them imprisoned, two Cardassian soldiers sat at a small table and appeared to be playing some type of card game that Baxter didn't recognize. All I need is Vera and two rounds, Baxter thought, although he knew that it was wishful thinking. On the other hand, if they could somehow lower the forcefield, they could probably take the soldiers in a bull rush. It wouldn't be messy, and at least one of them would probably die in the attempt, but it was the best shot that they had.


Of course, they had no way to lower the forcefield in the first place. Part of him was tempted to simply throw himself against the barrier. If it wasn't lethal, then perhaps he could force the guards to lower it in an attempt to subdue him. And if it was, well then a quick death was preferable than after hours or days of torture and interrogation.


“Master Chief,” a voice said from behind him, Baxter turned and saw that Gunnery Sergeant Winocki was gesturing towards him.


“What is it, Gunny?” he asked, walking over to him. Winocki was in bad shape, having taken a disruptor blast in the side during the firefight on Krulak II. Lockwood was doing the best he could, but he was no medic, and he lacked the necessary tools.


“Do me a favor, would you?” Winocki croaked, “If I don't make it out of here–”


“Stow that trash,” Baxter said sharply, “We're gettin' out of here yet, Jarhead.”


Winocki laughed, wincing painfully, “I appreciate the sentiment, Master Chief,” he whispered, “But let's face the facts. I don't have much time left. Please, promise me that you'll talk to my wife if you get out of here.”


For Baxter, lying to a dying man seemed wrong, so he nodded. “Roger that, Gunny,” he answered. He had heard similar request before, from dozens of dying boys in dozens of battles, and it never got any easier. He looked at Lockwood, who shook his head sadly. The message was clear, Winocki was on his way out.


“We need a miracle,” Rixlar muttered. His fish-like facial features seemed sad and contemplative even under normal circumstances, and the normal impression seemed exaggerated, given the circumstances. 


“Hold on, Gunny,” Lockwood whispered. Baxter felt sorry for the kid. They had saved him from the frying pan only to then deposit him squarely into the fire. “Come on, Ellison,” he pleaded, apparently hoping that Winocki's first name would have more effect, “You can't go out like this. You're a Marine, remember? And Marines are not allowed to die without permission.”


“That's right,” Baxter affirmed, making his own appraisal of the situation, “You wouldn't disobey a direct order, would you?”


Winocki's eyes had closed, and a slight smile was on his face, “I know, Master Chief, but I'm so tired . . .”


Left with no other alternative, Baxter slapped Winocki across the face, “To hell with that,” he said sharply, “I know you jarheads – you're all as stubborn as mules and twice as dumb. There's no way in hell that you're gonna let some worthless Starfleet puke outlive you.”


The blow snapped Winocki's eyes open, and gasped. “R– roger that, Master Chief.”


Rixlar had apparently had enough of watching. He bounded to his feet and yelled at the Cardassian soldiers, “Come on, you bastards! This man needs medical attention!”


“Shut up!” one of the soldiers called back, “You're all dead anyway, you just don't know it yet!” He and his partner shared a laugh and returned to their game of cards.


Suddenly, the lights dimmed and an alarm klaxon blared through the room, “Warning,” a female computer voice announced, “Prisoner escape in Detention Block C. All available security personnel report to your posts.”


Baxter felt a sudden rush of relief, and he let out an ululating war cry, “Hot damn!” He shouted, pounding on Lockwood's back, “He did it! The son of a bitch did it!”


Lockwood looked up, confused, “Who? That captain?”


“Not just any captain,” Baxter told him, “The ugliest, dumbest son of a bitch that ever breathed. And he's gonna be our ticket out of here.” He looked pointedly at Winocki, who stared up at him hopefully, “You hear that, Gunny? I told you that we were getting out of here.”


Outside the cell, the two Cardassian guards had abandoned their game and looked around the room with confused expressions of their faces. “I'll check it out,” one of them muttered, and stood up from the table.


Outside of Baxter's field of view, something clattered to the deck, and an amber disruptor beam flashed across the room, spearing the standing guard in the chest and sending him backwards onto the table. His partner, the one who had done the taunting just a minute before, was in the process of standing and drawing his pistol when another beam hit him as well. He pitched backwards over his chair and lay lifelessly on the ground.


When Captain Farrell stepped into his view, Baxter was amazed that he could still stand, His face and torso seemed to be comprised of nothing more than bruises and cuts, and both of his eyes were swollen so badly that his eyes were nearly totally obscured behind purple masses.


“Holy shit,” Baxter marveled for lack of anything better to say.


As Farrell lowered the security fields, Private Rixlar bounded over to the dead Cardassians and liberated them of their weapons. “What now, sir?” he asked excitedly.


“I don't know about you, stud,” Farrell winced, “But I'm gettin' out of here.”


Between Farrell, Baxter, the Marines and the Maquis, there were exactly ten prisoners. Between them, they had three disruptor rifles and two pistols. If they could stick together and take a few more weapons in the process, then they would have a running shot at getting away. The only problem was that Winocki was in no shape to fight, and it would take at least two people to carry him.


“We need to get to the upper levels,” one of the Maquis, a squat powerful looking woman said, “There are landing pads there, and maybe a shuttle that we could use.”


Farrell nodded and beckoned them towards the maintenance tunnel that he had taken to their location, “We'll stick to the tunnels,” he said, “the Cardies will have a hard time tracking us in there, even with their internal sensors.”


They moved off quickly, with Baxter taking the point with one of the rifles. In the middle of the pack, two of the Maquis carried Winocki. The Marines were reluctant to part with him, but they were better trained than the Maquis, and it made sense to have them armed. The third and final disruptor rifle was given to the Maquis woman who had spoken earlier, and she brought up the rear.
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When Greenwald entered the detention center, he was disappointed, but not altogether surprised, to find that the place was deserted, save for the two dead Cardassian soldiers. Cardassians, he shook his head as he surveyed the carnage, they were so predictably arrogant.


It's didn't take him long to determine how they had made their escape. A service tunnel access hatch lay discarded on the deck, and Greenwald had to admit that Captain Farrell was certainly more cunning than he had initially given him credit for. Due to their comparably shoddy production standards, Cardassian power relays required thick shielding. While this kept the radiation from spilling into the habitable areas of the facility, it also prevented their internal sensors from obtaining accurate readings. 


He thought about contacting Ranor to tell him about what had happened, but thought better of it. The gul had already shown that he had little interest in Greenwald's help. He was also already moving toward the landing pads, and thus would be in position to cut off Farrell and the others.


He reached up and tapped his combadge, “Computer,” he said, contacting his shuttle, “Beam a phaser to my present location.”


The computer acknowledged his request, and a few seconds later a hand phaser materialized on the deck. That was another mistake the Cardassians had made. They should have anticipated such a tactic and taken measures to prevent it. In this case, however, he wouldn't complain, as it benefited him. 


After he had attached the phaser and holster to his uniform, he turned and walked out, headed up towards the landing pads and Captain Farrell.



As they moved through the service tunnels, Farrell found himself wishing that he had thought to take one of the dead soldier's boots. His bare feet, slick with his own blood, were having a tough time finding purchase on the smooth grating of the deck.


It could be worse, he reasoned, I could have escaped after Relek smashed my toes.


Despite his troubles, they were moving quickly. Farrell was reminded of the old saying– that it was fear that gave men wings. Occasionally, he would slow too much, and the Maquis woman would push him along for a bit.


Just a bit further, he kept telling himself, just a little further. In an effort to escape the nearly overwhelming pain, he had created an elaborate fantasy in his mind. The way he saw things, he was running free on a football field, and every agonizing step brought him just that much closer to the end zone.


