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Prologue








     Captain's Log: Stardate 53513.5.  The Enterprise has been ordered to the Briar Patch to respond to reports of Son'a rebels operating in the area.  It has been ten months since the Enterprise was responsible for stopping Admiral Dougherty and his Son'a allies in stripped the Ba'ku planet of it's life-regenerating metaphasic rings, and one month since the Xenafore Incident.  Although Urano was captured, some of his subordinates escaped, and are believed to have returned to their government.  The Son'a Republic, as they call themselves, has become increasingly hostile over the events in the Briar Patch, and it is feared that the Son'a will use force to retake the Ba'ku planet.  Thus, the Federation and the Alliance have agreed to a 'show of force' to convince the Son'a government to back down.


     "Coming out of warp near Outpost 40, Captain."  Riker stood up as Picard stepped out his ready room onto the bridge.


     "Ensign Jobrie, initiate docking procedures."  Picard tugged down on his uniform, a habit he had possessed for a time unknown to all but maybe Q, (and Riker wouldn't put it pass the cosmic trickster to be responsible for the habit, either).  "Now, we were supposed to be meeting an Alliance...."


     "Sir....."  Jobrie stared at the viewscreen.  "What is that?!"


     Picard and Riker sat down, both looking at the viewscreen.  A large warship, over 1700 meters long, was in a position near Outpost 40.  "And this is only supposed to be a show of force?", Riker asked Picard.


     "Unless I am incorrect, Captain," Data said from ops, "that is one of the two existing Alliance Solaris-class flagships, the most advanced ships ever to be deployed in the Alpha Quadrant."


     Picard allowed himself a slight grin.  "At least we know that the Son'a will be unwilling to attack us with that ship around."


     "Unwilling to attack?"  Riker chuckled.  "Only the Borg would be so stupid."


     Even Data grinned as the bridge filled with laughter.  Picard opted to join rather than order them to stop.








     Dale watched outside the office window as the Enterprise docked with Outpost 40.  So strange.  To be here, at this place, with Picard.  Especially if I consider just how much I want to let him have a piece of my mind.....  "Well, they're here."  Dale looked back at Andreys, who was standing by his desk.  "So, what did you want again?"


     "When are you going to give me my office?"


     "You have one already, remember?"  Dale pointed toward the door.  "It's on the other side of the conference room."


     "That's your office, Robby.  This is the Captain's Office.  Or am I mistaken on the writing on the door?"


     "No, you're not.  I just don't like the other office, and since I am your superior...."


     "Robby, don't start that stuff with me."  She knelt over, looking right into his face.  "Stop evading the question.  When are you going to give me my office?"


     Dale thought for a moment.  "After we make love for the first time."


     Andreys smiled in his face, and answered, "Is that all?  That shouldn't be too hard...."  She put her lips to his in a kiss.


     After a few moments, Dale stopped.  "And not here.  Besides..."  He pointed out at the Enterprise.  "Captain Picard is coming over here, remember?  And you're the one who's supposed to meet him in the transporter room."


     Andreys stood back up.  "After Picard leaves, we're taking this up again."


     "And I'll win again," he called out to her as she walked out.  He heard her giggling as the door closed, and chuckled.  Well, it looks like I'm going to lose my office.......








     Andreys nodded to the Keloan transporter officer, and watched Picard and Data materialize on the transporter pad.  "Permission to come aboard, Captain Andreys."


     "Permission granted.  Welcome aboard the Roddenberry, Captain Picard."


     "Thank you, Captain.  I'm sure you know my Second Officer, Lieutenant Commander Data."


     "Greetings, Captain."  Data respectfully extended a hand.


     Andreys shook Data's hand lightly.  "Thank you, Commander.  Welcome aboard."


     "I take it the Minister is expecting us?"


     "Yes.  Follow me."  


     Andreys led them out to the gray-paneled corridors of the ship.  After fifteen feet, they entered one of the horizontal maglev turbolifts.  Andreys took a seat, followed by Data.  "Captain, I recommend you sit down," Data advised Picard.  "The maglev turbolift's acceleration could be quite uncomfortable for a standing occupant."


     "Maglev?"  Picard sat down, a quizzical expression on his face.


     "Magnetic Levatation, a technology developed by Alliance and Minbari engineers.  Twice as fast as a normal Federation/Alliance turbolift, and designed for the larger warships in the Alliance and Minbari fleets."  Data interrupted his monologue as the maglev began whizzing through the tunnel.  Andreys felt a slight feeling of being yanked around as the maglev started going through a vertical tube.  "The tunnel is surrounded by magnetic accelerators, which...."


     "I get the idea, Mister Data," Picard answered.  "Now, about..."


     The car came to a stop, and the door opened to reveal another corridor.  Andreys got up, and led them out, through the corridor, to another turbolift.  "I think you will like this ride better, Captain Picard.  This is a normal turbolift for travel in this area of the ship.  The maglev turbolifts are used...."


     "....to go between different sections," Picard finished for her.  "Yes, I understand the need for such a dual transport system with the size of this ship.  It dwarfs everything I've ever encountered, save for...."


     "....a Borg cube?"  Andreys frowned a little.


