Preservers' Children
Chapter 1: Calls In The Night
By: Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid and Commander K. Alan McDougall

Four days ago...
Captain's Log: Lt. Ian Lloyd and Lt Lrett have formally asked me to officiate at their binding. Of all the duties a ship's captain has, this is the one duty I dearly love. After all, how often does one get to witness the birth of a whole new species. Kali assures me that everything has been worked out months in advance. It seems that she and the other taan have been busy monitoring the progress of Ian and Lrett's relationship. 

The wedding party met at Clan Sakaari's Place of Binding. Ian and Lrett gasped as they saw the lush grotto. In the center was a small shrine-like structure. Ian and Lrett approached the shrine where Kali was waiting. Cayla looked at the two lovers and approached. she carefully took Ian's hand and placed it on Lrett's face as the ancient rite demanded. She took Ian's other hand and clasped it in Kali's left hand. 

Turning to Lrett, she spoke the ancient Ksharan ritual phrase, “Is Ian the the one you would bond with?” 

“Lrett serenely replied, “Yes... gladly. With all my heart.” 

Cayla took Lrett's hand and placed on on Ian's face and the other was also placed in Kali's left hand. Cayla looked at all three for an instant and then stepped back and said, “Let it begin.” 

Kali reached for a vial and sprayed both with a series of liquids. Then she put one hand one Ian's head and one hand on Lrett's head Instantly each felt the presence of the other in their minds and each were overwhelmed by the intensity of their emotions. They were one... one in a way few species ever know and those that do rejoice at each new binding. In that long moment their genetic codes came into perfect harmony, joining the two beings together in a triumphant union of two spirits. 

Outwardly a multi-coloured aura surounded the wedding party, bathing the audience in their joyous light. Many who had never witnessed a Ksharan binding were stunned. There were many wedding custions that were beautiful in their own right, but few could match the simple beauty of the Ksharan way. Cayla Sakaari smiled, she was happy... happier than she had been in many months. 

As quickly as it began, the light faded and the newly bonded couple immerged. Cayla approached and touched Ian and Lrett's face. In an instant she sensed the completeness of their newly formed bond. 

Turning to the others in the room she said, “It is done, as it was in the beginning.... so it will be until the end.” 

Both Ian and Lrett looked very different. Ian looked down at himself seeing his shiny new coat of fur... not quite Caitian in texture or pattern, but very handsome none the less. Then he looked deep into Lrett's magnificent eyes and the two silently walked off, oblivious to all but each other. 

Commander Dahl walked up to Cayla Sakaari, not quiet understanding what had just happened and asked the obvious... “How?” 

“I'll give you the short version... when one binds a Human to a Ksharan or in this case a Caitian, both beings are physically and genetically changed. In the truest sense of the word, the two become a one... and they become part of a new species.” 

“So what does that mean for Lieutenants Lloyd and Lrett?” 

A lot actually... they will be closer than they ever could have been without binding and more importantly, they won't need the kind of help other inter-species couples need to have children. Thus they form the basis of a whole new species. They will be able to communicate with each other telepathically. But the real plus for this technique is the simple fact that it solves many of the problems common to hybrids.” 

“Each to their own I guess.” 

“Fair enough. Binding wouldn't be good for many beings... the fact is it would be destructive to several species. Ferengi, Yridians... just to name a couple.” 

Dahl shook his head and walked away... there were many things about his new Captain that he did not understand and he silently wondered if he ever would. Perhaps, he mused to himself, somethings are not meant to be understood. 

* * * 

Now...
On the Long Range Scout Shuttle Goddard — somewhere in the Cthulu system... 

I nae think I've ever seen so pretty a sight in nature, thought the old man as he sat in the pilot's chair, watching the astonishing sight before him. 

It was a terrestrial planet, albeit a monster ~ nowhere near as huge as the gas giants of Earth's solar system, but big enough ~ with a number of crisscrossing, multicoloured rings that reminded the old man of an archaic, highly inaccurate model for the atom. 

He felt a wetness in his eyes. When a thing o' beauty affects ye so... ye know yuir still alive. 

Scotty smiled, amd let himself drift off. 

* * * 

Personal Log of Captain Mongomery Scott (Starfleet Engineering, retired) - Stardate (classified; printout only): Mourning is bad enough once. Twice ~ for the same person, a friend ~ is indescribable. They finally released the news of the Captain's ~ Captain Kirk's ~ true fate: snatched up from the Enterprise B by an energy ribbon, stranded in a kind of limbo for the better part of a century (I know how that is) and finally, going out the way he lived ~ heroically. Some of the comments by the Starfleet officials were positively sycophantic ~ not surprising; he had that effect as far back as the 5 year mission on every young officer on the bridge ~ Chekov was the worst (and being a gentleman, I won't talk about the yeomen). Others had a more balanced opinion of his qualities ~ I liked Picard's the best (he was with Jim at the end ~ so that nightmare of dying alone didn't come true, eh?). Others, like that stale haggis Jellico, saw fit to focus only on his failings ~ with the chain of command, the Prime Directive, etc, etc. ~ and ignore the times, the situations ~ even the meaning of command and its terrible responsibilities and costs. 

I do have to admit one thing, in retrospect: it did look like a hairpiece... 

* * * 

Goddard continued her leisurely tour of the Cthulu system, her passenger/pilot taking in the sights and wishing his former crewmates could enjoy them with im. It was one of life;s little ironies that Enterprise-A's last exploratory mission ended a mere parsec short of visiting Cthulu and its worlds. 

Scotty was considering a flyby of an ice planetoid when the computer spoke up. 

“Receiving distress signal from a Starfleet vessel.” 

Locate, identify... oh and boost its signal through our comm system and retransmit. The signal's so weak, it'd be unitelligible outside of this solar system.” 

“Vessel located and identified. Vessel is in orbit aroud the second closest plaent to the sun, designated Cthulu II. Vessel identified as Starship USS Majestic NCC-61804.” 

Awhile later, the Goddard entered a parallel, but more stable orbit with Majestic around Cthulu II. 

Beaming over to the crippled starship, Scotty materialized in a modern Starfleet uniform. No need t'confuse the lads and lassies by bein' a century out of fashion. Besides all this black manages to disguise a lifetime o' eatin' drinkin' an' makin' merry. 

Majestic didn't look much better on the inside than it did outside. Power systems were erratic at best; life support was functioning but minimal. Scott knew he had to get to main engineering; unless the power was stabilized, there would be no chance of correcting the starship's wild ~ and decaying ~ orbit. 

Luckily for Scott, the Goddard had beamed him to the engineering deck (he was not exactly built for crawling through jeffreys tubes and climbing ladders anymore). Functionally identical to the same deck as the Enterprise D and E (the ship that rescued him and its successor, which Scott had happily helped design), Scotty had no trouble making his way to main engineering. 

Except, that is, for the bodies. 

A quick tricorder scan assured Scott that none of the prone forms were dead; they were, however, dehydrated and undernourished. Whatever knocked them down must have been along the lines of phasers or disruptors at a setting that, it it existed in 24th century weaponry would be designated “extremely heavy” stun or maybe “comatose” ~ because that is what those crewpersons appeared to be and to have been for perhaps several days. 

In main engineering, Scotty went directly to the command station mysteriously designated as the “pool table”, checking the ship's vital signs with the care and delicacy of a physician. Slowly, he began restoring power and ~ as soon as it was capable ~ ordered the ship's computer to put Majestic into a stable orbit. 

Scott then opened one of the access panels to see what could be down about restoring the ship's EMH and EEH (being part of the same program, the absence of the later meant the same fate for the former); he as well as the crew needed help desperately. As soon as the panel popped out ~ so did a man. Into the palm of Scott's hand. 

No bigger than one of the tin soldiers Scotty had played with as a child, the man was in an engineering uniform and babbling in a dialect Scott had not heard since the days when services uniforms were red. 

“A Terratin,” gasped Scotty. He smiled; whoever the chief engineer was must have prized this lad like gold. Scotty rememberd Captain Kirk's stories of how some of the Terratins rescued by the Enterprise repaired his broken wrist-chrono's micro miniature systems... with a hammer and a chisel. 

Unlike his crewmates, the terratin was — barely — conscious. although his physical condition was otherwise just as bad. He looked up at Scott. 

“My — my god, you're Montgomery Scott!” he exclaimed, his voice surprisingly audible, considering he was only a few inches tall. 

“Easy lad, everything's going to be all right. What the divil happened here?” 

“They came... they took the Captain... all of her people... the ship... I saw them!” 

Who did? Who are they?” 

“They said... they were the Builders.” 

“Of what?” wondered Scotty. 

“They said... they were The Preservers!” 

Preservers' Children
Chapter 2: First Response
By: John H. Harris

 “To all Federation Starships in the area of the Cthulu system, this is Captain Montgommery Scott aboard the USS Majestic. I am in need of assistance. Of greatest need at this time are engineering and medical personnel. I canna give details now, but you'd better hurry.” 

Captain Virginia Winnie's eyebrows climbed into her curly red hair as she listened to the faint, scratchy signal. Yet, in spite of the static, the voice was unmistakable. 

Commander Jeffrey Young had heard it to, and turned from the sciences station. "The Majestic is Fleet Captain Sakaari's ship," he said, a bit of worry in his voice. 

"You know Fleet Captain Sakaari?" Winnie asked. 

"Yes, Captain. I served for a short time aboard the Majestic before starting my duties here aboard the Chautauqua." 

"We are the closest starship to the system, Captain," Ensign Kathy Ramm, the ship's assistant conn officer, reported. 

"Set course for the Cthulu system, Ensign. Maximum warp." She touched a button on the console next to her seat. "Sickbay, this is the bridge. Dr. Calhoun, assemble a medical response team. Engineering, we're going to need a team from down there, as well." 

"Are there any details, Captain?" asked Dr. Patricia Calhoun, the ship's chief medical officer. 

"None. We should be there in..." 

"Three hours, Captain," Ramm reported. 

"We'll know then." 

Three hours later, the Chautauqua came out of warp and settled into orbit next to the Majestic. Scott had managed to stabilize the orbit, but only barely. The ship was not in the best attitude to maintain it. 

"Any response to our hails, Lieutenant?" Winnie asked, addressing Lieutenant, j.g. John H. Harris, the Chautauqua's operations officer. 

"No, Captain. They're receiving, but the most I've heard is distant muttering. I can't be sure, but it sounds something like Scots Gaelic." 

"Anything recognizable?" the captain asked. "You speak Irish Gaelic, right?" 

"Aye, but they're not quite the same. The only clear word I could make out was 'stuck'." 

"Stuck?" 

"Aye." 

Winnie tapped her commbadge. "Boarding teams, beam over to the Majestic now." 

"Captain, permission to join the engineering team," Harris said. 

Winnie knew why he wanted in on the team. "Granted. Go grab your toolkit." 

* * * 

By some twist of fate, it was Harris' team that found Scott, deep in one of the ship's Jeffries tubes. 

"Captain Scott?" the Irishman called. 

"Aye, Lad. Around the corner." 

As the operations officer crawled up to the elder engineer, he saw that the captain wore no commbadge on his modern uniform, which explained why he hadn't responded to any of the hails. 

"Oh, good! I was startin' t'wonder if that bloomin' compu-doc would be able to wake anyone up." 

"We're not with this ship's crew, Captain. We're from the Chautauqua, here in response to your distress signal." 

"Oh. Well, no matter. Back t' engineerin' wi' all of us, an' I'll hand out assignments there." 

"Aye, Sir," Harris answered. Both he and Scott had a bit of trouble turning around in the tube, but they both managed it. "If ye don't mind me asking, Captain, where'd you lost your commbadge?" 

"Ah, I bumped it climbin' one of th' access ladders. It's at the bottom of the shaft." 

They walked into engineering to find Lt. Commander Donovan Updike, the Chautauqua's chief engineer, busy trying to restore main power. 

"Carter, check that antimatter injector again. I'm not getting anything through them." 

"And ye won't, Lad," Scott said. Updike turned and stared, his mouth agape. "Whoever did this to the lass took the antimatter, too... and the deuterium." 

"I... see. It's an honor to meet you, Captain Scott. I'm Donovan Updike, chief engineer of the Starship Chautauqua." 

Scott shook hands with updike. He then turned to Harris. "And what might your name be, Lieutenant?" he asked. 

"Oh, forgive me, Sir," Harris answered, offering his hand. "Lieutenant John Harris, Operations Officer." 

"Operations? What are ye doin' over here leadin' an engineering team then?" Scott asked. He had a smile on his face, but it was a serious question. 

"Lieutenant Harris is also a fully qualified engineer," Updike explained. 

"Ah, I see," Scott replied, shaking hands with the Irishman. 

"Have you found out who did this, Captain?" Harris asked. 

"Not for sure, but I'm told it was the Preservers." 

Preservers' Children
Chapter 3: Consultation
By: John H. Harris and Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid
"Captain Scott," the woman said, approaching Scotty near the Majestic's warp core, "I'm Virginia Winnie, commanding Chautauqua." 

Scotty turned to regard the captain. She wasn't especially tall, but projected the same air of authority that most good captains had. A mop of curly red-gold hair framed a face that centered around piercing blue eyes. A growing number of fine lines attested to her experience, yet did nothing to detract from her appearance. "Ah, Captain," Scotty said, shaking hands with the woman, "'tis an honor to make yer acquaintance." 

"The honor is mine, Captain." 

"Oh, please, call me Scotty. 'Captain Scott' makes me feel a hundred and fifty years old." 

"Sir, you are a hundred and fifty years old." 

"A hundred and fifty-five, actually, but no matter. Speaking of that, we've just about got the deuterium tanks up to minimum flight levels and the antimatter pods you sent over were installed in record time, largely thanks to your Lieutenant Harris." 

Winnie gave Scott a half-smile. "Well, he can be a bit over-eager at times, but he's a good officer. In fact, I came down here looking for him, as well as to talk to you." 

As if summoned, Harris walked into the area, his eyes concentrating more on the PADD he was reading than where he was going. "Scotty," he said, "the impulse driver coils check out, so we should be able to start the impulse –" Then he saw who was standing next to the engineer. "Oh, sorry, Captain. I didn't see you standing there." 

"You had other things on your mind, John. Don't go anywhere. I may have an assignment for you." She turned back to Scott. "Captain, I received a message from Starfleet Command. Until Commander Dahl can be certified as fit for duty, they've offered you acting command of the Majestic." 

"With all due respect to Starfleet, Captain," Scotty answered, "my place is here in Engineering'. I'm sure ye can find someone else t' take command." 

Winnie's smile was unforced this time. "That's what Admiral Sakaari thought you'd say." She turned back to Harris. "In that case, Lieutenant, it seems you'll get your shot at being first officer. I'm giving the ship to Commander Young for the time being, and you'll be his number one. Do you have any problems with that?" 

"No, Sir." 

"Good. As soon as you're done here, report to the bridge." 

"Aye, Sir." 

A slightly groggy furry head peeked out of one of the Jeffries Tubes and looked around. "Looks safe, lets go!" 

"Well now what have we here?" said a slightly surprised Scotty to the appearance of 8 small felinoid children. 

For a second they all froze, then without warning they all began to cry. Scotty crouched down and extended his arms for them to come to him. Almost instantly he was bowled over by 8 extremely unhappy children. After a little while they seemed to settle down. One of the children finally spoke up in a very shaky voice and said, "Want mommy... bad shadows take mommy away... their mommies too!" 

Captain Winnie crouched down to their level and, like Scotty, was bowled over by the children. With the attention they seemed to cheer up. "Scotty, I'll take the children over to the Chautauqua, there aren't many onboard Majestic in any condition to look after them.” 

"Aye, an' I wouldna say it's entirely safe either." 

* * * 

Doctor Patricia Calhoun was tired. Her entire medical staff, as well as all of the medically cross-trained people she had brought over from the Chautauqua had been running all over the ship locating and assessing the conditions of everyone left on the Majestic. She, the other two doctors from the Chautauqua, and the Majestic's EMH program had been trying to formulate some course of action, but nothing presented itself. 

"That's it," Calhoun finally said. "I need some sleep." 

"I advised you of that fact several hours ago," the EMH replied. "With our current level of progress, I believe I can continue on my own." The hologram paused for a moment. "However, a bit of help would be useful. Especially someone familiar with the symptoms being shown by the remaining crew and families." 

"How about another EMH?" the human doctor asked. 

"Another EMH? Is that possible?" 

"What's your version number?" Calhoun asked. 

"3.85," the holograph answered. 

"Then you're the same model as what we use aboard the Chautauqua. Computer!" A tone answered Calhoun. "Establish interface with USS Chautauqua EMH and activate in this sickbay." 

A series of bleeps came from the EMH terminal on the wall and a young woman appeared, dressed in a Starfleet medical uniform. She had nut brown hair worn loosely to her shoulders, and bright blue eyes in a lovely face. 

"Please state the nature of the medical emergency," the newly arrived hologram asked in a light contralto. 

"You're not a standard EMH," the Majestic's version said with a bit of confused annoyance in his voice. 

"I have the same basic software as you," the Chautauqua's EMH replied, "but my physical and auditory programming has been altered. 

"You two can trade code later," Calhoun said, getting up from the CMO's desk. "Right now, I'm going to beam back over to the Chautauqua and get some sleep." 

"And what are my assigned duties until you return?" the female EMH asked. 

"We have a ship full of comatose people and, so far, no idea why we can't wake them up." 

"Interesting." She turned to her counterpart. "Have you considered an anti-narcoleptic?" 

Indulging in a yawn, Calhoun left sickbay. 

"Yes," the Majestic's EMH answered. "However, none of the standard medications have had any effect." 

"Perhaps a nonstandard medication is indicated." 

"I had considered that. The one that seems most logical is methylphenidate." 

The Chautauqua's doctor considered it for a moment, accessing the information in her own medical database. "A bit primitive, but it may work." 

"My thoughts exactly." He regarded her for a moment. "It seems we do have the same basic programming." A moment later, he added, "Though I much prefer your physical appearance to my own." 

"Thank you, but I'm a doctor, not a sex symbol." 

"Of course you are." 

* * * 

The turbolift doors puffed open to reveal the largest bridge that Harris had ever set foot on. Identical to the Galaxy-class bridge, the decor was a few years out of date, but the bridge was spacious and designed for maximum comfort befitting a ship designed for decade-long deployments. 

Commander Young straightened up from the conn as Harris walked onto the bridge. "Well," he said, "it looks like Captain Scott didn't accept Starfleet's offer." 

"No, Sir," the Irishman answered. "He said he belongs in engineering. Captain Winnie assigned me as your first officer." 

Young nodded. "Until the doctors can figure out how to revive the crew, we're going to be rather shorthanded around here. That means we're going to have to double and triple on the duty stations. Do you have any problem taking con and ops on your watch?" 

"Not at all, sir." 

"Good. I hope it won't be for long, but until further notice, we'll be pulling twelve-hour duty shifts. All of the standard guest quarters are being used by the medical people, so I've secured the rest of us quarters on decks eight and eleven, and apparently Captain Scott has put the engineers into quarters on deck eighteen. Right now, I advise you to go get some sleep. You'll be taking low watch tonight." 

"Aye, Sir. Exactly where on deck eight or eleven are my quarters?" 

"Oh, sorry. You're in 102, forward." 

"Thank ye, Sir." 

"Dismissed." 

* * * 

"That's it, Scotty," Lt. Commander Updike said, looking across the console at the elder engineer. "That's as much deuterium as we can give you." 

"Aye, Lad," Scotty answered, "but it should be enough to get us t' Starbase 185." 

"Then I'll be heading back to the Chautauqua." The younger engineer reached across the table to shake hands with the older man. "It's been an honor working with you, Captain Scott." 

"An' a pleasure workin' wi' you, Commander. Ye have a fine ship over there, and I'm sure she's in good hands." Updike nodded away the compliment before leaving engineering. As he did, Scotty tapped his commbadge. "Scott t' bridge." 

"Harris here." 

"We've completed the deuterium transfer, Lieutenant. As soon as Mr. Updike has beamed over to the Chautauqua and I adjust the ship's navigational deflectors t' let the ramscoops do their job, we'll be ready t' break orbit." 

"How long, Scotty?" 

"Oh, shouldna take me more than a few seconds t' get the navigational deflectors adjusted. I've already got the ramscoops configured. Give it about five minutes." 

* * * 

"Right," Harris said from his seat at the flight control console. "I'll let Captain Winnie know." 

Just then, the turbolift doors opened to reveal a man dressed in a Starfleet uniform. Harris didn't recognize him, so it probably meant that he was one of the Majestic's crew. "Chief LoDestro," the man said, introducing himself, "second assistant conn officer, reporting for duty, Sir." 

Harris stood up. "Man your post, Chief. How many others have been revived?" 

"Not many, Sir. They're having the hardest time with the non-humans, especially Commander Dahl." 

"I see." 

"I take it you're from the ship that responded to the distress call?" the chief asked, settling into his station as Harris moved over to ops. 

"Yes. Lieutenant John Harris, Chautauqua operations officer." The two men shook hands. "But, until Commander Dahl can be revived, I'm this ship's acting first officer. Commander Young, the Chautauqua's first officer is acting captain." 

"Understood, Sir. Has engineering cleared us to get underway?" LoDestro asked. 

"About five minutes." He then opened a channel. "Chautauqua, this is Majestic. We'll be ready to get underway in approximately four minutes." 

"Roger that, Majestic," Captain Winnie answered. "Break orbit and head out whenever you're ready. We'll be about ten seconds behind you. Chautauqua out." 

* * * 

Captain's Log - USS Chautauqua: We are escorting USS Majestic to Tanis 5, where, as I understand Starfleet, it will be undergoing a complete re-construction, using a new technique involving the use of controlled Nanites. It is the belief of the engineers that, if successful, this will allow Starfleet to increase a ship's service life by decades. I would like to think that Fleet Captain Sakaari will be found to see her uprated ship. And that brings me to my biggest headache; I'm left with a major problem: Just what the hell happened to the Mtani, both on Majestic and on a number of Tanisian worlds. Lt. Remlap called them the Preservers and Kayla Lansa called them "bad shadows". It is her use of the word bad that concerns me... Mtani are inherently empathic, as are any that use the Ksharan bonding technique, or so Majestic's EMH claims. Her use of the word bad could have an indication of potential malevolence or it could simply be a child's way of expressing her unhappiness at the abduction of her parents. I'd like to believe the latter, but I am bound to consider the former... unfortunately. 

Preservers' Children
Chapter 4: The Search begins....
By: Capt Carl Lewis
Captain's Log, stardate (Classified): the USS Charleston has completed its patrol and survey mission of the N'Gala Cluster in Sector 22145. No Dominion or Jem'Hadar forces have been detected in either the Binary system or the Pulsar system to a distance of two parsecs. We are preparing to return to Starbase 273 for further assignment. 
As he closed his log entry, Fleet Captain Swindell took one more look at the various sensor reports lying on his Ready Room desk. Satisfied that there were no enemy ships in the area, he got up and entered the Bridge. 

"Captain K'Arlon you may break orbit and proceed to Starbase 273." he said as he crossed to the Command Section. 

"Aye, sir," came the reply from the XO, who then called out, "Helm, set course 297 Mark 143, warp six." 

As soon as the order was given, the ship's Tactical Officer spoke up, "Captain, we are receiving a Priority One distress call. The signature appears to be Federation, but the signal is very weak." 

"Can you give me a location?" 

"It appears to be coming from 194 Mark 017, distance is three lightyears. It's the Cthulu System, sir."

"Helm, what is our ETA at Maximum Warp?" 

"At Warp 9, our ETA is 12 hours, 23 minutes." 

"Set course for the Cthulu System, Warp 9," the Captain ordered. "Bridge to Engineering."

"Engineering, Captain Lewis here," was the reply. "What do you need, Captain?" 

"We are proceeding to the Cthulu system. We may need extra power when we arrive. We are also going to need more power for sensors and possibly weapons." 

* * *

"You'll have it. Engineering, out." Carl replied. Then, turning to the other engineering personnel, who had gathered for a systems briefing, "New orders. Lt. Morales, I need you and Lt. Lewis to work on the sensors: We need them as finely tuned as possible by the time we reach the Cthulu system. Lt. K'Jahn, see about increasing power to the weapons, in case they're needed. Everyone else, we need to improve the power distribution net. We do not have a lot of time, so let's get going." 

Carl watched as everyone departed to perform the duties given. He went to his office where he could monitor the work and find ways to improve the systems by looking over the specs and diagrams for the ship. 

As he sat there looking over the specs, the comm system came to life. "Captain Lewis, please respond" 

Speaking into the surounding air, Carl replied, "Captain Lewis here." 

"This is Laural" came the reponse. Carl sat there and tried to make sense of it, when the voice continued, "I know this is strange, and I am not sure about it myself." 

"Laural, if this is really you, and I suspect that it is, I need to ask you to verifiy my belief. What happened on the last day you were at the Academy?" 

There was a pause, then, "We had come back from that awful Academy Survival Skills Exercise, and survived the uprising on Caldos IV, which was the reason for my desire to leave STARFLEET in the first place. You, Barbara Slater, and I had one last meal together before my shuttle left for the Daystrom Institute. We ate at Luigi's in San Francisco. I remember that the waiter kept getting our orders mixed up, and you ended up eating Linguini with some really God-awful seafood topping. You said that it was a pleasure to serve with me and you wished you had gotten to know me better, and Barbara couldn't handle my leaving, and ended up excusing herself so we wouldn't see her cry." 

After a moment, Carl collected himself. "Engineering to Cmdr Slater" 

"Yes Carl, what is it?" 

"You had better come to my office right away. There is someone you should meet, someone very important." 

"I cant imagine who it would be this close to a possible engagement. But, allright, I'll be there shortly. Slater, out." 

"Engineering to the Captain." 

"Captain Swindell here. What can I do for you, Engineer?" 

"Captain, I think you should come to Engineering right away. I found Dr. Beecher. You may want to bring the XO as well." 

* * *

Within two minutes, Barbara Slater, Fleet Captain Swindell and Tim K'Arlon were all in the Chief Engineer's Office. Each trying to figure out what had happened. 

Thanks for coming. I would like you all to meet.. Dr. Laural Beecher. Laural, would you do the honors? 

There were a some clicks and whirs from the computer, and then, "Hello Fleet Captain Swindell, Captain K'Arlon, and also to you Barbara, I mean, Commander Slater. I am indeed Dr. Laural Beecher. I am not sure how I got here, but I am somehow integrated into the computer core." 

Barbara spoke up first. "Laural, it's good to hear your voice again. There was a power surge while we were trying to load your battle program, and you were somehow combined with the computer matrix. We don't completely understand it either, but it did happen." 

Captain Swindell spoke, "If you access the data files and log entries for Stardate ________ through _______, you will see what happened. Captain Lewis surmised some time ago that you had been combined with the computer matrix. After your accident, we began to experience glitches in the computer's operations. Carl theorized that it was you getting used to your new surroundings, learning to "walk" as it were." 

"I am glad that you have progressed to the point of being able to use the voice sythesizer interface system. But this brings up a new potential problem or two." 

"What is that, Captain?" asked the computer. 

"For one, there is now a potential for protocol violations. You know some of the people on this ship personally, and may address them in the less formal manner of first names. I am afraid that we cannot have that during instances when they are in the company of other crewmembers. I must order that you not do so when there is a potential for other crewmembers to overhear. Do you understand?" 

"Yes, sir, I do. I will only address these individuals by the rank and name, or by their position title, whenever I am addressed as 'Computer'" 

"Very well. Secondly, your battle program, which you were loading when the accident occurred, is now integrated into the computer matrix as well. We have used the program several times with outstanding success. However, you may now have the ability to access this program yourself. I need to take this ability away from you unless there is a total loss of life on the Bridge. I'm having Sciences write a routine that will prevent you from accessing the battle program without the express authorization of the CO, or acting CO. Do you understand?" 

"Yes, Captain, I do. I also agree with that decision. It is good to hear that the program I spent many years of my life writing and perfecting worked so well. It makes my life worth living. Thank you for letting me know this." 

"Now, if there is nothing else that requires my attention, I need to get back to the Bridge. We should be arriving in the Cthulu system in about another ten hours." With that, the Captain and XO got up and left the Engineering Office. 

"Laural, it's good to have you back. You may not have a physical body, but it's still you. Welcome back." Barbara said. "There is one thing that is going to be hard for you to deal with, I think. That is the fact that you'll be taking orders from everyone on this ship for as long as you're functioning. I know how you felt about taking orders before the accident. Are you up to doing so now? If you don't take and obey orders that are given to you, it may be sufficient reason for Starfleet to shut you down. I don't want that to happen." 

"I understand, Barbara. I won't cause any problems for you. Or for you, either, Carl." 

"That's good to hear." Carl replied. "Right now, though, we have a lot of preparations to do. I need you to please monitor the progress of the various upgrades going on and relay the data to my PADD." Then turning to Barbara, "Well, we both have a lot of work to do. Do you want to meet in the Battery later, before we arrive?" 

"Yeah, I think so, you still owe me lunch" Barbara replied. She then turned and left the office. 

Carl sat down at his desk and began to read over the reports coming across his PADD. 

* * *

Lt. Morales and Lt. Lewis arrived at the Long Range Sensor Array on Deck 33 together. Lt. Morales spoke to the hatch, "Computer, release hatch 33-245-S, authorization Morales tango alpha 224 green, enable." There were a series of clicks and whirs, then the force field around the hatch deactivated and the hatch opened to allow the two engineers access. 

Once inside, Lt. Morales assessed the array's power output and generation with her tricorder. Once she was finished, she said, "Darlene, I need to get the Coil Spanner, and a Micronic Stablizer from the tool compartment." 

"Okay, do you think you will need the Optronic Aligner as well?" 

"No, I don't think so. It just looks a little out of alignment. There is also a slight fluctuation in the power flow. Other than that, I don't see anything wrong with....." then, looking at her tricorder again, "Damn. The Optronic Relays ARE out of sync. go ahead and give me the Optronic Aligner, and then go to deck 36 and check the Optical Sensor Array. It may need adjusting as well." 

Darlene handed the requested instruments to Liza, and then proceeded to deck 36. After gaining access to the array, she took readings with the Tricorder, and determined that everything was aligned and working properly. After reporting this to Lt. Morales, she left and proceeded back to deck 33. 

* * *

K'Jahn, a Klingon warrior with an engineering background, made his way to the phaser couplings and torpedo control room. Part of the Klingon/Federation Personnel Exchange Program, he decided to extend his stay aboard the Charleston, to augment the shortage of engineers. 

K'Jahn arrived at his destination, along with Ensign Solomon, and began the task of attempting to increase the power and range of the phasers, just in case they were needed. After assessing the condition of the phasers and torpedo launch systems, K'Jahn and Ens. Solomon returned to Main Engineering. 

* * *

"Captain, we are receiving an incoming message" reported the Tactical Officer. "It's the Chautauqua." 

"On screen" replied the Captain 

The starfield on the forward viewscreen shimmered and distorted, then was replaced by the image of Captain Virgina Winnie.

"Greetings Captain Winnie. We are enroute to your location and should arrive in two hours. What is the situation?" 

"Greetings Captain Swindell. The situation is under control here for the moment. I'm transmitting the information and log entries we have up to this point. Basically, we received a distress call from the USS Majestic, transmitted by someone other than the Majestic's crew. We proceeded to the Cthulu System to assist and have been here for eighteen hours now. We have managed to revive part of the crew of the Majestic and are preparing to leave orbit for Space Station McCaffrey. Any help you can render would be appreciated." 

"What is the staus of the Majestic's systems?" 

"Captain Scott tells me that all systems should be operational in a few hours. However, the Majestic's crew is still recovering from their ordeal, so I am sure Captain Scott could use a few engineeing personnel." 

"Very well. I'll contact my engineer and see who he can spare. Is there anything else?"

"Just these sensor readings. We got some strange ones when we entered the system. Could you look them over and see if you can find anything?" 

"Send the scans over and I'll have the science department take a look." 

"Thank you. I'll breif you further when you arrive. Chautauqua, out." The viewscreen returned to the starfield. 

"Sciences, this is the Bridge." 

"Yes sir. What can we do for you?" 

"The USS Chautauqua is sending over some sensor readings they want us to look at. I need a report from your department as soon as possible." 

"Aye, sir. We'll be waiting for the transmission. Sciences, out." 

"Engineering, this is the Bridge." 

"Engineering here, sir. What can I do for you?" 

"The USS Chautauqua is requesting an engineering team to assist with repairs to the USS Majestic. We should arrive in two hours. Have a team standing by." 

"Aye, sir. Can I ask the nature of the repairs?" 

"There are EPS ruptures, the warp drive is off line and life support needs repairs. Captain Scott believes a team of five or six should be sufficient." 

There was a pause from the speaker. "Montgomery Scott?!?!?" 

"I believe so. Do you know him?" 

"We met once a number of years ago. It's a long story. He's still alive? 