When they finally reached the top level of the facility, or at least as close as they could get in the service tunnels, Baxter kicked loose an access hatch, and they began filing out into the corridor. Baxter knew the stakes, so as soon as they left, they didn't wait around to see if anyone came along. They immediately began heading towards the roof, and hopefully, a shuttle.


With the end so close in sight, Farrell tried to push himself. “Come on,” the woman hissed from behind him, “We have to keep moving.”


Ahead, Corporal Lockwood was waiting by the exit, waving them on. “Keep going!” Farrell shouted, “We're right behind you!” Lockwood took the hint and dashed away.


As he crawled out into an empty corridor, he lay on the ground, his lungs heaving against his broken ribs. Each breath was agony, but he didn't have a lot of choice in the matter. The Maquis woman stood over him and held out her hand. When he grasped it, she hauled him painfully to his feet. 



“Thanks,” he muttered sheepishly.


The woman nodded, and then was blown back by a phaser beam. On her way down, she grabbed onto him, hauling them both to the deck. His hands, slippery with blood, lost their grip on his disruptor rifle, and it tumbled away, out of his reach.


Ahead of them, Corporal Lockwood poked his head back around a bend in the corridor to investigate. Farrell waved him off, “Go! Go!” He yelled as loud as he could. Another phaser beam hit the bulkhead a few inches away from his head, sending up a shower of sparks. Lockwood disappeared from view, and Farrell hoped that he was smart enough to get away while he still could.


He looked into the eyes of the Maquis woman, but the blank expression told him that she was beyond help. He tried to grab her rifle, but it was pinned under her body, and he was too weak to move it in his present condition. He was defenseless.


Farrell looked back, expecting to see a Cardassian soldier, but he was shocked when he saw Commander Greenwald standing there, holding a phaser leveled at his head. Seeing that Farrell was unarmed, Greenwald holstered his weapon and advanced on him.


“You're amazing, Captain,” he said, landing a vicious kick into Farrell's already ravaged midsection. He reached down and hauled Farrell reluctantly to his feet. “I should thank you, I suppose,” he mused, “for having the gall to escape. I would have hated for it to be the spoonheads who got the pleasure of killing you.”


As they pounded their way up the stairs to the roof, Baxter had one goal in his mind. They had to find a way out of here, and fast. As they broke out onto the roof, he almost fainted at the sight before him.


Sitting there, pristine and intact, was the Little Big Horn.


Two Cardassians, clad in gray coveralls, stood beside the craft with tricorders, probably trying to glean whatever technical secrets they could from the craft. They looked over their shoulders at the approaching prisoners, and their eyes widened in fear.


Baxter didn't hesitate. They may have been non-combatants, but given the choice between killing them or going back to the detention center, there was really no choice at all. He fired his rifle, and one of the techs bounced against the nacelle strut and collapsed to the ground. The other turned and broke into a dead run. Baxter was content to let him go, but the others were apparently not feeling nearly as merciful. Two disruptor beams lanced out and the tech sprawled on the ground, his back a smoking ruin.


The roof of the building was little more that a large square with a large, circular landing pad attached to each corner. By sheer luck, they had picked the exit closest to the runabout. He beckoned the others to follow him, and then led the way.


As he ran to the runabout, he saw, out of the corner of his eye, a squad of Cardassian soldiers coming up a stairwell on the opposite side of the roof. He fired wildly, hoping to keep their heads down, and increased his speed.


Once they found cover, the Cardassians began to fire on the prisoners. On the flat, open rooftop, they were sitting ducks. One of the Maquis went down, his scream dying in his throat as he fell. Private Rixlar took a hit in the leg, and he stumbled, screaming in pain. One of the other Maquis grabbed him and dragged him towards the runabout.


When Baxter reached the access hatch, he dove inside and took up a position on one side of the door, firing at the Cardassians. He was gratified when he saw one of them pitch back, clutching at a smoking burn on his chest.


Next in after him were the two Maquis who were carrying Winocki. Amazingly, they had made the entire trip without so much as a scratch. They dragged the now unconscious gunnery sergeant across the carpet, taking him out of the line of fire.


“Go in the back!” Baxter yelled at them, “Get some weapons!”


Rixlar hobbled in next, with the Maquis who had saved him close behind him. Fortunately, the Marine still clutched at his disruptor pistol, and he joined Baxter in sending fire towards the Cardassians on the other side of the roof.


So far, so good. They were only missing Farrell, Lockwood and the Maquis woman. He was hoping that they would get there soon.


Farrell was feeling numb all over his body as Greenwald worked him over. The commander pushed him into a bulkhead and landed a flurry of punched to his belly. Farrell felt the air explode out of him, and his legs sagged underneath him.


“Come on, Captain,” Greenwald taunted him, “Where's all the fire that you had back on Starbase 322? What was it you told me to do? Stand there and bleed, wasn't it?”


“It seemed appropriate at the time,” he rasped.


Greenwald struck him across the jaw, and he began to feel the light slipping away from him. “No, no,” Greenwald hissed in his ear, “You don't get to die yet. I'm not done having fun!” He delivered another blow to Farrell's solar plexus, “Don't worry, Captain. This was inevitable. Even if you had gone along with us from the beginning, it would have come out eventually, and then we would have had to stage a nice little suicide.” He sneered and spat in Farrell's face, “At least this way, you're saving us the trouble.”


Perhaps he sensed that Farrell was going out anyway, or perhaps he was actually trying to be merciful, but either way, Greenwald wrapped his hands around Farrell's neck and began to squeeze. He gagged as he felt Greenwald's thumbs digging into his windpipe.


He was surprised when Greenwald hefted him clear off of his feet, holding him in the air. Farrell was over two hundred pounds, so the feat of strength was impressive. Even if he had not been so badly hurt already, it was unlikely that he could have gone more than a round or two with him.


As Greenwald's vice-like grip tightened, Farrell found that he had lost the will to go on. With a feeling of resigned disappointment, he made his peace with God. He may have been a lapsed Catholic, but it never hurt to hedge one's bets when one was staring death in the face. 


Even as he did this, his legs kicked out, looking for something to stand on. His left hand was holding on to one of Greenwald's wrists, but he didn't have the strength to do anything. His right and fluttered helplessly, searching the bulkhead for purchase, and that was when it brushed something warm.


Over the course of their decidedly one-sided fight, Greenwald had dragged him further and further along the corridor. By sheer luck or providence, depending on one's point of view, Greenwald had decided to kill him right beside where he had previously shot at Corporal Lockwood. Shot, and missed.


“This is a good death,” Greenwald hissed, although his words seemed muffled and far away, “There's no shame in this– in a soldier's death. A soldier who has done his duty.”


Farrell looked over and saw a neat hole burned in the bulkhead. Sitting there, glowing brightly, was a severed ODN cable. As the light began to fade, he made a crucial decision. He was going to die, but if that were going to happen, he would sure as hell take Greenwald out with him.


With the last of his strength, he reached inside the burned hole and grabbed the severed cord. Greenwald, who was so focused on killing him, never saw it coming. Farrell brought the cable down, slamming the live end into the top of Greenwald's head.


With a jolt, the Commander's grip slackened and they both tumbled to the deck. If Farrell had bothered paying any attention when he had been at the Academy, he would have learned that electricity, for all its wonder, was fundamentally lazy. As a result, it would always take the quickest way to ground. Seeing that Greenwald was the only one firmly connected to the deck, he had received the brunt of the shock. Farrell had taken some, but not nearly as much.


It had still hurt like hell, though, and he rolled around on the deck, gasping for air and trying hard not to scream. He looked over at Greenwald, who stared back at him with wide, lifeless eyes. The top of his head was a smoldering mass of burned hair and flesh, and his legs twitched reflexively.