     Picard nodded silently as the two entered the lift after Data.


     





     "Good to see you again, Captain Picard."  Dale stood from the conference room table.


     "It is a pleasure, sir."  The two shook hands.  "I believe you have met my Second Officer?"


     "Lieutenant Commander Data, welcome aboard."


     "Thank you, sir," Data shook his hand.


     Dale nodded, and walked toward the table.  "Pull out a seat, gentlemen."  Dale pressed a button, and a holographic image of the Briar Patch appeared above the table.  A dot represented Outpost 40, and a small planet figure obviously represented the Ba'ku planet.  A line across one edge of the Briar Patch showed the Federation-Son'a border.  There were several dots across that line indicating a gathering Son'a fleet.  "The Son'a have mobilized fifty capital warships near the border, and Son'a ground forces are moving ever closer to their forward bases and outposts.  Alliance Intelligence has suggested that the Son'a are preparing to take the Briar Patch by force."


     "Such an act might go unchallenged," Data noted.  "The Federation fleet is still recovering from the battle with the Alpha Quadrant Dominion, and will not be at full strength for some time.  And what is available of our military capability is being utilized to keep the peace along our Romulan and Cardassian borders."


     "The Dominion War is over in this part of the galaxy, but it has changed the face of this quadrant forever," Picard added.  "The Son'a have always been expansionist in nature.  They're merely biding their time, waiting for the right moment to attack."


     Dale nodded in agreement.  "The Son'a aren't merely preparing themselves to possibly take the Briar Patch.  Intel suggests that their fleet is building itself for an attack on all fronts.  The Alliance Foreign Office is trying to establish relations and defense treaties with their neighboring races, but some, like the Mriso'a, for example, are not very friendly.  And the Son'a are also using diplomatic overtures to buy time for their military buildup."


     Picard sighed.  "Starfleet never informed me of the gravity of this situation.  The Son'a must be stopped, no matter the cost."


     "And they will be.  That's why the Roddenberry is here.  If they make a move, they'll regret it."


     "Two starships are not going to make much of a difference.  I was informed that the Stellar Fleet would be sending more ships."


     "They will be, Captain.  But don't underestimate this warship.  It was built to fight superior numbers.  Our cannon can penetrate even the strongest Son'a shields, and can create a fair-sized hole in a planet's surface."


     Picard's face darkened at Dale's mention of the Roddenberry's firepower.  "I would rather it come to a diplomatic agreement instead of bloodshed.  Unfortunately, that is the choice of the Son'a."


     "Hence the reason we're here."  Dale's communicator went off.  "Dale here."


     "Sir, the Nighthawk has dispatched an interuniversal burst transmission, indicating that a force of ten Son'a Battlecruisers were spotted at the far end of the Briar Patch just outside Federation space.  They are on a course for the Ba'ku homeworld, and will arrive in approximentally fifty hours."


     Picard and Dale exchanged glances.  "Commander Spock, notify Captain Andreys and set course for the Ba'ku homeworld immediately, best sublight speed."  Dale turned to Picard.  "We should leave the Enterprise here.  The Trigati and Churchill are already on the way.  Do you want to stay, or...."


     "If I may, sir, I believe that I could be of value.  I have fought the Son'a on two occasions, and have experience in fighting in the Briar Patch."


     Dale nodded in agreement, his expression suddenly seeming to chill.  "Very well, Captain.  And Commander Data?"


     "I request permission to stay with Captain Picard, sir"


     "Permission granted."


     Picard tapped his comm badge.  "Picard to Enterprise."


     "Enterprise here, Captain," Riker's voice answered.


     "Number One, I'm leaving you in charge.  We have received a report of Son'a ships gathering at the far end of the Briar Patch, and are en route to investigate.  Mister Data will be remaining aboard with me."


     "Good luck, Captain.  We'll hold the fort until you get back."


     "I trust you will, Number One.  Picard out."


     "Come with me, Captain.  We will arrange for your quarters while you're aboard."


     "Thank you, sir."


     They walked out to the bridge.  "Lieutenant Paris, take us into the Briar Patch."


     "Aye sir."


     Dale walked toward the command chair, where Spock had been seated.  "Is Captain Andreys on her way?"


     "She was on her way to the medical center to see Doctor Bashir, but she is now coming back to the bridge as per your order."


     "Thank you, Spock.  And I believe you know Captain Picard?"


     "Yes, I do.  I am pleased to see that you have done well, Captain," Spock raised his hand in the traditional Vulcan greeting.


     Picard extended his hand.  "A pleasure, as always, Commander Spock."


     The port turbolift door swished open, admitting Andreys onto the bridge.  "What's going on?"


     "We've got some Son'a ships entering the Briar Patch," Dale answered.  "We're en route to investigate."


     "Just swell," Andreys muttered.


     No one answered her.








     Andreys walked into the lounge, (affectionatelly called "Albert's Mess" after the youthful lounge host, the former protegè of Hargert), having exchanged her uniform for a casual sleeveless blue blouse and black pants.  She took a seat at the bar, prompting Albert to come to serve her.  He was younger than her, barely twenty, with youthful brown eyes and blond hair.  He was much like Hargert in the sense that he always had an ear out for people to speak of their troubles.  "Yes, Captain?"