* * *

"It would appear so. Perhaps later you can enlighten me about your meeting. For now, please get your team together." 

"I will sir. Engineering, out" Then, as he began to look over the reports of preparations, Carl muttered to himself, "Well, what do you know? That old walking bag of wives tales is still alive..." 

* * *

Preparations were complete shortly before the Charelston entered the Cthulu System, and the engineering team was chosen and was standing by for transport. As the Charleston entered the system, they could see the Majestic and Chautauqua readying themselves for departure from Cthulu II. USS Charleston settled into a parallel orbit with the two ships already there. 

"Captain, we are being hailed," reported the Tactical Officer. 

"On screen." 

The viewscreen shimmered to reveal the image of Captain Winnie. "Captain, I am meeting with the CO of the Majestic in one hour. Would you please join us aboard the Chautauqua?" 

"Yes, Captain. I will see you there in one hour." The viewscreen faded again to show the Chautauqua and Majestic as they orbited Cthulu II. 

* * *

The briefing was called to order by Captain Winnie. "You all know about the events leading up to this briefing, so I will not rehash them here. A few hours ago, I sent sensor readings to the Charleston for further analysis. Captain Swindell, I understand you have found something in those scans?" 

"Yes, we did," replied Captain Swindell. Touching some commands into the table-top padd before him, he continued, "The scans did not show anything unusual, at first. But when the scans were subjected to a multi-phasic wavelength analysis, they showed a faint but detectible ion trail. This trail appears to be heading in the direction of uncharted space. We have checked the data base and there is nothing like this in the history of the Federation. I propose that the Charleston follow this trail, try to ascertain where it goes, and possibly discover who made it and what their motives for this action might be." 

"Very well, Captain. Take the Charleston and try to follow the trail. If you encounter any unkown life forms in your attempt, contact us and we will render any assistance you may require. I must warn you though, this may very well be a first contact situation with a race that is more advanced than ourselves. Be careful, and report regularly on your progress. 

"The Majesic and Chautauqua will continue on to Space Station McCaffrey for repair and debriefing of the Majestic crew." Looking around the table at the officers sitting there, she added, "If there is nothing else, we have a lot of work to do. Good luck." 

Harris sighed as he slowly rose from the table. "She's doing it again," he muttered.

Swindell noticed the lieutenant's mood. "Is there a problem, Lieutenant?" he asked, stepping over to the larger man.

"Frankly, sir, yes. Captain Winnie has a habit of not giving up control of the situation, even when it's the proper thing to do. You should have been conducting the briefing, and she should have reported to you, not the other way around."

"I see," Swindell replied. "You do realize that this is her ship."

"Sir, she doesn't care. Even if the briefing were held over on the Charleston, she'd have found a way to take over."

"Ah-hah... Is she always like this?"

"Like what, Sir?" 

"Making decisions without consulting anyone?" 

Harris looked over at Winnie, certain that she had heard Swindell's question. "Yes, Sir, she is. And, to give you my personal opinion, I've just about had it. On multiple occasions, I've been reprimanded for expressing my opinions. I think I'll have a talk with Admiral Sakaari when we get to McCaffrey. For the good of the service, you understand, Captain." 

"Yes. Well, thank you for your candor, Lieutenant." 

"Aye, Sir." 

As Swindell left the briefing room, Winnie stepped up to Harris. "My ready room, now." 

* * * 

The USS Charleston left orbit soon after Captain Swindell returned from the briefing. After an hour, they again dicovered the faint ion trail that was found in the scans provided earlier. 

"Helm, patch into the science station and lay in a course to follow the ion trail. Keep the speed relatively low so we do not pass over something that may be important." 

"Aye sir. Course is currently 247 mark 221, speed at one eighth impulse." 

There was a silence on the bridge, but it was a good silence. The only sounds made were of those perfoming various duties in the pursuit of the trail. The science station was manned, and was taking readings of the ion trail; operations was busy keeping a sensor lock on the trail, which was getting fainter and fainter the further they went. It was beginning to become more difficult to keep a sensor lock on...... 

"Captain, we have lost the trail." reported the operations officer. "The last reading we had was in the direction of 294 mark 237." Then recehcking the console, "No, sir. It's gone. I have scanned to a distance of one parsec, but there is no sign of it." 

"What is our position?" asked Captain K'Arlon. "Where are we now?" 

"We are currently at coordinates 378 by 415 by 739. We are approximately one light year from the edge of the Tanisian nebula." 

"Set course for McCaffrey Station and engage at warp 8." 

* * *

The Charelston arrived at McCaffrey Station a few short hours later. They were immediately greeted by a Priority One message from the station. 

"Captain Swindell, here. What is the problem that requires a Priority One message?" 

"I am Commander Smythe, currently in command of Mcaffrey Station. It has just been discovered that approximately 100,000 Tanisians have disappeared. I am placing this entire area under a Priority Alpha Security Alert." 

Preservers' Children
Chapter 5: Passing the Torch
By: Commander John H. Harris and Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid

First Officer's Log: I have been certified as fit for duty. However, the Majestic is going to the scrap yard. Starfleet must be getting desperate though, I saw one of Majestic's predecessors being towed to space dock to be reactivated. No doubt she'll be seeing action the war with the Dominion. As for me, I'll be working with a team from ATRI (Alien Technologies Research Institute) that are building the new USS Majestic NCC-78601. I do wish that Fleet Captain Sakaari was here, I think she'd like the look of the new Majestic and I know she'd like the fact that this ship will be the class ship. And that is quite an honor by anybody's standard. For now I'll still be listed as First Officer, I was offered command, but I for one will not give up hope that Fleet Captain Sakaari will be found. Majestic is her ship and it will remain that way if I have anything to say about it. 

* * * 

First Sergeant Leah Corwin looked around, trying to figure out where those little furballs had gotten off to. She'd already stopped them from clawing the furniture in the captain's ready room and Two Forward, but they'd struck in six different locations, including sickbay. Still, against a kunoichi like Corwin, the children didn't stand a chance or so she thought. 

Leah heard a heavy stomp stomp stomp. “Are you looking for 8 little fuzzballs?” 

“Sure am.” Leah was surprised to see eight Mtani children being led by one very big female Gorn. 

“I'm on my way to the Grailquest. However I have told them to be good for you. It should help... somewhat.” 

“Thank you...” 

“Ginger. You couldn't pronounce my Gorn name.” 

“Really?” 

“Really. Humans can't make all the correct sounds. Their voicebox isn't built to make some of them.” 

“Ah, I see my great grandchildren are in good hands,” came a voice from behind Corwin. The marine turned to see Admiral Paul Sakaari leading three Mtani females. 

“Admiral!” she said, snapping to rigid attention. 

“Oh relax. I have brought you a little help though.” 

“Gran!!!” the children cried, happily. 

Six of the eight immediately sprang in a pack and bowled Kyaara over. Tia beckoned to the other two, who ran up for a hug. 

“...yes I'm glad to see you too,” Kyaara said in response to her great grandchildren's enthusiasm. “First Sergeant, between the four of us I think we can keep them from totally ruining the furniture on this ship.” 

“Of course, ma'am.” 

“Ma'am? Kyaara please, ma'am makes me feel ancient. This is Tia.” pointing to the other Mtani woman with two of the eight in her arms. “And, she is Rynah.” pointing to the woman walking towards them. 

“Okay, I'm Leah.” 

“First Sergeant, I need to talk to you,” the admiral said, pulling the young woman aside. 

“Yes sir.” 

“I'd like to ask you a favor, one you should feel free to decline. As you have time will you assist my bondmates with the children? It would really help; they do seem to have attached themselves to you.” 

“Of course I'll help, Admiral.” 

“Thank you First Sergeant.” Admiral Sakaari walked away heading towards the briefing room. 

* * * 

“I'll be coming along as mission commander,” Admiral Sakaari said from his seat at the head of the table. “Until the new Majestic is finished, I'll be using Chautauqua as my flagship.” 

“We'll be happy to have you, Admiral,” Captain Winnie replied. 

“Good.” The Mtani then turned to Harris. “Mr. Harris, I understand that you helped design the new construction technique. Is that correct?” 

“Not exactly, Admiral. I wrote the thesis it's based on while I was at the University of Buffalo. I never turned in the paper, though, concluding that the technology wasn't quite available. Captain Marcus contacted me last year, having heard about it. I sent him a copy of the thesis, which he used to develop the technique.” 

“I see. I'd like you to stick around and help oversee the construction of the newest Majestic. Commanders Young and Dahl were impressed with your performance, and Commander Dahl has requested that you stay on as his Executive Officer until Fleet Captain Sakaari is found. To that end, I am granting you a field promotion to Lt. Commander. Somehow, I think it will be made permanent before this is all over, so you should start wearing the third pip now.” He reached down the table and dropped a black-centered rank pip into Captain Winnie's hand. She proceeded to pin it to Harris' collar. “If there are no other points that need to be raised at this time, we'll continue with the mission briefing.” 

Turning toward the group gathered for the briefing, the Admiral continued. “You are aware of the developments up to the point of the disappearance of the Tanisians from the Station and Majestic and surrounding space. The USS Charleston had located and followed a faint ion trail that was picked up on sensors, only to lose it several hours later in the vicinity of the Tanisian Nebula. Starfleet has tasked the Destroyer USS J.O. Rodger to continue searching the space surrounding the nebula. I would like the USS Charleston to remain at Space Station McCaffery to provide additional support to the Station as well as protect the immediate area from possible Dominion or Jem Hadar attack. 

The ATRI have granted permission for Cmdr Dahl and Lt. Cmdr Harris to board the facility and help facilitate the construction of the new Majestic. The shuttle will depart in six hours. 

Good luck to us all..... dismissed.” 

* * * 

Because ATRI's exact location was one of the most closely guarded secrets the Tanisian Alliance had, the Tanisian High Council had arranged for ATRI to have the permanent use of a Spacedock facility that was located deep within the asteroid belt that orbited between the seventh and eighth planets of the Tanis star system. Unlike the asteroid belt in the Terran star system, it was much denser, thus there were enough collisions to make the average interplanetary pilot keep to the charted routes. That made it perfect for the secretive research and construction facility's purposes. 

Harris piloted the small shuttlecraft, while Dahl rode in the right seat. 

“You know, when I started my service aboard Chautauqua, I never thought I'd be getting back into engineering so soon, especially overseeing the construction of a new ship… Well, assisting in oversight. This'll be the second ship I've assisted on.” 

“Oh?” Dahl asked. “What was the first one?” 

“Chautauqua,” Harris replied. “I was stationed at Polyarny Fleet Yards while she was being built. I'd just graduated from the Academy, and wanted a place where I could use my engineering skills. Polyarny needed a Deputy Construction Coordinator, so I got the job. I was number three on the Chautauqua's construction team.” 

“Well, this time, you'll be number two.” The el Aurian then nodded out the window. “There's the spacedock facility. We should be challenged right about now.” 

“Approaching shuttlecraft,” a voice said over the subspace comlink, “state your authorization code or veer off. You are approaching a secure facility. If you continue your approach without proper authorization, you will be fired upon.” 

“ATRI control, this is shuttlecraft Five Mountains, Commander Dahl and Lt. Commander Harris. We are en route to USS Majestic under orders from Admiral Sakaari,” Dahl answered. “Authorization code lambda mu three-five-one omega.” 

There was a pause. “Order authorization code confirmed. We read two lifeforms aboard. Please state your names, ranks, current assignment, and personal security access code.” 

Dahl looked at Harris, inviting him to go first. “John H. Harris, brevet Lieutenant Commander, acting first officer, USS Majestic. My PSAC is Harris chi epsilon niner-three-two.” 

“Dahl, Commander, acting captain, USS Majestic, Dahl three-six-five gamma.” 

“Identities confirmed. You are clear to enter number three spacedoors.” 

“Roger that. Spacedoors at ninety seconds from my mark.” 

The Five Mountains gently glided through the opening spacedoors and into the interior of the ATRI spacedock facility that was literally carved in to a tear-drop shaped asteroid more than 100 kilometers long at its longest point. The facility wasn't as large as one expected considering the size of the asteroid, but it was large enough to hold the new Majestic, which was nearly complete and several sister ships in various stages of construction. 

“Now there is a thing of beauty,” Dahl said. 

“I'm not so sure, Sir,” Harris said, looking at the ship, a larger version of the new Nova-class explorer. “I've always been of the opinion that it's a bad idea to put habitat spaces between the nacelles. If you have an inboard drive plasma leak at warp, you could roast the engineering section.” 

“ATRI shares your concern, Mr. Harris. Notice the nacelles.” 

Harris looked closer as the shuttlecraft approached the underside of the new ship. Instead of the sliding nacelle design that marked the main drive feature of the Nova design, the Majestic-class used the pivoting strut design pioneered by the Intrepid-class starship. It was larger, to be sure, but the design feature was the same. “So they do. I stand corrected.” 

He then pulled the shuttlecraft into a three-quarter loop, leveling out at the perfect point to make a flawless recovery in the center of the Majestic's main shuttlebay. 

“Nice landing, Mr. Harris.” 

“Thank you, Sir.” 

“I think,” Dahl said, “if we're going to be working together as acting captain and first officer, we've progressed beyond formalities, haven't we? At least in private? Call me Dahl.” 

“Then I'd prefer it if you'd call me John.” 

“Fine. Let's go find the construction chief.” 

* * * 

Leah reached a junction in the Jeffries tube, and looked to her left. Using one of the ninja techniques her father had taught her, she stretched out with her senses, trying to find where those eight children had gone to. A faint rrrriiiiippppp confirmed her fears: they'd found something else to claw. 

Like a cat herself, she scrambled toward the sound. 

As she grew nearer to the sound, a sinking feeling formed in the pit of her stomach. It was deck nine, section one… which meant there were only two possibilities: Major Gibson's quarters, or her own. The open access panel confirmed her fear. 

Just then, Jonathan Lansa poked his head into the Jeffries tube. “Hi, Leah!” he said. 

Corwin sighed. “How bad is it?” she asked. 

“Huh?” the little Mtani asked. 

Instead of asking again, the marine climbed out of the tube and surveyed the damage. The only pieces of cloth in the compartment not shredded by the claws of the eight felinoid children were a kimono her mother had given her and a red rug that, should it ever be needed, would serve as her seppuku mat. 

“Bad feelings from that,” Jonathan said, pointing to the rug, “and happy feelings from that,” he continued, indicating the kimono. 

“Uh-huh.” Well, at least they didn't get into the weapons, Leah thought. I'd hate to have to explain that to the Admiral. She clapped her hands twice, both to get the children's attention and to send a prayer off to the gods. “Okay, kids!” she commanded in her best Marine Corps first sergeant voice, “let's go find your great-grandfather!” 

*** 

Several hours later, Harris found himself in engineering, checking the new Majestic's warp software. Something about it didn't look right, but he couldn't quite see what it was. 

“Computer,” he said, “run a simulation on this warp configuration. Show any excessive structural stresses caused by running both the primary and secondary warp drive simultaneously.” 

The graphic came up clean, as the computer replied, “There are no structural stress points that exceed design parameters.” 

Harris leaned on the panel, resting his feet for a few seconds. “Something doesn't quite add up. Computer, re-run simulation, adjusting primary nacelle pivot by… three percent inboard.” 

Again, the graphic came up clean. “There are no structural stress points that exceed design parameters.” 

“Something wrong, Commander?” asked one of the technicians. 

“I'm not sure, Chief. Everything looks right, yet I have this sneaky suspicion that something's wrong with the warp field software.” 

“Serious?” 

“I don't know. That's what has me worried. Still, the computer shows that it works perfectly.” He called up the lines of code that posed the problem. 

The chief looked at the code. “I don't see a problem here, sir.” 

“Neither do I. Still… something's nagging me.” He shrugged, returning the screen to it's default setting. “I'm sure it'll come to me before too long.” He then turned to take a look at the… 

“Is something wrong, Commander?” the chief asked. 

“That's not a standard warp core.” 

“No, Sir. It's a self-sustaining thorium generator.” 

“I see. I'm going to have to re-read this ship's specifications. Thank you, Chief.” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

Harris, still slightly perplexed and concerned, headed for the bridge. 

* * * 

Captain Winnie gasped as she looked over what was her readyroom. Not one bit of furniture was free of claw marks. What amazed her, was the fact that as many as 8 children managed to get in there without anyone even noticing, let alone doing so without triggering one or more alarms. Yet, they did and got away. One way or the other she was going to have to have a long talk with her Security Chief. If eight Mtani children could get into her readyroom so could a determined changeling. Taking one last look she tapped her comm badge and said, “Lt. Brown report to the Bridge, immediately.” 

“Acknowledged, Captain.” 

Lt Walter Brown arrived quickly enough and gasped in shock at the state of the Captain's Readyroom. “How?” 

“Eight Mtani children.” 

Lt. Brown looked around, trying to find out how the children got in. After a careful search, he discovered a few strands of fur at the edge of one of the ventilation ducts. He ran a diagnostic on the duct and found every sensor along several main ventilation ducts disabled in such a way so as not to trigger any kind of alarm. “I think I'm impressed,” he finally said, standing up. 

“About what, Lieutenant?” 

“Somehow, the kids have disabled a number of sensors, and did it in such a way so as not to trigger any alarm. That's no easy trick, even for someone like First Sergeant Corwin. My only question is how?” 

“Psionics,” said a voice from behind, answering the question. Both officers turned. 

“Admiral!” 

“One or two Mtani children in their current stage of development can be a handful for the uninitiated, eight might keep us all busy for weeks. Especially when you consider that my Grandchild, Cayla, had identical twin girls, which is extremely rare among the Mtani.” 

“Their current stage?” 

“In the simplest of terms, it's similar to teething in human children. Only it can last up to eighteen months.” 

“So we all may find shredded furniture until they outgrow this?” 

“To some extent. Kayla and Jonathan Lansa should be just about out of that stage, but my great grandchildren have just started and they've learned a few psi tricks from the Lansa children.” 

Just then, First Sergeant Corwin arrived on the bridge with the eight children in tow. “With all due respect Admiral,” she said, seeing Sakaari standing in the door to the captain's readyroom, “something has to be done. My quarters have been shredded.” 

“We were just discussing that point.” 

Leah looked into the readyroom and gasped. They did it. They actually got into the readyroom. Leah looked at the children who looked immensely pleased with themselves, then it dawned on her. “Admiral, how about a climbing apparatus, covered with some kind of fabric that they can claw. Possibly on the holodeck.” 

“A scratching post!” Now why didn't we think of that years ago? muttered Admiral Sakaari. 

“Now that is a great idea,” interjected Captain Winnie. Turning to the children, “Will you leave the furniture alone if we provide you something to climb and scratch?” 

“Climb? Sounds like fun. Yes.... climbing great fun.” Chimed in all eight children happily. 

“First Sergeant, being as it's your idea, would you show them how to use one of the holodecks.” 

“Aye-aye, Captain. Maybe it'll stop them from leading me on wild goose chases through the Jeffries tubes, too.” She led the children from the bridge. 

“Admiral,” Brown said as Corwin left, “I was thinking about how they got into the readyroom. If we rigged some sensors to record what's happening, could the kids be talked into getting into an area?” 

“Somehow, Lieutenant, I don't think that will be a problem.” 

“Good. If we can learn how they are tripping out the sensors, perhaps we can create some countermeasures. If Mtani children can get into an area undetected so could a changeling.” 

“Proceed. I'll rig a series of sensors in their clothes. If they think it is a big game, you'll get the best results… which is probably the reason they shredded the First Sergeant's quarters.” 

Captain Winnie looked at the two officers who were discussing what tests that could be safely conducted, and felt a bit like a fifth wheel. She did understand that rank did have it privileges though... especially when the officer in question has been an Admiral for at least 40 years. 

“Admiral, If I'm needed, I'll be in the gym.” 

* * * 

Cayla Sakaari looked around at her strange surroundings; nothing made sense and she was absolutely sure she was missing something. Her world looked almost surreal in texture, though she couldn't remember her world not looking like this. Still, something in the back of her mind screamed no this isn't right. There were always four species of Mtani and two species of Bonded Humans, though she wondered why the term “bonded” was used: after all, everyone was bonded. She looked up, saw the twinkling of the many Mtani worlds, dismissed her doubts and went to her bondmates. 

* * * 

“Scotty!” Harris said, breaking into a wide grin as the old engineer stepped onto the bridge of the new Majestic. “Here to see us off? Or are you coming with us?” 

“Nay, I'm not goin' wi' ye, Lad. I just wanted t' take a look at the wee lass before ye set forth wi' her.” 

“So what do ye think?” the Irishman asked. 

“She's a bonny ship, she is. I hope they make a whole lot more like her.” 

Just then, the turbolift doors opened and an admiral stepped out onto the bridge. “Admiral on the bridge!” Harris called, formally. 

“As you were,” the admiral answered. “Captain Scott, it's an honor to meet you. I'm Rear Admiral Nik Dujhar, Chief of Starfleet Operations.” The two men shook hands. 

“A pleasure, Admiral. What can I do for ye?” 

“Actually, it's something Starfleet can do for you, Captain. I'm told you were instrumental in getting the last Majestic back here in one piece, even damaged as she is.” 

“Oh, I had a wee bit o' help, Sir, including Commander Harris, here.” 

“Don't kid yourself, Scotty. You had most of the work done before we arrived.” 

“So you said in your report, Commander,” Dujhar responded. “That kind of talent shouldn't go to waste. Therefore, I've been authorized by Fleet Admiral Smith to ask you to come out of retirement and start work as Starfleet's Chief Engineer here at this Spacedock facility.” 

“Take it, Scotty,” Harris advised the older man. “It's a dream job for somebody like us.” 

“Well,” Scott said, uncomfortable at the offer, “it sounds like a verra temptin' offer, but I'll have t' think about it. Just guarantee me that me first project won't be scrappin' the Majestic.” 

“Actually, no. You'll be partially restoring her. While she'll never be Fleet ready again, the Tanisians have petitioned Starfleet to restore her for display in the local annex of the Starfleet Museum.” 

“Admiral,” Harris said, “forgive me for interrupting with a different subject, but why did Starfleet pull one of the older Majestics out of the museum? This one will be ready for launch in about a week.” 

“True, but we are in need of combat-capable ships for the Dominion War. This ship will not be going into that fight, and the Miranda-class Majestic is the next best thing available. Does that answer your question?” 

“Yes, Sir. Thank you.” 

“Well, I need to be getting back over to McCaffrey station,” the admiral said. “Captain, please let me know your answer as soon as you can. The offer will remain open until this ship launches. Good day, Gentlemen.”

Preservers' Children
Interlude 1: Except for a Slight Detour
By: K. Alan McDougall
Aboard USS Grailquest NCC-71860 (Galaxy Class)
"The aquashuttle Harriman Nelson is returning from Naiad 7's inland sea, Commander."

"Thank you, Lt. Wishman. Inform the captain that he has a Priority 2 message waiting for him in his ready room."

"Why do I get the feeling he's not going to like it?"

"Doris, he's going to hate it. I already do."

* * *

"Admiral Jellico, you do know I'm retiring don't you?"

"In light of recent events Captain Thane, I think you can wait a few more weeks. The Mtani disappearances must take precedence. With the threat of a full-scale Dominion invasion of the Federation increasing daily, we must solve this mystery before we have to divert more of our resources elsewhere."

"Have you thought about the fact that Commander Cloamby is taking over for me? She's more than capable of handling this mission."

"I'm not handing a mission of this importance over to a rookie, Captain!"

"Are you sure it’s not because of the fact that she was in the same graduating class at the Academy as Will Riker?"

"That’s enough, Captain -"

"Or the combination of an unwanted pass and a well aimed knee that ensured your daughter’s being an only child?"

"I said that’s enough!! You are to meet the rest of the search fleet at McCaffrey Station in 71 hours. Jellico out!"

Thane merely grinned as Jellico’s face reddened almost to the shade of what remained of his hair, disappeared from the PADD screen.

"You can com in now, Commander."

"So he told you?"

"Yes."

"Well, people."

"I know. Jellico managed to screw up more than just our respective careers... but the Dominion probably will derail Grailquest’s reassignment."

"But anything that has to do with that wormy excuse for a flag officer..."

"Wazira, we have a saying on Andor for just this sort of situation. ‘Le tooygki pahul voor paddakadda kwee vahadaka troomi h’way-h’way frabataka yuibay hiree’al babayaga noot’hirosko wapatoh nataykals... qwinnett."

Cloamby arched her eyebrow, her dark eyes giving Thane the now - familiar "And that means -- ?" look.

"He’ll get his!"

"Concise as always, sir."

"I’ll assume you meant the translation, Commander, and ask that you set course for McCaffrey Station , warp 8. The faster we get there, the sooner we can start our assignment."

"Very well, sir. We were going to rendezvous with the runabout Goldstream and pick up those Majestic crew persons who weren’t …abducted.

"Current speed until we pick up the Goldstream, then accelerate to warp 8."

"Aye, sir."

Lt Commander - or should I say Commander? - Argdon. Is he one of the people on that runabout?"

"Yes..."

"I’ve heard some interesting stories about him."

Cloamby smiled. "Only most of them are true, sir. I’ll go get us underway."

After Wazira left the readyroom, Thane went to lie down on the couch. He began giving his antennae a much needed massage.

Last thing I need is another dizzy spell, thought Thane. I really am getting too old for this.
Preservers' Children
Chapter 6: Looking For A Home
Commander John H. Harris, Captain Carl Lewis and Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid
"Hold, please," called First Sergeant Leah Corwin as she and Major Gibson sprinted to catch the turbolift. 

Sakaari placed his hand in between the closing doors, triggering the safety systems which opened them again. The two marines stepped in. "Anyone else?" the admiral asked. 

"No, Sir. Thank you," Gibson replied. 

"Good. Deck two." 

"Computer, halt," Gibson ordered. Instantly, the turbolift ground to a stop. "Admiral, please forgive us, but we need to speak with you." 

"You seem to have my attention, Major. What is it?" the Mtani remarked. 

"Sir," Corwin said, "I'm glad you got John off the ship, and we'd like to join him." 

"We?" the admiral asked. 

"The entire 716th, Sir," Gibson explained. "Captain Winnie has never been…sanguine about our presence here on the ship. In fact, she's gone out of her way to alienate anyone who doesn't completely suborn themselves to her. Most of her command crew was brought over from the Hazard, and they're devoted to her." 

"What about Mr. Harris?" Sakaari asked. 

"John was a late addition. The ship needed a good operations officer, but she wouldn't let him do his job." 

"I see. I hate to say this about a fellow officer, but I agree. Her record is excellent, so I can't remove her from command. However, I'll cut some new orders for the 716th immediately. How do you feel about serving as the crew of a Mek'leth-class escort?" 

"We're all qualified in ship operations," Corwin said. "Speaking for the enlisted people, I have no problems with it." 

"And I say the same for the officers." 

"I'll consult with Admiral Vosseler. The Seventh Fleet needs combat ships, and I think Captain Winnie would best serve there. Will that be sufficient?" 

"Yes, Admiral." 

"Good. Computer, continue." 

* * * 

CHIEF ENGINEER’S LOG, STARDATE (CLASSIFIED): The USS Charleston has been assigned to assist McCaffrey Station with upgrades, and with the refurbishment of the Ex-USS Majestic. I have been traveling from the Charleston to the Majestic for several days, and I cannot imagine what they encountered out there that caused that much damage. The ship is a total loss to the Fleet, but I understand that she is being placed on display in one of the nearby systems. It beats the hell out of scrapping her. My engineers have been working almost non-stop for the better part of a week, and, with the Captain's blessing, I am granting the department a day off on the station...one which I intend to take advantage of myself. 
* * * 

Closing his log entry, Captain Lewis sat back in his chair, grasped his cup of Columbia's Best in his hands and took another sip of this brew. As he let the soothing liquid drain slowly down his throat, his thoughts drifted to a time long ago, in a sector far away..... 

"...Carl, please respond." The sound brought Carl back from the thoughts of the past. 

"Yes? Who is it?" Carl replied, trying to recognize the voice..... 

"It's me, Laural." the disembodied voice called out. "I didn't mean to startle you. You wanted to know when the shuttle was ready to go to the Station. Shuttle Ranier will be docking in two minutes." 

"Thanks, Laural." Carl said as he rose from his chair. "I really need this time off. Getting the Majestic spaceworthy for the trip to Memories (Memories is the home to the Tanisian Museum) was a hell of a task. I am glad we got her ready, though." he paused at the doorway and added, "Laural, could you locate Captain Scott on the Station?" 

"Let me check...." After a pause, "No. I am afraid I can't. You will have to check when you get there." 

"Okay, thanks. Keep an eye on the store, okay?" Carl said as he exited his office. 

* * * 

The Shuttle Ranier docked at McCaffrey Station some 30 minutes later. There were few passengers, a Vulcan from the Sciences Department, another human from Medical, and a Caitian member of the Security Department. It was a welcome change from the hustle and bustle of the past several months. 

Carl exited the shuttle and, after pausing for a moment to decide where to go first, headed off in the direction of the Station's Library. Once there, he entered his SCC number into the terminal at the desk, and was issued a Literary PADD. He requisitioned the desired literature and departed the Library. 

After going to several of the Observation Lounges located in the inner core of the Station and finding them either being used by large groups or being readied for ceremonies, he decided to go to the Station's equivalent of the Charleston's "Battery Lounge." When he arrived he found it strangely devoid of people. He ordered a beer, a drink that he had grown fond of during a pervious mission, and began to look for a place to sit and read. That's when he saw someone he didn't expect to see here. 

Looking out through the lounge's windows, the only thoughts on Captain Montgomery Scott's mind were of the offer made to him by Rear Admiral Nikol'elle "Nik" Dujhar. "It is a good offer," he muttered to himself "but could I do the position justice? I have been out of circulation for quite some time. I do miss being an engineer, but can I still do what needs to be done? If only I could decide...." 

"Scotty!!!" called out a voice from behind. 

Scotty turned because the voice was unfamiliar to him. "Aye?" He then saw who was calling his name, and knew there was something familiar about the face. "Have we met before, Lad? Ye look a bit familiar, but I canna remember ye name." 

"Actually, we've met twice, Scotty." Carl began, "the first time during the outbreak of IDIC epidemic on Vulcan, and then again about 8 years later during a cadet cruise on the Enterprise." 

"Which cadet cruise. The Enterprise went on a great many of those cruises, ye know." 

"Do you remember the cruise where the Romulans attempted to seize the Enterprise?" Carl asked. 

"Aye, but...." then as the realization began to dawn on him, "Nay, Lad. It canna be. That happened over a century ago." 

"I know." Carl replied. "A ship that I was serving on was attacked and somehow thrown forward 100 years into the future. I thought that everyone I had ever met or known was gone. then I heard the report about you and the Jenolen. It's good to see you are doing so well, Scotty." 

"Aye, Lad. It was touch and go there for awhile." Suddenly, Scotty paused as the memories came flooding back. "Aye, now I remember yer name. Ye were doing some sort of research on Vulcan when the epidemic broke out, weren't ye? Then ye were a third year cadet on ye first Starfleet training cruise (a rather old looking cadet, too, from what I remember)," he chuckled. "Well, now, Mr. Lewis, what are ye doing these days?" 

"Well, neither of us are as young as we used to be, eh?" Carl shot back. "Actually, I continued on after the attack, and became Chief Engineer of the USS Charleston, a Galaxy Class starship. It's a good ship with one hell of an Engineering Team. I'd be happy to give you a tour." 

"Perhaps later, Lad." Scotty turned toward the windows again, "I need to make a decision, and I dun know what to do." 

"Maybe if you told me about it, I could help you decide. After all, it was working with you that helped me decide to be an Engineer." Carl said. 

"I was just passing through this system, when I came across the Majestic, drifting in orbit. I boarded her and found a great many engineering problems. I fixed what I could, and got her ready for towing. Once I got to the Station and saw that the repairs were going well, Admiral Monaghan came to me and offered me a position." 

"What position did he offer you?" Carl inquired. 

"He offered me the position of Chief Engineer of this Space Station." Scotty replied, still gazing out the windows. 

"That's great, Scotty!" exclaimed Carl. Then seeing the look of concern on the Scot’s face, he added, "What's the matter? Don't you want the position?" 

"I donna. I enjoyed the past few years in my shuttlecraft going from place to place and reacquainting myself with the galaxy again. But I also realize that I am not getting younger, and that being an engineer is what I was bred to be." Turning to Carl, he added, "Am I still able to do that work?" 

Carl looked his inspiration in the eye and began, "Well, I read the reports on the damage to the Majestic. From what I see, making those repairs, crawling through the Jeffries Tubes, and man-handling the controls and circuits was no easy task. Unless I miss my guess, you are only about a week older than you were then. You got that ship ready and saved everyone onboard." Seeing the look of satisfaction begin to show, Carl continued, "The position of Chief Engineer of a Space Station is not the same as on a Starship. The Engineering Department is larger, there are more areas to take care of, and of course there are the ships that pass through, who will need engineering assistance from time to time. This is the perfect place for someone like yourself. You get to work with a different set of engineering systems, and can still work with the various starship types. I think you can handle it, Scotty." 