“Ha!” Farrell laughed, overcome with joy. As he pulled himself to his feet, he found himself laughing. It had been a pretty good day, all in all. Two people had beaten the living crap out of him, and he had gotten to kill them both. He would have liked to have had another run in with the Obsidian Order interrogator, but they couldn't all be winners, after all.


As he stumbled down the corridor, he heard footsteps approaching from up ahead. He figured that it was most likely an enemy soldier, and he wished that he had remembered to take Greenwald's phaser off of his body. As the figure rounded the corner, Farrell prepared himself for a final charge. He was hoping that the soldier would shoot him and spare him a return to captivity.


Instead of a bloodthirsty Cardassian, he found himself staring at Corporal Lockwood. Feeling saved, Farrell sank to his knees, the last reserves of his strength and will expended, “Just like a Marine,” he mumbled as he lost consciousness, “Always a day late and a dollar short.”


“We have to leave!” One of the Maquis screamed at Baxter. “We can't stay here!”


Baxter stopped shooting at the Cardassians long enough to fix her with a glare, “We ain't leavin' without the captain!”


“He's probably dead by now!” the woman protested.


“Then we all get to die together then, don't we?”


“To hell with this,” the woman shouted and moved towards the pilots seat, “I'm getting us out of here.” 


Baxter leveled his disruptor pistol at the bulkhead beside the woman's head and fired. As the beam hit home, the Maquis turned to him, her eyes wide. “I said we ain't leavin',” Baxter said tightly, shifting his aim to the woman's chest, “If you so much as touch that console, I swear by my muscular buttocks, I will shoot you down.”


“You're insane!” The woman protested.


Baxter laughed, “Ain't that the truth,” he muttered, and returned to firing at the Cardassians.


“It's the captain and Lockwood!” the Maquis whom he'd threatened earlier shouted, pointing at something out of the viewport. Baxter hauled himself up and crawled over to the viewport. Sure enough, Lockwood stood at the top of the stairs, with Captain Farrell, seemingly dead, hanging off of him.


“They'll never make it to us,” another one of the Maquis, a man, lamented.


“You're gorram right they will,” Baxter muttered. He turned to the first woman, “Take us up,” he ordered.


“We're leaving?” She asked hopefully.


“No, dumbass,” Baxter shot back, “We're gonna give the captain a little bit of cover fire, is all.”


Dragging the captain up the stairs had proved exhausting, as the man was now dead weight. Despite this, Lance Corporal Bobby Lockwood was close enough to the runabout that he wasn't about to stop. He was grateful that they hadn't left without him, but he knew that they couldn't wait much longer.

 
“Hang on, Captain,” he said, “We're almost out of here.”


No sooner had the words left his lips than the runabout began to lift off from the landing pad. “No!” Lockwood screamed, waving his free arm frantically, hoping to attract the attention of whoever was piloting the thing. They couldn't just leave them there, not after everything that they had been through.


Abruptly, the runabout rotated, hovering a few meters off of the deck. Lockwood gaped as the forward phaser strips came to life with a loud, earsplitting whine. Two streams of blindingly bright light lashed out, blasting at the Cardassians soldiers who were firmly encamped at the other side of the roof. Peeking his head just above the deck, he saw a few of them tossed around like rag dolls by the blast. One poor bastard even went hurtling off of the roof.


Having suddenly lost the advantage in firepower, the Cardassians beat a hasty retreat down the stairs. With the rooftop suddenly clear of enemy fire, Lockwood surged forward. As he neared, the sheer force of the runabout's repulsor field threated to overwhelm him. Gritting his teeth, he pushed onward. Above him, he looked up and saw an access hatch open. The large, smiling face of Master Chief Baxter looked over him.


The runabout set down again, and no sooner had it's nacelles hit the deck than Lockwood shoved Farrell in through the hatch and then scampered in after him. “Up! Take us up!” Baxter shouted at the pilot, who nodded and took them into the free air.

28

“Mr. Sanderson, what's our ETA to DS9?”


Jeff Sanderson heard Commander Grant's question and checked his instruments. Three days of plodding along at warp five from the Cardassian Border near Starbase 322 had brought them within sensor range of Deep Space 9.


He turned in his seat and looked back at her, “We'll be arriving in seventy-three minutes, Commander.” It was naval tradition that the commanding officer of a starship, regardless of rank, was addressed as 'captain'. Surprisingly enough, it had been Commander Grant who had quashed the tradition. As far as she was concerned, she had said, the captain was still in command until he was either killed or replaced.


That gesture alone had spoken volumes as to her character. When Grant had first come aboard, her demeanor and the rumors that had quickly spread had given a lot of the crew the impression that she was only interested in her career, and that they ranked a distant second on her list of priorities. Something within her had changed however, after Gruber had died on an away mission that she had led. Ever since then, she had seemed more involved with the crew. She still maintained that professional distance that Starfleet valued so highly, and she wasn't exactly buddy-buddy with any of them, but she had become more . . . human, somehow.


As he turned back to his controls, he made eye contact with Kate, and a small smile passed between them. He had been a lot happier since they had gotten together, and he was starting to think that maybe there was something there. He faced forward, catching the sly grin on Kovax's face as he did so. He wanted to ask him what was so funny, but Commander Grant still frowned on casual conversation on the bridge.


As much as he was ashamed to admit admit it, he was looking forward to returning to DS9. And he wasn't just looking to recover his losses at the dabo table, either. He wanted to spend some actual time alone with Kate, away from the ship and the distractions of their respective jobs. He had heard that Bajor was a beautiful planet, and he was hoping to get a day or so off so that they could go and see it together.


He was lost in his fantasy of frolicking naked in some Bajoran field when Kovax's console starting beeping frantically. Kovax frowned and checked something, then his jaw dropped and he spun around to face Commander Grant so quickly that he almost fell out of his chair.


“Commander!” he shouted breathlessly, “We're being hailed. It's the Little Big Horn!”


In the captain's chair, Grant perked up instantly. “On screen,” she ordered. Kovax obeyed, and a moment later, the viewscreen switched to reveal the familiar interior of a Starfleet runabout. Sitting at the controls were Captain Farrell and Master Chief Baxter. Behind them, facing away, was another man that Sanderson didn't recognize, clad in camouflaged fatigues.


Sanderson's grin of happiness was replaced when he saw the captain's face. He heard Kate gasp off to his left, and he could see why. It was obvious that the captain had recently spent some time with a dermal regenerator, but even so, it was a mass of bruises and discoloration. “Captain,” Grant said measuredly, “It's good to see you again.”


“You too, Commander,” he replied, although it seemed that the very act of speaking was painful to him, “I'm afraid that I need your help. We're moving into Federation space now, and we have wounded. The runabout doesn't have the medical facilities necessary to treat them. Also, I don't trust Hoyt not to send a ship out here to blow us all to hell. I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to help us. I'm transmitting our coordinates now.”


Grant didn't hesitate, “Sanderson, lay in a course for the captain's location and engage at maximum warp.”


Sanderson nodded and quickly made the appropriate commands. The Repulse rapidly altered its course, and the engines thrummed with power as they accelerated to their maximum velocity.


“Captain,” Grant asked, “Your mission?”


On the viewscreen, Farrell turned and looked at the soldier seated behind him, “Mission accomplished, Commander.”


Sanderson looked over at Kovax and they exchanged broad smiles and a celebratory high five.


When he closed the channel with the Repulse, Farrell leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. Years of combat had made Iron Mike into a pretty decent medic, as evidenced by the repairs to his face and the fact that in the back of the runabout, both Winocki and Rixlar were resting comfortably. Despite that, however, he was looking forward to spending some time under the tender ministrations of Dr. Zhurova.