"Lt, er, Lt. Commander Harris said the same thing." He then turned back toward the window for a few more seconds. "Perhaps you two are right. I think I will take the Admiral up on his offer. Besides, me backsides is getting sore from all that sitting in the shuttle." 

The two men laughed and continued to relate stories and tall tales about their respective travels. Neither knew how much time had passed, but eventually, they reached a point where they could part ways and return to their lives in Starfleet. Carl to his Engine Room, and Scotty to his new position, Chief Engineer of McCaffrey Station. 

* * * 

Cayla still felt something was wrong. It occurred to her to try and reach out. Stretching with all her strength, she reached across the void of space trying to find a familiar mind. Finding an area of space that was familiar to her, she searched until she saw familiar faces, but very faintly. No matter how hard she tried to get their attention, she could not quite succeed. Failing with the first person, she moved on, each time meeting with failure. After a number of near misses Cayla collapsed from exhaustion. 

Khea and Aarik looked in and saw Cayla collapse. 

“She’s not going to give up on her idea that there is something not quite right. Oh well, for now it’s easier to let her try. Who knows? She might succeed,” Aarik said quietly 

“True, but I’m worried, Aarik. She has maintained this obsession too long,” replied Khea. 

“And if she’s right?” 

“That’s why I haven’t put a stop to it. However, my patience has its limits. This has got to end soon or it might kill her. You know she hasn’t eaten right in weeks.” 

“I know... Maybe that is something that we should deal with. If she is going to insist on trying things like this she needs her strength.” 

Khea rolled her eyes and resigned herself to letting this continue. 

* * * 

Paul Sakaari came running when he heard his great-grandchildren crying. He had thought he detected Cayla's mind trying to reach out, but couldn't be sure. 

"Want mommy. She was here, we could..." started one twin. 

"...feel her." the other twin finished. 

“Why won’t she come home?” 

“She’s missing. Now if you feel mommy trying to talk to you again you tell me everything you can remember. Okay?” 

“Will it help you find mommy?” 

“Yes.” 

* * * 

"Well," Acting Captain Dahl said, strolling onto the bridge of the new Majestic, "I'm told that we're ready to head out. Do you agree, Mr. Harris?" 

"Aye, Sir," the first officer replied, standing up from the captain's chair, making way for the el-Aurian to sit down. "Though I still have some reservations about the warp drive." 

"Anything you can pin down?" Dahl asked. 

Harris grimaced, not wanting to commit himself. "Unfortunately, no, Sir." 

"Then we won't worry about it. Lt. Gwen, stand by to cast off umbilicals and moorings. Get me the dockmaster." 

"Aye, Sir. Dockmaster on speakers." 

"Dockmaster, this is Majestic, requesting permission to cast off umbilicals." 

"Aye, Majestic," came the Scots brogue of Captain Montgomery Scott. "You're clear to cast off umbilicals." 

Harris couldn't help but smile at the old man's tone of voice. As a man who had started in engineering himself, he knew the special thrill that came with taking a new ship out of her construction dock for the first time. 

"Lieutenant, cast off umbilicals. Mr. Fletcher, maneuvering thrusters at station-keeping." 

The two officers worked quickly, and there was almost no indication that ship's systems had changed over from external support to internal power. "Moorings clear," Fletcher finally replied. "We are clear to maneuver." 

"Spacedock, this is Majestic. We are ready to move out." 

"An' a bon voyage to ye, Majestic. Spacedoors at your command." 

"Spacedoors, ninety seconds from my mark. Mr. Fletcher, thrusters ahead one-quarter. Take it nice and slow. We don't want to reach the doors until they're open for us." 

"Aye, Sir. Thrusters at one-quarter ahead." 

Slowly at first, the giant ship moved under her own power for the first time. 

"Passing through spacedoors in five, four, three, two, one… We are clear of the spacedock, Captain." 

"Set course 131 mark 2, and go to full impulse. It's time for us to give this new lady a workout." 

"Aye, Sir. Going to full impulse." 

Over the next several minutes, the big ship moved out of the Tanisian star system, putting distance behind her. 

Dahl turned to the engineering station, where Senior Chief Sauferman sat. "Are we ready for warp drive, Chief?" he asked. 

"Everything reads clear here, Sir," the chief replied without turning from the readouts. 

Dahl turned back to the main screen. "Then I think it's time we should. Hold course, go to maximum warp." 

"Aye, Sir," Fletcher replied. "Ready for warp drive." 

"Engage." 

The warp nacelles pivoted up, and the Majestic leapt past the speed of light. 

* * * 

Marine Captain Tobias Mallory, the executive officer of the 716th Marine Special Operations Unit, was at home at the conn of H.M.S. King Arthur, the Mek'leth-class escort assigned to the new Majestic. While the Klingons weren't known for the comfort and ease of use of their bridges, this particular class was a joint venture between the Klingon design firms and the Tanisians. Thus, the Mek'leth (and its larger sister, the Bat'leth-class Starcruiser) were much more comfortable and functional than any other Klingon-designed starship. 

"Majestic just went to warp, Commander," Staff Sergeant Jill Donahue called from the tactical station. While her name was Terran, the woman was an Andorian. 

"Go after her, Major," ordered the ship's commanding officer, Commander Jack Tozar. 

"Aye, Sir," Mallory replied, setting in a pursuit course. "Ready." 

"Engage." 

The small escort leapt to warp drive in pursuit of its mothership. 

* * * 

"We're redlining on the warp drive," Chief Sauferman called. 

"Already?" Harris asked. "What's our speed?" 

"Warp nine point two." 

Dahl looked over at Harris. "The specs say that the saucer section's warp drive can be used to give the ship a speed boost." 

"Captain, the King Arthur is in pursuit," Lt. Commander Ambrose called from the science station. "Showing her at warp nine point four-five and closing." 

"Let's lose them, people,” Dahl replied, a grin on his face. “Engage saucer section warp drive." 

"Aye, Sir," the officers chorused. 

Then the ship began shaking. 

* * * 

"Admiral," asked Captain Virginia Winnie on the bridge of the USS Chautauqua, "what's this I hear about our being re-deployed to the Seventh Fleet?" 

"That's right, Captain," Paul Sakaari replied. 

"Without asking me? And what's with reassigning my marine unit?" 

"Your marine unit? Last thing I heard, Major Gibson was in charge of the 716th. Besides, they requested transfer." 

"Captain," reported Commander Jeffrey Young, the ship's First Officer, "Majestic's in trouble." 

"Pursuit course," Winnie ordered. 

"Belay that!" Sakaari snapped. 

"Admiral!" Winnie said, outraged. "I remind you that this is my ship." 

"Under my overall command. We wouldn't be able to get there in time. Your orders are to report to starbase 217, where the Seventh Fleet is assembling. Or shall I threaten to have you bounced from this ship, like you tried to do to Mr. Harris." 

"He was insubordinate." 

"For expressing his opinions? If that's insubordination, you don't belong in Starfleet. I will be departing the ship in one hour. You are to be on your way no more than ten minutes after that. Do I make myself clear?" 

Winnie swallowed the caustic remark she was about to make, and replied, "Aye, Sir." 

* * * 

"Warning," the computer announced over the severe buffeting the Majestic was suffering, "warp nacelle hinge stress beyond tolerance limits." 

"Get us back on impulse!" Dahl ordered. 

"I can't!" Fletcher answered. 

"The warp coils are feeding back," Sauferman reported. "There's no way to shut the engines down!" 

"Warning, warp nacelle hinge stress beyond tolerance limits. Structural collapse in sixty seconds." 

"I knew something was wrong with the software!" Harris hissed, clawing his way to the engineering station. 

"What?" Dahl asked. 

"The warp coil timing is controlled by the plasma resonance frequency. The software is configured for the wrong kind of warp plasma. I can have it fixed in a few seconds." 

Climbing into an open chair, Harris called up the software code. Paging through screen by screen, he started muttering to himself in Gaelic. 

"Structural collapse in forty-five seconds." 

Harris' muttering got louder, and it seemed as if he had found a target for his words. 

"Hurry up," Dahl urged. "Fletcher, keep trying to get us back on impulse." 

"Structural collapse in thirty seconds," the computer announced. 

"Plasma frequency," Harris said to Sauferman. 

"Sir?" the engineer replied. 

"What's the plasma resonance frequency?" 

"8028.26994 ExaHertz." 

Harris' fingers flew across the keyboard, as he inserted the change into the code. With another series of commands, he loaded it on top of the copy already running. 

"Structural collapse in fifteen seconds." 

"Try it now," Harris ordered. 

Instantly, the shaking stilled, and the ride smoothed out. 

"Warning, warp nacelle hinges have sustained damage. Hinge collapse in two minutes." 

"Take us out of warp," Dahl ordered. 

On the main screen, the starfield settled to its normal sublight appearance. 

Harris leaned back in the chair and let out a breath. 

Dahl turned to regard his first officer. "What happened?" 

"Ever see an old internal combustion engine with bad timing?" Harris asked. 

"I've seen them. I've driven one. It was about four hundred years ago, but it bucked like a… Well, never mind what it was like, but it was a rough ride." 

"That's exactly what happened to us. The main coils were firing at one frequency, while the saucer section's were firing at another." He touched a button on the intercom panel. "Engineering, damage report." 

"Just a second, Exec," answered Lt. Commander Gar. "We're picking up the pieces down here." 

"I'd be surprised if we could get back to spacedock under our own power," Sauferman remarked. 

* * * 

“Admiral you wanted to see me,” said Counselor Demeter. 

“Yes. Fleet Captain Sakaari tried to make contact.” 

“I heard that as well. But from what I understand from Kali, the kids weren’t the only ones she tried to contact. Among the ones I’ve heard about are as follows: The twins, Commander Jack Tozar, Lieutenant Ian Lloyd, Janet Sakaari and Thought Master Krenth.” 

“This is the first big break we have gotten.” 

“If it’s more than wishful thinking, Admiral.” 

“Counselor, you’ve worked with my species long enough to know just how diverse our psionic abilities are. Get everyone that was contacted together and let the ship COs know, as well; we need to have a long talk with everyone. In the meantime, I’m going to have a little chat with the Chief of Starfleet Operations. This changes things.” 

Preservers' Children
Chapter 7: Teacher
By: Commander John H. Harris, Captain Carl Lewis, and Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid
Captain's Log, USS J. O. Rogers NCC-4716; Stardate (CLASSIFIED): Starfleet has ordered us to proceed to an area near Tanisian Space to assist in searching for and tracking of some mysterious Ion trails. We have been in Tanisian space for the better part of a week. We have tracked three different Ion trails, only to have each of them end mysteriously. We are returning to station at the Tanisian Nebula after losing yet another Ion trail. Because of the circumstances surrounding this search, I have placed the ship on Yellow Alert until completion of this mission. 
* * * 

Captain K'Lahn Ch'Larr sat in the Command seat of his Baker-Class destroyer, feeling annoyed that Starfleet would send a ship like this to look for, what he felt was, nothing more than sensor ghosts. “We should be fighting the Dominion, not tracking dead-end Ion trails.” He thought to himself. “A Science Vessel or exploratory vessel would be better suited for this.” He looked at the viewscreen, at the Nebula dead ahead, and longed to be somewhere else with a little more action. 

As the ship neared the nebula, the Ops Officer began to scowl... 

“What is it Lieutenant?” the Captain asked, seeing the look of bewilderment on his face. 

“Well, sir, the readings of the nebula .... they're different.” Then, turning to the Helm Officer, “We ARE approaching the Tanisian Nebula, aren't we?” 

“What are you getting at, Lieutenant?” The Executive Officer, Commander Thorne, asked. 

“Sir, do you see the EM and the IR/Mastrometer readings? They're different than the last time we were here. The EM readings have increased by 1445 TeraHertz and the IR/Mastrometer readings 

have jumped by more than 39,000 TeraDynes.” 

The Executive Officer looked at the readings and then at the viewscreen, “What could cause such a huge jump in these readings? There have been no reports of Novas or Class IV comets in this sector of space.” 

“The only reason I can think of for the readings to jump this dramatically is ..... a large grouping of ships ... I'd say on the scale of 75 - 150, maybe more.” He tapped some commands into his console and said “Confirmed. I am picking up warp signatures, approximately 225, all are low emissions, but definitely there in the Nebula.” 

The Captain sat straightened in his command seat, “RED ALERT! All hands man your battle stations!” Then he thought to himself, “Ah, just what this ship needs.....battle.” 

The Tactical Officer began calling out the status of various systems, “Shields up. Main Phasers powered up. Photon torpedoes armed and ready. Structural Integrity Field at 124% of normal.” 

“Very well.” the Captain responded, his eyes transfixed on the viewscreen, looking for the cause of the massive readings. “Weapons, fire Photon Torpedoes, full spread. Fire Phasers...you choose targets.” The Captain ordered. 

“Aye, sir.” came the reply. the Weapons Officer touched the appropriate commands in the console. The ship answered those commands by releasing two large red-glowing clusters, which then split into smaller red dots as the entered the Nebula. This was followed by bright red beams of phased power from the ships forward array. 

“Weapons fired, Captain” Looking at the display console, he added, “Multiple hits. Reading massive explosions within the nebula.” 

As the report was finished, several beams of high energy plasma shot out of the nebula, causing the Rogers to shake violently. 

“Shields holding. We have power fluctuations on decks 10 and 11. No damage detected.” came the report from the Tactical Officer. 

“Fire another volley of torpedoes and phaser fire.” came the order. “Helm, evasive maneuvers, pattern Delta 31.” 

“Aye sir. Pattern Delta 31.” replied the Helm Officer as he entered the necessary commands into the console. The ship began to dip and twist as it approached the nebula, firing weapons again and 

again. As the ship was twisting and firing, more energy beams shot out from the nebula. 

“Sir, shields down to 65%. Casualties reported on Deck 7. Hull damage on decks 6 through 8.” 

Another group of plasma beams shot toward the Rogers. This time, though, the shields failed. The beams pierced the ship's hull just aft of the dorsal section. The ship's skin, vital to her survival in space, started to peel like a week old sunburn. 

“Hull breach in Engineering. Emergency bulkheads are holding. 27 dead, 12 unaccounted for. Warp Field collapsing. There are massive energy fluctuations throughout the ship. Weapons are off-line.” 

“Captain,” came a frantic voice over the ship's comm system, “Antimatter containment is failing. I estimate a Warp Core breach in 1 minute.” 

The Captain switched to ship-wide comm, “All hands abandon ship! Helm, set the autopilot for course 014 mark 003. Maximum impulse.” 

“Aye sir.” replied the Helm Officer as he frantically entered commands into his helm console. 

Before the ship could begin the programmed course and speed, more plasma beams streaked toward the severely crippled ship. The Bridge, Warp Nacelle and Anti-Matter pods all took hits. The combined damage caused was more than the USS Rogers could withstand, and the ship exploded in space, resembling a small supernova instead of a Baker-Class Destroyer of the United Federation of Planets. 

As the brightness of the explosion subsided, the only thing remaining of this once great ship was an almost infinite number of metallic and organic flotsam. 

The Nebula resumed its silent vigil...... 

* * * 

Cayla silently wondered about her own refusal to accept her surroundings. Everyone knew that they had been here for centuries. How else would there be more that 42,000,000 people living on the 24 worlds of the Mtani Commonwealth. Still something felt wrong, something didn't ring true and she wasn't the only one who felt this way. A number of the oldest of the Mtani also felt the same way.

Cayla once again reached out. Making no headway she gave up for the time being, perhaps after a long sleep she would be more successful. She headed home and curled up on her bed and felt fast asleep.

* * * 

Leah Corwin liked baby-sitting the Sakaari and Lansa children. In spite of the difference in species, they reminded her of how she was at that age. 

Even as she watched them climb the twelve-foot `scratching post' on the holodeck, she found herself vicariously reliving her own early childhood. 

Rynah looked down from her perch atop the construct and called, “Betcha can't climb up here as fast as we did!” 

Leah grinned, slipping a pair of spiked climbing gloves onto her hands. “I'll take that bet.” With a leap and quickness befitting a kunoichi (female ninja), she scaled the construct in less than three seconds. All eight of the children stared as she pulled herself over the edge of the construct's top plate. 

“How did you do that without claws?” Steven Sakaari asked. 

In reply, the marine turned her hands palm-up to reveal the metal claws attached to the climbing gloves she wore. “ My father taught me how to climb like a cat. He also taught me how to move silently and unseen, and he taught me many other things. He was my Sensei.” 

“What's a Sen-“ Teya asked, having a bit of difficulty with the unfamiliar word. 

“Sen-say,” Leah prompted, sounding it out. “That's the Japanese word for `teacher'.” 

“Like Thought Master Krenth,” Jonathan Lansa said. “He's been called that.” 

“Yes,” Corwin said, having heard of the half-Klingon martial arts master, “Thought Master Krenth is a Sensei, though my father taught me different techniques than the Klingons use.” 

“Will you teach us some?” Steven asked. “Thought Master Krenth says we're too young. He says non-Klingon children are `too fragile'.” 

“Nonsense. I was younger than you are when my father began teaching me.” 

“Then will you teach us?” 

“We'll have to ask your great-grandfather about it, but I don't see why not.” 

Suddenly, a voice came from below. “Now how did I know you'd be up there?” 

Corwin looked down to see Harris standing at the holodeck's arch, his arms folded casually across his chest. “Shall I climb up,” he asked, “or are you coming down?” 

“We'll come down. Mrs. Sakaari should be here to take over soon, anyway. I need to talk to the admiral about something.” 

“I was just heading that way myself. I need to give him my report on what happened to Majestic.” 

With a single leap, Corwin dropped the twelve feet to the ground, landing in a practiced crouch, using her legs as springs to avoid injury. A second later, eight Mtani children swarmed down the construct after her. At almost the same time, the holodeck doors opened to reveal Janet Sakaari, the admiral's `daughter-in-law'. 

“Commander,” she said to Harris, “is the Majestic back from trials already?” 

“I'm afraid so, Ma'am. There was a problem with the warp drive software that nearly tore the nacelle hinges apart.” 

“Oh, dear! I hope it's not too serious.” 

“Fortunately, the ship's design will let us replace the entire drive module within a week. They're sending a new set of nacelles and pylons from Starbase 283.” 

“I see. Well, I need to get these children back to quarters.” 

“Guess what, Grammy!” Steven said. “Leah's going to teach us some of the things she learned when she was our age. She's going to be our Sen” He struggled with the word, but finally got it all out. “Sensei.” 

“With the Admiral's permission,” Corwin quickly added, “and yours, as well.” 

“If Paul agrees, so do I.” 

“Well,” Harris said, “we need to get going. By your leave, Mrs. Sakaari?” 

Janet nodded as Corwin said a quick goodbye to the children, hugging each of them in turn. 

* * * 

“The problem was in the main warp drive timing software, Admiral. While the saucer section was properly configured for the thorium plasma's resonance frequency, the main drive's software was configured for plasma created by a standard matter/antimatter reaction.” 

“So when the two tried to work together, the pulse wake put too much stress on the nacelles.” 

“Exactly, Admiral.” Harris turned to the graphic he had called up on the main screen, which showed how the stress was transferred to the pivot hinges. “The stress was passed down the pylon to the weakest point, which is the pivot hinge. The hinges are designed to take standard accelerations, but the oscillation caused by the timing mismatch was too much for it.” Turning off the screen, he then turned back to Sakaari. “Sir, I don't believe this was an accident. Several hours before Majestic left spacedock, I thought I saw something wrong with the software code. However, computer simulations were unable to confirm my suspicions. After the incident, I found a Bait and Switch in the program.” 

“A what?” the admiral asked. 

“It's a type of computer code that produces a different result to a piece of software when simulated than one would get from the same software under actual use. It comes from the business practice of advertising one product, then substituting an inferior or higher-priced product when customers respond to the advertisement.” 

“I see. Thank you, Commander. Keep me informed.” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

“So what's on your mind, First Sergeant?” the admiral then asked. 

“Sir, the children have expressed an interest in learning some basic ninjitsu techniques. They were rather impressed with my climbing abilities, and I explained how my father taught me when I was their age. As a kunoichi and a former special operations instructor, I can say that their psionic abilities have already put them in advance of a normal student of the same age.” 

“You think you could teach them how to better utilize their abilities?” 

“Not the abilities themselves, Admiral, but the discipline needed to control them. Patience and self-control are stressed at their age more than the physical techniques of the ninja. Meditative exercises predominate.” 

Sakaari thought it over for several seconds. “You have my permission to begin, First Sergeant. Of course, when their parents are found, the decision whether to continue the training will be theirs.” 

“Understood, Admiral.” 

“As I said to Mr. Harris, keep me informed.” 

“Aye-aye, Sir.” 

“Dismissed.” 

* * * 

CAPTAIN'S LOG, USS RUTLEDGE, STARDATE (CLASSIFIED): We have disembarked Commodore Mandi Herrmann to begin her tour of duty as Commandant of Starfleet Academy. I must say that her absence will be felt throughout the ship, but I am sure my Department Heads can handle any problem that may arise. because of Commodore Herrmann's transfer, I have appointed Fleet Captain Bill Herrmann as Acting Executive Officer. We are currently en route to Starbase 375 for resupply and reassignment. 

* * * 

Captain Dave Horner closed the entry and sat back in the chair. He was glad that Mandi got her promotion and her new position. He knew that her absence would have an impact on the crew, and he also knew that the crew would adjust admirably. 

He sat at the desk and began to look over the various reports which needed his authorization to transmit. There was the Fuel Consumption Report, Personnel Transfer Report, Request for Resupply, the reports sometimes were almost too numerous for one man to read. As he settled into the routine of reading and authorizing the reports, the comm system came to life. 

“Bridge to Captain Horner,” called the disembodied voice. 

“Horner here. What is it Bridge?” 

“Sir, we have received a message from Starbase 375. We are to divert to Space Station McCaffrey to assist in a search and rescue operation in the area of Tanisian Space.” 

“Thank you. Set course for Tanisian Space and engage at Warp eight. Try to raise McCaffrey Station on subspace. I'd like more information on this operation.” 

“Aye sir.” came the reply. “Bridge, out.” 

* * * 

As the transporter effect faded, Lt. Ian Lloyd and Lt. Lrett found themselves in a transporter room like none they had seen before. It resembled a Galaxy-Class transporter room, but was larger with more chip-banks and an additional console set to the side of the main transporter control console. The function of this additional console was not readily discernible. They were immediately met by a member of the USS Charleston's Security Department. 

“Welcome aboard. I'm Ensign Chris Hallman. I've been asked to escort you to the Captain. Please follow me,” he said as he led them into the passageway. 

“Thank you, Ensign.” Lt. Lloyd replied as they left the transporter room. “From what we have seen so far, this looks like a very good ship.” 

“It is sir. This is the best ship in the Fleet.” the young Ensign proudly proclaimed. 

The turbolift slowed to a stop and the doors parted to reveal one of the largest bridges either had seen. It was perhaps twice the size of the Fleet's workhorse, the Excelsior-Class, but was about the same size as that of the Nebula-class, with which the two were intimately familiar. This was definitely a Bridge that was designed for comfort, as the Galaxy-Class was built for extended mission lengths and tours of duty. 

As the trio entered the bridge, the Executive Officer stood up in front of the command seat and said to the visitors, “Welcome Aboard. The Captain is waiting for you in the Ready Room.” 

As they approached the doors to the Captain's Ready Room, they were ushered in. The Ensign then turned and walked out of the Ready Room. 

“Welcome Aboard the USS Charleston Lt. Lloyd, Lt. Lrett.” Captain Swindell said as he walked around the desk to greet the visitors. “Please, sit down.” he said as he motioned toward the couch at the rear bulkhead. 

As he sat in the adjoining chair, Captain Swindell continued, “I understand that you were sent here to assist in the search for the missing Tanisians. May I ask what special abilities you have that would assist us?” 

“Yes, sir. I am not sure how much you know about our species,” began Lt. Lloyd. We are neither Human nor Caitian. Our species is variation of Mtani. Lt. Lrett and I were bonded by Fleet Captain Sakaari, and will remain this way for life. As a result of the bonding, we have become, essentially, a new species. My appearance, as well as hers, have been changed because of this.” 

“Our species is somewhat telepathic, Captain.” Lrett began. “We can both communicate telepathically and feel the emotions and presence of other from a variety of species. It is because of this ability that we are here.” 

"I see," the Captain replied as he mulled over what he had just heard. "Do you feel the chances for success is as high as Starfleet does?" 

"We hope so" answered Lt Lloyd. 

Captain Swindell continued, "I see from your personnel files that you are currently assigned to the Majestic's Hangar Deck, and that LT Lrett is assigned as Majestic's Senior Tactical Officer. If you wish, you may both continue in the areas that you are familiar with while you are here. If you receive any more 'contacts', please inform me immediately." The Captain then stood, "I'll have my Second Officer show you to your quarters." 

As the Second Officer and the visitors entered the turbolift, their thoughts turned to the possible events of the next few days..... 

* * * 

“Nik, how long have we known each other? You know that my clan has long wanted to see the issues between Starfleet and the Tanisian Alliance settled. This is a chance to accomplish much of that in one fell swoop.” 

“Paul,” replied Rear Admiral Nikol'elle Dujhar, the Chief of Starfleet Operations, “you know as well as I do that we can't spare the ships. This war has taxed us to the breaking point.” 

“Yes, Nik, I'm aware of that. That's why this is so important now. The Star Navy has nearly four thousand ships at its disposal, but right now, there aren't enough active-duty people to crew them. You assign us the ships we need to find our missing people, and the Council of Clans will assign at least a third of them to Starfleet. And you know as well as I do what several hundred Bat'leth class Starcruisers could do for Starfleet. To say nothing of the many more Mek'leth and Valkyrie class ships. Who knows? If this goes well enough, it may be the first step to a final and permanent resolution to this old feud. You might just get the rest of them.” 

Dujhar regarded his old friend for several seconds, knowing all too well what kind of edge this could give Starfleet. “I'll probably regret it before it before too long, but you can have the Majestic, the Grailquest, the Rutledge, and the Charleston. If there are any other ships that can be spared or that need some time away from the front, you'll get those too.” 

“You won't regret it, Nik. I assure you of that,” Paul assured Nik with a knowing smile. 

“I hope I don't Paul. This could cost us both if it backfires.” 

“Don't I know it.” 

* * * 

“And that's got it,” Harris said from the spacedock's main tractor control booth. “Reading new warp module in place.” 

“Roger that, Commander,” the voice of Lt. Commander Gar answered. “Module is locked and secure.” 

“Good. Check that software with a fine-tooth comb before you power those things up, though. I don't want to have to call for another set. Harris out.” 

“That was well done, Lt. Commander Harris,” said a deep, stentorian voice from behind the officer. Harris turned to see a Vulcan in the uniform of a captain. Instantly, he was at attention. “At ease.” The Vulcan entered the booth, his hands clasped behind his back. There was something clasped in them, but the captain was being careful not to let the younger man see it. “I am Captain Soltar, first officer of this station.” 

“Sir,” Harris replied, committing the name to memory. 

“Your file shows that, in addition to your being an accomplished engineer and operations officer, you are also an accomplished pilot, qualified in both shuttlecraft and fighters.” 

“That is correct, Sir.” 

“Three squadrons of F-419 Vipers are being embarked aboard Majestic on a permanent basis. We have identified and reassigned nine qualified pilots from within Majestic's crew. However, the post of Commander: Aerospace Group remains unfilled. That duty now falls to you.” The captain brought forth a black leather flight jacket from behind his back, presenting it to Harris. “I believe the proper words are, `Congratulations, CAG'.” 

Harris stared at the jacket for several seconds before slowly taking hold of it. “Thank you, Sir.” 

“I will finish securing this station. Your squadrons are waiting in hangar bay sixteen.” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

“Dismissed.” 

Slipping the jacket on, Harris walked out. 

* * * 

“How?” Lt. Charlie Gyhe asked, agape at Harris' jacket. “I've been on the Majestic for six years!” 

“I don't really know myself, Lieutenant,” Harris replied. “Captain Soltar just handed it to me a few minutes ago.” He looked around at the assembled vipers. “Which one's mine?” 

Gyhe pointed. “That one.” 

Harris walked over, seeing that his name had already been painted onto the side of it. He also saw two words painted below it: FOOTBALL BAT. 

“If you don't mind my asking, Sir,” a technician asked as he closed an access panel in the fighter's nose, “how'd you get the callsign?” 

Harris sighed, knowing it would be less painful to tell the whole story. “Ever hear of an officer by the name of Ben Sisko?” 

“Sure,” the chief answered. “He's in command at Deep Space Nine.” 

“Well, he was one of my instructors in advanced training. Always tried to get me to play this archaic game called baseball.” 

“Didn't care for it?” 

“I hated it. Finally had to tell him that I didn't care what kind of bat you used, I wasn't about to play football with him on the holodeck. He stuck me with that,” he explained, nodding toward the nickname, “the next day.” 

“I see. It's not as bad as some I've heard, though. Your bird's all prepped and ready for you, Sir.” 

“Thanks, Chief.” 

Dismissing the enlisted man, Harris did a quick walkaround inspection of the fighter. Satisfied that the others had done the same, he called out, “Mount up, pilots! Let's get these birds over to the ship!”

* * *

Cayla reached out, and searched for familiar minds. This time she succeeded, now she knew her suspiscions were right. The reality she knew wasn't hers. But it left one very awkward question. If everything her people knew was an illusion who created it and why??

Ian and Lrett woke up at the same time and gasped, "Cayla!"

"Lrett to Captain Swindell, we've had a contact."

Preservers' Children
Chapter 8:  Spotting the Shadows
by: Captain Carl Lewis, Commander John H. Harris, Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid
Captain's Log, USS Rutledge, Stardate (classified): We have arrived at McCaffrey Station for resupply and reassignment. We have been informed that our mission assignment in this sector will begin with patrol duty along the perimeter of the Station’s command area. Crew morale is high and I anticipate another successful mission.
"Captain on the Bridge." called out Fleet Captain Bill Herrmann as the Captain of the Rutledge entered the Bridge area and walked over to the Command Seat.

The XO continued, "The ship has been re-supplied and all departments have reported their readiness to get underway. The Charleston, Grailquest, and Majestic have begun a search for the J.O. Rogers which has been reported missing in the area of the Tanisian Nebula. Station Ops has cleared us to assume patrol duty around the Station."

"Very well." replied the Captain. Turning to the Helmsman, he ordered, "Clear all moorings, release umbilicals, thrusters at station-keeping."

"Aye, sir." came the response as the helmsman expertly entered the required commands into the console in front of him. "Thrusters at station-keeping. Moorings and umbilicals are clear."

"Reverse thrusters, 1/8 impulse." came the order.

"Aye sir."

The Intrepid-Class USS Rutledge slowly began to pull away from the docking area of McCaffrey Station. As it cleared the dock, the ship made a graceful and leisurely turn toward the spacedoors. As the Rutledge approached the doors, they parted to show the vast area of space, allowing the Rutledge to pass through the opening and onto their patrol route.

Personal Log, Lt. Commander John H. Harris, Stardate (classified):  When they said, back at the Academy, that command was more administration than action, I didn't really believe them.  Boy, do I believe them now...  The Majestic has passed all of her static tests with the new warp module in place, and the software checks out, even under actual conditions. With the recent contact from Fleet Captain Sakaari, the Admiral and his family, as well as the Sakaari and Lansa children, have come aboard.  It's a bit of a rush, but we should be ready to set out within the hour. Speaking of the children, Leah seems to have formed some sort of connection with them. It makes me wonder if she'll be wanting a few of her own before too long.   I don't know if I'm ready to be a father quite yet...   End entry.
* * *

"Admiral on the bridge!" Harris called out as Admiral Sakaari and his daughter-in-law stepped out of the turbolift.

"As you were," the admiral snapped. "Commander Dahl, Commander Harris, this is your ship. I'm just here as mission commander."

"Aye, Sir," the two senior officers chorused. Dahl returned to the center seat, as Harris took the first officer's position.

Running through the pre-launch checklist, Harris reported, "All systems report ready for departure, Captain."

The Communications Officer spoke up, interrupting the launch sequence. "Commander Dahl, I have just received word from McCaffrey Station that they have lost communications with the J. O. Rogers. They have sent the Charleston and Grailquest to investigate. They also report that the Rutledge has arrived for resupply and assignment to this sector." Then, after a pause he added, "Station Operations has cleared us for departure."

"Okay," Dahl said, sitting back in the chair. "No fanfare this time. Let's just get moving. Maneuvering thrusters, hold station. Release umbilicals and activate running lights."

"Umbilicals released," the man at ops reported, "running lights on." 

"Chief LoDestro," Dahl said to the man at Conn, "thrusters ahead, take us out."

"Aye, Sir," the chief replied. "Thrusters ahead."

Once again, the ship moved out of the dock as people waved her on her way.

"We are clear of the dock, Captain," LoDestro reported after several seconds. "We are clear and free to maneuver."

"Engineering reports impulse power at your discretion, Sir," Harris relayed.

"The question is, which way?"

Janet closed her eyes for a moment, then pointed to a spot on the deck just behind the engineering console operator's chair. "That way."

"Chief, bearing 315 mark 302," Harris snapped. "Make your course to that bearing." Dahl looked at the big Irishman. "A gift. That is the bearing from her shoulder to her fingertip."

Dahl grinned and shook his head ruefully. "Set the course, Chief. Full impulse."

"Aye, Captain. Going to full impulse."

"As soon as we're out of the planet's gravity well, take us to maximum warp."

"Sir, this course will take us directly into the Tanisian Nebula," the chief replied.

"I'm aware of that, Chief, but we're searching for the captain, and her mother says she's in that direction. It also happens to be the last known position of the J. O. Rogers. I think this is more than a coincidence." He looked over at the Admiral as he said this, with a look of Wouldn't you agree, sir? on his face. The Admiral simply looked at him and nodded his agreement. 

LoDestro, like the rest of the Majestic's crew, liked Cayla Sakaari. He knew what the mission was for. "Aye, Sir. Maximum warp at earliest opportunity."

As the ship left the planet's gravity well, the chief reached forward, ready to engage the warp engines, but his training made him hold his hand above the key, awaiting Commander Dahl's order.

"Engage."

Majestic smoothly leapt forward, breaking through the speed of light.

"Engage saucer section warp drive," Dahl ordered. "If we're going to have problems with it, we'd better find out now."

"Aye, Captain. Saucer section warp engines are active." He looked around, seeing nothing amiss, and summed it up for the rest of them. "Looks like it's working."

Harris stood up from his station. "Captain, I think someone should do some recon of the nebula before we send the ship in. Since we'll be heading for the general area where the J. O. Rogers was last reported, I think that all necessary precautions should be taken. If there is a problem, you'd be able to signal for reinforcements."

"I Agree," Admiral Sakaari said. "The Charleston is heading into the area from the opposite direction, and the Grailquest is moving in from a third direction. If there is something in there, I'd rather be going in with three ships, rather than just one."

Dahl nodded. "See to it, CAG."

Harris grinned. "Aye, Sir."

* * *

Captain's Log, USS Charleston, Stardate (classified): McCaffrey Station has declared the J.O. Rogers lost, and has ordered us to search their last known location, along with the Grailquest and Majestic. Our mission parameters have thus changed from patrol to search and rescue. The USS Rutledge has been ordered to assume the patrol duty in support of the Station. 

On another note, it appears that the two Mtani Lieutenants that were assigned to the ship have been contacted telepathically. I have asked them to come to the Bridge so I can talk to them more about this occurence.

The door chime sounded its notification that someone was requesting entry.

"Come in." the Captain called out. The doors parted to reveal the two Lieutenants who had been assigned to the Charleston to assist in the search for the missing Mtani. "Please, have a seat." the Captain offered.

The Lieutenants took the offer and sat down on the couch which was set along the rear bulkhead of the Ready Room.

"As we said earlier, Captain," Lt. Lloyd began, "we have been contacted again. It was stronger than before, and clearer. We know it was Cayla Sakaari who contacted us. We’re not sure how she was able to contact us so strongly from such a distance, because most telepathic contacts in the past have been only within the confines of Tanis."

Lt. Lrett added, "We have a feeling that the Tanisians we seek are close at hand. "

"Do you have any indication of their whereabouts?" the Captain asked.

Lrett shook her head. "Not really, only that they are…" She pointed. "In that direction. I don’t know how far, but definitely in that direction."

"I see." the Captain responded, analyzing the information he had just received. "Since we appear to be headed in the general direction of the telepathic impulses you are receiving, I don't believe a course change is needed. I will, however, inform McCaffrey Station of this development. Thank you."

As the Lieutenants got up to leave, Captain Swindell added, "as we approach the Nebula, I would like the two of you on the Bridge. I have a feeling that your abilities will come in handy."

"Aye sir." came the reply as the Lieutenants turned and left the room.

* * *

Leah stood in the holodeck, watching as the Sakaari and Lansa children did slow deep-breathing exercises. Their eyes were closed, and their faces serene.

"Each of us," she said softly, slowly walking along the line that the children stood in, "has a special place inside. It is a place the mind retreats to when the body is in discomfort. It is a peaceful place, a place of happiness. You see it, don't you?"

"Yes," Steven answered, barely a whisper.

Leah knelt down to eye level with him. "Tell me about it. Where are you?" He started to open his eyes, but she gently held them closed until he got the message to keep them closed. "Tell me what you see."

"I'm next to a lake. There's trees, and grass, and fluffy white clouds in a blue sky."

"The sky's too blue to be Kshar. It’s not Tanis, either. Tanis has a yellow sky," Rynah added, surprising Leah. 

"I think it's Earth," Jonathan Lansa said. Dr. MacGregor showed me a holodeck program of where he grew up."

"It's Loch Katrine," Kayla said. "I can see a castle on the far shore."

"And I hear something..."

Leah looked toward where Teya stood. "What do you -?" She broke off, seeing that Teya wasn't there. "Computer, locate Teya Sakaari."

"Teya Sakaari is not on the ship."
With a groan, Leah tapped her commbadge. "Corwin to security, Teya's gotten loose again. I have no idea where she's gone."

"Roger that, First Sergeant," replied Staff Sergeant T'Lani, one of the marines on duty. "We'll scan for her."
"Right. Corwin out." She bent back down to the children's eye level. "Do any of you know where she went?"

"No. We were all seeing the lake," Steven answered. "She wasn't with us."

"Wait a second... You all have the same special place?"

"Uh-huh. We can see, hear, feel, even taste what each other does."

"And we can move big things that way, too," Rynah added.

Shocked into silence, Leah just stared at the four children for several seconds. Finally, she said, "Okay, kids. Let's get back to your quarters. I need to help look for your sister."

* * *

The Bridge was a center of activity as the USS Charleston approached the Tanisian Nebula. That suited the Executive Officer just fine. Although he served in the Federation Starfleet, his Klingon blood still longed for, still needed battle to remain content. His pulse began to quicken, pushing his blood though his veins with an urgency he had not experienced since the destruction of Starbase 294 and the Romulan incursion into that sector. He could taste the sense of impending battle. He smiled inwardly.

"Approaching the Tanisian Nebula, sir." Called out the Ops Officer, Lt. Berenyi.

"Very well. slow to 1/2 impulse." responded the XO. Then speaking to the surrounding air, "Captain to the Bridge."

The Ready Room doors parted to allow the Captain admittance to the Bridge.

Seeing the Captain enter the Bridge, the XO, continued, "Approaching the Tanisian Nebula. Our speed is currently ½ impulse." Turning to the Helmsman, "What is our current heading?"

"We are currently at heading 203 mark 173."

"Very well." the Captain responded. He then called out, "Lt. Lloyd, Lt. Lrett, please report to the Bridge."

The turbolift doors parted a few moments later to reveal Lt. Lloyd and Lt. Lrett. As they exited the turbolift, they approached the aft railing next to the Tactical station and stood.

"Captain," called out the Tactical Officer. "There appears to have been weapons fire in the area recently. I am reading heavy anti-neutrino levels."

"Confirmed sir." Responded the Ops Officer. "anit-neutrino levels at 30,000,000 PPB" After a pause, he added, "I am also detecting debris ahead. Tritanium and Diuranium compounds. It is definitely from a ship of some sort, likely a Federation design."

"Sir. I have an identity." The Tactical Officer interjected, "Readings indicate it’s the J.O. Rogers. She’s been completely destroyed. I read no life signs in the debris, sir."

"Red Alert!" called out the XO, as the Charleston approached the debris field.

* * *

The recon Viper was somewhat larger than the standard Viper fighter, with room for a second seat and emitters for a special miniaturized non-humanoid EMH. The second seat was used for long-duration flights,

and had a second set of controls and recon instruments, duplicating those of the front seat.

Harris finished the exterior inspection quickly, and climbed up into the cockpit to check all of the controls before strapping into the front seat.

"Star Boss," Harris said into his helmet microphones, "this is CAG, ready to start engines."

Since Lt. Lloyd was not on the ship, CPO Ophen-Wong was acting Star Boss, the senior shuttlebay control officer. "You're clear to start engines and move over to cat one, CAG."
"Understood. Starting engines now." Tapping a series of touchpads on the left side of the cockpit, Harris started the matter/antimatter intermix, and soon heard the familiar pulse of the annihilation reaction. "Power systems active, looking good. Thrusters engaged, taxiing to cat one."

"Follow yellow-shirt directions for cat hookup." In the 400+ years of flight operations from ships, nobody had improved on the basic system developed by the United States Navy of having color-coded deck personnel using exaggerated hand signals. Even the hand salute, abandoned by the rest of Starfleet over a century before, was still used. Harris could hand it to them, the new Majestic had good handlers, he was locked into position and ready for launch in a matter of seconds. Though the term catapult had survived into the 24th century, the system was completely different than what had been previously used. It was a system of two tractor beams, one to hold the fighter in place, the other to push it out of the shuttlebay. 

Forcefields sprang up around the fighter, directing the dangerous exhaust from his sublight engines out through the exhaust conduit and out into space as he ran them to full power.

"Computer, play 'Real Wild Child' by Chris Otcasek. Time it to start at the cat shot."

"Ready."
Harris looked out at the cat officer, the one who would give the actual order to launch the fighter, and saw him salute. Harris returned the salute and tensed his head forward in anticipation of the high-G launch.

Lunging to one knee and tapping his hand to the deck before pointing out toward space, the cat officer gave the signal to fire the fighter down the cat. A second later, power shifted from the holding beams to the repulsors. The powerful tractor beams launched the recon Viper out into space. The music started at exactly the same instant.

"CAG is starborne," Harris reported as he pulled up and into a half-loop before flying off ahead of the ship. "Sensors hot, going to warp drive."

* * *

Several minutes later, the buffeting began as the fighter entered the nebula, which forced Harris to slow the fighter somewhat. As was his habit when deep in concentration, he softly sang to himself, injecting comments every so often.

"This turbulence is starting to get bad, and these readings make no sense..."

A bump from behind him snapped him out of his reverie. A muffled "Ouch!" accompanied it. He dropped the back of the seat (another feature unique to the recon version) and slid aft to where he could reach back into the main storage compartment.

"What the hell?!?"

"I'm sorry, Commander," Teya replied as she climbed out of the compartment. "I got bored."

"What are you doing here? Don't you know how dangerous this is?"

He was about to berate her even more when she suddenly gasped. Harris didn't have to be a genius to know that it was a gasp of terror. 

"Shadows," she whispered.

"Shadows?" Harris repeated, turning it into a question. "Jem'Hadar?"

"Bad shadows... all around." Then she pointed out the front of the recon fighter. "Mommy! There! She's there!"

Harris turned to look where the little Mtani girl was pointing and saw it. "Sweet Mary!" he breathed. A moment later, he was scrambling back to his seat. "You strap in back there, right now!" he snapped.

 

"Alert," the computer announced, "two Jem'Hadar fighters detected. Attack course and closing."
"Gimmie some music. Gloria Estephan, 'Turn the Beat Around'."

In hindsight, it was some of the best flying of Harris' career. The Jem'Hadar tried several times to force him into what he knew had to be traps, but he evaded each attempt. The quantum microtorpedoes came in handy, and he scored his first combat kill on the way back to the Majestic.

* * *

As they stood on the Bridge of this great ship, both Lt. Lloyd and Lt. Lrett began to sense something, It was not a psionically strong contact like before, but rather something emotionally strong, taking their breath away for a moment. As they focused more on this new feeling, they soon realized that it was coming from outside of the ship, from a single point.

"Captain," Lt. Lloyd began, "we need to get away from this area. We’re sensing a very strong feeling. A feeling of… fear."

"Helm, set course 023 mark 355. Speed at Warp...."

At that moment, Lt. Lrett cried out and collapsed. Lt. Lloyd was also affected, and collapsed, but was able to regain enough strength to gasp out, "She’s there." Lt. Lloyd then joined his bondmate in oblivion.

* * *

"Stowaway recon viper," Harris called, seeing the holographic guide lines on the inside of his helmet visor as he approached the Majestic, "two-point-eight."

"Two-point-eight confirmed," Ophen-Wong replied. "Call the ball." In Starfleet terms, the 'meatball' was a red dot at the center of the holographic display which told the pilot that the computer had locked the approach course.

"Roger ball. Hands off." One term that had not been carried over from the U. S. Navy was 'bolter'. There was nowhere to go with a missed approach. It was either perfect, or deadly.

The fighter touched the deck and was immediately hauled to a stop by the same powerful tractor beams that had launched it out into space three hours before. Admiral Sakaari was there to meet it.

* * *

"Come with me Teya."

Teya looked up with big sad eyes that just knew she was in trouble. She hid in her safe place.

Once they were alone, Paul Sakaari looked at her and said softly, "You can come out now. No one is mad at you, but you just can’t go hiding in the shuttles and fighters, you could be hurt. Now you go with Rynah and she’ll help you remember."

Teya couldn’t hold back and cried.

Rynah gently picked her up and carried her to someplace private.

* * *

"The station," Harris said, calling up an image on the screen, "is of the standard Dominion type. It is comprised of a series of interconnected modules embedded in a large asteroid. The apparent size of the station gives them enough room to house the missing Tanisians and have enough room left over to train several hundred thousand Jem’Hadar." He touched a key to the side of the screen, and a size comparison between the station and the new Majestic appeared.

"Great Majesty," Sakaari whispered. The station was nearly twenty kilometers long and a third of that wide.

"I’m tempted to suggest, Sir, that they’ve been building that station since long before the Cardassians joined the Dominion."

"Which means," added Major Joseph Gibson, the commander of the ship’s SFMC contingent, "they’ve been planning an invasion since they learned of the wormhole."

"Exactly."

Sakaari leaned back in his chair, looking out at the glowing tendrils of the Tanisian Nebula. "This puts a whole new spin on everything, no pun intended. Suggestions?"

"Obviously, we’ll have to land a fairly major strikeforce on that station," Gibson said.

"Unfortunately," Harris countered, "there are likely several thousand Dominion ships hiding nearby." He turned off the screen and returned to his seat. "I suggest a massive diversionary attack, perhaps on the Minos system. That would pull most if not all of the forces here away."

Sakaari looked at Dahl. "Captain?"

"I agree," the el Aurian responded, nodding. "It’s the only way to draw off the ships."

"The Seventh Fleet is near that system," Sakaari replied. "I’ll have a talk with Admiral Vosseler. However, before we do anything, I want a briefing with the captains of every ship in the area. Obviously, McCaffrey station is the obvious place to have it." He tapped his commbadge. "Bridge, this is Admiral Sakaari. Take us back to McCaffrey station, maximum warp. Also, advise all ships in the taskforce and Star Navy Command that I want all commanding officers to report for a briefing in 24 hours. Dismissed."

As the lower-ranking officers filed out, Rynah, who was there as a consultant on Mtani psionics, looked at Sakaari, "There is one little detail to consider, the perceptions of a child who is only 2 years old are not necessarily very reliable. Oh she sensed her mother, but that does not mean that Cayla Sakaari is on that station. The Taan will have to examine her and help her refine what she sensed."

"And how long will that take," asked Dahl, who had also stayed behind.

"Difficult to say."

* * *

"As far as I can tell, there appears to be no damage." Dr. Carlon reported, "It seems that they were in some sort of telepathic contact, and received a powerful burst of emotion. It simply overloaded their systems. They should be all right in a few hours."
"But why would something like that overload them?" Swindell asked.

"They’ve both been overextending themselves for the past several days. Each contact with Fleet Captain Sakaari has weakened their emotional and psionic defenses."
"I see. Please inform me the minute they regain consciousness. We have a lot of questions, but no answers" the captain replied.

"Aye sir." the Doctor responded. "Sickbay, out"
"Captain," called out the Tactical Officer, "We are receiving a message from McCaffrey Station. They are ordering all ships in the area to rendezvous at the Station for combat briefing." 

"Acknowledge the message. Give them our ETA." the Captain replied. "Helm, go to maximum warp."

Charleston leapt forward.

* * *

Harris looked up from his desk in response to the door chime. "In," he called. The doors puffed open to reveal Gyhe standing there.

"You wanted to see me, Commander?" the lieutenant asked. Like the other pilots aboard, he had taken to wearing his flight suit instead of his standard uniform.

"Have a seat, Tuna," Harris answered, using the half human/half Caitian officer’s nickname. "I’m on this ship as a temp, as you well know, and I don’t really plan to stay aboard after all this is over. However, I have been assigned as both acting first officer and CAG. I’m going to need someone familiar with this crew to serve as my D-CAG. That person is you."

Gyhe looked surprised as he stared across the desk at the rather rotund senior pilot. "I, uh… I accept."

"Good. I’d like to assign squadron names as soon as possible. I’ve already decided on Stardancers for one of them. Do you have any ideas for the other two?"

"Not really, CAG, but with all of the felinoids aboard, there ought to be something to reflect that."

"Logical. In fact, I’ll let you come up with something. I have a lot to do as first officer, so you’ll be doing most of the administrative work here. It’ll be good training for when you get your own wing." Harris stood up, Gyhe joining him a moment later. The senior officer then handed over a PADD. "I’ve put together a training regimen for the wing. I’d appreciate it if you’d see to it."

"Aye, Sir."

"I’ll see you in holodeck one this afternoon. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting with the Admiral."

* * *

"Enter," Sakaari called, allowing the door to open to reveal Harris standing in the corridor. "Ah, Mr. Harris. Come in, please."

"Thank you, Admiral," the pilot replied. "I’ve assigned Lt. Gyhe as Deputy CAG. I hope you don’t mind, Sir."

"Not at all. I’ve heard some good things about him." Sakaari offered the younger man a seat. "That’s not why I’ve asked you to come here, though." He waited until Harris had taken a seat. "You did a very great deed for my family, and there is now an Honor Debt between us. Should any member of your family need the assistance of my clan, you have it. Should you, yourself, need anything, you need but ask. You are now an honored friend to Clan Sakaari."

"Admiral," Harris replied, somewhat taken aback by the situation, "I did my duty. Nothing more, nothing less. Seeing Teya safely home is all the thanks I need."

"That does not change the debt my clan owes to you. There will come a day when it can be repaid. You saved the life of one of my heirs. That, in itself, is enough to establish an honor debt."

Harris was silent for a moment before replying, "Understood, Admiral."

"So, now that you are aware of this importance of your actions, we can move on to other things. This is off the record, but I’d like to know if you’ve come up with any new ideas on how we rescue our people from that Dominion station. Even with the diversion, there will be one helluva lot of Jem’Hadar left behind."

"Unfortunately, I haven’t, Admiral. Though you do realize that Major Gibson’s unit would be undertaking the actual rescue." He heaved a sigh. "It would be easier if we knew the interior layout of that station. We might be beaming our people into solid rock."

"That’s not where I saw Mommy," Teya said from the door to the bedroom she shared with her sister.

"But that’s where you pointed," Harris said, as he and the admiral looked in her direction.

"No, I saw her behind the rock, on a planet."

Harris traded a look with Sakaari, surprise on both men’s faces. "This puts a whole new spin on everything," the admiral remarked.

"Yes, Sir, it does."

"We’ll go ahead with the attack, but now with the purpose of destroying the station instead of rescuing our people from it. Once that’s done, we continue on to the planet. Ready your fighters, Commander. You’re going into action."

Harris was instantly on his feet. "Aye, Sir."

* * *

While the majority of the population of the Tanisian Alliance was felinoid, the captains of the Star Navy ships who assembled in McCaffrey Station’s main auditorium were from all over. There were Ksharans and Mtani, of course, but there were also humans, Andorians, a couple of Vulcans, Tellarites, Bajorans, and even a smattering of Klingons. Occasional Starfleet uniforms broke up he sea of blue and gold Star Navy uniforms.

"Attention on deck!" a station-based Starfleet Marine called as Sakaari entered, dressed in the uniform of the Star Navy, complete with the gold-fringed epaulets of a senior admiral.

"Be seated. This briefing is classified. Only your ship’s officers and crews may be told of it." He waited a moment for that to sink in before continuing. "Your ships, along with a small number of Starfleet vessels, will be launching into what may be the most decisive battle of the war with the Dominion." The screen behind him lit up with the sensor readings that Harris took during his recon of the nebula. "The target is a space station deep inside the nebula. The station is a ten by three by one kilometer irregularly-shaped asteroid with a number of pressure pods and docking arms built into it. It has been determined that a swarming attack will be most effective in destroying it.

"However, you should also be aware that, even though Starfleet will be providing a diversion for this attack to draw off the station’s defending ships, there may very well be quite a few defenders remaining behind. How many is unclear, nor do we know what sort of defenses the station itself has."

* * *

The Preservers looked at each other, and nodded. Their work done, they left as quickly and as mysteriously as they came. Sakaari looked around her, knowing she had been right all along. Unfortunately, she also became acutely aware of the fact that Tanis, her real home, was in serious trouble. In two words, THE DOMINION.

Cayla quickly called together the other senior officers in the Mtani Battle Fleet. Once they had assembled, she spoke. "The pseudo-reality we all knew has proven to be the falsehood I thought it was. However, reality is not so pleasant. The Tanisian Alliance, the society that gave birth to us, is in major trouble, and if Tanis falls we will soon join it in defeat. We must mobilize our fleet. We should send at least 400 Hellion class Starships and 1200 Mek’leth class Corvettes to aid the Tanisian Fleet."

"And what of our homes, with much of our fleet aiding the Tanisians, what if the Dominion attacks us as well?" someone questioned.

"Even with the size of our Task Force, we have sufficient defenses. Both in military terms and psionic terms," responded another.

"Are we agreed? We help Tanis!"

A hail of ayes came from the audience.
* * *

Personal Log - Charles Gyhe:  I might never loose that nickname.  And you want to know what the funny part of it is, I don't even like Tuna, in fact the smell is enough to make me ill.
Preservers' Children
Chapter 9: First Strike
By: Commander John H. Harris, Captain Carl Lewis, and Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid
Captains Log, USS Charleston, Stardate (classified): I have just returned from a briefing at McCaffrey Station and have been informed of Starfleet's upcoming response to the newly discovered Dominion presence in this sector. I must say, it appears to be a well laid out plan, but it does have its possible problem areas. The diversionary strike by the Seventh Fleet could be less than successful in which case the Majestic Battle Group will be up to their ears in Jem'Hadar ships. Of course, if some of the Jem'Hadar ships break away from the Nebula battle, McCaffrey Station could turn into a target, which is where the Charleston Battle Group comes into play. We are to patrol the area surrounding the Station and protect it against any possible attack by the Jem'Hadar. I am confident that we will perform this duty adequately, and will prevail.

Fleet Captain Swindell closed his log entry and walked through the doors onto the Bridge. 

"Captain on the Bridge." called out the XO as the captain entered the Command area. "We have just received word from the Rutledge. They are ready to proceed to station, and are preparing to depart dock. All systems on the Charleston are powered up and are in stand-by mode. All stations report ready for battle and for getting underway."

"Very well, XO." was the reply. "Bridge to MarDet Officer." 

"Yes, Bridge," came the reply. "Sgt.Maj. Targ here"

"Are your marines ready for combat, should we need them? We are preparing to depart for our patrol station." 

"Yes, Captain. They are ready. I will have them in ready status until the end of our patrol. MarDet out." 

Captain Swindell closed the connection, and reflected on the circumstances surrounding the Sergeant Major's arrival with the detachment...

They had received a message from Starfleet HQ concerning a marine detachment that was enroute to the ship. It was unusual for HQ to send a message in advance of a detachment in the first place, but what that message said was even stranger. 

"Repeat, Starfleet. Did you say an enlisted man will be in charge of this Marine detachment?" asked the Captain when he received the initial message.

"Yes, Captain. This solider is among the best of the best in the Starfleet Marines Corps. He was specifically requested as XO of Space Station Puller by Capt. McCabe. The Fleet Admiral himself had to intervene, and it took a resolution of the Federation Council to make him the only enlisted man in the Starfleet Marines to hold the position of XO and still retain his enlisted rank," came the reply. 

"I see. Sir, does this authority also translate to my crew, or does it only hold for the Marine Detachment?"

"It only applies to his detachment. If he needs anything from the Charleston personnel, he is to be accorded the same respect as any other commander of an embarked detachment. He should also be treated as any other individual temporarily assigned to the ship." 

"Understood, sir." Captain Swindell responded. "Charleston, out."

* * *

The door marked with the Seal and Anchor of the Federation Marines puffed open, allowing Lt. Commander John H. Harris to enter the lounge reserved for the Majestic's marine detachment. Usually, those marines he had formed friendships with joined him in the ship's main lounge. But, this time, he had come to them.

"Attention on deck!" one of the team leaders called, bringing everyone in the room to their feet.

"As you were," Harris replied, walking across the room to where the several pilots attached to the unit sat around a table. Senior among them was Marine Captain Tobias Mallory, who, years ago, had been one of Harris' flight instructors at Starfleet Academy.

"Hey, John," the Texan said with a grin, "have a seat."

"Thanks, Toby. In fact, I'm glad you're all here at the same table," the Starfleet officer replied, sitting down in an open chair. "I could use your help."

"You're the XO. What can we do for you?"

"I need some pilots. We've got seventeen Vipers aboard, but only eight people on the ship, not including either me or you four, to fly them. We're going to be heading into combat real soon, and those fighters are going to come in handy. Can I count on you people to fly one of the squadrons?"

"Sure," Mallory answered, "but who's gonna fly the other birds?"

"Your guess is as good as mine. With me flying one of the recon Vipers, and Tuna Gyhe flying the other, we've got one squadron just sitting in the shuttlebay."

"Hmm… I'll see what I can dig up. Maybe the other ships have some pilots they can spare."

"I'll do the same thing. Thanks for your help, Toby."

* * * 

An hour later, Harris sat in his office, looking over the rosters of various flight wings in the area, trying to find one that could get to McCaffrey station in time. It looked like the only one available was aboard the Charleston.

"Ready for lunch?" First Sergeant Leah Corwin asked from the open door.

"Huh?"

"You haven't eaten all day. If you're going to be heading out in that fighter of yours, you're going to need something."

"Yeah, in a minute. I need to… What the…?"

"What?" Corwin asked, stepping around the desk to look over his shoulder.

"They've got an enlisted man in command of a bunch of officers. I didn't think that happened."

"He must be the most qualified. It's not unheard of, though it is rare… Oh, I know him. He got his position in just about the same way you got your appointment to the Academy, only it was the Fleet Admiral who lobbied the Federation Council."

"Oh, yeah… I forgot about that."

"In fact, you actually got this wing for the same reason. The admiral was going to give it to Toby, but he said you had more talent and ability as a leader."

Harris looked up at the marine. "He did?"

"Sure. I was there. He said," and her voice altered to mimic Mallory's Texas drawl, "'Admiral, I can lead a squadron, but there's no way I can put all the administration and organization together to lead an entire wing. The guy you want is Mr. Harris'."

"Then I owe him a drink when this is over."

* * *

MarDet Log: Space Station Puller, Detachment 02 aboard USS Charleston; Stardate (classified). We have been aboard Charleston for six months now. My crew's morale is high, especially after learning of a possible battle in the near future. Our assigned compliment of 8 fighters have been readied for combat and are poised to launch when ordered. We have had numerous holodeck training simulations and I feel that this crew is ready to show the Dominion the way back to the Gamma Quadrant.
Sgt. Major Deq'larch Targ closed out the log, grateful for the chance to put his training and the training of his men into practice. He was confident that they would be victorious if battle ensued, and a victory is exactly what the Federation needs right now. 

He only wished he had more fighters under his control for this battle. Half of his detachment were reassigned to the Majestic Battle Group to augment their fighter force. There were times when he almost wished he was an officer, but then he would have to endure the many bureaucratic idiocies that Federation Officers had to deal with. He was a warrior, not a politician, and no matter how many times they asked him, he would never stoop so low as to become an officer. Although serving as Executive Officer of Space Station Puller, Deq'larch Targ still ended up with assignments such as this. "Officer in Charge"... The very sound made his skin crawl. Too much paperwork, too much diplomacy, too much of everything a Klingon Warrior despises, and too little of the one thing that a Klingon needs...battle. They had been there for six months, and had virtually nothing to show for it except supreme boredom.

The door chime to the Detachment Officer's Office sounded. "In!" he called out.

The doors parted to reveal First Lieutenant Charlie Benton. He entered the room and walked over to the detachment officer's desk. "Sergeant Major, I understand there's a good chance that the squadron may go into battle soon." 

"Yes, there is, Mr. Benton," The Sgt. Major replied. "What is it that concerns you about this?"

"Well, none of the men have had any real combat experience, save for you. That is, after all, why you were assigned to command this detachment. What I'd like to do is schedule more simulator time for them to hone their reflexes a little more." 

"That sounds like a good idea. How much time were you thinking of utilizing?"

"I think a three hour mission should be sufficient. We could program Jem'Hadar, Romulan, Cardassian and even throw in a Tholian or two."

After a moment to reflect on the simulation Lt. Benton was suggesting, the Sgt. Major replied, "OK. I think that would do fine. I look forward to hearing your report on the simulation when it's completed." 

"Thank you." Benton replied. Then he turned and began to walk out of the office.

"Just a moment, Sir," the Sgt. Major called out. "I need to speak with you about another matter before you leave." When Lt. Benton turned, he continued, "I was looking over your record prior to reporting here seven months ago. I see that you once worked as an attaché to the Fleet Admiral. I also see that you were somewhat hastily reassigned to duty in a combat unit, being assigned to the front lines. What happened?"

Benton shuffled a little. "Well, it is not something that I enjoy thinking about. That was choice duty for a wet behind the ears Second Louie right out of the Academy. The Fleet Admiral's office was the starting point of many projects and plans throughout Fleet. It was the best duty I have had so far.

"Then one day, I was asked to retrieve a report for the Chief of Operations from the Fleet Admiral's desk. When I got to the desk, there were about a thousand different PADDs with various reports. I picked up the one that looked like it had the report in question, only when I activated the PADD to make sure that it contained the report, I was made aware of TOP-SECRET information that was for only two or three people to see. Of course the PADD registered my DNA as it activated. I quickly shut the PADD down and found the report that was needed. But when the meeting was finished, I was approached by members of Starfleet Intelligence and taken into custody for questioning. They were under the impression that I intended to look at that information. After several hours of interrogation, they were finally convinced that it was not intentional and I was released. 

"When I got back to the Admiral's Office, I was informed by the Admiral that my services were no longer needed in his office and that new orders had been written for me, and that I was to transfer immediately. My assignment was to this squadron. I suppose that what I saw was so TOP-SECRET that the only way to ensure that I don't tell anyone accidentally, is to send me to the front lines, and maybe I won't come back. We'll see." 

"Well, what could have been so secret that no one was supposed to see?" the Sgt. Major asked. "What did you see that turned your career upside down?"

"Well, I could tell you, but then I would be giving TOP-SECRET info to someone without a need to know. I would also be breaking the trust that Starfleet placed in me when they accepted me into the service. No, I am afraid I can't do that. Not even to you, Sergeant Major." Benton replied, steeling himself against any onslaught that might come his way.

"Very well. That's the answer I was expecting you to give." 

Seeing the look of bewilderment on Benton's face, the Sgt. Major continued, "When I looked over your record, I wondered why this happened to someone so young and yet apparently so trustworthy. I watched you train. I saw that you were a very worthy solider and excellent pilot. It really made no sense to me, until now. Your answer to my request for that information gave me the information I needed about your character. I have an assignment for you once battle has begun and the fighters are engaged." After a pause he continued, "I want you to be my wingman during any engagements we are involved in." 

Shocked, Lt. Benton could only stand and stare. When he finally got his emotions in check, he replied, "Yes, Sergeant Major. I'd be glad to be your wingman."

"Fine," replied the Sgt. Major. "Now get the simulation started and let me know how it goes. Later, we'll fly a simulation together and become accustomed to each other."

With that, Lt. Benton departed the Office, heading to the holodeck and a new beginning.

* * *

Harris stood at the front of the briefing room, next to the large viewscreen that dominated the wall. A tactical view of the Jem'Hadar base was displayed showing a size comparison with various known starship and space station types.

"As you can see," he said, "it's a big son of a bitch. That actually makes it vulnerable to small, fast ships like the Viper. We can use our small size and maneuverability to get in close and fly under their defenses."

"What about Jem'Hadar fighters?" one of the pilots asked.

"They will be occupied with the larger fighters: Vakyries and Mek'liths. The Star Navy will concentrate on keeping the Jem'Hadar busy. If any big ships move in, our big ships will handle them. Bus we don't expect to see much in the way of enemy ships."