Following their escape from Utet Prime, which had been aided by exiting the planet via the magnetic pole so as to confuse the sensors of the orbiting warship and then going to warp as soon as they had cleared the atmosphere, they had headed into the DMZ and made contact with Hudson in order to drop off the Maquis prisoners. Hudson had offered to treat the wounded, but Farrell knew that he had to get back to the Federation and stop Hoyt as soon as possible. The wounded were stable, and they would hold on long enough to get to the Repulse.


Hudson had also done him a favor. He had recorded a confession of his activities in Operation Archangel. Farrell knew that his word wasn't necessarily going to pull a lot of water with the Starfleet JAG office, but when combined with Farrell's own testimony and that of the surviving Marines, it should be enough.


In hindsight, he wished that he hadn't been forced to kill Greenwald. Not because of any feelings of guilt or shame, because those were conspicuously absent from his conscience, but because his testimony would have been their ace in the hole. Then again, Greenwald had revealed himself to be a true believer, and he may very well have gone down with Hoyt.


“Gentlemen,” Baxter announced from the helm, “We are now officially back in Federation space.”


Farrell laughed with relief, and he heard Lockwood doing the same. They had made it– against all odds and then some, they had made it back. Despite that, he found that the relief and joy was tempered more than a little by what it had cost. Nine Marines had died, along with about ten or so Maquis. Farrell found himself thinking about the Cardassian boy whom he had killed with the knife, and he knew that it was an image that he would have to live with for the rest of his days.


Of course it wasn't all bad. Relek, the bastard, had gotten what he had deserved, and Greenwald had proved to be so despicable as to be beyond redemption. If they could stop Hoyt before he sent another team in to attack the Cardassians, then everything could just about balance out.


Comfortable in the knowledge that his crew was riding to the rescue, he stood up on his still uncertain legs and announced that he was going to lie down. Leaving Baxter and Lockwood alone in the cockpit, he walked back into the dimly lit aft compartment. As he did so, he surveyed the remnants of battle on the carpet. There was a large bloodstain from where Baxter had slit the Cardassian soldier's throat, as well as some of his own. In addition, there was a long, bloody drag mark where Gunnery Sergeant Winocki had been dragged into his bunk.


As he entered, he moved quietly, taking care not to wake either Winocki or Rixlar, who both snored contentedly in their double-deck bunks. In the darkness, he looked out at the stars that streaked past the narrow viewports, and quietly removed his fresh uniform. 


Moving slowly, wincing from the various parts of his body that still felt the aftereffects of his abuse at the hands of the Cardassians and Greenwald, he slid into a lower bunk and gingerly pulled the sheets over himself. A few seconds after his head hit the pillow, he lapsed into a deep, peaceful sleep.


In the main shuttlebay of the Repulse, Dr. Natalya Zhurova stood beside Dr. Telnor and a small army of nurses and medical technicians. Several anti-grav gurneys also stood watch with her, waiting for the chaos to begin. Outside, through the transparent annular forcefield, she watched as the Little Big Horn made it's approach to the ship.


Any lingering thoughts about the direction that her life had taken or her still painful relationship with her mother and father disappeared as she braced herself to spring into action. The forcefield flared brightly as the runabout passed through it, and it had barely set down before the hatch slid open. Captain Farrell stepped out, wincing as he hit the ground.


Zhurova ran to him, but he waved her off. “We have two wounded in the aft compartment,” he said, “One with a disruptor wound to the leg. The other has one to the abdomen.” Zhurova nodded and dashed into the runabout, nearly bowling over Baxter and another man that she didn't recognize. Behind her, Telnor and Ensign T'Kel, her head nurse, followed her in.


In the back, she saw a Bzzit Khaht sitting upright on an upper bunk. From the large field dressing wrapped around his thigh, she knew that he was the leg wound that Captain Farrell had mentioned. Telnor and T'Kel helped him down. With typical Vulcan efficiency, T'Kel ran her tricorder over the wound. “It will require surgery,” she announced, “But it is not life threatening.”


“I was hoping you'd say that,” Private Rixlar quipped.


“I wish I could say the same about him,” Zhurova said as she inspected the readings on her tricorder, “He requires surgery immediately. Bring me a gurney.”


It was a testament to the training of her medical staff that they responded so quickly. They loaded both of the wounded onto gurneys and had them on their way to sickbay in no time at all. Zhurova, already planning the surgery in her head, jogged along with them to the turbolift.


As he watched the wounded leave, Farrell sat down wearily on the runabout's nacelle and breathed a long sigh of relief. He ran his tongue over his broken teeth and winced at the pain. He may not have been crazy about doctors normally, but he was willing to forgo his pride at the moment in favor of getting rid of the pain.


He still had his pride, however, and he waved off the gurney that was offered him by one of the med-techs. Although it hurt like hell, he was determined to walk to sickbay himself. Halfway towards the turbolift, he changed his mind and lay down on he gurney to ride the rest of the way.


He slept on one of the biobeds for nearly two hours before Dr. Chen could be spared to tend to his wounds. He didn't mind, though. Both Rixlar and Winocki were hurt more badly than he was, and he knew that they had been through worse.


As he lay back and let Chen go to work on his teeth, he ran through everything in his mind. He knew that they were headed towards Starbase 322 at the moment, and that soon he would have another meeting with Admiral Hoyt. This time around, however, he was not about to let the admiral outmaneuver him as he had done before. No, he was better prepared this time and he felt as if he had the upper hand. He had made sure that no one informed the Starbase that they were coming. He didn't want Hoyt catching wind of their approach and taking steps to cover his tracks or possibly flee.


It took nearly three hours for Chen to finish. When she was done, all of his teeth had been capped and repaired, and his lingering aches and pains had been sorted out. In addition, she had removed the now useless implant from his wrist. She left him alone, and he regarded himself in a mirror. Due to the miracle of 24th Century medicine, one would be hard pressed to tell that just a day before he had had been tortured by the Cardassians, and beaten up by a renegade Starfleet commander.


As he strode out of sickbay, he saw Dave standing there, holding a bottle of Jim Beam in one hand a couple of glasses in the other. “We've still got a few hours before we reach the Starbase,” Dave told him with a smile, “And I figured that you could use this.”


Farrell smiled broadly and clapped him on the back as they walked down the corridor together. “Did Commander Grant find out that you helped me?”


“Yeah,” Dave admitted, “I spent the whole time you were gone waiting for her to haul me off in chains.”


“Does that mean that you two didn't develop a newfound respect for each other while I was gone?”


Dave scoffed, “Not as such, no.”  
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As per Captain Farrell's orders, they proceeded to Starbase 322 under strict radio silence. Farrell wanted Hoyt to have as little warning as possible before he was placed under arrest. Grant supposed that he was trying to prevent him from having time to destroy crucial files, or perhaps even try to flee to avoid being sent to jail.


She sat in one of the chairs in the captain's ready room, sitting on the other side of the desk for the first time since his departure. Farrell leaned back in his chair and looked miserable. Before him, sitting on the desk, were two glasses of bourbon. Surprisingly, neither of them had been touched.


“Is there something wrong, Captain?” She asked gently.


Farrell shook his head, “No,” he sighed, “I'm just going to arrest a Starfleet admiral for high treason that resulted in the deaths of God only knows how many Starfleet officers, Maquis rebels, and Cardassian soldiers.” For some reason that she couldn't fathom, he looked distinctly saddened by the mention of the Cardassians. “Other than that,” he continued, “everything's peachy.”


Grant nodded and suddenly picked up the glass of bourbon that had been poured for her and knocked it back. As she gasped from the burn in her mouth and throat, she was a bit gratified to notice the open look of surprise on Farrell's face. He then smiled slightly and picked up his own glass, “Well. I don't suppose that I can let you beat me and my own game.” He then followed suit and set his glass down with a sigh of contentment.