The screen changed to show the front lines of the war nearest the territory of the Tanisian Alliance. "The Seventh Fleet," Harris continued, "will be launching a diversionary attack on the Cardassian supply base in the Minos system." The indicated star was highlighted, and a box appeared, showing an image of the large space station. "As you can see from the map, the Tanisian Nebula is the closest source of reinforcement for the supply base. So, while their ships are off countering the Seventh Fleet's attack, we'll hit their base here, leaving them nowhere to return to."

"Any idea what kind of a heads-up we'll get before launch?" Mallory asked.

"Not really, Toby," Harris answered. "Probably less than an hour."

"What's our combat load?" asked Staff Sergeant Donahue, another of the Marines.

"Pulse phasers and quantum microtorps. Maximum possible yield."

"So what's the plan?" one of the junior pilots asked.

Harris touched a button on the control panel and a time-compressed battle plan appeared. "All three squadrons will launch in a single wave under cover of the nebula. We will then spread out and hit the asteroid from three directions. You'll especially want to concentrate your fire on their power systems and docking bays.

"Now watch yourselves in there, because every ship not engaged in defense suppression will also be firing on the station. It can get tight, and you can run out of space real quick."

Harris faced the pilots as they got to their feet. "Good luck out there, and do the Federation proud."

* * *

Captain's Log, USS Rutledge, Stardate (classified): The briefing we were called to at McCaffrey Station was rather surprising. There is going to be a major offensive launched to destroy a major Jem'Hadar station located inside the Tanisian Nebula. How they were able to construct such a station is beyond me. They must have used hundreds of ships to ferry material. We have been assigned to the Charleston Battle Group, consisting of ourselves, the Charleston and the Grailquest. We have been ordered to patrol the area near the station and protect it against any possible attack by enemy forces. In a way, I wish we were going into the Nebula with the Majestic and the Tanisian Star Navy ships. I don't expect much trouble in this area of space. The crew is ready for anything that comes along, and will meet any challenge given.

As Captain Horner closed his log entry, he went over the battle plan once more in his head. The Admiral proposed a swarm attack, from every direction possible, all at once. This would begin after the Starfleet Seventh Fleet began their attack on the Dominion stronghold in the Minos system. This is when things could get a little tricky. The Majestic Battle Group would be in the Nebula and would not be able to effectively scan for Jem'Hadar ships returning from the Seventh Fleet attack (if there were any left). 

With all the action going on inside the Nebula, it would be easy enough for some fighters to slip out and make a run on McCaffrey Station. This is where we come in... last line of defense for the Station. 

"Bridge to Captain" screamed the comm system, jarring the captain out of his line of thought.

"Yes, Bridge." came the reply.

"Sir, the last of our supplies are aboard and we are ready to proceed to station." the voice answered. "The Charleston and Grailquest are standing by and ready to depart."

"Very well. Get underway and inform the Charleston that we are underway.

"Aye, sir!" came the reply, and then the comm system shut down.

* * *

The Marines in the detachment reacted immediately to the call from the MarDet Officer to gear up and stand by in their fighters in the special shuttlebay set aside for the MarDets that were assigned to this ship. After ensuring that his crew were gearing up for battle, Sgt. Major Targ decided it was time to gear up himself and prepare for what Kahless had destined for him ... Battle.

When he arrived at the shuttlebay, he saw that the other marines were already there and standing by their fighters for final inspection and last minute instructions. He walked in front of the fighters and their pilots. 2Lt. James Gregory, a Human, was before the fighter next to the Sergeant Major's Fight One. He was average size for a Human, but had shown real talent in the operation of fighters. 2Lt. K'Larnt, a Klingon, was next. His family had a fine and varied history of battles won and glories obtained. He had always shown remarkable skill and ability in combat simulations and was destined for great things. First Lt. Benton was last on the flight line. Targ was sure that this human was going to be a major asset to this squadron. The simulations they flew together were both flawless and revealing. The two men almost thought alike, and when one turned, the other turned without missing a beat. He'd made a good choice.....

"Listen up. We are going on patrol duty with the Charleston, Grailquest and Rutledge. Our duty is to stay in the fighters in this shuttlebay until needed. When needed, we will launch immediately and proceed to whatever target has been specified by the captain. Our emergency LZ will be McCaffrey Station. Are there any questions?" He waited for any response from the marines that stood in front of him. "Very well. Mount up!" 

"Aye, Aye, Sergeant Major!" came the response. Each man then turned and climbed into their respective fighters. 

The fighters were not a new design, as there were shuttles in wide use designed after the fighters. The fighters had the same design as the low profile shuttles that were aboard many of Starfleet's vessels. The differences between those fighters and the shuttles was that the fighters were longer and shorter. They were also not as wide, having room in the forward cockpit for only one person. The cargo area of the shuttles were full of armaments on the fighters. Each fighter carried a number of Mini-Photons, half the size of the standard torpedoes that starships used, but packing a full three-quarters of the power of standard torpedoes. The phaser emitters on the front and sides of the fighters were fed directly from the warp reactors, giving them power comparable to a starship's phasers. Entrance to each fighter was made through an open cockpit at the front of the fighter. Once inside, each pilot was essentially flying a strapped-on warp engine. The experience was like nothing else in the universe. 

* * *

The engineering department was once again the center of activities on the ship. Each member of the department knew that what they did down here would have a profound impact on the ability of the Charleston's ability to fight and survive during the next few hours and days. Captain Carl Lewis, the chief engineer, looked at the personnel scurrying around the various stations in Engineering and smiled inwardly. "These are the best engineering personnel in Starfleet and I know that this ship is in the best of hands." He recalled saying to them at the beginning of the crisis right after Captain Swindell returned from the station. 

"Lt Gonzales!" he called out, seeing her at the warp drive monitoring station. She turned and approached him. 

"Yes sir? What can I do for you?" she asked as she walked closer. 

"I want you to continue preparations out here. I need to check out the computer and the battle program. I want everything so fine tuned at the warp core hums the Martian Colonies anthem. You understand?" 

A smile cracked across her face as she answered, "Yes sir! I'll even teach it to hum the melody myself if I have to." With that, she turned and bounced back to the warp core monitors to continue with the preparations for battle. 

Carl entered his engineering office, and waited for the doors to close, and locked them. He then spoke to the surrounding air, "Laurel... respond please."

"Yes, Carl. What is it?" came the disembodied voice. 

"I don't know if I will ever get used to the fact that you answer and I can't see you." he commented. "I wanted to make sure that everything is running well with you. Are your programs ready for what I'm sure is going to be a battle? I know you're still trying to get your bearings here, but we really need you to be focused now." 

"I understand the urgency of this situation. Thanks for your concern." Laurel answered. "The Battle Program is loaded into stand-by and is ready to be activated at the Captain's discretion. Life support is functioning at 100%. All non-essential programs have been moved to the inner most core and should be safe there until the crisis is over. I've also calculated and mapped out evacuation routes should that be necessary; I'll send a copy to your PADD for you to look over. I have reconfigured the power distribution nets to enable almost immediate power transfer throughout the ship; to shields, weapons, SIF, ID, warp engines, impulse engines, helm and life support. I'll also send a copy of those files to your PADD."

"Well, it looks like you got everything under control. Great," Carl replied. "Now I need to ask you about the problems you had early on. Do you think you have overcome many of the problems you had when you first found out about being in the computer core?" 

"If you mean the glitches, yes, I think I have. It wasn't easy, but I think that I've overcome all of those problems. The only thing I need to perfect, I'm going to hold until after everything is over. Then I can show you and Barbara what it is." 

"Should I be afraid to find out?" Carl asked in a joking way. 

"Maybe, maybe not." was the only answer Laurel gave. "I think I'll go now and be available for anyone who needs any last minute help before we reach our station. We'll talk later." With that, the tell-tale chirp that indicated the comm channel was closed could be heard, and Carl knew he was in the room alone. He unlocked the door and proceeded to his desk to monitor the upgrades and system readiness of the various systems throughout the ship. 

As he looked at the various monitors, the comm system chirped to life. "Lt. Gonzales to Capt. Lewis" 

"Yes, Liza. What is it?'

"Sir, the Bridge just informed the engineering department that the Majestic battle group have begun their assault." 

* * * 

"Change to Starfleet battle frequency 147" Captain Swindell called out to the communications officer.

The speakers crackled and then settled in on the battle fleet in the nebula.

"Tanis fleet, this is Majestic." came the voice of Admiral Sakaari. "Star Groups 1-12 begin your approach to the asteroid." The replies came that all ships were on course and proceeding.

"Star Groups 13-30, begin your approach. Star Group 1 Leader, what kind of resistance are you encountering?"

"Moderate resistance. It appears the diversionary attack was successful in pulling most of the Jem'Hadar away from the Nebula. Group 4, watch your 2 o'clock, fighters closing in."

"I see them Group 1. Changing course to intercept." After a few seconds that seemed a lifetime, "Splash 2. Others breaking off." The sound of alarms can be heard, followed by, "Hey what the... Where did HE come from? Group 3, I have a fighter on my tail, need immediate......" the sound of an explosion could be heard. 

"Group 3 here. Group 1 Leader has been destroyed. Majestic, there appears to be a new type of Jem'Hadar fighter. Sensors don't register until it's in close. Unsure how many there are, unable to get a visual count. Group 10, watch your back, you have a group coming around for a...." another explosion is heard on the speaker.

"Group 20 here. Group 3 has been destroyed...all four of them." The sound of phaser fire and photon launches can be heard. "The Jem'Hadar appear to be thinning out. Majestic, I think you can begin the assault on the asteroid now." More phasers and photon launches could be heard, accentuated by distant sounds of explosions, with the sound of an occasional Tanisian ship exploding. 

"Bridge to Majestic Lead. You may deliver your gifts."

"Majestic Lead, aye," came the response. "CAG to Majestic Wing. Let's hit them hard and fast!"

* * *

The fighter's cockpit seemed a little warm, but Harris knew that it was only due to the tension of battle. Around him, the small ships of the Tanisian fleet were meeting light, but tenacious, opposition. Already, several of the battle groups had suffered losses.

But it could have been much worse.

"Bridge to Majestic lead. You may deliver your gifts."

"Majestic lead, aye," Harris replied. It was the call he had been waiting for. "CAG to Majestic Wing. Let's hit them hard and fast! Cougars, take topside; Eagles below; Stardancers with me. Three, two, one, break!"

The three squadrons peeled away from each other, each heading for their assigned target areas. "Computer, play music selection Harris one."

Instantly, his helmet was filled with hard-driving rock, the steady beat providing a baseline for the fight.

"Watch those guns, people," Charlie Gyhe, who was flying with Cougar squadron, called out.

"Eagle two, I'm hit! Warp drive is damaged, but I'm still in the fight."

"CAG!" came Leah Corwin's voice, "coolant sail, dead ahead!"

"Got it."

A second later, John pulled the trigger under his right index finger, firing a volley of six quantum microtorps. The bright white balls of energy flew true, but the first two expended their energy against the station's weakened shields, opening the way for the rest. With orange fireballs erupting from its base, the coolant sail shattered, its pieces flying off into space.

"Next!" Harris called.

"I've got the fusion plant," Toby Mallory called as he and Donahue peeled off. A moment later, Ann Gowan and her wingman went after a docking bay.

"Shuttlebay," Corwin called, just before a warning went off. "Fighter, on your six!"

Harris checked the rear view scanners, spotting the Cardassian-built fighter behind him. Instantly, he went into evasive maneuvers.

"Pinball," he suggested, heading lower. "The station's shields are down. Let's bounce him off the rocks."

He quickly spotted a likely canyon in the asteroid, and dropped his Viper into it. Bursts of disruptor fire carved furrows in the canyon walls around him, but none of it touched him.

"Whoops!" he called to himself as he spotted the box end of the canyon, pulling up by reflex. The Cardassian, not quite as maneuverable as the fighter, wasn't as fortunate. Its explosion framed Harris' Viper as it climbed away.

"Splash one."

"Reading a heat buildup," Mallory reported. "Looks like this thing's building up to blow."

"That's it, people!" Harris called. "Back to Majestic!"

As the fighters formed up to return to their ship, the station silently exploded behind them.

Looking back at the debris, Harris had the feeling that it had been too easy.

"Majestic Wing, picking up a large force of ships, bearing… 128 mark 302," Sakaari's voice called.

"I knew it was too easy," Harris growled. "Let's go see who it is. Quick recon and potshots. Don't stay long enough to get shot at."

The seventeen fighters of the Majestic's flight wing headed toward the approaching ships.

* * *

"Captain, I have two Jem'Hadar fighters bearing 236 mark 332. Closing fast," came the report from Tactical. "Shields at maximum, weapons powered, torpedoes armed and ready."

As the Charleston moved into position to combat the Jem'Hadar ships, the Grailquest moved into a sweeping movement above and starboard of the Charleston, with the Rutledge moving from underneath and to the port of the Charleston, coming up beneath the Jem'Hadar ships.

"How many ships do you show?" the Captain asked. 

"I have two, but there's something else I can't quite make out. It appears to be a sensor ghost."

The Grailquest, seeing what appeared to be only two ships, made the first move on the lead ship. In a classic swoop motion, the Grailquest moved further above and ahead of the Charleston, then began its decent with its phasers firing. The Jem'Hadar ship took a violent hit to the aft quarter, when suddenly there was an explosion in the area of the Grailquest's starboard nacelle pylon. The Grailquest shook and dipped in an awkward fashion before righting itself. As it did, another beam of light and explosion from off its starboard side aft. Again the Grailquest's aft stardrive section dipped causing the saucer section to rise as if hit with a left hook.

"Sir, I am reading another Jem'Hadar ship attacking the Grailquest. I'm not sure why it wasn't detected earlier."

"Helm, move in to assist. Rutledge, see if you can keep our friends occupied while we assist the Grailquest." 

"Aye, Charleston. We'll make them sit up and take notice. Rutledge, out."

The Rutledge then completed her dip under the Charleston and came up from under the Jem'Hadar ships. She fired phasers at the damaged ship, then turned and fired photon torpedoes at the second fighter. The torpedoes completely blew off the starboard nacelle of the Jem'Hadar fighter, causing a massive power feedback and eventually a warp core breach and explosion. As the Rutledge began to make its turn to assist the other ships, it was hit with a phaser-like discharge from above. 

"Tactical, where did that hit come from?" Captain Horner demanded as the ship rocked violently from the blast. 

"From above us, sir." then after a pause, "We have two Jem'Hadar fighters coming at us from directly above." 

Again the ship shook from the phaser blasts of the Jem'Hadar ships. The ships then broke and passed by the Rutledge. 

"Tactical, fire as they pass. Get me some speed, Helm. Engineering, I need warp power to maneuver."

"Bridge, the warp drive has been damaged. We are unable to go to warp. We can generate warp power for weapons and shields, but that is about all."

"See what you can do about getting the warp engines back on line. If all we have is impulse engines to maneuver, we're a sitting duck." The captain closed the channel, and stared at the viewscreen, hoping to see an opening that would work to their advantage.

"Helm, I want to put out a full blast up from the aft thrusters, and full blast down by the forward thrusters. Tactical, I want the forward phaser on full with a full spread of torpedoes. On my mark…mark." 

The Rutledge did a flip, saucer over nacelles, and soon her forward weapons came to bear on the nearest Jem'Hadar ship. As the weapons locked on, they were fired as ordered. The Jem'Hadar ship took the full force of the weapons, was unable to withstand the combined energy…and exploded. Almost immediately, there were more weapons hits form the other Jem'Hadar ships. It wasn't long before the Rutledge had all she could take, and was rendered dead in space... unable to move or stop the erratic spin she was caught in. 

"Captain, the Rutledge has taken severe damage. She appears to dead in space." the operations officer called out, seeing the sensor data come across his console. "Warp drive ... Inoperative. Impulse engines ... damaged, but functioning. Shields ... weakened. Weapons systems ... inoperative. It appears that life support is functioning for now."

"Thank you, Lieutenant," the captain replied. "Helm, set course for…" But the statement was interrupted by the violent shaking of the ship. 

"Another Jem'Hadar vessel is approaching and attacking from the aft-starboard side. Starboard nacelle hit, minor damage only. Shields holding."

"Where did that vessel come from?" the captain ordered. "Why didn't it show on our sensors? Are there any more out there?" 

"Sir," the tactical officer began, "it came out of nowhere. One second nothing, and the next, we're being pulverized. I can't find any reason for it not showing up on sensors, and I don't know if there are others out there." 

"Put me on intraship." After a pause, "This is the captain. We've encountered a new Jem'Hadar ship. There appear to be too many to be handled in the conventional manner. All hands, brace for unusual maneuvers." Then, speaking to the surrounding air, "Computer, initiate program BPROG, authorization Swindell Alpha 425 Tango November Tango, enable." 

"BPROG program is now activated." The bridge crew knew that what happened next could only be seen to be believed. 

The ship initially did absolutely nothing, simply continued on the same course and speed that it held when the program was initiated. On the sensors, the tactical officer could see the other ships swinging around for another assault on the Charleston. 

"Captain, the Jem'Hadar ships are coming around for another pass." 

"Mardet Officer, this is the bridge. Launch your birds, I say again, launch your birds." 

"Aye, Captain," came the reply. "All Birds, take off." 

As the fighters left the confines of the ship, were able to see the extent of the damage to the other ships. The Grailquest's warp nacelles were sputtering and plasma was draining from the port nacelle. Plasma fires could be seen on the nacelle pylon, and damage could be seen on the impulse engine and shuttlebay door. 

It was obvious that the Grailquest was not going anywhere quickly. 

The Rutledge was no better. She had visible damage to both nacelles, with the starboard nacelle hinge had obvious damage, rendering that nacelle completely useless. There was damage to the shuttle hatch and also to the impulse engine, although the impulse engine did not look severely damaged. She was, however, spinning and rotating at odd angles, unable to correct itself. 

As the fighters cleared the nacelles of the Charleston, they began to pick up Jem'Hadar fighters closing in for the kill. The Sergeant Major knew that now was to time to intercept and defend the Charleston battle group.

"Okay, now. Let's break off into two groups. Each of you watch your wingman, and take only shots that will land. I want to preserve as many shots as possible. Make them count. Qa'plah!" With that, the fighters broke up into two groups of two. Fight One and Lt. Benton in one group, Lieutenants Gregory and K'Larnt in the other. 

In short order, the first kill by the Charleston fighters was made, as Lt. K'Larnt spotted a Jem'Hadar fighter and swung in a tight arc behind it, firing both phasers and mini-torps. The Jem'Hadar fighter blossomed into a bright expanding cloud of ignited gases and debris. Lt. K'Larnt was a little too close, and took damage to his fighter's nose section and port nacelle. 

"K'Larnt, are you all right?" called Lt. Gregory. 

"Yes, I'm fine. I've taken damage to my fighter, though. I will not be able to continue battle. You must continue. I will proceed to the Charleston for repair."

"I'll escort you to the Charleston first, then I will return and teach the Jem'Hadar a lesson or two," was the reply, as the two fighters, lead and wingman, both change course and proceeded to the shuttlebay. 

The other set of fighters had their own problems, though. As soon as the Jem'Hadar was spotted by Sgt.Maj. Targ and Lt. Benton, they were barely missed by a massive energy discharge... from behind them. 

"Where the hell did HE come from?" asked the Sergeant Major. "No one was there just a minute ago. Never mind him, we need to take the other one out... he's making a run for the disabled fighter." 

"I'm with you, Targ," called out Lt. Benton, as both ships began their turn to bring the Jem'Hadar ship into their sights. 

"Benton, look out. The Jem'Hadar on your tail is beginning to get a bead on you. You need to take evasive action. Let the Sergeant Major take the shot ... you need to get out of there." 

"NO!" came the reply, "I'm his wingman, and he needs me to take the shot if he can't. I'm NOT leaving my wingman." Benton cut off the channel and continued to follow Fight One toward the target. The Jem'Hadar behind them still firing phasers, trying to stop the assault on one of the other Jem'Hadar fighters. 

The Charleston fighters had finally reached optimum range and Fight One fired three mini-torps and a barrage of phaser fire. The torpedoes and phasers found their mark, and the Jem'Hadar fighter turned into an unrecognizable mass of debris. 

"Benton, pull up. That Jem'Hadar is at point blank range! You have to pull up." 

"No, I read another Jem'Hadar coming in from ahead. I have to stay with my wingman, I have to..." 

But as he stayed with his partner, the Jem'Hadar tailing them fired his weapon, finding his mark in the form of the Charleston fighter flying beside Fight One... the fighter piloted by First Lt. Benton. The resultant explosion blinded the Jem'Hadar for a second, and that was all Sergeant Major Targ needed to reverse thrusters, spin 180 degrees, and destroy the Jem'Hadar that took out his wingman. 

"That's for Charlie, you bastard!" Sgt.Maj. Targ cried out as the Jem'Hadar ship illuminated the space around them. 

"Sergeant Major, a Jem'Hadar ship is making a run on the Charleston. We're out of range to assist, though. What are your orders?" 

"Let's try to get there and help if we can. All fighters set course for Charleston." 

As the last two Jem'Hadar ships made their run on the Charleston, each expected to be blasted out of space by the massive weapons they had seen on this ship. Instead, they met no resistance, and apparently had not been noticed as the ship seemed to be sitting there. They fired their weapons again, and hit the area where the warp nacelles were attached. They saw explosions in that vicinity and smiled inwardly. Then, the Charleston did something unexpected... It dropped straight down as if in a sudden gravity well. The Jem'Hadar fighters followed it, looking to finish off this great vessel and bring victory to the Founders. As they began their descent and picked up speed, the Charleston suddenly stopped. This caused the Jem'Hadar fighters to have to split up to avoid colliding with the Charleston. As they passed on either side of the ship, the ship suddenly spun and dipped, and followed the Jem'Hadar on the port side until it was able to fire weapons and destroy the Jem'Hadar fighter. 

No sooner had the fifth Jem'Hadar fighter been destroyed than the Charleston shook violently from phaser blasts coming from the remaining Jem'Hadar fighter. The shuttlebay was severely damaged and the shuttlebay door and forcefield were both destroyed, as well as a fair amount of the shuttlebay. The Jem'Hadar fired again, and this time hit the port nacelle, causing a plasma explosion and fire on the outside of the pylon. As the energy from the Jem'Hadar weapons discharge found its mark, there were massive energy discharges throughout the Charleston, especially in the engineering department, the heart of this great ship. 

The Charleston suddenly shifted into reverse and rose up quickly. This maneuver caught the Jem'Hadar pilot off guard, and when he pulled up to avoid a crash, the Charleston fired two photon torpedoes at the underside of the fighter, destroying it immediately. 

On the Bridge, everyone looked in amazement at the debris and carnage that was left from the battle they had just witnessed. The sound of the computer startled most everyone on the bridge, it was not the sound that they had grown accustomed to. It was the sound of a computer with overheated circuits and damaged programs. 

"B..PROG... disengaged... Carmand... funtions.... restrobed... to the.... claptin of .... this weasle." Then, silence. 

"Bridge to Engineering" the captain called out. 

"Engineering here, we have a real mess down here, bridge." 

"I'm sure you do, but I have another major problem for you..." After a pause, "The computer took heavy damage during the attack. Its programs are damaged. I am not sure to what extent." 

"We'll get right on it, sir," Carl replied. Then to the surrounding air, "Engineering to Science Officer."

"Go ahead, Carl," a disembodied voice replied. 

"Barbara, Laurel has taken a hit. I'll meet you in the starboard core room." 

On the fighters, they watched helplessly as the Charleston took hit after hit, and performed moves that they could only dream about. In the end, though, the Charleston, like the other ships in the battle group, were severely damaged and limping at best. 

"Fight One to Charleston. We appear to be able to fly a little easier than you. We're proceeding to McCaffrey Station for repair and to report about the battle. Will you be able to make it there or should we send help?" 

"Fight One, this is Charleston. We appear to be alive, but have sustained major damage internally. All ships in the group can maneuver and should be able to get back to McCaffrey Station under our own power. But we would appreciate any help the station could spare. We'll see you later. Safe journey." 

"To us both. Fight One, out" With that, the fighters all changed course and headed toward McCaffrey Station. 

* * *

Contrary to popular belief, the Tanisian Nebula wasn't as dense as most. There were vast areas of clear visibility dotting the interior. It was into one of these areas that the fighters from the Majestic flew a minute later.

What they saw was nothing short of breathtaking. Harris wasn't sure whether to laugh or scream.

There, before him, were thousands of ships, all of them of familiar design.

"That's a Ksharan name glyph," Gyhe called. "They're ours!"

A moment later, a distinctive voice came across the speakers. "Federation fighters, this is Fleet Captain Cayla Sakaari. How may we be of assistance?"

Preservers' Children
Chapter 10: Homecoming
By: Commander John H. Harris, Captain Carl Lewis, and Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid

Captain's Log - Cayla Sakaari: I have resumed command of Majestic (or is that assumed, being as this is a whole new ship). The Jem'Hadar Station in the nebula has been destroyed, but at a terrible cost. While we were busy with it, the balance of the Jem'Hadar were busy with the 7th Fleet. Personally, I still have many mixed feelings about recent events. For example, what seemed to me to be 300 years was in fact only a few months. I know that one's sense of the passage of time is relative to one's surroundings, but this is a little ridiculous. I am pleased with Mr. Dahl: He has brought the crew of this new ship together in record time. Personally, I would have expected him to have been made Captain. I understand that the ship was, in fact, offered and declined. Oh well, each to their own dreams. Of the new officers, Mr. Harris has impressed me with his dedication and skill; I'm going to have to make a point of inviting him to stay on.

Captain's Personal Log - Cayla Sakaari: I'm not sure I can put my a finger on this, but I have the distinct feeling that this little battle was only a minor skirmish and the main event has yet to happen. I only hope that the Phoenix Protocols were completed. Otherwise a lot of Tanisians may be killed. 
The door to Cayla's readyroom chimed. "Enter," Cayla called. 

"Captain, we need to talk," stated Chloe Eos Demeter.

"I wondered when you'd show up."

"How are you feeling?"

Cayla swallowed. She hated it when ships counselors opened with that line; one just knew that it was going to be one of those talks... Long, detailed, and very intense. Honestly, Cayla didn't know who was more exhausting: Kali, Chloe or her children. She settled back, feeling happy ins pite of everything. She was home; her children were safe and very happy to see her. Maybe there might even be a little light in the distance. "I think you know the answer to that question already..." Cayla replied, feeling just a bit cheeky.

* * *

Personal Log - Lt. Cmdr. John H. Harris: I'm beginning to see why those crewmembers who served with Fleet Captain Sakaari like her so much. She's far more relaxed and easygoing than most ship's Captains I've served with. I wonder, is it just her or is it a Mtani trait? Perhaps in time I'll get to find out. Once this is over, though, I'll have a tough choice to make, and meeting Fleet Captain Sakaari hasn't made it any easier. If I was to compare her to any CO, historical or fictional, I'd have to say she is quite a bit like Colonel Sherman Potter, very serious about her career, but confident enough to let her crew do their jobs in the best way they can. This does, however, make for some interesting crewmates…
Personal Log - Lt.. Ian Lloyd: I can't put it into words just how happy I am to be back on board USS Majestic with Fleet Captain Cayla Sakaari. Much of the happiness I now share with Lrett is due to her. The gift of bonding is a rare treasure, the level of intensity shared by a bonded pair (or trio in Fleet Captain Sakaari's case) is unlike anything human couples could ever experience. For that I'll be forever in her debt, though I would imagine she would remind me that there is no debt, we wanted to be bonded and she was happy to make it possible for us.
It was fairly rare for a superior to visit a subordinate for routine business, so Harris was surprised to see Fleet Captain Sakaari standing at the open door of his office.

"At ease, Mr. Harris," she said. "I needed to see some more of this new ship." She took a seat across the desk. "My grandfather was quite impressed by your performance. He's made your promotion permanent."

"And probably put me at the top of several shit lists."

The captain smiled. "Yes, he told me about your difficulties with Captain Winnie. I'm sure that Commander Young is much happier there than he was here. He's such an officious nit.

"You, on the other hand, are perfect for this ship. How would you like to stay on? I'd appreciate your staying on as CAG."

Harris was surprised, to say the least. "It's certainly a tempting offer, but I was hoping to get back into engineering. I've had more fun getting this ship ready for flight than I have in the two years since I helped build Chautauqua."

"I see."

"Still, I'm willing to stay on for a while. At least until you can find a replacement for me."

"That's good to hear, Commander."

"Your grandfather's not an easy man to refuse. The Honor Debt is a good example."

"You saved my daughter from a very dangerous situation. An Honor Debt is the least my clan owes you. But, there is other business to discuss." She handed a PADD across the desk. "The Charleston's shuttlebays took a beating during the battle. While everything else will be operational in a matter of weeks, it'll take several months to repair them. In the interim, we'll be taking on their Marine Flight Group. I'd like you and Major Gibson to integrate them into our operations."

"Of course. Some of their pilots are already aboard, filling out our wing. It shouldn't be hard to integrate the rest."

Sakaari stood up. "Then I won't keep you any longer. Thanks for staying on, CAG."

* * *

The sun was shining as Lt. Henry Grimes left his quarters on the south side of San Francisco on his way to Starfleet Headquarters. The fact that the sky was blue and there were virtually no clouds was unremarkable to him. He was here for a reason, to accomplish a mission, not to revel in his surroundings.

"How this species managed to survive this long is a mystery," he thought as he began his walk to the tram station. He despised this activity, for it meant that he had to interact with his species. Although he knew there would be a certain amount of contact on this mission, the amount of contact that he was forced to endure was almost unbearable.

After a short time, the Tram slowed to a stop in front of Starfleet Headquarters complex. It was a stop he had made almost every day for the past year, ever since the Dominion/Cardassian agreement was signed. 

The security guards looked at him as he passed through the entrance to the complex and made his way toward the Starfleet Intelligence building.

The security in front of the Intelligence building was especially tight. The security measures taken here almost caught him once, but then he found a way to bypass those measures. His methods had been most successful. Again, he was able to pass those measures set out by these beings.

"Morning Henry," called out Lt. Jerry Martin, a human that he worked with on a regular basis. This human was always cheerful and busy, a trait that amazed him to no end.

Lt. Grimes entered a room that had various monitors all along the walls. The monitors ranged from Starship Logs, to Starfleet Operations Reports, to sensor readings of various sectors of space. He walked over the far side of the room, to a specific station and monitor, then began to access the sensor logs for the previous week from the Tanisian Nebula and surrounding space. 

Over the past year, he had intercepted many sensor readouts from this area of and sent along special reports to the head of Starfleet Intelligence showing no unusual activity in that sector. It was a task he had become very good at. A task that no one suspected was anything else than what it appeared to be.

This day, however, would prove to be anything but routine. As he accessed the necessary readouts for the Tanisian Sector, he was bombarded by an unusual amount of sensor contacts, both Federation and Tanisian ships, along with a fraction of the Dominion ships he had helped conceal in the Nebula.

How could they have possibly found out about our forces? he thought. The Federation ship that detected the squadron in the Nebula was destroyed. The sensor readings there should have been intercepted, unless... then the realization of what may have happened began to dawn on him, ...the other sensors are no longer being monitored.

He began the task of altering the readings, and realized that his days here were numbered. A conflict this large would be noticed and reported by subspace, possibly by other Federation ships. The only hope of keeping this quiet for now was the other operative ... if he was still alive.

* * *

MarDet Log; Space Station Puller Detachment 01, aboard USS Charleston, Stardate (Classified): It has been 2 days since the attack by the Jem'Hadar. The Charleston, Grailquest, and Rutledge arrived a few hours ago for repair and debriefing. My crew have been given temporary quarters and our fighters have been housed in the Spacedock area.

Personal Log: Sgt. Maj. Targ, Stardate (Classified): During my stay at McCaffrey Station, I have had a lot of time to contemplate the recent Jem'Hadar attack as well as the assault on the nebula station by the Majestic Battle Group. Maybe I'm being paranoid, but something strange is going on around here. How can a force as large as the reports say get this far into Federation space without being detected? I smell a P'TaQ..... 

Engineering Log; USS Charleston, Stardate (Classified): The attack by the Jem'Hadar ships on the Charleston Battle Group caused heavy damage to all three ships, but the damage to this vessel is especially grave. Not only did the attack cause damage to the warp core and warp propulsion system, but also collateral damage to the weapons systems, heavy damage to the shuttle and fighter bays was also sustained. Perhaps the most potentially devastating damage is to the computer system, Laurel. She took a severe shock from the energy feedback caused by the last hits from the Jem'Hadar fighter. The full extent of the damage is still being investigated.
Sgt. Major Targ watched as the Charleston slowly approached the docking area of McCaffrey Station set aside for her repairs. She really looked bad, even more so now that he saw the damage up close. Although this was not his permanent assignment, he felt anger directed toward the Jem'Hadar for the attack and damage they had caused ... both to the Charleston Battle Group, but also to his squadron. Benton's death was going to be hard on his parents, who were human, but Targ took delight in the fact that Benton met death in battle, with his eyes wide open ... like a Klingon Warrior.

As soon as the ship was docked and personnel access was open, Targ walked onto the Charleston. He had about a hundred questions, and he was going to get some answers. 

* * *

Sgt. Major Targ approached the security chief's office armed with questions that needed answers. When he arrived and entered the office, he was astonished to find an ensign in the chief's chair. "What is this?" he asked.

"Sorry. I'm Ensign Hallman; I'm just filling in here until the acting chief is finished in other areas of the ship."

"Acting Chief?" Targ asked. "Who is that?"

"Captain Lewis, the Chief Engineer," was the reply. 

"Okay. I'll see if I can find him; I have several questions that I think need an answer, and I think he has those answers." With that, Targ turned and left the office, headed to Engineering.

* * *

Sgt.Maj. Targ entered the engineering department, obviously in full Klingon mode. "Where is Capt. Lewis?" he bellowed.

Carl turned as he heard his name, "I'm Capt. Lewis. What can I do for you?"

"You're Acting Chief of Security? I need to speak with you!"

"Let's go into my office for a little privacy."

When both men had entered the engineering office, Carl turned to Targ, "Now, what seems to be the problem?"

"I haven't been able to get through to either Space Station Puller or Starfleet Marine HQ for about a week now. I want to know what is being done about it!!"

Carl looked the marine in the eye, "First, I don't appreciate being barked at like a first year cadet in my own department, especially by an enlisted man. Secondly, NO ONE has been able to contact any space station or ship outside of the Tanisian system. We are attempting to figure out the cause as well as make repairs to our ships. When we find out something, you will find out something. If that isn't good enough for you, I suggest you speak to the captain or XO about it." Then, approaching the door, he added, "Now, if you don't mind, I have a busted up ship to repair. Good day."

Targ was about to make a comment, but seeing that it would do no good, decided to leave the engineer's office.

Carl's commbadge came to life, "Science Officer to Chief Engineer."
"Yes, Barbara, what is it?" Carl replied.

"Can you come to the starboard core room? I think we found out what happened to Laurel."
"All right. I have a few things to finish here first. I'll meet you there in a little while." With that, Carl returned to main engineering to finish repairs on as much damage as he could.

* * *

The first sound he heard was the rhythmic beeping and hums, which sounded familiar somehow. He then began to hear hushed voices from somewhere near, but couldn't quite make out what was being discussed. He then began to be aware of the tingling throughout his body. The hushed voices were sounding clearer now.....

"...and make sure to check his dopamine levels once an hour. Better give him something for the pain as he regains consciousness; it was a pretty big shock," said the first voice, obviously a doctor. 

"Aye, Doctor." replied the second voice, who must have been the nurse. 

He decided to open his eyes and was immediately assaulted by the surgical quality light situated above his bed. It was then that he knew for sure where he was. The medical section of McCaffrey Station. 

It was one of the larger designs, three times the size of a Galaxy-class sickbay, able to treat more than a hundred patients and a wide variety of conditions. 

"Doctor, he's awake!" called out the person whose voice he heard earlier, the one belonging to the nurse.

"What happened?" he asked, barely able to get the sounds to come out right. "Why am I here?"

The doctor walked over to the side of the biobed, "What's the last thing you remember?"

"Well, I was in sensor control trying to re-tune the main sensors to get a better look at the nebula, then there was a bright flash of light. The next thing I know, I'm here feeling like a pin cushion." 

"While you were re-tuning the sensors, you must have come in contact with a powerful source of energy, possibly the EPS leads, which proceeded to knock you on your back. Your commbadge life signs monitor signaled us about the accident. You were brought in three days ago, and you've been unconscious since then."

"Three days!?!" he exclaimed as he tried to get up. When he did, he was stopped short by a sudden explosion of pain in his head, and he laid back down on the bed.

"Easy." the doctor admonished him, "You took quite a jolt of energy. You need to lay there and rest."

"But you don't understand. There's something strange about the nebula..."

"We know. The Majestic and several hundred Mtani ships encountered a large force of Jem'Hadar ships and a space station inside the nebula."

"Then I was too late." he said, sounding disheartened, "How bad were our losses?"

"Very light. The space station was destroyed and so were the Jem'Hadar guarding it."

"I see," he replied, really feeling disheartened, because his attempt to conceal the nebula forces was apparently unsuccessful.

After the doctor and nurse left the bedside, he laid there and went over every step of the process in order to figure out what went wrong. Everything had been done, but something happened when the energy surge was triggered.

However, an even bigger question loomed .... was the operation compromised? Had he been discovered? Did the surge destroy the link he had with the dampening probes his associates had placed in the surrounding space? He had to get out of this place and check on the equipment. But....how?

As if on cue, the doors opened and the station's chief of security walked in and approached the biobed. "Lt. Smith, I'm Lt. Jasper, Chief of Security. I need to talk to you about what happened. I understand you took a fairly heavy jolt, are you okay?"

"I'm fine, thanks." was the reply. "What do you need?"

"I need to know what your were doing and why. I also need to know what happened to you."

"Okay." Smith began, "I was monitoring the sensor readings of the nebula yesterday ... I mean, four days ago, when I noticed something strange in the nebula. It looked like a shadow of some sort, but I couldn't get a good reading. I decided to go to sensor maintenance and try to re-tune the sensors in order to get a better reading of whatever it was that was there. I had increased the resolution by twenty percent, when all of a sudden, there is a flash of light and I end up here in a world of hurt."

"So, when you were in .... sensor maintenance, did you say?.... was there anyone else with you in the room? Is there a possibility of a saboteur who might want to somehow destroy it?"

"No, not that I am aware of," Smith answered, beginning to feel a little nervous at the direction the questions were taking. 

"It just seems strange that the overload would happen at just the right time to damage the whole system. Captain Scott doesn't even think they will be ready for about another three or four days. Until then, we are vulnerable, and I want to know why this happened." Then, looking Lt. Smith in the eye, he added, "and I will find out. I guarantee it." 

After pausing to let the realization sink in, Jasper turned and departed. 

* * *

"Ach! What a mess this is." The Scotsman complained as he looked into the Main Sensor Control Console in the Sensor Control Room. "I havena the slightest idea where to start.... most of these systems built after I retired." Then it dawned on him that his friend from many years ago was stationed on a ship nearby. Maybe he could help.... "Scott to Communications" he spoke aloud.

"Communications, here. What can we do for you Captain Scott?"
"I need to be patched through to the USS Charleston, to Captain Lewis in Engineering."

"All right, please stand by..."
After a moment, a crackling came through he speakers, followed by, "Charleston here, Lt. Morales speaking. How can we help you?"

* * *

"I was tryin' to contact Capt. Lewis. Is he there, lass?" came the Scottish sounding voice.

"Yes he is, but he is currently in the middle of realigning the dilithium crystals. They were knocked out of alignment during the new core installation. He should be done in a minute, Captain Scott."

"Ye know who I am, lass?" Scotty asked. "I must admit to being a little surprised."
"Your reputation precedes you...besides, Capt. Lewis told me about your meeting a number of years ago."

"Ah, I see. Well, if Capt. Lewis is tied up, perhaps I can speak to him later..."
"Oh, wait a minute, here he is."

"Captain Scott, you old space dog. What can I do for you?" Carl asked as he was patched in.

"I'm havin' problems with the new sensor controls in the sensor control room over here. Would it be possible to spare one or two of your people to assist me? It's a real mess."
Shocked by what the Scotsman was saying, Carl replied, "Sure. I think I can spare a few. I'll have them meet you in the sensor control room. 

"That'll be fine. Scott, out." With that, the comm channel was terminated, followed by silence.

Carl turned to Liza, "I am afraid I'm going to need you here, Liza. Send Lt. Lewis and Ens. Steadman to work on the station's sensors"

"Aye, sir." Liza tapped her commbadge to make the necessary assignments, then continued on with the repairs she was involved in. 

* * *

Darlene and Joe arrived in Sensor Control to find Mr. Scott virtually swallowed by one of the control consoles. As they stood there, they could hear grunts and an occasional Scottish curse coming from inside of the console. "Mr. Scott?" Darlene asked.

The figure tried to sit up but the sudden thump that was heard made it clear he was stopped by something ... that, and the Scottish curse that followed. In another moment, the figure emerged and revealed itself to them.

"Aye, lass." replied Mr. Scott, rubbing his forehead where he banged it just a few seconds ago.

"Sorry to startle you, sir." Darlene began....

"Nay. Just call me Scotty...'sir' makes me feel ancient."

"Okay then, Scotty it is. I'm Lt. Darlene Lewis and this is Lt. Joe Steadman. We've been assigned to help you here." Then looking around the room, added, "and from the look of things, you need all the help you can get."

"Aye, lass. That I do." Scotty chuckled. "You say your name is Darlene Lewis. Are ye any relation to Captain Lewis?"

"He's my bond-mate." she replied. "He's told me about your meetings. It's good to finally meet you Scotty."

"You too, lass. Nice to meet you as well, Lt Steadman." Scotty said as he shook his head. "Well, shall we get to work?"

"Okay, but only if you call me Darlene" she replied.

"And please, call me Joe" Lt Steadman added.

The three engineers then went to work on the consoles. Joe began to trace the power taps and checking the EPS leads. Scott began running diagnostics on the control panels.

Darlene took out the tricorder and started scanning the inner workings of the consoles. After a moment, she began to frown. "This can't be right" she muttered as she continued to run the scans.

Scotty overheard her muttering, "Problem lass?"

"The Isolinear chips that supposed to be in slot 13, 14, 16, and 20 have been moved and jumper chips installed. It looks like chips 3 and 19 have been switched and the power system's polarity has been altered somehow. It's a wonder no one was killed when this thing blew up."

"There was one man severely shocked and is still in Sick Bay because of it." Scotty replied.

Several minutes later, Joe came around the corner from the Main Sensor array access junction. He had a very disturbed look on his face, almost as though he had seen a very frightening sight .... or made a very disturbing discovery. Darlene and Scotty both saw him enter the room at the same time.

"Joe, what is it? What have you found out?" Darlene asked.

He just raised his head a little bit, "I can't believe it. It should have blown the entire section out." Then realizing no one else in the room knew what he meant, he explained, "When we first got here, I thought it might be a simple EPS lead that went bad. However, I traced the power taps and associated systems to make sure everything else was in good shape. I just finished my scans and inspections of the power systems of the main sensors. Virtually every junction has a bad EPS lead, and a power distribution cross-connect. The amount of problems that I encountered could not have occurred naturally, or by accident." He paused for a moment to let the information sink in, "I'm telling you this is not an accident .... this is sabotage. The way the relays and taps were set up, the whole array was rigged to explode."

"That ties with the isolinear junction problems I found. There are chips totally out of place and no reason for them to be there, except for possible sabotage."

Scotty chimed in, "If there were major problems set up with the power and chip systems, why dinna he do anything with the panel?" Then, as he looked at the panel, he added, "...or did he?"

"Lass, bring that tricorder over here." Scotty asked as he began to open the control panel and examine the connections. "There, I want you to run a scan of this entire panel and tell if your tricorder picks up any crossed connections, or deliberate re-wiring." 

After running the scan of the control panel, Darlene turned to Scotty, "I think we need Security here."

"Aye, Lass." Scotty replied as he tapped his commbadge to call security.

* * *

A few minutes later, Lt. Jasper arrived at the sensor control room along with someone Scotty recognized as one of the engineering personnel, Lt. Johnson. Scotty regarded the men as they entered the Control Room. "Hello, Lt. Jasper. May I ask why you brought Lt. Johnson with you?"

"Independent verification of the findings," Jasper replied, "from someone not directly connected with the investigation. Now, what have you found?"

Scotty began to give the report, "When the accident occurred three days ago, at first we thought it was simply that...an accident. When the ships returned from the nebula and the crew that was working here was called away to work on the repairs, I asked for help and was given Lt. Lewis and Lt. Steadman to help with repairs. That's when the real cause was discovered. Lt. Steadman was sent to check on the EPS system associated with the sensors. He found almost every relay and EPS tap reconfigured or improperly adjusted which would have caused the entire sensor array to blow, taking some of the surrounding sections of the Station with it. 

"Lt. Lewis was helping check and repair the main sensor console. She noticed that some of the Isolinear chips were missing and the power system polarity was reversed. We then scanned the control panel and found it had been re-wired. We then used the medical tricorder from the first aid kit and found DNA traces." Scotty handed the tricorder to Lt. Jasper. "The DNA sequences are stored here. If you take it to Sick Bay, they would probably find a match."

Lt. Jasper took the tricorder from Scott. "Thank you, I'll take this to the Doctor." He began walking toward the door, then stopped and turned around. "Thank you all for bringing this to my attention. You may have given us the final piece of the puzzle to solve this mystery." He then turned and left the room.

"Well now, let's get the darlin' repaired and find out what they dinna want us to see." Scotty said as he disappeared behind the open console.

Joe and Darlene looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders, and with a grin on their faces joined in the repairs.

* * *

"There, it's done." Lt. Grimes thought as he removed the final anomalous reading from the report and sent it to the head of Starfleet Intelligence. He was pleased that he was able to keep these creatures in the dark, as they say, about the Tanisian Nebula.

It had only been a few hours when his commbadge sounded. "Lt. Grimes, please respond."
"Grimes here." he responded.

"Report to the Director's Office immediately," the voice ordered. 

As Lt. Grimes entered the office, he was greeted by the sight of the Director, one of Grimes' co-workers, and two Security personnel. The Director had two PADDs on his desk. Grimes walked up to the Director's desk and stood.

"You wanted to see me sir?" he asked, already knowing the answer.

"Yes, Grimes, I do." the Director replied, handing him one of the two PADDs from the desk. "Can you tell me what this is?"

Grimes looked at the PADD and replied, "It looks like the Tanisian Nebula, and judging from the time index markings, I would say it was scanned about 3 days ago."

"Now, tell me about THIS one." the Director said as he handed Grimes the second PADD. 

Grimes looked at the second PADD and suddenly had a feeling of impending doom, for the PADD he was just given had a scan of the same region of space, at the same time index, only this one had a vastly different reading. This is the copy of the reading he had intercepted prior to sending to the Director earlier that day. The Scan that showed the weapons fire, the vast number of ships in the Nebula and the shadow of the space station that had been built. 

"It appears to be the same regions of space, but is vastly different from the other scan. This one looks like a major battle had taken place. Where did this scan come from?"

"I think you know where it came from. The only question I have is, where did your scan come from?"

Grimes looked around the room, the Director remained sitting behind his desk, the co-worker stood just behind the Director, while the Security personnel had their hands on their weapons, ready for any false move on Grimes' part.... or so they thought.

The Director again spoke, "Grimes, if that's your real name, we have all the evidence we need to prove you are a spy working for some unknown government or power. We don't know which one, but we will find out." Then, speaking to the Security personnel, "Take Mr. Grimes to holding until we figure out what damage he has done."

Each of the Security personnel took an arm and proceeded toward the door of the Director's Office. After taking two steps, Grimes stopped suddenly, but the Security Officers continued walking with what they thought was Lt. Grimes, but was in fact the appendages of a changeling. By the time they realized this, they found themselves being strangled by those appendages. The Director, seeing what was happening, spoke into the surrounding air, "Computer, Security program Changeling One."

The door to the office closed and a forcefield was erected to prevent anyone from entering or leaving the room. Before the changeling had a chance to attack anyone else in the room, from every corner of the office came the tell-tale red-orange glow of phaser fire, set on high stun, not enough to kill but more than enough to incapacitate everyone in the room until Security could open the door and take the changeling into custody.

The last though that went through this particular changeling's mind before passing out was, "HOW? How could they have found out?"
The changeling, along with everyone else in the room, then blacked out and fell to the floor. 

* * *

Security Officer's Log, USS Charleston, Captain Lewis reporting: Stardate (Classified): I have received word form the Station Security Chief that there has been a saboteur caught on Earth and that it was a changeling no less. The exact details of the capture was not readily available because of the ongoing investigation into possible accomplices. No one is sure exactly how much damage he has done to the Federation, but it is for sure that this damage is quite extensive.
"Close Security Log, open Engineering Log." Carl said to the computer.

"Engineering Log, USS Charleston, Stardate (Classified): Repairs are progressing on the Charleston. Most of the damage tot he warp core and associated systems have been repaired, but the damage to the shuttlebays is beyond the capabilities of the station and will have to wait until out next dock period. The Marine squadron has been reassigned temporarily to the Majestic and will have to make their own way home when this is all over. The damage to Laurel was not as extensive as originally thought. It was believed that she took major damage to all of her systems. In actuality, it was only a minor jolt to her major systems, leaving her still able to function, just on a scaled back level. She should be back up to speed in a day or two, now that we have found the problem areas.
* * *

Captain Swindell looked over the reports that Captain Lewis and LtCmdr. Slater had written on the damage the attack caused and the on the progress of repairs. After finishing the last one, he placed the PADD down, and formulated his next question.

"I see that the warp core and systems are up to 98% of normal, but the shuttlebays are beyond repair here. Is that correct?"

"Yes Sir, it is." Carl replied. "The shuttlebays each have equipment that cannot be fabricated and installed here, as well as very substantial structural damage. Station personnel were able to effect temporary hull repairs to the extent that it's restored hull integrity, but all internal systems will have to wait ... this includes the forcefield and air cycling systems."

"I see, thank you." Then turning to Barbara, "Commander Slater, I understand that the computer system, Laurel, suffered some damage as well."

"Yes sir, she did," Barbara began. "At first we thought it was some major damage to her systems because of the way she returned control of the Battle Program to you after the Jem'Hadar attack. It took a while to find out that the only systems damaged as a result of the attack were her voice synthesis program, and the scrambling of several of her peripheral programs, none of major consequence, mostly library information and some research projects of the crew. It took several days to get the voice synthesis program straightened out, but I think we got it back in order. She's back to operating specs, and should be available at any time we need her."

"Thank you both for your reports." The Captain said. He then sat back in his chair and spoke to the surrounding air, "Laurel, please respond."

"Yes, Captain. What can I do for you?" came the reply.

"Laurel, we're going to undoubtedly encounter more Jem'Hadar fighters in the coming weeks or months, I can't believe that this group was their main force. The victory in the nebula was too easy. Something doesn't sit right about it. I have a feeling that when we meet them again, we are going to need more than what you have been able to do so far. I am going to ask you to formulate new attack pattern that can be used against the Jem'Hadar when we meet again. Run as many simulations as you need, but I would like to show them what it means to deal with the Federation."

"Yes, Captain. I will start on this problem right away. I will contact you when I am finished."
"Thank you, but please let Carl or Barbara know when you are finished."

"Yes, sir. I will." With that, the telltale sound of the speakers being taken offline could be heard, and everyone in the room knew that Laurel was about her business.

* * *

Targ looked up at the sound of the door chime. "Enter," he called. The door puffed open to reveal a Starfleet officer, wearing the distinctive black leather jacket of a ship's CAG.

"Sergeant Major Targ?" the man asked.

"Yes, Sir," the marine replied, instantly on his feet. "What can I do for you?"

"I'm Lt. Commander Harris, Majestic's CAG." He stepped into the small office, allowing the door to close behind him. "I assume you've been informed that your group has been reassigned to the Majestic until the Charleston's shuttlebays can be repaired. I'm here to discuss flight rotations with you." Waving Targ back to his seat, Harris dropped into one of the guest chairs. "I must commend you on the training of your men. They performed well during the attack on the Dominion base. I'll be recommending your unit for a streamer."

"Thank you, Sir."

"I'd like to keep those pilots in the Vipers, if you have no objection. We're still woefully short on pilots for them."

"I have no objection, Commander. In fact, I wouldn't mind taking a turn in one of those beauties myself."

"That shouldn't be a problem." Harris handed a PADD across the desk. "Here are the flight rotations. As you can see, I've assigned your pilots to Eagle squadron."

"Yes, and I see you have the 716th's pilots filling out Stardancer squadron. I thought the 716th was a SpecOps unit."

"They are, but they're also assigned shipboard duties with Majestic's auxiliary craft. About half the unit makes up the crew of the King Arthur. As Starfleet personnel are assigned, they'll return to their primary duties."

"I see. I'll have our birds flown aboard immediately."

Harris stood up, which forced Targ to his feet also. "Very well, Sergeant Major. Carry on."

"Aye-aye, Sir."

* * *

A few days later, Sakaari and Dahl sat at a table in the new ship's main lounge, Split Ends (because it was split between two of the saucer section's modules), when Harris and Corwin walked in.

"Commander, First Sergeant," the captain called, "won't you join us?"

"Thank you, Captain.," Corwin replied as she and the CAG sat down. Instantly, the bartender, Gaaren Tal, was at her side. "Sake," she said.

"And you, Sir?"

"Um, how about some Green Sourberry Rum? I've heard quite a bit about it, and I'd like to try a glass."

"Are you sure you want to do that, CAG?" the captain asked. "It's rather potent."

"John," Dahl added, "you really should order something else. I've known people to end up in sickbay after only a shot of the stuff."

"It can't be worse than the 195-proof Andorian Valley Whiskey I had during my Academy field year aboard the Ari. I'll have the same size she's having," Harris said, nodding toward Sakaari.

"If you insist, Commander," Gaaren said. "I'll go alert sickbay."

"You do that," Harris said, a smile on his face.

"So how are the marine flight group's personnel settling in?" the captain asked.

"It's been a fairly seamless integration, actually," Harris replied. "The flight rotations are going well, and everyone seems to like flying the vipers. The maintenance people say they're a dream to work on, as well."

"Good."

Gaaren returned, bearing a tray with drinks for the two newcomers. Before placing Harris' on the table, he asked once more, "Are you sure you want to do this, Sir?"

Harris took the glass of deep green liquid from the tray, silently toasted the others at the table, and began drinking.

With each gulp, Dahl's jaw dropped lower and lower, and Sakaari's eyes grew wider and wider.

"I say, Captain," Corwin remarked, "I didn't know Mtani pupils could dilate that much."

"He's… but… humans…" the captain stammered, unable to find the right words to express her astonishment.

Finished, Harris lowered the glass to the table and let out a long, loud, deep-throated belch worthy of the Great Wakkarotti. It turned every head in the room, some with surprise, others with admiration.

"How?" the captain asked, finally finding her voice.

"Me Da made worse than this." Returning the now empty glass to the bartender, he said, "Make the next one a double."

Sakaari fainted.

Dr. MacGreggor shook his head in wonder. "Commander, you are the only Human on record who has been able to drink ONE glass of Green Sourberry Rum, much less three. I want to know how you did it."

"Like I said to the captain, me Da made whiskey that was far worse than that. Every holiday since I turned twelve, he'd have everyone in the family drink a glass to celebrate. After a while, I got used to the taste." He stood up, vacating the biobed. "I'm just glad it was synthetic, else I'd be under the table right now."

"I don't doubt it. What did your father make his whiskey from?" the doctor asked.

"Antarean dungweed."

Knowing a good exit line when he said one, Harris walked out of sickbay.

* * *

The room was dimly lit as he sat in the corner. He wasn't sure how he got there, only that his head throbbed and he had a hard time seeing. There was a musty smell in the room, like air that has not been recycled in a very long time. There was a light source in what was apparently a very high ceiling.

As he tried to figure out what happened and where he was, the door to the room opened, allowing the bright light from the hallway to attack the darkness in the room... and the prisoner.

"Stand." the dark figure at the door ordered. "The director wants to see you."

"Director of what?" asked the prisoner.

"Your destiny. Now get up and move!" the figure then approached the prisoner and forced him to his feet, and then through the door into the brightly lit hallway.

The group soon approached a set of doors that on the outside looked like most of the other doors in this complex. However, what was on the inside of this set of doors was nothing like the rest of the complex.....

The group entered the room, and the figure threw the prisoner into a chair located in the center of the room. As soon as the prisoner was seated, he was immediately restrained by a variety of straps which came from several points on the chair.

The figure once again spoke, "Now, I ask you again, will you work with us ... or shall we ask in a different manner?"

"I'll never work for you or any of the races that support you. I am not going to be a Dominion Spy!" the Prisoner replied.

"I see. Even if it means the death or torture of your family?" the figure asked. Then, waving an arm to a side of the room, "Behold."

The side of the room appeared to light up, showing a woman and her child, each in obvious fear and confusion. A figure entered their room, and approached the woman. The child was crying, obviously afraid. The figure motioned for help and another figure entered the room and held the child. The first figure approached the woman, who was slowly backing into a corner of the room, and began to change shape.... or at least its arm was. The shape it became was that of a long, obviously sharp, pointed appendage. The creature reached out with the other hand and grabbed the woman by the shoulder, causing obvious pain and suffering. As the pointed appendage continued to get closer to the woman, she began to scream. The appendage touched the skin of the woman's neck and penetrated......
"NO!!!!!!!!" he shouted as he sat bolt upright in his bed, drenched in sweat. He closed his eyes tight, hoping it was all a bad dream and that what he saw in his dream was just that.... a bad dream.

"Computer, what time is it?"

"The time is 03:49 hours."
"What is the date?"

"Today is Stardate...."
When he heard the stardate, he knew it was no nightmare. The events of the dream were real, it really happened. He had lost his wife, tortured right in front of his eyes by those Dominion bastards. His son was still alive... unless he failed in his mission. He went to the wash area and splashed water on his face, then dried it with a towel that was hanging on a hook nearby.

He wanted to tell the CO and Security Officer about what was happening, but he couldn't risk the life of his son, now the only member of his family still living....or at least he hoped was still living. With everything that has happened here, he was not too sure of that anymore.

He went back to his bed, laid down and tried to go back to sleep, but sleep was not what his body was ready to do. He decided to get up and go to one of the Observation Lounges. A few moments in one of them always helped to unravel the stress of whatever happened that day....and he needed that help more than any other time in his life. 

As he sat in the lounge, his thoughts went back to the day his life as a Federation Officer ended, and his life as a Dominion spy began...

His family had taken a shuttle to Utopia Astra, in the Alpha Gammaline system. The weather was perfect: sunny with a mild temperature. A picnic lunch had been replicated, and they set out to find a place to enjoy their outing. His ship was nearby, taking readings of the Gammaline Nebula. 

Before they could reach their destination, however, they were attacked and captured by forces unknown. He did not recognize the species of his attackers. The last thing he remembered seeing was his wife clutching their son, while being rough-handled by whomever was attacking them. 

His next memory of the ordeal was on the ship that his attackers used to transport his family to their prison. He had no idea where they were going, only that he knew the worst days of his life lay ahead. If he only knew how bad those days were about to become...

When they arrived at their destination, the attackers grabbed the prisoners and herded them into a cubicle that was barely large enough for all of them. The light in this room was dim and the air smelled bad. His son was frightened, and his wife was not in much better shape. He could tell by holding her hand that she was shaking like a leaf. He only wished that his captors would come and let them know what they wanted. It wasn't long before they did just that.

When he refused the first time, they took his son away and threatened to kill him. When he still refused, even under physical duress caused by his captors, they took his wife from him and made the same death threat. He still refused, he had made an oath to the Federation, and he had to obey that oath. 

Over the course of the next few days, he was allowed very little sleep and subjected to physical and emotional torture. He was shown how his wife would suffer if he did not cooperate. He was very tired and approaching the point of unconsciousness, and it was then that his captors left him in his room to think of everything that had happened.

A short time later, he was taken to the room where he was forced to watch them torture and kill his wife......

He closed his eyes to keep from reliving the worst day in his life again. The memories remained, and always would, but he couldn't take the visions. Everything he had done for them to save the life of his son, had suddenly fallen apart. He knew it was only a matter of time, and he wasn't sure how much longer he had left. He placed his hand across his waist to make sure the device was still there. He knew he would have to use it, it was only a matter of time....

* * *

"You wanted to see me, Captain?" Corwin asked as she entered the captain's readyroom. She would have saluted and used the proper words for reporting to a superior, but Sakaari had informed all of the marines that it would not be necessary.

"Yes," Sakaari replied, waving the First Sergeant to a chair. "I wanted to congratulate you. My children have been singing your praises ever since I came aboard. You and Yeoman Ginger are the only two people, outside of family, that can control them."

"Well, not at first, Captain. In fact, it wasn't until Chief Ginger told them to behave for me was I able to keep them all together in one place, and not always that."

"Yes, my grandfather told me about Captain Winnie's readyroom." The Mtani chuckled in the way of her species. "She had it coming, the twit… but no matter. You've done an excellent job, and I'd like you to continue, when your duties and other commitments allow. I'm rather intrigued by the martial arts training you're giving them."

"It's basic ninjitsu, Sir," Corwin answered. "The current stage teaches self-control and patience. I must confess, though, that their ability to link minds is rather surprising."

"I don't wonder, since it's not a general practice. Family units sometimes link to strengthen their bond, and children often experiment with no ill effects. It's something of a taboo among adults, though, mostly due to the potential risks to the parties involved in any kind of long duration group mind."

"I see. The next stage of training will deal with hand-to-hand combat and misdirection techniques. Do I have your permission to proceed?"

"When you think they're ready for it, of course. In fact, I may take part in some of those myself."

"Thank you, Sir. Is there anything else?"

"Nothing of any importance. Though, I would like your assessment of morale in the detachment."

"A lot of us are understandably wary about your command style, but that will improve with time. I've gotten to know you through both your children and the admiral, so I knew what to expect. And, John is much happier here."

"You two are very close," the captain observed. "Thinking of marriage?"

"We've discussed the possibility, but we've decided that we're not ready for that kind of step yet. For now, we're par'mach'ai."

"I see. Well, if that should change, let me know. You two seem to be good for each other."

"Aye, Sir."

"Dismissed."

* * *

Captain's Personal Log - USS Majestic: I would have liked to have told Corwin more, but there are some things that I'm not prepared to discuss with outworlders, at least for now. She is correct to be surprised but she should be cautious as well. While the group-link is an interesting ability, something that could save Tanis and Kshar in times of extreme danger, the ability is also dangerous to those involved. What many fail to grasp is the simple truth that while mental strength is shared in such a link, things like self-control, ethics, and self-discipline don't transfer well into the group-mind, as they are a function of the individual mind. One has to wonder if this is a lesson that the Changelings failed to learn.
* * *

Toby Mallory was comfortable in the cockpit of the recon Viper. He was out in the nebula, checking on the first of several anomalous readings uncovered by the repaired sensor systems of the station.

He wasn't surprised that the ships hadn't picked it up. It was nicely disguised as natural emissions from the nebula. Only with the station's enhanced sensors did the signals reveal themselves as being artificial in origin.

"McCaffrey, this is Recon One. I'm approaching target alpha."

The reply was noisy, hard to understand. This close to the source, it nearly blanketed the entire subspace spectrum. "Roger tha---able it if you can. If not, des---."
"You're broken, McCaffrey. I am to disable whatever I find out here if I can, and if not, destroy it, Quiaf?" He repeated it several times to make sure it was received."

"Affirmative. Goo—ck."
"Roger. Computer, let's have some music. Play me the Alba Ra."

Instantly, the cockpit was filled with the loud, discordant Tamarian music.

Slowly, the glowing gas of the nebula thinned out into one of the many clear areas, and Mallory saw his target. It was a small satellite coupled to an immense antenna array, each individual antenna pointed toward a nearby subspace relay station. 

"Looks like we have a winner," Mallory said to himself. "Computer, holograph object directly ahead."

"Done," the computer replied.

Knowing the cockpit layout as well as his own face, he brought the weapons systems online. "Time to shut it down."

But instead of a clean slice by the phasers, the satellite exploded at the touch of the destructive energy. The shockwave tossed the fighter end over end.

"Recon One," the voice of the flight controller at McCaffrey station said, his voice suddenly clear, "we're reading an explosion in your area."
"Reading you loud and clear, McCaffrey," Mallory replied. "The targets are jamming satellites, and they're booby-trapped. Fire at it and it blows."

"Understood, Recon One. We're launching escort ships to assist you."
"Roger that. Will hold position here."

* * *

Station Security Log, McCaffrey Station, Lt. Jasper reporting. Stardate (Classified): It has been two weeks since the capture of the Dominion spy on Earth. The investigation failed to find any other changelings, but did produce accomplices on Earth, and some other interesting information..... information which could prove very helpful to my investigation of the Sensor Array incident. Although there was very little evidence left at the scene, my investigation has produced several possible suspects. I hope to conclude this investigation soon.
Lt. Jasper had just arrived in his office, when the Comm system came to life. "Lt. Jasper, the information you requested from Starfleet HQ has been received. You also have a message from Planetary Security on Alpha Leone II."
He spoke to the surrounding air. "Please display the information from Starfleet first."