“I'm glad you made it back, sir,” Grant noted offhandedly.


“Me too,” he agreed quietly. She had read his preliminary report on his mission that he had prepared for Starfleet. There were certain parts of it that read more like an adventure novel than an official mission report. If it had come from anyone else, or even from Farrell himself even as little as three days ago, she would have dismissed at self aggrandizing boasting.


“If you don't mind my asking, Captain, how did you do it?”


He had been regarding the empty glass on his table and then suddenly looked up and locked eyes with her, “Do what?”


Grant smiled, “Everything. I read your report. I was just wondering how one man– even a former SEAL– could do all that and not be killed trying.”


Farrell shrugged, “I came close,” he observed flatly. He returned her smile before continuing, “To be perfectly honest, there were more than a few times that I didn't make it. If one little thing had gone the other way, then you and I wouldn't be having this conversation. The rest of it, I suppose, was nothing more than stubbornness and stupidity.”


“Stupidity?” she repeated questioningly, “Captain, I don't know that stupidity is the word that I would choose to describe it. It was more like–”


“Heroic?” he asked with a wry smile on his face.


She blushed slightly, suddenly feeling like a fawning schoolgirl, “Well . . . yes.”


“I'm no hero,” Farrell said as he reached down into his liquor cabinet and retrieved the bottle of bourbon. He poured some for himself and then offered it to her. Still reeling from her last bout with the noxious stuff, she waved it off. “The real heroes are down on Krulak II, Commander. They're the ones that never came home.”


She nodded slowly, “Sir, I hope you won't think less of me, but when you were gone I looked through your desk a bit.”


He smiled at that, “Snooping around?”


“No,” she said more forcefully than she had any right to, “I wasn't snooping, I was simply looking for good places to put my things in the event that you never made it back. Either way, that's not the point. The point is that I found your Medal of Honor.”


He looked down at the bottom drawer, where the Federation's highest award for bravery sat neglected and ignored under a pile of PADDs, “Oh, so that's where it went.”


“I'm being serious,” she sighed, “I just wanted you to know that it's an honor to serve under you, Captain.”


He leaned back in his chair, “Why?”


The question caught her off guard, “Well  . . .” she stammered, “You're a hero.”


“Because of a bit of medal and some shiny cloth?”


Her face hardened, “I'm just trying to be nice.”


“I know,” he agreed, “And I'm just trying to figure out why a medal suddenly makes me a better person than I was before I left.” He shook his head, “The medal doesn't make the man, Commander,” he noted, “Did you know that Starfleet has it's own Medal of Honor society? I went to a meeting once, years ago when I was back on Earth. And do you know what I learned?”


“No, sir.”


“That being a recipient of some medal doesn't make you who you are. I met some other men and women who got it, and they were a pretty standard cross-section of society. Some of them were pricks, some of them were normal, and some of them were so badly screwed up from whatever war that they fought in that they just sat there and stared at the wall.” 


“I know that, Captain,” she replied, “But I've had the opportunity to work at your side for a while now, and I just wanted you to know that I consider it to have been an honor to serve with you for these past ten months.”


He nodded, “In that case, thank you, Commander. It has been rewarding to serve with you, as well.”


“Rewarding?”


“Well, I'm the hero here, Commander,” he said, his eyes twinkling, “You're supposed to be in awe of me, remember? I'm supposed to teach you what I know and then send you off into the world feeling all proud and stuff.”


Before she could think of a witty reply, Lieutenant Mbeka's voice piped in over the com system, “Bridge to Captain Farrell.”


Farrell tapped his combadge, “Go ahead, Lieutenant.”


“We're approaching Starbase 322, Captain. We'll be in transporter range in twenty-five minutes.”


“Understood, Lieutenant. Assemble a security team in transporter room two.”


“Aye, sir.”


Farrell keyed off and regarded her with a somewhat grim expression. “Well, Commander, it looks like it's time to get our game faces on. You have the conn.”


She nodded crisply, suddenly back into Starfleet mode, “Aye, sir.” Together, they headed back out onto the bridge. Farrell hung a right and headed for the aft turbolift. Grant settled herself into the center seat and tried to act casually.


The away team assembled in transporter room two and Farrell was pleased by the teams composition. In addition to Lieutenant Mbeka, Ensigns Hayes and Kraft and Master Chief Baxter stood solemn and ready for the duty that lay in front of them. All of them carried phasers, and Farrell stopped only long enough to retrieve one for himself before he stepped up onto the transporter pad alongside the others. He nodded at Killcreek, who frowned and energized the platform.


When they materialized on the Starbase, they did so before Commander T'Lena, who regarded them with customary Vulcan inscrutability. “Captain Farrell,” she acknowledged him with a slight dip of her head, “May I ask what your business is here?”


“I need to talk to Hoyt,” Farrell replied briskly as he led the security team down off of the transporter pad.


“With an armed security detail?” T'Lena kept up the pace.


“I'm afraid that the matter is classified,” Farrell told her tightly, “Commander, I assure you that you will receive a full briefing from Starfleet Command at the soonest available opportunity. Until then, I'm going to have to ask you to stand aside.”


T'Lena looked at him closely for a moment, and then apparently decided that she wasn't going to pick sides in a bout between two superior officers. “Very well,” she relented, “I will await that report expectantly, Captain.”


Farrell nodded and proceeded into the turbolift. He had no doubt that she would inform Hoyt of their presence, but that was unavoidable unless he wanted to arrest her, too. Despite the fact that he had the law on his side, the last thing he wanted was the stations own security teams getting involved in what he considered to be a discreet affair.


They strode into the outer office, and Farrell was somewhat surprised to see that Lieutenant Nelor was absent. He had no idea if it was because of the injuries that she had sustained at his hands, or if it was because of something else. Either way, she would have to be located. He didn't know whether or not she was complicit in anything that had happened, but she was still a suspect.


When he entered Greenwald's office, he noted the absence of the commander with a grim sort of pride. Part of him wanted to boast, to make some witty remark about his not being present, but he realized that it was no time for games or petty boasting. “Wait here,” he instructed the others. With a nod, Mbeka took a step back, and the others followed suit.


Leaving them in Greenwald's office, Farrell took a deep breath and stepped through into Hoyt's office. He had expected to find Hoyt at his desk, frantically deleting any incriminating files. He had even prepared himself for the sight of a hastily committed suicide, but not for what he saw.


Hoyt stood serenely by the viewport, a glass of some unidentified liquor in his hand. He stared out at the stars, and didn't even bother to turn and acknowledge Farrell's presence in the room. The doors slid shut behind him, and Farrell cleared his throat lightly.


“Hello, Jimmy,” Hoyt said absently, still not turning away from the viewport.


Farrell shook his head. Even in disgrace, Hoyt still had to appear dignified and aloof. “That's all you have to say to me?” he asked incredulously. “After all of this– everything you've done . . . that's all you have to say?”


That seemed to spark something within Hoyt, who finally turned around and fixed him was a sad sort of smile, “I'm not any happier about the way that things turned out than you are, Captain.” He took a couple of steps towards him, and Farrell's hand drifted towards his phaser.


Hoyt noted the movement and chuckled, “Please, Jimmy, don't be so cynical. I'm an old man, and I'm not the sort to go out in a hail of gunfire.”


“You really expect me to trust you?”


Hoyt clicked his tongue, “No, I don't suppose that I do.” He downed the rest of his drink and stared at the empty glass for a moment. “If you don't mind my asking, Captain– what happened to Commander Greenwald?”