As the service record of Lt. Smith streamed onto his display terminal, more pieces of the puzzle fell into place. There was a period of two weeks unaccounted for in his record. There were also several entries speaking of a shuttle accident while on a family leave time to Utopia Astra, in which his wife and son were killed. It showed a transfer shortly after his return to the USS Gazelle, to a place named McCaffrey Station, about six months ago.

"Computer, please display information from Director of Planetary Security on Alpha Leone II."

The information that Lt. Jasper had been looking at disappeared from the screen, only to be replaced by the visage of the Director.

"Start playback."

The image on the screen, came to life, "Lt. Jasper. I have made the inquiries you asked for and have confirmed the existence of your Lt. Smith as being born and raised here. However, I have also uncovered some disturbing information. It appears that Lt. Smith had a habit of disappearing for days at a time, in some cases for as long as two weeks, and then suddenly reappearing as though nothing had happened. There had been rumors of his being abducted by beings from another world, but nothing substantive. His parents died some years ago. I am sorry, no other information was available. I hope this helps in your investigation." The screen went blank. 

"Computer, access personal logs for Lt. Joseph Smith, SCC Eng-0437-1220 in accordance with Federation Council resolution 2264-267. Security authorization, Jasper red-4-8-2-bookem, enable."

As he read the logs that filtered through to his terminal, Lt. Jasper saw the final piece of the puzzle fall into place. It almost caught him off-guard, for he never thought of this scenario...

Jasper tapped his comm badge, "Ensign Johnson, I need a security team in my office right away. Computer, locate Lt. Smith."

"Lt. Smith is in the Starboard Observation lounge, deck five."
Lt. Jasper and the Security Team arrived at the Observation Lounge to find Lt. Smith staring out into the surrounding space, seemingly oblivious to the activities around him.

As Lt. Jasper approached Smith, he noticed a small device in his hand. He looked up and saw the look of desperation on Smith's face. He also realized that the device he held was an explosive, and appeared to be set to explode if he let go, a "Dead man's switch" as it was called in the 20th century. He looked up again, only this time, he saw a look of quiet solitude, which told him time was very short.

"Emergency beam out of Security Personnel" Jasper called out.

As the team was beamed out, they heard and saw an explosion. The magnitude was more than anyone had expected. The force of the explosion destroyed the entire observation lounge, and completely destroyed the lifeform that had once been Lt Joseph Smith. The emergency forcefields snapped into place almost immediately, but not before Lt. Smith's remains had been blown out into the space he spent so much time looking at.

The Security Team materialized in the Main Transporter Room two decks away and on the other side of the Station. They simply stood in silence as the realization of what had happened began to sink in. Each member knew what had happened, and would carry the memory of that moment for the rest of their lives. 

Lt Jasper knew there would have to be a report made of this incident, but for some reason, he dreaded doing it. What he saw, what the other members of his team had missed, was a desperate man taking the only way out that he knew of. Smith couldn't live without his family, and his family was dead because of the failure of the sabotage. Jasper knew what desperation was, and did not savor the idea of making this report to the Captain. If only he had known earlier.....

* * *

"First Sergeant Corwin!" Ko’lar called as he saw the black-clad woman heading into holodeck two.

Corwin turned to face the half-Klingon security officer and immediately straightened to loose attention. "What can I do for you, Sir?" she asked as he approached.

"I understand you’re teaching the captain’s children basic ninjitsu techniques."

"That’s right."

"Are you willing to take on a more advanced student? I’ve been studying Bushido and ninjitsu on my own, using some holodeck programs, but I’d like to get some real training as well, if I can."

"I believe something can be arranged, Ensign. What’s the main program you use?"

"Um… You may find it a bit childish, but I use one of the ‘Splinter’ programs."

Corwin smiled. "Humorous, yes, but not childish. Master Splinter is a good teacher. I should know. My father helped create those programs." She waved toward the open holodeck doors. "I was just about to start my morning workout. Would you care to join me? I can determine your proficiency level and make up a lesson plan."

"Thank you, yes."

They walked into the holodeck side by side, the Starfleet officer and the Marine enlisted woman.

* * *

Personal Log - First Sergeant Leah Corwin: I’m impressed with Ensign Ko’lar’s abilities. Apparently, the programmers did a better job of integrating my father’s techniques into the Splinter program than any of us thought. He’s best at evasion and misdirection, good at picking pockets (he even got one of the throwing darts that I keep sheathed in the collar of my uniform), but needs to work on direct confrontations. With both his and the captain’s permission, I’ve read his service file, and believe that his hesitancy to use direct combat, even when warranted, is due to his sister She seems to be more Klingon than most full-blooded Klingons I know.

I almost wish she were still aboard, so I could show her how effective alternative methods can be…
* * *

Station Security Log, McCaffrey Station, Lt Jasper reporting. I finally realize who the saboteur of the sensor array is. I suspected this, but did not have the information I needed until now. The saboteur is Lt. Smith, of the Engineering Department. At first, there was no evidence to support this suspicion, but when we found the DNA strand under the control panel of the Sensor Control Console, I became more and more suspicious. I checked Station Security Logs and found that he had spent an inordinate amount of time in the maintenance of the Sensors, even on days when the sensors were not used. he then began to act nervous, as though he thought he was being followed. I sent messages to his home planet and asked for a copy of his Starfleet record. His planetary records show that he had a "habit" of disappearing and returning as though nothing was amiss. then, there was his Starfleet record, showing a family outing to Utopia Astra, where the family had a "shuttle accident" where his wife and son were killed. When a search was conducted, no bodies were found. In fact, the DNA found in the shuttle was the only evidence Starfleet had that the wife an son were even there. The final straw was the personal log entry of Lt. Smith. I accessed them in accordance with Federation precedence, and discovered that Lt. Smith's family did not die in a shuttle accident, but rather were captured along with him by the Dominion. He records that his wife was killed and his son held hostage. We tried to reach him and end this ordeal .... for him and his son. However, when we found him, he had a tritium explosive device, which he used to kill himself, presumably to keep from being captured. I regret that we were not able to bring him in alive."
* * *

Harris’ brow furrowed as he searched his desk for the PADD he had just been reading. He’d only stepped out for a few minutes to check on some maintenance with the deck crews.

"I would have sworn it was here," He said.

"Sir?" asked Charlie ‘Tuna’ Gyhe from the door to the CAG’s office.

"The fuel consumption report. The PADD it was on was right here when I stepped out, but now I can’t find it."

"She must be at it again," Gyhe said, a bit of anger building on his face.

"Who?" Harris asked.

"Our resident pack-rat, Petty Officer Daeva Kyll."

"Then let’s go retrieve it," John said, standing up.

Just in time to react to the red alert klaxon.

Preservers' Children
Chapter 11: The Battle Royale
by Commander John H. Harris, Captain Carl Lewis, and Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid
"Damn, Toby's still out in my bird…" Harris said, looking around to make sure that the plane captains were busy preparing the fighters for launch. The red-shirted arming crews were already at work, loading photon and quantum microtorpedoes into the fighters, while others checked the phasers. Green-shirted personnel were checking over the launch systems, while yellow-shirted handlers directed all of the moments on the deck.

"I'll go call him back in," Gyhe offered.

"If he isn't already fighting. You take the fighters out. I'll be aboard the King Arthur. Major Gibson's asleep, and Captain Tozar will need either an exec or conn."

"Aye, CAG."

But just as Harris stepped out of the fighter bay, he saw Gibson run past. "I've got it, John!" the major called as he passed. "You launch with your guys."

"Right."

Reversing his direction, John headed for the other recon fighter, which was already loaded into position. The plane captain, seeing him heading that way, tossed Harris his helmet.

John climbed up into the cockpit, dropping into the front seat with practiced ease. Running through the checklist from memory, he thumb-printed the PADD that the plane captain held up to him, acknowledging the weapons load that had been installed. He didn't have as many quantum microtorps as he'd have liked, but that couldn't be helped.

"Launch at will, people!" he called, starting the engines of the fighter, pushing the throttles to full sublight power. A moment later, the fighter was fired into space. "Stardancers, form up on me."

"CAG," came the voice of Fleet Captain Sakaari, "there's readings of large forces of Dominion ships attacking several of the outlying colonies. The Charleston battle group is being sent out to intercept the largest force. We're going to stay here in case they throw something this way."

"Aye, Sir. Okay, people, I want two squadrons starborne at all times. Four hours on, two off. Stardancers, head in now."

* * *

Engineer's Log, USS Charleston, Capt. Lewis reporting. Stardate (Classified). It has been about a week since the death of the dominion spy on McCaffrey Station. He was a human, and from what I understand, a well liked man around the station. Why he would do such a thing to those he has worked with for so long is a true mystery. I fear it is one that may never be answered.

On another note, it was a shock to receive our latest message from Starfleet Operations. Our Commanding Officer, Fleet Captain Victor Swindell, has completed his tour of duty in command of this vessel and has been ordered to report to Starbase One as soon as possible. A runabout is to rendezvous with us as soon as the current mission is complete. With both the Executive Officer and Second Officer declining to take command, the order was given to me to assume command of the USS Charleston at the conclusion of our current mission. 

Our computer system, Laurel, has devised several new battle routines to use the next time the Dominion show their faces in our neck of the woods. They are innovative and unique and should prove very useful in our next encounter with the Dominion ... and it won't be long before we test those new maneuvers. 

The Dominion is going to be sorry they ever attacked the Federation.

* * *

Carl sat back in his chair and reflected on the events of the past two weeks. He was glad the Charleston made it through intact, and that Laurel was back in operation. He reviewed the warp core tests that were run and the EPS reports. Everything was in top shape and ready for whatever they might encounter. 

* * *

Captain's Log, USS Charleston, Stardate (Classified). Our fight with the Dominion is far from over. They have caused a great deal of damage to my ship and the ships of the battle group. They have caused the death of at least one of the marines in the marine detachment as well as others on some of the other ships. But now it's time for a little payback.....

A large force of Dominion ships has been spotted headed for some of the outer Tanisian colonies. We are leading a large group of Tanisian ships to intercept. The USS Majestic battle group has been ordered to lag behind and catch any ships that may get through. We have some additions to the Charleston battle group in the form of the USS Cumberland (NCC-5118) and the Klingon Bird-of-prey Fireheart, sent by the Klingon High Council to assist in this crisis. We have also been allotted 400 MK-1 Valkyries from the Tanisian fleet to be used if needed. With the ships available to our forces here, I think the Dominion would do well to stay home. 

On a separate note, I have received a message from Starfleet Operations informing me that my tour as CO of this vessel has ended. I have been ordered to report to Starbase One for further assignment. I have also been informed that my Chief Engineer, Captain Carl Lewis, has been offered and accepted command of the USS Charleston. They couldn't have given command to a better officer.

* * *

Victor sat at his desk and reviewed the various reports, damage reports, casualty reports, and a myriad of other reports that are the daily routine of a starship. He initialed some and signed others, giving them to his Yeoman to forward to the appropriate offices. 

"Engineering, this is the Captain," he called out to the surrounding air.

"Engineering here. What can we do for you Captain?" replied the voice of the Chief Engineer.

"How are we coming with preparations for the upcoming battle? Are all systems in place?"

"Yes, sir, they are. We should be ready to push the Dominion back a sector or two. The Cumberland and Fireheart report all their engineering and weapons systems in optimal condition. The Cumberland was short handed due to being called out on short notice, so I sent a team of five engineers over to augment her department."

"What about the Valkyries that the Tanisian fleet gave us to use?"

"The Valkyries are interesting vessels. They have no place for a pilot, and appear to be computer controlled. They have a phaser bank mounted in the nose area, and the nose is reinforced .... presumably to ram an enemy if necessary. These can be VERY formidable weapons."

"Let's hope so. We're going to need some."

* * *

The USS Charleston maintained relative position while the other ships of the battle group patrolled the surrounding space. The Rutledge and Cumberland were both on "sensor patrol", following a preset flight pattern with sensors on full, while the Fireheart was on detached duty to gather information on possible Dominion targets. The Charleston had 50 Valkyries in a picket formation to help warn of approaching enemy vessels, an early warning system. 

* * *

Harris walked into CIC to find Sakaari there. Since the captain was not on the bridge, the CAG had to assume that, while the situation was serious, the ship was not about to go into battle.

"What's the situation, Sir?" Harris asked.

Sakaari indicated the large main viewscreen, on which was shown a tactical plot of the area. A large red area designated the approximate boundaries of the nebula. The positions of the Tanisian colony systems were indicated, as well as those of the new Mtani Commonwealth and the plotted systems that had no intrinsic value. Several of the systems showed evidence of large forces nearby.

"Looks like the colonies are in deep guano," Harris said.

"Yes," Sakaari agreed. "Unfortunately, we can't tell exact numbers yet. The nebula, as you know, tends to cloud sensor readings." Then she smiled. "But we may soon have a fix for that."

"Sir?"

"There is a new sensor web, the Cat's Whiskers, that will allow us to scan right through the nebula with no distortion. It's scheduled to go online later today."

She indicated a commbadge symbol heading away from Tanis, which was at the center of the screen. "In the meantime, the Charleston battle group is heading out to bolster the defenses of a couple of the outlying colonies."

"Based on what's here, how long do you expect the colonies to hold?"

"Not long enough. Based on projections, we'll be up to our asses in Jem'Hadar by the end of the day."

"Then we'd better thin them out while we can. Where's Toby?"

Sakaari touched a control and another commbadge symbol was highlighted. Instantly, Harris saw that he was in a bad situation.

"That group following him looks like it's mostly fighters. With your permission, Sir, I'll take the wing out and give him a hand."

"Granted."

* * *

The Bridge of the Rutledge was calm and collected as they raced toward the point of the upcoming battle alongside the USS Charleston. Captain Horner, sitting comfortably in the center seat, watched the viewscreen as the stars screamed by, each one a blur as the Intrepid-class starship shot past. The helmsman was busy making adjustments as they warped along, making sure that they didn't accidentally stray off course, or into one of the other ships in the battle group. The tactical officer kept track of the other ships in the group. 

"Sir," called out the tactical officer, "you should see this sensor reading. I think we have a problem....."

* * *

The USS Charleston bridge was as calm as it was going to be when they were this close to a battle. There were officers walking to and fro, checking consoles and readings, ensuring that all systems were in optimal condition when they met the enemy. The operations officer had just finished running a sensor scan of the area, when he noticed something strange on his scanners.

"Captain, I think you should see this," he called back to the command area. "There appear to be more ships than originally reported."

"Are these readings correct?" the captain asked.

The operations officer ran a quick diagnostic. "Yes sir. They're correct. There are now 400 enemy ships heading into the Shawnigan 128 system."

Victor spoke into the surrounding air, "Computer..."

"Yes captain," came the reply.

"Initiate battle protocols using Valkyrie vessels. Target incoming enemy ships. Load BProg program into stand-by mode."

"Yes, Captain. Valkyrie vessels enroute, ETA 45 Minutes. Recommend we follow at a ten minute distance. BProg loaded and in stand-by mode. Awaiting further instructions."

"Tactical, open a channel to the rest of the group"

"Aye, Captain," replied the tactical officer. After a pause, he added, "You're patched in, Sir."

"This is Fleet Captain Swindell. We have detected a large force of enemy ships approaching the Shawnigan 128 system and preparing to attack the population there. We have initiated battle protocols using the Valkyrie vessels, and expect to fully engage the enemy in 45 minutes. Rutledge and Fireheart, I want you to go in right behind the Valkyries and report on the development of the battle. Yorktown, follow close to them and render assistance as needed. The remainder of the battle group will be close behind monitoring the situation and will take any action necessary to assist in winning this battle."

"Captain, all ships are acknowledging the signal"

"Good luck to each of you. Swindell, out."

The viewscreen showed a sight like no other this crew had seen. 200 Valkyrie Class vessels each leapt forward, blindly following the orders transmitted to them by the Charleston's computer system. It was a system that had devised plans for using these vessels to the best of their abilities, and who had developed those plans with the intuition and foresight that only a human conscience could do. The Valkyries would do their bidding, for they had no choice. The Rutledge was the first of the battle group ships to depart and follow the Valkyries, joined by the IKV Fireheart, which cloaked as soon as it began its journey. The Yorktown, with her 30 shuttles and 45 combat fighters, joined the parade of combat ships and was ready for whatever role she needed to play in this battle.

The remaining ships, the Charleston, Cumberland, and Grailquest, followed later. It promised to be a battle that would be long remembered in the history of the Federation and the Dominion. 

* * *

Time passed slowly, as it always does in a battle situation, and every second seemed an eternity. You could see the toll that the waiting was taking on the bridge crew. Everyone was intently focusing on their individual tasks or scrutinizing their monitors, waiting for any word on the battle that was about to rage only a few short minutes ahead.

Engineering was a different story. Activity there was off the scale, as every available engineer was running to and fro checking readouts, making adjustments to the various systems, and ensuring that the warp drive was in top shape and ready to be called into action at the slightest notice. 

At the center of this activity was Lt(jg) Liza Morales. She was one of the cogs that kept the department running smoothly. She had a passion for engineering that few in Starfleet had, or will ever have again. She had a way with ships' systems that was truly uncanny. 

"Damn, this has got to work." she thought to herself as she made slight adjustments to flow regulators and power distribution nets. She knew that she had to keep working, or she would fall into her former pattern of worry and overcompensation that almost led to her leaving the service during her first assignment. She concentrated on the task at hand, and put all other thoughts aside. 

* * *

Lt, j.g. Darlene Lewis was in her quarters when the red alert sounded. She knew that the chief engineer, her bondmate, was in engineering already, and that she would see him there.... perhaps for the last time. It was a thought that crossed her mind every time that damned klaxon sounded. She didn't complain when her mate requested quarters closer to engineering, because she knew that she could see him even sooner after a red alert. She also knew that the sooner she saw him, the sooner she could relax and perform her duties during whatever crisis the ship was in. 

* * *

Commander Barbara Slater, the science officer, had the entire science department working on the star charts for this sector of space. She knew from past experience that these charts were crucial in the outcome of a battle, for the victors were always those who knew the particular area of space that the battle took place in. She was intent on ensuring the Charleston knew more about this sector of space than the Dominion.

* * *

On the bridge, the operations officer, Lt Gus Berenyi, a red-headed humanoid being, sat at the ops console, glancing at the various readouts, taking in all of the information that was available, and passing along what information was crucial for the captain to use during this confrontation. This was a very important aspect of the job, and one that he was NOT going to fall short of. He had lost friends on other starships because of lack of needed information, and he was going to make sure that did not happen here.

The tactical officer, Ensign James Graham, was keeping an eye on both the sensor readings and the communications readout. A change in either of these readings could signal a Dominion fleet somewhere in the area. He had to make sure the captain knew of this as soon as it was noticed. He was the captain's extended eyes and ears, and he was determined not to let anything go unseen or unheard.

The executive officer, Captain Tim K'Arlon, the only true Klingon warrior on this ship, was harder to understand. He felt at home, truly at home, nowhere else than on this ship. He had served aboard Klingon warships before and fought beside other Klingon warriors before, but never had he felt more at home, more comfortable, more welcome, than he did here... on a Federation starship. This is where his Klingon heart beat best, where it felt the call of the hunter more than anywhere else. This was home..... and this was the place where he was going to fight to force the Dominion back to the Gamma Quadrant, never to set foot here again. 

As the time for the battle approached, his Klingon blood began to speed through his veins, to the tune of the beating of his Klingon heart.

Fleet Captain Victor Swindell, the commanding officer, was a man like no other. He was of Vulcan/Iotian decent, a direct result of the treaty that was drawn up after the Enterprise visit so many years ago. He thought as a Vulcan would think, most of the time. There were times when his Iotian half, the half that was borne out of gangsterism and the "fight or die" mentality that was so much a part of that psyche, came out. It was a heritage that he fought to keep under control, yet allowed to surface in dire situations such as this. It was a personality trait that had served well in the role of commanding officer.... especially in combat situations. He could feel the Iotian mentality begin to work its way to the surface of his psyche as the ship drew closer to the battle that was bound to happen sooner or later. He just had to keep it in check for a few more minutes......

* * *

The bridge of the USS Cumberland was not much better. All of her officers were waiting for the battle to begin between the Valkyries and the Dominion forces. Each officer and crewmember of the Cumberland knew what was at stake, and that if the Valkyries failed, they would be called upon to enter the fight, and either win or be destroyed. They knew that the Dominion had to be stopped, and be stopped here. Each knew that there was going to be no surrender, no retreat.... it was either kill of be killed. The oldest code in the universe, that of survival. They had trained for this moment over and over again during their careers, and every officer, every crewman, knew that this was the moment they had been drawn toward their entire career, this was their destiny ... come what may.

The Cumberland's captain, Inotar Tinongka, had the heaviest heart of anyone on the ship. He knew the odds were virtually nil for the Cumberland to come out of this alive, and it was on his shoulders to order this crew of the finest officers he has ever had the privilege of commanding to certain death ... if not for all then for most. It was a duty that he wished was not his to perform. He was determined, however, not to show his heavy burden to any of his crew or officers, but to hold this shackle within himself and carry out his duty in true Starfleet fashion ... with head held high and with steadfast resolve.

* * *

The IKV Fireheart's crew, by sharp contrast, was anything but solemn. This crew looked forward to battle like no other crew in the battle group. This crew lived for battle, and what battle could be more glorious than a battle with a superior force for a prize as vast as the Alpha Quadrant. Songs would be written about this day and sung for millennia to come. The Fireheart would long be remembered for its deeds this day, and for the bravery and tenacity of its crew. They may not survive this battle, but they would be long remembered as Klingon warriors who met the enemy and did not surrender. As the time approached for the battle to begin, the crew and officers of the Fireheart, one of the mighty ships of the Klingon Empire, started to sing....... it was the song of a warrior, a song of victory.....

* * *

As the Valkyries approached the Nebula, it became painfully apparent that the battle was going to be tougher than originally anticipated. The Tanisian targeting sensors that each Valkyrie was equipped with, was not operating properly. Each time it was used to target an enemy ship, it would fail to lock on. The weapons systems could not be directed.

"Captain Swindell," called out a disembodied voice, whose sudden appearance startled several of the officers on the Bridge.

"Swindell here" came the reply.

"Captain, the Valkyries have encountered a serious problem. They are unable to get a weapons lock on any enemy vessel. It appears that something in the nebula is preventing a weapons lock. Contact with the enemy in 15 minutes. I am attempting to formulate new strategies. I am maintaining original attack pattern until new patterns can be initiated."

Turning to the Ops Officer, Victor said, "Gus, we need to know everything there is to know about that nebula. I need to know if WE can still function in there." Speaking to the surrounding air, "Bridge to Science Officer. We need immediate analysis of the sensor scans being sent to you by Ops. Something in the nebula is preventing the Valkyries from locking weapons. I need to know if this is going to cause us the same problem."

"Aye sir. I'm on it. Slater out."

"Computer, can you relay a visual account of the battle to the viewscreen?"

"Yes, Captain. Rerouting sensor feed....."

The viewscreen shimmered and changed to show a sight that was deceptively quiet. A sight that concealed the true danger that lay within the nebula. A danger that threatened to engulf the entire Alpha Quadrant if it were allowed to spread unchecked. The nebula grew ever larger on the viewscreen as the Valkyries continued their approach.

It wasn't long after the Valkyries entered the nebula that the full extent of the danger was visible. Dominion ships, hundreds of them, were speeding through the nebula toward the Shawnigan system. 

Jem'Hadar fighters broke away from the rest of the group and began to approach the Valkyries, which did not waiver from their flightpath. The Jem'Hadar turned to attack, but the Valkyries continued on. As the Jem'Hadar reached optimal weapons range, the Valkyries broke formation and fanned out in all directions. The Valkyries then began to fly on collision course with the Jem'Hadar ships. The Jem'Hadar began firing weapons at the Valkyries, destroying a large number of them with the first volley. While the Jem'Hadar came around for another pass, the remaining Valkyries set course toward the main force. The Valkyries began to fly evasive maneuvers, managing to avoid some of the enemy weapons fire. As they came closer to the Jem'Hadar, the Valkyries began to fly directly toward the Jem'Hadar ships in an erratic manner, but still on course for the main force. Both groups began firing weapons. The Valkyries were firing their weapons in a straight line, to the point where their courses were taking them. The Jem'Hadar were more successful, destroying or disabling nearly all of the Valkyrie vessels. Some of the remotely piloted vessels did manage to get through and fire their phasers, but they were quickly and viciously destroyed for their efforts, allowing the Jem'Hadar ships to continue on course for the Shawnigan 128 system.

"Captain," the computerized voice called out, "All Valkyries have been destroyed or disabled."

"What are the casualties on the Jem'Hadar side?" the Captain asked.

"Sensors indicate seventeen Jem'Hadar fighters destroyed or disabled, two Jem'Hadar destroyers with moderate damage, and one Jem'Hadar battleship with minor damage. No appreciable effects on Jem'Hadar battle force capabilities."

"Patch me into the Cumberland" Victor ordered the Tactical Officer. "USS Charleston to USS Cumberland. The Valkyries were unsuccessful. It looks like it's your turn, Tinny. Take the Fireheart and engage the Jem'Hadar. Round two is about to begin."

"Roger that, Charleston," came the reply from Victor's friend during his academy days. "We'll make them sit up and take notice that they aren't welcome here. The Fireheart's answering up. Here we go. See you on the other side, Victor." With those words the comm system went dead.

Victor hung his head in a moment of silence, for he knew what that last statement meant. It meant that his friend of many years, the friend that helped teach him how to let out his Iotian half from time to time, didn't expect to survive this battle. It would be a dear loss for Victor if it were happen. However, he had to focus on the task at hand. He stood and walked to the Tactical Station. 

"How does it look out there?" he asked. 

"Not good, sir. The Jem'Hadar have lost only five percent of their ships in the last attack, but we have lost a major portion of our forces... to the tune of more than sixty-five percent. Unless we find a way to target their vessels, this may be one of the shortest battles in Starfleet history." The tactical officer replied, still keeping track of the approaching vessels. "Sir, the Cumberland and the Fireheart are entering the Nebula."

"Open Starfleet frequency 147. I want to hear what is happening out there."

The comm system speakers crackled to life. Everyone on the bridge was listening intently to the exchange ....

"Fireheart, I have the enemy on sensors. Are you reading them as well?"

"Yes, Captain. We see them. This should be a much more glorious battle than the last one we were in. Helm, set course for the enemy fleet. Cumberland, you may join us in this fight ... if you think you can handle a little fight."

"Don't worry about us, Fireheart. We haven't survived this long by running out on a good fight. Helm, follow the Fireheart in. Weapons, I need everything you can throw at them. Engineering, throw some more coal on the fire…we need all the power you can give us. All hands, we're going in."

There was a moment's silence, then the sound of a voice could be heard, and from the tone of voice it had to from the Cumberland.

"Sir, enemy ships coming from 194 mark 37, 205 mark 149 and 250 mark 220. They are targeting weapons. Attempting to lock on with our weapons..... sir, we are not able to get a firm lock. There seems to be some interference in the vicinity of the Jem'Hadar vessels. Scans indicate a localized... Sir, they are powering weapons." The sound of explosions could be heard in the background.

"Direct hit on Deck five, starboard side. Shields weakening, down to 82%. Another wave is approaching..." More explosions are heard.

"Hits on decks three, seven, and nine. We took a hit on the port nacelle stabilizer. Hull buckling on deck three, minor damage to decks seven and nine. Port shields down to 76%. "

"All batteries, fire weapons at will. Target manually, if you have to. Anticipate the enemy's trajectory. The closer they get, the easier to target. Engineering, I want a way to defeat that dampening field....."

"Sir, there are four squadrons attacking the Fireheart. I don't know how much she can take. Her shields are down to 51%, she has hull buckling and power fluctuations throughout her power net. Sir, the Fireheart just took four more torpedo hits, her shields are down, and I detect a power buildup to...." There was a moment of silence, "the Fireheart has been destroyed. She must have self destructed....and she took six of the Jem'Hadar with her."

More explosions could be heard in the background. "Sir, the weapons fire is making contact. I detect six Jem'Hadar fighters destroyed, three destroyer class vessels with heavy damage, and more damage to their battleship. The Jem'Hadar fighters are coming around for another pass."

"Target weapons and fire as soon as they are in range...."

"Weapons targeted. Torpedoes away. Phasers firing. Direct hits on three vessels, one destroyed and one adrift. We missed on the other vessels. They're firing weapons....." Explosions could be heard at different volumes, indicating multiple hits. "Hits on decks four, eight, ten and sixteen. Shuttlebay is totaled. Engineering reports power fluctuations throughout the ship. Warp drive is off line, and repair is questionable. There is a buildup of power in the starboard nacelle. It's an overload in progress!"

"Quickly, jettison the nacelle. We can maneuver with one nacelle if necessary."

"Nacelle away. Sir, the Jem'Hadar are approaching from behind. Photons are nearly depleted, and phasers are nearly drained. We have severe damage on decks three, four, seven, nine, and ten. Impulse engines are damaged."

"Engineering, prepare to release all the anti-matter pods from the storage bay. Weapons, I need phasers and torpedoes... target the pods. Helm, time a blast from the impulse engines to coincide with the pod explosions.... It's going to be a rough ride." After a moment, he added, "Now! Helm, show our belly to the enemy... Engineering release pods.... helm, right us again. Weapons, fire phasers and torpedoes. Hang on..."

Captain Swindell looked at the sensor readings on the viewscreen as the scene unfolded. The anti-matter pods were shown as small dots on the screen, heading toward the swarm of ships that was chasing the Cumberland. As they drew closer to the swarm, the sensors showed the torpedoes streaking toward the pods. The pods exploded as the torpedoes hit and was displayed by a massive area of white. When the explosion subsided, there were fewer enemy ships pursuing the Cumberland, but the Cumberland was also missing from the viewscreen. Victor closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again...and stared at the viewscreen.

"Sir, I'm picking up a transmission....I believe it's from the Cumberland."

"On speakers."

The speakers crackled to life with the broken message "...Cumberl.....sustained severe damage.....members of the crew have been killed....weapons off line...warp dr.....line. Life support functioning.... know how long. Need assista......."

"Sir, it's repeating." 

"Charleston to Yorktown. Send a runabout to help evacuate the Cumberland. Send in your fighters and other combat capable shuttles. Helm, set course for the Dominion fleet. Tactical, send a message to the Grailquest..... we're going in. XO, I'll be in my readyroom for a moment."

* * *

Victor entered the readyroom and stopped. He spoke to the surrounding air. "Laurel, are you listening?"

"Yes, Captain. What do you want?"

"I want you to know that I realize you did what you could with the Valkyries. Their failure had to have been caused by the nebula, but it will be awhile before we can find the real cause. I need you to keep working on defensive and offensive scenarios, and come up with something that would be totally unexpected to the Dominion. I also have to tell you that you may be taken off line again if things get hairy out there. If you can devise a safeguard for yourself, let me know what it is and we'll see if it can be done. Hopefully after this is over, we can let the rest of the crew know the true extent of your existence."

"Thank you, Captain. I know there is a chance that I could be damaged soon. I have sent a set of specs to Carl concerning a bolstering of my protective shielding. He thinks it can be done rather quickly, but has not had the chance to do so yet. If you could call him and give him the permission to make the modifications, I'd appreciate it. I have a few new tricks lined up for the enemy .... they should be just as surprised as the Romulans were a few months ago. I'll send the specifics to your PADD so you can look them over on the Bridge. Now if you'll excuse me, I have work to do before we get there."

"Thank you Laurel. We'll talk again after this is over." With that, Victor took his PADD from his desk, turned and walked back onto the Bridge.

"Bridge to engineering. Go ahead and make modifications to the computer's shielding systems. Report to me when it is completed."

"Aye Sir."

"Helm, set course for the Dominion fleet and engage at Warp eight."

Victor then spoke to the surrounding air. "All Hands, this is the Captain. We are about to engage in battle with a Dominion force that has so far defeated the Valkyries and two of the ships from the battle group. This is going to be a desperate battle so be prepared for anything."

Victor sat in the command chair and watched as the stars streaked by as the battle group raced toward their next engagement.

* * *

In engineering, the focus wasn't on the upcoming battle, for all the weapons systems and propulsion systems were in top shape. The main focus now was on damage control, devising ways to prevent damage from becoming too severe too quickly. Captain Lewis had received the specs from Laurel and could see that the modifications could work. He had a team working on the modifications. He had to look over the specs for the power distribution once more before the battle to ensure all relay settings were correct and could be used at a moment's notice.

All the monitors were being watched and full damage control teams were standing by. He wished they would not be needed, but he knew they would be, for no ship goes into battle and comes out unscathed.

* * *

The USS Charleston and USS Grailquest reached the Yorktown and Rutledge as they were preparing to enter the nebula. The remaining ships of the Charleston battle group still made an impressive group. Each one had seen her share of combat and survived to tell about it...now it was time to see if they could do so again.