“He's dead,” Farrell told him bluntly, “I killed him myself.” He didn't go into any details, but he could have sworn that he saw genuine regret on Hoyt's face.


“That's . . . unfortunate,” Hoyt reflected, “I warned him to be careful.”


“He didn't listen to you.”


Hoyt sighed and set the glass down on his coffee table, “Yes, I suppose that Nathan was always guilty of the sin of pride.”


Farrell could think of more than a few that Hoyt was guilty of as well, but he hadn't come here to give him a lecture on morality. “You're under arrest, Admiral,” Farrell said quietly. He had expected the moment to be a triumphant one, but he found instead that he was left only disgusted and sad. Not for Hoyt, but for the way things had turned out for everyone else. He thought about K'mek and the Maquis, as well as the Marines who had given their lives for Hoyt's mad scheme. He also found himself thinking of the shocked and terrified expression that would be forever frozen onto the face of the young Cardassian soldier with the knife buried in his neck.


Some of the hardness returned to Hoyt's face, “Don't be silly, Jimmy,” he admonished, “You don't really want to arrest me. Surely after spending time with the Cardassians yourself, you must see what they are capable of?” He shook his head, “They're animals. Savages. You should be able to realize, now, that I did what I had to do to protect the Federation.”


“You committed treason,” Farrell nearly shouted, amazed that Hoyt would try to talk his way out of punishment, “You betrayed the Federation!”


Hoyt sneered at him, “How dare you?” he said acidly, “How dare you come in here and bark at me like some mangy targ?” His back straightened, and he puffed out his chest, “I am a Starfleet admiral, Captain. I am entitled to the respect due to the man of my standing.”


Farrell stiffened, appalled by the display of arrogance. “Very well then,” he replied tightly, “You're under arrest, sir.”


“You're angry,” Hoyt said dismissively, “I understand that. But don't throw the baby out with the bathwater, Captain.” He clasped his hands behind his back and tried to appear in control, “The Cardassians are the greatest threat to the Federation, aside from perhaps the Borg. If you arrest me, you will be doing nothing more than weakening us. You wanted to avoid a war? You can't. They'll come back, I guarantee you that. The question is not if, but when. Without men like me, men of vigilance, then the next war will be devastating. The Cardassians will kill more innocent people, and destroy more ships, if we don't keep them in check.”


Farrell had had enough of arguing semantics, “You don't get to make policy, Admiral,” he said pointedly, “I don't doubt that you have all kinds of elaborate rationalities for the things that you've done, but you made a terrible mistake. And now Starfleet officer and innocent civilians are dead because of it . . . and you're under arrest, you son of a bitch.”


“Why don't you sit down?” Hoyt said, as if nothing were amiss. He gestured towards his sofa, “It's clear to me now that you and I have some things that we need to discuss.”


Farrell shook his head firmly, “You're not gonna talk your way out of this, Admiral. You've gone too far . . . too many people have died.” He reached up and tapped his combadge, “Lieutenant Mbeka, come in here, please.”


A moment later, the doors parted with a silent whisper, and Mbeka strode in, followed closely by Hayes and Kraft. Baxter hung back by the door, probably trying to keep as much space between himself and Hoyt as possible.


Mbeka nodded at Farrell and then moved over and grasped Hoyt by the arm. “If you'll come with me, sir,” he said respectfully, pointing with his free hand towards the door.


Farrell was prepared for more resistance, more boasting. Instead, Hoyt nodded meekly and allowed Mbeka to lead him away. As they moved past Farrell, Hoyt pulled up, “I just need a moment, Lieutenant,” he said quietly, and then looked at Farrell with large, sad eyes, “I was wrong about you, Jimmy. This whole time, I thought that you were just angry at me– angry about what happened on Enoria. I believed that you had allowed that to color your judgment . . . but I can see now that I was wrong. You're a dangerous man, Captain. People like you will destroy the Federation one day, if given the chance. Fortunately, there are people like me– people who love the Federation enough to do what is necessary to protect it.”


Farrell was reminded of the words that he had once read in one of his history textbooks at the Academy. They had been learning about the Americans involvement in Southeast Asia during the 20th Century. After they had bombed a Vietnamese city to rubble during the 1968 Tet Offensive, one American officer had been quoted as saying that they had been forced to destroy the city in order to save it. At the time, the words had merely seemed asinine and unintentionally funny. Now, however, four hundred years later, with all of the advancement and enlightenment that had occurred since then, someone was standing before him and offering the same rationale.


“Lieutenant Mbeka,” he said, “Escort Admiral Hoyt back to the ship. Then throw him in the brig.”


Mbeka turned and nodded at Hayes and Kraft, who began leading the way back to the transporter room. Farrell was left alone with Baxter. 


“Are you all right, El-tee?” Baxter asked gently.


Farrell sighed and sat down on the soft, “I don't know,” he admitted, rubbing his face wearily, “I just don't know any more, Master Chief.”


Baxter smiled cryptically, “You know why I do this job, sir?”


Farrell shook his head, “Not really, no.”


“I could do other things,” Baxter explained, walking over to Hoyt's liquor cabinet and pouring himself a stiff shot of Romulan Ale, “I've had offers . . . from groups like the Nyberrite Alliance, private military contractors. Hell, I could retire tomorrow, head off for parts unknown, and make a fortune as a mercenary.”


Farrell knew that. As SEALs, their skills were highly coveted by outsiders. He had heard of more than a few guys who had left Starfleet and gone into business for themselves. Some of them did it for the money, and some still because they couldn't get over the thrill of the fight. “Why didn't you?” He asked after a moment of contemplative silence.


“Because there's killin' to be done,” Baxter answered simply, downing the glass of ale in one go, “There are always barbarians at the gates, El-tee. Sometimes, there are even some inside. I don't do what I do for latinum, or even because I like to fight. I could retire back to Earth and sit outside in the sun, sipping beer, and be happy as a clam. But I couldn't do it as long as I knew that there were still enemies to fight. I stay in because every time I turn around, I see a new batch of kids who don't know their ass from a black hole, and I know that if I left 'em, then more of 'em would get killed out there. If I stay, then I can do some good for 'em, teach 'em what they need to know to stay alive.”


Farrell smiled, “I had no idea that you were so philosophical, Master Chief.”


“If you tell anyone, I'll kill you.” Baxter walked up to him and held out his hand, “Come on, El-tee, let's go home.”

30

The court martial was, at the behest of the most senior brass in Starfleet, a quiet affair. Following his arrest on Starbase 322, Admiral Hoyt had sat quietly in his cell in the Repulse brig for three weeks while they transported him back to Earth to face a hastily assembled trial.


Hoyt was to face judgment alone. Commander Greenwald was dead, and Lieutenant Nelor had escaped charges due to lack of evidence. One of Hoyt's only statements during his entire incarceration had been to declare adamantly that his junior adjutant had been ignorant of what he and Greenwald had planned. Farrell had no idea whether or not it was true, but knowing Hoyt, he wouldn't have put it totally outside of the realm of possibility.


Farrell found himself sitting in the front row of the court room at the Starfleet Judge Advocate General's offices in San Francisco. Before him were two tables, one for the prosecution and one for the defense. Sitting in an elevated semi-circle facing the court room were five of Starfleet's most trusted and capable senior admirals. Their discomfort was palpable as they looked uncomfortably at the man that had for so long done their dirty work without question, and perhaps more importantly, without failure.


Because of Hoyt's rank, and because of the inherent need for secrecy, the court martial was not run in the traditional fashion. The most obvious change was that instead of the usual judge, Hoyt was to face a tribunal of senior brass.


The most senior admiral present was T'Lara, the deputy head of the JAG corps. Flanking her were Admiral Alynna Nechayev and Vice Admiral Hideki Fujisaki, the deputy director of Starfleet Intelligence, and Hoyt's boss. Filling out the panel were Admiral Thomas Henry, the former head of Starfleet Security, and Admiral James Leyton, the Starfleet Chief of Operations.


He wondered idly how those admirals felt now, sitting in judgment of a man that they had probably all been forced to rely on at one point. Were they nervous at all? Perhaps afraid that Hoyt would want to go out in a blaze of glory and start telling their dirty secrets to the press? If so, then he would have bet that they didn't need to worry. Hoyt may have been a liar and a traitor, but he had an almost neurotic need for secrecy.


For his part, the admiral sat in his chair with his head held high. If the surroundings had been different, he may as well have been sitting at the head of a banquet in his honor. During the entire proceeding, he never once looked back to make eye contact with Farrell or any of the others. Winocki, Rixlar and Lockwood, who had all been lied to and left for dead because of his actions, sat in stunned silence. They had sworn their lives to Starfleet, and Farrell knew that the sense of personal and professional betrayal that they felt would not vanish easily, if at all. He found himself thinking back to Enoria, where he had first seen Hoyt for what he truly was, and he found himself sympathizing with them.


The trial moved swiftly, with everyone eager to get it over with as quickly as possible. The prosecution called its witnesses in rapid succession. Among those who were called to offer their indictment of Hoyt were Captain Farrell, Gunnery Sergeant Ellison Winocki, Lance Corporal Bobby Lockwood and Private Rixlar. They spoke simply, yet elegantly of their mission, and of their friends and comrades who had lost their lives on Krulak II. At one point, driven over the edge by Hoyt's almost bored stare, Lockwood had lost control and lashed out at him, screaming insults and threats until he was calmed down by a security officer. 


In addition, the taped confession of Calvin Hudson was played. Farrell had to admit that he found the confusion on the faces of the tribunal members while they had to decide to take the word of a known traitor to convict another whom was suspected of the same thing to be amusing. The testimony was no doubt enhanced by the fact that Hoyt offered no rebuttal. He didn't even try to do the seemingly logical thing, and blame everything on Greenwald, who had actually met with Hudson, and who also wasn't exactly in a position to defend himself. 


But he didn't do it. Despite the fact that the evidence against Hoyt was largely comprised of hearsay and circumstantial happenings, he made no effort to fight it. In fact, he seemed almost proud of what was taking place, as if he was finally getting the opportunity to shed decades of cloaked civility and subservience and finally speak what he truly believed. When he was called upon to speak in his own defense, he spoke proudly of what had happened, and how he had done what was necessary to protect the Federation.


Throughout it all, Farrell sat in the front row and kept a firm grip on Corporal Lockwood's shoulder as the young man practically vibrated with rage. Several times during Hoyt's testimony, Farrell feared that he would lose his grip on Lockwood and that the young man would charge the admiral.


After the testimony of the surviving Marines and the recording of Hudson's confession, the prosecution called Captain Farrell to take the stand. He had wanted to make a show for the brass, and to present himself as someone who was beyond reproach. To that end, when he sat down in the witness box, he was clad in full dress uniform with all of his medals displayed. The Medal of Honor hung around his neck, and he could have sworn that even the normally frosty Nechayev looked impressed.


He had even gone so far as to fudge the facts a bit. He had told them that he was a practicing Catholic, and that he wanted a Bible to swear on. He figured that the only thing more convincing than the word of a war hero was that of a God-fearing war hero. A stone-faced security officer approached and held out the book. Farrell rested his left hand on the worn leather cover and raised his right hand in the air.


“Captain James Patrick Farrell,” the guard intoned, sounding crisp and professional, “Do you swear that the testimony that you are about to give before this court martial is the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”


Farrell nodded gravelly, “I do.” The guard pulled the Bible away and retreated out of sight. Behind him, the Starfleet prosecutor, a full commander, stood and approached him. “Captain,” the commander said, “can you  outline for this court the circumstances surrounding your involvement in Operation Archangel?”


Farrell obliged him and retold the whole story. He began with his first meeting with Hoyt on board the Repulse while they had been docked at Deep Space 9, up to his planning sessions with Greenwald, the interception of the distress call– the voice that they had heard had turned out to be that of Gunnery Sergeant Winocki– and his initial confrontation with Hoyt on Starbase 322. He spared them no detail of his encounter with the Maquis on Ronara Prime, and his voyage to Krulak II to recover Corporal Lockwood. He tried to make his subsequent capture and escape sound as routine as possible, but he heard a couple of murmurs from the audience as he recounted how he had demagnetized his restraints and killed Relek and the other guard, although he couldn't tell if they were of disapproval or disbelief. He finished with the death of Commander Greenwald and his arrest of Admiral Hoyt.


When he had finished, Admiral Nechayev leaned over and whispered something into T'Lara's ear. The aged Vulcan woman nodded and faced the court room once more, “Does the defense wish to cross examine this witness?”


The defending attorney nodded but before he could stand, Admiral Hoyt grabbed his arm and shook his head solemnly. The attorney and his client conferred in a whispered exchange before the attorney, also a commander, looked back at T'Lara, “Uh, my client does not want me to cross examine this witness, Admiral.”


“Very well,” T'Lara replied crisply before turning to face Captain Farrell, “You may step down, Captain,” she told him. Farrell nodded his acknowledgment, on his way back to his chair, he had to fight the urge to turn to Admiral Hoyt and sign an old Earth song that he had once heard about fighting the law and the law winning.


If the prosecutions pace had been brisk, the defense moved like lightning. They called no witnesses, and offered no testimony to refute anything that had been presented up until that point. When Hoyt's attorney rested his case after barely twenty minutes, Admiral T'Lara dismissed the crowd, and they five admirals retired to mull over the evidence in private.


Farrell headed outside, under heavy guard, and stood with Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter on the grass outside the building. In the sky, a typically warm California sun provided an almost comical counterpoint to the proceedings that were taking place within the building. Baxter lit a cigar and puffed contentedly, “I think he's goin' down, El-tee,” he offered.


He nodded, “Yeah, the only question is for how long.” It was a question that pertained to himself, as well. Although Starfleet had officially commended him for his actions, he was well aware that he could potentially face disciplinary actions of his own for violating any one of a number of Starfleet regulations. 


He was hoping that the brass would see reason and realize that he had done the right thing, but common sense and Starfleet Command were two terms that were not usually used together in the same sentence.


Baxter seemed to pick up on what he was thinking about, and he offered him a reassuring smile, “Don't worry, skipper,” he said soothingly, “Not even Starfleet would ever dream of giving you any trouble over this. You did what you had to do, and there was no permanent harm done . . . well, except for Greenwald and the Cardies, I suppose, but to hell with them.”


“I hope you're right, Master Chief,” Farrell replied honestly, “I really do.”


“When have I ever been wrong?”


“When you told me that I was just being paranoid when I had that bad feeling before I got shot by the Cardassians.”


Baxter smiled, “Yeah, that time you got it right in the ass.”


“It was my lower back,” Farrell feigned offense.


Baxter shrugged, “Sure, skipper, whatever helps you sleep at night.”


Less than two hours later, they were summoned back into the court room to hear the verdict of the assembled admirals. As the most senior JAG officer present, Admiral T'Lara read the verdict. She began by asking the defendant to stand. Hoyt did so, standing ramrod straight, he kept his eyes bored onto the Starfleet emblem that was mounted on the front of the tribunals raised platform.