On the Yorktown, the fighter squadrons were readying themselves to launch from the carrier pods. The plane captains were completing final checks for launch and getting confirmation from the pilots of plane condition and weapons loads. The yellow shirts were finishing preparations for final launch of the fighters, making sure that each was lined up in proper order. The purple shirts had just finished fueling the fighters and were stowing their equipment. As soon as they were done, the word came from the bridge...

"All fighters, launch at once. Jem'Hadar fleet at 186 mark 49. Range is .6 light years, and closing. Nearest habitable planet is Shawnigan 128-5, distance is 1.3 light years. Good luck...."

As the fighters launched, new information was relayed to their fighters. Some of the new information was routine, but others caught their attention.....

"Flight Leader, this is Red four. Is this information on the enemy strength correct?"

"As far as I know Red four."

"What are you worried about? There are only 350 of them, and 52 of us. I think the odds are against them, myself."

"I was just hoping for a little more action, that's all."

The fighters sped toward their target, with the Charleston, Grailquest and Rutledge close behind. Each fighter wing flew in formation, maintaining distance from the other wings, until....

"Sir, I have a visual sighting. Ahead starboard."

"I see them. All right people. You've run the drills in the holodeck, now it's time for the real thing. Break and attack!"

The fighter wings all broke with the main formation and pursued their various practiced runs. As they did, the Federation starships that followed them in, broke and headed straight toward the main force. A large group of Jem'Hadar fighters, several less than earlier in the day, broke with the remainder of the main fleet and headed toward the fighters approaching them from below. The remainder of the Jem'Hadar fighters along with several of the destroyer class vessels, broke and headed toward the starships that were on a collision course with the main force.

All of the forces approached each other and began to fire weapons. The Jem'Hadar weapons were almost fool proof, hitting their intended target with almost every shot. The Federation fighters and starships, however, were finding it hard to connect any of the shots they fired.

"Flight Leader, I can't seem to get a firm weapons lock. How are you fairing?"

"Not much better. They must have found a way to jam our sensors. All pilots, it looks like we are going to have to do this the old fashioned way.... by sight. Target manually."

The fighter pilots took their orders and began to target manually. While this was slower and more dangerous for the pilots and craft, it was also more accurate and effective. But for all the new found accuracy, each time one fighter destroyed a Jem'Hadar ship, the Jem'Hadar destroyed three of theirs. When the engagement was over, 30 Jem'Hadar fighters were destroyed.... but all of the Yorktown's fighter craft were destroyed or disabled. 

Everyone on the Charleston bridge, although shocked by the terrible mismatch that they have encountered, could not afford to mourn for the fallen fighter pilots. They were about to engage the Jem'Hadar fighters and would be involved in a fight for survival. A fight that would either see the Federation victorious, or see these ships fall like so many before.

The Rutledge and Grailquest began to fly the pattern of a classic pincer movement, and were firing at any Jem'Hadar ship that was near them as they did. Some shots connected, others missed and allowed those Jem'Hadar ships to fire back, causing damage with each hit. The Rutledge was able to withstand the first several hits with practiced ease...but with each new hit, it became harder to maintain any resemblance of control. The shields collapsed with such force that they were seen collapsing on the main viewscreen of every ship in the battle. With shields down, it was a matter of seconds before the Jem'Hadar fighters were able to disable her and cause her to spin out of control through space.

The Charleston and Grailquest approached the battlefield at warp speed. As they got closer to the force, Grailquest suddenly broke off and bolted to the port side of the attacking force. This effectively drew fighters in two separate directions, weakening the protection of the destroyer and battleship vessels.

The fighters descended on the two Federation ships still in the fight, and began to inflict their brand of torture on them. Each fighter flew a scathing runs, inflicting damage to the various sections of hull with each pass. Each starship was able to get hits on the fighters at the start of the attacks. But the attackers began to inflict heavier and heavier damage on each ship.

"Tactical, fire as they pass." ordered Captain Swindell. "Computer, initiate BProg and engage."

Just as the order was given, a hit by one of the Jem'Hadar destroyers caused a destabilization of the ship's inertial dampeners, causing the ship to rotate on her axis. As the ship rotated, the engines engaged and shot toward the main force... still spinning. The main force grew larger on the screen, and the Charleston began to fire torpedoes and phasers. Without targeting sensors, the phaser fire missed most of the targets, hitting the Rutledge instead, and causing more damage to the already spinning and disabled ship. The torpedoes were just as bad.... for although a number of them hit their intended targets, one of the strays hit the Grailquest's starboard nacelle pylon, shearing it from the secondary hull. This had to effect of causing the Grailquest to spin towards the main force, with no way to defend herself. 

"Computer, halt BProg. authorization Swindell Alpha Red four four seven, enable." the Captain ordered.

"Acknowledged. BProg is disengaged."

"Captain, we are unable to stop the rotation. Engineering reports that engines are off line and we can not stop ourselves."

Everyone on the bridge of the Charleston looked helplessly at the viewscreen as they continued to get closer to the main force, while the Jem'Hadar fighters and destroyers continued to fire weapons and hit the Charleston's systems, causing major overloads throughout the ship. Just then, the Jem'Hadar battleship changed course and came directly toward the helpless ship.

"Captain, the battleship is powering weapons and preparing to fire."

* * *

The fighters were pushing their small warp engines to the limit to make it out to help their comrade. It was a tense situation, to say the least, and Harris wanted to get out there as soon as possible.

"Toby, what's your sitrep?" the CAG called.

"I'm still out of their weapons range," Mallory replied, "but they're gaining on me. I thought I'd be able to make it back before they could take a shot at me, but it doesn't look like that now."

"Hang on, Pal, we're coming out to get you."

"Visual contact!" one of the Eagle squadron members called.

"Hit and fade, people," Harris ordered. "We don't want this turning into a protracted fight." Then, to the computer, he said, "Computer, give me some fighting music. KMFDM - Juke Joint Jezebel."

Instantly, the deep beat of the old dance tune filled the cockpit.

* * *

Lookout Mountain, Tanis V

"Director, the system is ready."

"Are the interlinks secure?" the director asked.

"Yes, Sir. The information will go out real-time to all Tanisian, Starfleet, and Klingon ships in the nebula."

"Very well." He touched a button on the console in front of him. "Attention, all Finders. We are ready to activate the Cat's Whisker. Prepare yourselves. Activate in three… two… one… now."

* * *

"Great Majesty!" called one of the pilots as the new sensor information appeared on the helmet displays. "There's thousands of them!"

"Damn," Harris growled. "Majestic!" he then called, "this fight has turned into one hairy furball! We need ships out here, buster!"

The explosion of a photon torpedo nearby shook the fighter, and the rear storage compartment popped open. A moment later, something hit the rear controls with a sound that was a combination of a meow and a cry.

Instantly, Harris had a bad feeling he'd know what made the sound… or rather who.

* * *

Cayla looked at the screen before her and nearly wept. The forces attacking the colonies had been a ruse, not nearly as large as they had appeared, yet still as devastating.

But it was the force approaching Tanis that made her want to cry. Free of the nebular distortion that had plagued sensors for centuries, the readings showed the largest Dominion strikeforce imaginable, far beyond the worst her nightmares had ever shown her.

There would be no winning this day… unless…

"Elder," she said, instantly drawing the attention of everyone on the bridge, "I think we're left with only one option."

The stares that met her as she looked at her officers were mixed. Those of Mtani stock were duly impressed, while everyone else looked on the non-sequitur with curious confusion.

What you propose is dangerous, the Elder's voice replied in her mind. Dangerous in the extreme.

"There is no other choice. Look through my eyes and tell me have another course of action."

You are correct, of course. And so it begins…

And begin it did. Only a few minds at first, but growing at an exponential rate, it took only a few seconds for the entire Mtani and Ksharan species to link their minds into one.

Others were drawn in, as well, sensitive to the psionic energies around them.

Cayla Sakaari, Inheritor and Heir-designate to Clan Sakaari, was chosen to direct the fury of an entire species. Seeing through her daughter's eyes, she knew the time had come…

* * *

"Teya, what are you doing here?!?" Harris roared.

"I'm sorry, Commander, but I had to be here."

"We're heading back to Majestic right now. Toby, Leah, I need cover. Teya's stowed away again…"

"Again?" Corwin asked.

"Hang on, Buddy," Mallory added, "we're on the way."

"Toby!" Harris called, "you've got a fighter on your tail!"

"Don't worry about me, CAG, you get that kid back to the ship. I can take care of myself," Mallory replied, starting into evasive maneuvers.

Unfortunately, he wasn't fast enough, and fire from the Jem'Hadar fighter reduced the port warp nacelle of his fighter to debris. "Uh-oh," the marine captain said. "I think I'm in trouble. I'm not gonna be able to pull myself out of this one, Kid. I'll see you on the other side..."

Harris knew what his old flight instructor had in mind, and pulled up hard, hoping he could head it off, but as he leveled out, he saw the one thing he didn't want to see. Mallory's fighter had flipped end-for-end, and was even then charging at full throttle through the Dominion ship. Both were consumed in a silent ball of fire.

"Toby! I don't care what he said, those sons of bitches are gonna pay..."

"No," Teya said from behind him, her voice that of millions of angry souls, "let us do it."

In an instant John found himself enveloped into a reality that nothing in his experience had prepared him for. He could feel the totality of the Mtani and Ksharan people beckoning to him, welcoming him as a beloved friend. And he understood why it was so very dangerous. It was intoxicating, one could easily lose one's self to it. In truth, a part of him wanted to lose himself in that wonderfully warm place. As for the Dominion… dealing with them was all too simple.

He looked around and saw a horrific sight, most of the Tanisian colonial cities were in flames. He looked deeper and smiled, the Dominion had missed the Tanisians' secret place, an underground complex with everything needed to restore Tanisian industrial capacity in a few months. So much for the Founders' so-called superior intelligence. He turned again and saw all Tanis and Kshar united... at last he recognized the focus of the group mind; Fleet Captain Cayla Sakaari. And there was raw fury in the group mind. With a thought, the Jem'Hadar ships dissolved. It was done. When John's mind cleared, he was himself... and very much alone. 

"CAG to all fighters," Harris said, "it looks like the fight is over. Computer, kill score."

"Ninety-two confirmed solo kills," the computer announced, "One-hundred six assists."

Harris didn't remember making any of them, but the computer had records, and that would be good enough for Starfleet. "Let's go home, people. Out."

* * *

The battleship grew larger on the screen, when suddenly Victor felt a sensation that he had not expected.... the sensation of a mind-meld. Only it was more than that, it was almost like.....

When Victor shook himself back to the reality of the battle, he looked at the viewscreen and saw...... nothing. No Jem'Hadar fighters, no Jem'Hadar destroyers, no Jem'Hadar battleship that was about to end their existence. Only the debris of the Federation fighters and the defeated Jem'Hadar ships. All of the other Jem'Hadar ships were simply.....gone.

"Ops, what happened?" the Captain asked.

"I don't know sir. We were getting our ass kicked, when suddenly all the enemy ships simply disappeared. There was no warning .... they were here one nanosecond and the next they were gone." Gus answered in a very bewildered manner.

"Tactical, check sensors. Are there any remnants of the Jem'Hadar battle force left in this sector?"

"No sir. I read no Jem'Hadar ships within two parsecs. I'm not sure how, but they have all disappeared." 

Preservers' Children
 EPILOGUE
by Commander John H. Harris, Captain Carl Lewis, and Fleet Captain Paul M. Reid
Captains Log, USS Charleston, Stardate 51023.2, Captain Carl Lewis reporting. We have survived our latest encounter with the Jem'Hadar, but not by much. Our warp drive is shot, and the impulse engines are not much better. We were seriously outgunned and outnumbered, but for some reason we came out of this alive. Our computer system seems to have had a malfunction, and I have ordered Commander Slater to perform a level one diagnostic to find the problem. There are still intermittent power fluctuations throughout the saucer section and the transporters are still inoperative. Navigation and deflector control were repaired enough to allow us to start the long journey back. Many of the crew were injured, and some of our crew died in the battle. I was costly, in more ways than one. What exactly happened to end the battle is still unknown, but I trust that one day we'll find out. The Rutledge and Cumberland are also en route to Starbase One for repair and re-deployment and should be fully operational before we are. The Yorktown suffered moderate damage and will require only a short time in dock before being re-deployed. Fleet Captain Swindell has been dropped off at McCaffrey Station for his own ride to Starbase One. I understand that there is to be a ceremony of some sort on the station, and Victor has volunteered to represent the Charleston. It will take this ship quite a while to get back to Starbase One, considering the damage we took during the battle. My first command is not exactly starting out in the best of ways, but with the outstanding people assigned to this vessel, I know that we will have many of the systems repaired by the time we reach Starbase One. I look forward to many more missions with the fine crew and ship.
 The bells which accompanied the shuttlecraft’s entry into the bay made it abundantly clear that there was a VIP coming aboard.

"Commander, Starfleet, Arriving in Shuttlebay One," the computer announced.

"Majestic!" called the freshly-promoted Sergeant Major Leah Corwin, "attech-hut!"

Instantly, the marine honor guard snapped to attention and formed up to either side of the shuttle’s hatch. At the end of the cordon stood Admiral Sakaari, Fleet Captain Cayla Sakaari, Captain Jack Tozar, Commander Dahl, Lt. Colonel Joe Gibson (also freshly promoted), and Lt. Commander John H. Harris.

To the sound of "Ruffles and Flourishes," Fleet Admiral Michael D. Smith stepped to the deck of USS Majestic and walked up to the assembled officers. A step behind was his aide, the gold cord at his shoulder conspicuous. He stopped a pace short of meeting them.

"Permission to come aboard, Sir?" he asked.

"Granted. Welcome aboard Majestic, Admiral Smith," Cayla said. "I’m Fleet Captain Sakaari, Commanding Officer."

"Nice to be aboard, Captain. Paul, good to see you again."

"Same here, Sir, and I see there’s no sneezing yet," Admiral Sakaari said, shaking hands with Smith. 

"The chief medical officer aboard the Starlord gave me an extra-strength shot for my allergies." Seeing the interested and confused looks on the others’ faces, he explained, "I have an allergy to feline and felinoid fur." Several people nodded, understanding, as they had similar allergies.

"Allow me to present Captain Jack Tozar, Commander Dahl, Cayla’s first officer, Lt. Colonel Gibson of the 716th, and Lt. Commander Harris, ship’s CAG," Admiral Sakaari continued.

"Mr. Harris," the Fleet Admiral commented, "I’ve heard about some of the flying you did throughout this whole debacle. You’ll get the Distinguished Flying Cross for it, I assure you."

"Yes, Sir, but it won’t bring back the people we’ve lost. A high price was paid by all."

"Quite right, Commander. Much too high a price…" He then raised his voice, making sure everyone heard him. "I want you all to know that, due to your efforts, a member of the Federation is safe. What’s more, we’ve thrown the Dominion off of Deep Space Nine, and they’ve withdrawn to Cardassian territory. The Bajoran Wormhole is secure!"

A cheer rose from nearly everyone present.

Smith, satisfied, turned back to the assembled officers. "I think I’ll inspect this new ship of yours now, Captain."

"Right this way, Sir."

The allergy shot must not have been as strong as the Fleet Admiral thought, because a moment after the three people passed through the door, there was the sound of a sneeze loud enough to resonate throughout the ship.

* * *

"You wanted to see me, Captain?" Harris asked from the door of Fleet Captain Cayla Sakaari’s readyroom.

"Come in, Commander. I’d like you to tell me what this transfer request is doing on my desk."

"I would think it’s obvious, Sir. I’d like to transfer off the Majestic."

"Why?" Sakaari asked. "You’re an excellent officer, prime command material. You’re a shoe-in for First Officer whenever Dahl moves up to his own command."

"I’m not sure if I’m cut out for a front-line command. I don’t think I could take another battle."

The Mtani sat back in her chair. "The fight against the Dominion spooked you, didn’t it? You don’t want to have to fight again."

"I want to go somewhere safe: a rear area, somewhere my orders won’t get my friends killed. I’d known Toby since the Academy. I don’t want that to ever happen again."

"I know the feeling, Commander. I had it the first time someone died under my command. Let me tell you something, CAG. There is no safe place. You can get killed just as easily by a falling piece of cargo as you can fighting the Jem’Hadar. That man would be under your command, too. You are a fine officer, Commander Harris, and my Clan owes you a great debt. I’ll grant you a temporary transfer. If you feel the same way in six months, I’ll make it permanent. Until then, if you want it, the position of CAG is yours."

"Understood, Sir."

"Think long and hard about it, Commander. Having people die under your command is something every Starfleet officer may have to face. Don’t let it drive you away from the Center Seat. You belong there." She looked at Harris and sighed. "Dismissed."

* * *

He stood at the podium for a long time, waiting for the conversations among the Clan Lords to subside. When it did, he silently snapped to attention before beginning his speech.

"Nearly a century ago, Starfleet turned on one of its own out of nothing more than fear and prejudice. When the captain of the USS King Henry V became bonded to a pair of Ksharan females, the admiralty of the day saw it as an attempt at eugenics. They came to this conclusion not by research, or by investigation, but only by their assumptions.

"Today, I stand before you to say they were wrong.

"But they didn’t stop with this insult. Over the following years, Captain Hamilton’s career fizzled, due to the machinations of those who were afraid of him and ignorant as to what his bonding entailed. Of course, they couldn’t deny him timely promotions, for that would have raised the specter of open racism, a crime which Starfleet has never tolerated. Yet, they denied him, time and again, the assignments he requested, the starships he could have commanded, instead, assigning him here, again and again, as Starfleet’s liaison officer to this august body.

"Today, I stand before you to end this pattern of tacit racism. Effective immediately, Admiral Wyatt T. Hamilton is hereby assigned as Supreme Commander of the Tenth Fleet. Admiral Paul Sakaari will continue as commanding officer of Space Station Anne McCaffrey, with the additional duties as Commander, Tanisian Tactical Theater.

"Additionally, all those who resigned their commissions or asked for release from their enlistments are invited to return to Starfleet duty, at the same rank or enlisted rating. Of course, those who currently serve in the Tanisian Star Navy will be allowed to transfer their rank to the Starfleet equivalent.

"Also, by resolution of the Supreme Assembly of the United Federation of Planets, it is my honor to announce the following: One. As of this date, a seat on the Federation Council is offered to a representative of this body, to be chosen by you. Second. The planets and territories known as the Mtani Commonwealth is hereby granted full member status in the United Federation of Planets. By taking these steps, the Federation accepts and recognizes the Mtani as an emergent species, distinct and separate from the Ksharan and Human species that formed it.

"I know this doesn’t make up for a century of hardship and mistrust, but it is a step that is long overdue. It is our way of offering an apology you have waited too long to receive. It is my hope that you will accept this apology. 

"We need you. You have shown that you possess talents that will help the Federation win this war, and we have shown that we can help you defend your worlds. And, as I stand here before you today, I say this on behalf of every sentient being in the Federation. The birth of any sentient species is a rare and precious event and much to our sorrow we have failed to notice the birth of a species in our own backyard. So we welcome you, and we are so very sorry that it took so long for us to do so.

"Thank you for allowing me to speak before you today."

* * *

Personal Log, Lt. Commander John H. Harris, Stardate 51024.5 When both the captain and Fleet Admiral Sakaari invited me to their family home, I expected something along the lines of one of the mansions of America, or the manor homes built in Eire in the 19th and 20th centuries.

But as I rode in the executive flitter, I saw not a mansion, but a castle to rival those of medieval England…
* * *

"My God," Harris said, stepping out of the executive flitter, "this is incredible. There are even house guards!"

"I think I’d like to try breaking into this place," Corwin added as she stepped to the ground. "It would make for an interesting challenge."

"Welcome, Commander Harris, Sergeant Major Corwin!" called Admiral Paul Sakaari as he walked out toward the flitter pad. "Welcome to Sakaari Manor."

"Thank you for inviting us, Admiral," Harris said. "I must say, I was expecting something quite different."

"Yes, well, it was built some time ago, and even then, some of the clan thought it was too big."

"And the house guards? Surely, in this day and age…"

"They’re ceremonial, yes. Come, I’ll show you around. Oh as this is your first visit to Tanis 5, be aware that your distance judgment will be a little out as Tanis 5 is 16,500 km in diameter, about double the size of Earth, though the gravity is about the same."

"Yup... that’s big!" Corwin and Harris replied in unison.

The first stop on the tour was what was commonly known as the Great Hall. It was dominated by a long dining table, and there were portraits (many times life-size) on the walls, each accompanied by a shield. Many of the people in the portraits were Ksharan or Mtani, but there were a fair number of humans in the small group.

"These are the portraits of those who have been given the highest honors that a Clan can bestow, they are the knights of Clan Sakaari."

"I thought only a Sovereign could bestow knighthood, in the name of their government," Harris said, suddenly confused.

"That’s how it’s done on Earth, or rather was while the monarchies still existed. The Trexlorians do it that way, but not here. Here, on Tanis, the Clan Lords have the power to bestow knighthood. Each Clan has what amounts to its own orders of knighthood." He indicated the portrait in front of them. "This is the last person to be knighted by the Clan Sakaari."

The portrait was of a human, dressed in the uniform of a Starfleet officer from a century ago, about the time of the Khitomer Accords. "Captain Alex Rosenzweig saved my father’s life almost a century ago. They were on a covert mission together, but the details are still classified, so I can’t tell you any more than that. The captain designed the arms on his own shield." He then turned and indicated two new shields on the table. "As you may, if your families has no established arms."

Harris’ jaw dropped several centimeters. Corwin’s jaw also dropped, but only slightly, as she didn’t understand the import as one from a land where peerages (though strictly ceremonial and honorary) were still given out, albeit by a neighboring royal family which was, itself, allowed the power as homage to what they once were.

"W-we’re being knighted… Sir?" the pilot finally managed to stammer.

"Lieutenant Commander Harris," Sakaari began, a smile on his face, "by bringing my great-granddaughter safely through one fight, you earned a debt from my Clan. By bringing her through a second, you earned a place in it."

"So how did I earn knighthood?" Corwin asked.

"You earned your knighthood by assisting John in bringing Teya safely back from that… I believe you called it a ‘hairy furball’. Also, by teaching the children as you have, you have earned a distinctive place in their lives; you have become their tela’ka’, which roughly translates as ‘Teacher-Defender’. It is a place seldom occupied by one who is not family. When one from outside the Clan distinguishes herself in such a way, the one shows devotion to the Clan that can only by rewarded by Gapes’ka."

"Excuse me, by what?" Harris asked.

"Gapes’ka is the highest level of knighthood a Tanisian Clan can bestow. It is hereditary, so your children will also bear the title, and it bestows familial ties to the Clan. In short, the two of you will be members of my family following your investiture."

Seeing that the two were deep in thought, he continued, "But you can consider the ramifications later. For now, let me finish the tour. After all, you’ll also have the right to call this place home…"

* * *

Personal log, Lt. Commander John H. Harris, supplemental. Growing up in Ireland, I heard stories of the knights of history. There were the legends of King Arthur’s knights, and the documented lives of people such as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Sir Bob Geldof, and even an ancestor or two who had earned a knighthood.

But I never dreamed that I would, myself, be knighted. Mostly, it was due to the fact that the contemporary British Royal Family, having lost all of its political and economic power, tended to hand out worthless Peerages much more liberally than ever, and the right to place the title ‘Sir’ or ‘Dame’ before one’s name, and the initials of some order or another after it, just doesn’t mean much.

But a Peerage such as this… The major Tanisian clans of today have the power and resources that the monarchies of old did on Earth. Becoming a knight here has ramifications far beyond what one would ever expect elsewhere. Reading up on the Peerages currently in existence, I find that a small land grant is just the first of my rights as a knight… but there are also duties, of course.

The family ties inherent in Gapes’ka only adds to both the rights and duties…

And I find out that knightings, rare as they are, are occasions for monumental celebrations…
* * *

The double knighting ceremony was held in an inner courtyard that had elements of a classical gothic castle which was just as impressive as it was when was built two centuries before. Built of both clear and colored crystal, with only occasional steel and stone, it gave those within the impression of being inside a diamond. Gathered inside the courtyard where representatives from every Pride in Clan Sakaari, as well as representatives of most of the other major clans of Tanis 5. Outside, beyond the walls that protected the grounds of Sakaari Manor, thousands stood and watched on huge holoscreens that had been set up for the purpose.

All around, the assembled people wore formal costumes displaying the honors they had earned. The Starfleet personnel, seated in the front rows, were dressed in their formal uniforms. Admiral Paul Sakaari, dressed in his own formal Starfleet uniform, looked around from where he stood and spoke. "It is time."

To the sound of drums and Tanisian bagpipes, and escorted by the entire 716th, Harris and Corwin marched down the center of the assembly towards where Sakaari stood. Harris wore the red formals of a command-division officer for the first time, the platinum and gold wings of a Starfleet Aviator glistening just above his commbadge; the Starfleet Distinguished Flying Cross pinned just below; a white ace’s scarf draped around his neck. Corwin, as befitted her position as senior NCO of the 716th, wore a white set of Marine formals, which were patterned after the old ‘Monster Maroon’ Starfleet uniform style. Only the black cord at her right shoulder and the multicolored award ribbons served to break the pristine white. Each of them wore a sword belted around their waists, his a handmade replica of the work of S’harien, one of Vulcan’s greatest weaponsmiths; hers the black straight blade traditionally wielded by ninja. Once they reached the spot before Sakaari, John and Leah knelt as they had been instructed.

The admiral began, "It is right that those who offer to us unbroken fidelity should be protected by our aid. And since these two, each a faithful one of ours, by the favor of God, coming here in our palace with their arms, have seen fit to swear trust and fidelity to us in our hand, therefore we decree and command by the present precept that for the future Sir John Harvey Neville Harris and Dame Leah Mariko Corwin shall be counted with the number of antrustions. And if anyone perchance should presume to kill him, let him know that such a death will be avenged by all the members of this Clan."

Taking a step to his right, Sakaari drew his own sword, a blade that had been handed down from a time when it had been much more than a ceremonial object. Like the courtyard, it was made from a combination of crystal and steel. Placing it on Harris’ right shoulder, he moved it from shoulder to shoulder, saying the traditional words: "In the name of the Clan, by the rights granted by the leaders of this world, and by the Grace of His Holy Majesty, the Creator of All Things, I give thee the power to bear arms in the name of, and on behalf of, the Clan Sakaari." He raised the sword in a salute. "Rise, Sir John, and take the oath of Tanisian Knighthood."

Harris rose to his feet, drawing his own sword. Holding it aloft, he began the oath: "I stand here, in the sight of these people, and in the presence of His Holy Majesty, the Creator of All Things, to swear my allegiance and loyalty to the Clan Sakaari. Should the Lord of the Clan so command, I shall take up this sword, or any other weapon, to defend the Clan or attack its enemies, though it may mean my death. And, should I ever bring dishonor on the Clan, either by my actions or lack thereof, I shall use this sword to take mine own life. In the name of His Holy Majesty, the Creator of All Things, this I swear."

Sakaari nodded, accepting the oath, and Harris returned his sword to its sheath. The Admiral then stepped to his left, taking a place before Corwin. As he had done before, he placed the sword on Corwin’s shoulder, and moved it from shoulder to shoulder, saying the traditional words: "In the name of the Clan, by the rights granted by the leaders of this world, and by the Grace of His Holy Majesty, the Creator of All Things, I give thee the power to bear arms in the name of, and on behalf of, the Clan Sakaari." Again, he raised the sword in a salute. "Rise, Dame Leah, and take the oath of Tanisian Knighthood."

Corwin rose to her feet, drawing her sword. As it was much lighter than the S’harien re-creation that Harris held, it was much easier for her to hold high above her head. "I stand here, in the sight of these people, and in the presence of His Holy Majesty, the Creator of All Things, to swear my allegiance and loyalty to the Clan Sakaari. Should the Lord of the Clan so command, I shall take up this sword, or any other weapon, to defend the Clan or attack its enemies, though it may mean my death. And, should I ever bring dishonor on the Clan, either by my actions or lack thereof, I shall use this sword to take mine own life. In the name of His Holy Majesty, the Creator of All Things, this I swear."

Again, nodding his approval, Sakaari returned his sword to its sheath, as did Corwin. 

"As it has been since ancient times, as it will be to the end of the age." A fanfare rang out across the grounds, and the cheers of the throng beyond the walls could be clearly heard. After several seconds, silence again descended, allowing Sakaari to proceed.

"There comes a time when individuals show such character that honor demands a response. Such is the case with these two. In preserving the lives of the Clan children they preserve the Clan. For what is any clan without children. Thus Lt. Commander Sir John H. Harris and Sergeant Major Dame Leah Corwin are awarded the Gapes’ka. Such an honor will mark their children for all time, so that none will forget their deeds. Chronicler, so let it be written in the Great Scroll of Kshar."

"Aye!" replied all in unison. Then, to the sound of the cheering crowds beyond the walls, Admiral Sakaari placed a cape around each of them. Sewn into each cape was an elaborate pattern of embroidery indicating their new status as recipients of the Gapes’ka.

"It is done."

Another fanfare rang out, followed by the voice of Lt. Colonel Gibson. "Honor Guard! Seven-sixteenth Special Ops! Form up!"

As they had marched in, the two new knights, accompanied by their honor guard, marched out of the courtyard to the sound of pipes and drums.

* * *

Personal Log, Sergeant Major L - Sergeant Major Dame Leah Corwin, Stardate 51026.2. Twenty minutes after the end of the ceremony, John and I were… presented to the Tanisian public. It was, beyond a doubt, probably the silliest I had ever felt. I’m not shy about being in front of people. I could never have been an instructor at the Marine Special Ops school if I were. Nor do I have a problem with crowds… as long as I’m in them. On that balcony, standing in front of a crowd, I felt like I was on display.

Which, I guess, we were. John wasn’t thrilled with the idea, either, but he explained that, in his research, he found that on Tanis 5, knightings were occasions of the same importance as coronations or royal weddings were on old Earth. A single knighting would have drawn a crowd from the cities around Sakaari Manor. A double knighting, such as ours, was expected to draw a crowd from the entire continent. But the fact that Gapes’ka was bestowed on both of us… The crowd came from all over the Tanisian Alliance, as well as from the Mtani worlds. Standing there, with the immediate Sakaari family, I saw a sea of intelligent lifeforms before me.

If I live to be ten thousand years old, I hope I never have to stand before so many people again.

But I must admit, I enjoyed the party afterwards.

Unfortunately, now I have to say goodbye to a man I’ve come to love more than any man I’ve ever known…
* * *

"I wish you wouldn’t go," Leah said. She was leaning up against the wall, watching Harris pack.

"You know my reasons as well as I do, Leah," Harris answered. "I need to get away from this damn war. I won’t be that far away. Starbase 207 is still within the Tanisian Tactical Theater."

"What are you running from? Toby knew what he was going into, so did I. You don’t become a Starfleet officer, or a Marine, without knowing the risks-"

Harris snapped around to face the woman he’d come to love more than any other he had ever known. "He died because of me. It’s my fault."

"No, it’s not," she calmly replied. "Did you get a count of how many ships we were up against? There were over three thousand Jem’Hadar fighters in that hairy furball. When I saw that many blips on the screen, I was ready to die. And so was Toby."

"But I’m the one who sent him out there…"

"If you hadn’t, someone else would have. You just happened to be the one to issue the order. That doesn’t make you any more responsible than Colonel Gibson."

Harris’ shoulders slumped, and he slowly sat down on the bed. "Toby was one of my oldest friends. I knew him longer than anyone else in Starfleet, with the exception of Enya Shannon, but then we grew up together."

"So where are they putting you?"

"I’m going back into engineering. Starbase 207 is one of the nearest shipyards. The new Majestic class USS King Henry V is there, as well as a few other new ships. They’d like my help fitting them out."

"I see." She joined him on the bed. "You always were a builder. I’m going to miss you, John."

"Not as much as I’ll miss you. But, as the captain said, I have six months to make up my mind about this. Who knows, maybe she’s right. Maybe there is no safe place."

* * *

Captain’s Personal Log, Stardate 51029.2: How does one put this into words, honestly I don’t think words are enough. From Grandfather’s point of view, this whole affair only lasted a few months. From my perspective it lasted over 300 years. And yet, Khea is only a few months older. So many contradictions that defy explanation. Perhaps the truth is there isn’t any explanations, at least for the moment. It’s funny though... before I had my children, I wouldn’t have thought I would have missed them so much. Now that I have them, I couldn’t imagine life without them.

Explanation or no, something does need to be said. The truth is... it happened, who they were and why they did what they did is beyond explanation. I do know this, the Dominion was defeated, without them they might have won The Battle of Tanis. For that much at least, I’m grateful. The one truly good thing to come out of this is, Starfleet finally apologized and recognized the Mtani as a distinct species with its own voice. That is important.

One last thing though... if the Preservers, or whoever they were, take me from my kids again, I’ll have their hides. They made my babies cry, and no one makes my babies cry... not even me.
The End