“Rear Admiral William Hoyt,” T'Lara began, her voice measured and crisp, “This tribunal has weighed the evidence against you, it has also taken into account your decades of faithful service. Despite that, your lack of remorse and your refusal to admit wrongdoing cannot be overlooked. It is the finding of this tribunal that you are hereby found guilty of all charges that have been levied against you. You have been convicted of the charges of dereliction of duty, of conduct unbecoming an officer of the Federation Starfleet, and of perhaps the gravest crime imaginable, that of high treason against the Federation. Before you are sentenced for your crimes, you are offered the chance to address the court. Do you wish to do so?”


Hoyt nodded, “Yes, Admiral.”


“Then proceed,” T'Lara replied.


Hoyt cleared his throat and shifted his eyes up to look into the faces of his judges, “I know that it is your intention to have me stand before you today feeling both humbled and ashamed– I am neither.


“You accuse me of dereliction of duty, but it is you who are derelict in your duties. For decades, you, the most senior officers of the Federation, have allowed your own ambitions and desires to blind you to some of the worst threats arrayed against us. During the Cardassian wars, you sat on your hands and allowed politicians to talk with our enemies, while all the while, people were dying. Your refusal to meet the emerging threat of the Borg with vigor meant that a hastily-assembled fleet was used as cannon fodder for them.”


He shook his head and continued, “You accuse me of conduct unbecoming an officer, but nothing could be further from the truth. I would be improper only if I had reneged on my oath to the people of the Federation– the people that I swore to protect. I worked to protect them when none of you would.


“Lastly, you accuse me of treason . . . but I have betrayed nothing. You betrayed us all with your refusal to meet emerging threats before they become critical. For years, you have ignored and marginalized threats to Federation security . . . and that millions of good, fine young men and women– valiant defenders of the Federation– have paid for that neglect with blood is equally real . . . and equally tragic.”


He let out a long shuddering breath, and sitting there, watching him, Farrell was left with the unshakable impression that the man was bearing his soul– perhaps for the very first time. “I did what I had to do to protect the Federation. I took the actions I did not out of hatred for our way of life, but out of love for it. I may go to prison, but if that's what it takes to bring attention to these most sacred issues, then I will gladly spend the rest of my days in the stockade.” He squared his shoulders and glared at the  assembled officers, “But by then I imagine that it will be too late, and that more of our brothers and sisters will have died in vain . . . Damn you for forcing me into this position.”


Farrell sat and thought about what he had said. Coming from almost anyone else, and under almost any other circumstances, he would have found himself agreeing with a large part of what had been said. Once again, he was left discomfited and slightly disturbed by the implications of that. Perhaps he and Hoyt weren't so vastly different, after all.


He thought back to what the admiral had told him on Starbase 322, after their first confrontation. He had said that he wasn't an evil man, and that he was only doing what he felt was necessary. Listening to him speak, truthfully at least, for the first time, Farrell was left with the conclusion that Hoyt had never considered what he was doing to be treason or even revenge, but rather a desperate act of patriotism. It didn't make it any better, but he was reminded of a saying that one of his Academy ethics instructors had always told them– even Hitler loved his dog.


As Hoyt sat down, Farrell scanned the faces of the tribunal. T'Lara remained inscrutable, while Nechayev and Henry both looked furious at what Hoyt called a justification for his actions. He thought that he saw a brief hint of sympathy on Leyton's face, and Fujisaki looked saddened, like a father who was watching his child go astray but was powerless to prevent it.


This time, however, there was no whispered conversation amongst them. They had obviously decided beforehand that no matter what Hoyt said, that they would remain impassive. T'Lena leaned forward and crossed her arms, “Admiral Hoyt, you have been tried and convicted of some of the grievous crimes imaginable for a man of your stature, and your actions have directly resulted in the deaths of loyal Starfleet officers and innocent civilians. It is the decision of this court that you are hereby to be stripped of rank and dishonorably discharged. You are also sentenced to spend the rest of your natural life, without the possibility of parole, in the Starfleet stockade on Jaros II.”


After reading out the sentence, T'Lara tapped a small bell with a soft mallet, and the admirals rose as one and filed out of the room. Hoyt, who still looked defiant and angry, nonetheless went willingly with the two security officers who stepped forward to accompany him out of the court room and to his holding cell. Farrell sat there, sitting beside Corporal Lockwood, and watched as he shuffled out of the room in shackles. “And may God have mercy on your soul,” he found himself mumbling as Hoyt was led away.

Epilogue 

“Come in,” Grant heard Captain Farrell call from the other side of the doors to his ready room. She stepped inside to find the room darkened, save for the dull, wan glow of an illuminated computer screen. Captain Farrell sat at his desk, his dress uniform undone and hanging loosely off of his body. His left hand was resting on his desk, holding his Medal of Honor lightly. The elegant blue ribbon rested on the desk, and the medal seemed to be growing out of the lacquered surface.


He looked up at her as she entered and gave her a humorless smile, “What's our sitrep, Commander?”


“We're underway, Captain,” she reported, gesturing out to the stars that streaked past the viewport, “We should be arriving in the Bajoran sector in about three weeks.” While all she had come to do was to report on that simple fact, she got the feeling that something more was required. Farrell looked like something was eating him up inside.


After the court martial had ended, Farrell had returned to the ship and ordered them back to the DMZ to resume their previous assignment. After that, he had retreated into his ready room.


“How did the court martial go?”


Farrell snorted, “The only way it could go,” he answered sourly, “Starfleet quietly swept the whole thing under the rug. As far as they're concerned, Operation Archangel never happened. The families of those kids that got killed will be told some fairy tale about what happened to them. I'd put my money on it being some sort of training accident.” Despite the acid in his voice, he sounded more disappointed and sad than angry.


“What about Admiral Hoyt?”


Farrell allowed the medal to fall onto the desktop with an audible thud, “Hoyt got life,” he replied offhandedly, as if it were no concern to him. “No parole.”


“That's good,” she noted.


“Is it?” Farrell asked with a weary sigh, “I don't think so. He gets to grow old in prison, in what a lot of people in the galaxy would call luxury. He'll get three hots and a cot, guards that won't beat him, all the reading material he could ever want– hell, they even have holodeck privileges for good behavior, nowadays.” He shook his head and stood up, staggering slightly. Grant noted the half empty bottle of bourbon that sat tucked away on one side of his desk, “And in the meantime, all those boys that he lied to . . . that he betrayed . . . they get to rot on Krulak II. And we have the nerve to call that justice.”


“And what would be the alternative?” She asked lightly, “Execution?”


“It has its upsides,” he said, “I happen to believe that all some people deserve is a long drop from a short rope.”


“What about Greenwald?” She wanted to change the subject, lest they wind up having a polemic argument over the validity of capital punishment.


“Officially? Officially, Greenwald is AWOL. Starfleet can't very well acknowledge his involvement in an operation that never existed . . . nor could they explain my killing him. In a while, they'll tell everyone that he ran off and joined the Maquis. That way, no one will ask too many questions.”


Grant digested the information, and found that she couldn't help but share in some of the captain's bitterness. Before she had signed on aboard the Repulse and met Admiral Hoyt, she had believed that the Federation wasn't willing to stoop to such low levels. “What about you? Are you in any trouble?”


He chortled, “No. I got a pat on the head, a nice little atta-boy, and then they sent me on my way,  after swearing me to secrecy, of course. Heaven forbid that people ever actually learn the truth.”


She took a few steps forward and sat down lightly in one of the chairs, “Well, at least it's over.”


“It's over, all right,” he concurred, “It's over and everybody wins. Starfleet gets to keep the egg off its face. Hoyt goes to prison. Greenwald goes to an unmarked grave. I even get a shiny new medal to add to my treasured collection.” He shook his head sourly and muttered a curse, “Everybody wins.”


“Except those boys,” she offered gently, reading what was on his mind.


“Yeah,” he agreed distantly, his voice hollow and sad, “Except them.”

The End
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