     "I'll have.... a Keloan s'nurga, chilled."  Andreys ran her right hand through her hair, making sure it was straightened out.


     "Yes ma'am."  Albert went to one of the back storerooms.


     Andreys leaned against the bar, watching people congregate.  A few moments later, Albert emerged with a green bottle.  "Here ma'am."


     Andreys took a drink, and watched with interest as Bashir and Talia Winters talked and ate a meal.  Bashir was wearing a formal suit, while Talia was in a black dress cut just above the cleavage and below the shoulders.  "Never knew those two were together."


     "You never knew?"  Albert chuckled.  "Hargert always said that, if you two had not gotten together for that short while, Bashir would have had Talia."


     "Really?"  Andreys sipped down another gulp, allowing the somewhat alcoholic beverage to trickle down her throat slowly.  It was cool, yet had a burning sensation as it flowed into her stomach.


     "Yes.  Of course, almost every male on this ship agrees that you are better looking than Talia."


     "Albert," Andreys laughed, "are you trying to tell me something?"


     The door swished open, admitting Schala.  "No.  If there is any woman on this ship I am truly seeking....."  Albert's sentence trailed off as Schala took a seat at an empty table, alone.  "She seems so lonely."


     "Her people were annihilated by a supremely powerful being, Albert.  Of course she's lonely."


     "If Hargert were here, he would....."


     "What are you waiting for, dummy?!"  Andreys stared at him, a mocking look of disapproval on her face.  "You're the one who's supposed to go comfort her!"


     Albert groaned, and was almost running as he went around the bar and toward Schala's table.  Andreys almost laughed, thinking it humorous how Albert was trying so hard to follow in his former mentor's footsteps.  He seemed overwhelmed most of the time, but Andreys also knew he would never give up.  Poor guy.....


     Jarod sat down next to her.  He motioned for a waiter, and asked for a bottle of Saurian brandy.  "Jarod, aren't you going back on duty in a few hours?"


     "That's why I took a detox before coming," Jarod answered, smiling as he took a sip of the green alcoholic beverage.  "Want a taste?"


     "Sorry, but a s'nurga is powerful enough for me."


     Jarod laughed.  "Whatever you say, Captain."








     Dale stood at the conference room window, watching the red gas clouds that made up the Briar Patch move by as the Roddenberry plowed through them at three quarters impulse.  He heard the door open with a low "swish" sound.  "Yes, Captain Picard?"


     "How did you know it was me?", came Picard's surprised reply.


     Dale opted to keep knowledge of his Force power secret from Picard.  People from Picard's universe would never understand anyway.  "Intuition."


     "Yes, it would have to be something like that, wouldn't it?"  Picard came closer, standing on the other side of the table.  "I couldn't help but notice your rather cold attitude earlier in reference to our previous experience with the Son'a."


     "Yes, your previous 'experience'."  Dale began thinking of it.  How can he be so coy about it?  All I can think of is the people that could have been helped, the critically injured soldiers, wounded in battle with the Jem'Hadar, who could have been spared the pain and humiliation of needing artificial limbs and organs, tissue implants, surgical nanites, and other operations just to save their lives and tattered dreams.


     Picard sighed.  "We did what we had to do."


     "Bullshit."


     Their eyes met in a mutual glare.  Dale's decision was made.  I've had it.  I've had it with Picard's smug superiority, his unwavering belief in the Federation's precious Prime Directive, his pompous attitude.....  "What.... what did you say?"  Picard seemed stunned at Dale's prouncement.


     "Bullshit, Picard.  Your actions robbed trillions of the greatest medical breakthrough in our histories!"


     "Achieved at what cost?!  The destruction of the Ba'ku?!"


     "Their destruction?!  Picard, you're overembellishing what would have happened.  They would have lost their immortality, and that's all.  They weren't born immortal, you know."


     "You would advocate such an act?!  Forced relocations make up some of the worst chapters in human history!"


     "But none had the benefits!!!!!"  Dale's temper began building.  "Dammit, Picard, we're not talking about a vast supply of latinum, or a rich lode of Grade 6 beridium!  We're talking about the greatest medical breakthrough ever!!!!!"  Before Picard could launch a retort, Dale went off again.  "Think about it, damn you!  Yes, it would not have been very nice to move the Ba'ku, but when you've got six hundred people versus trillions, that changes a bit, doesn't it?!  Doesn't it?!"  Dale turned away, looking out at the gases of the Briar Patch.  "I have ordered good men and women to their deaths many times.  And I wish that I could have saved them.  But you have to make sacrifices for the common good!  'For some must be sacrificed, if all are to be saved'," Dale quoted.


     Picard scowled.  "You act as if we're at war with these people!  Why should they have to sacrifice at all?!"


     "Picard, open up your eyes for a moment, and stop seeing the Federation fantasy!  Reality doesn't give a damn about your precious Federation law!  The moral, legal decision isn't always the right decision!Sometimes, you just have to get your hands dirty and do the disgusting work necessary for everyone elses' good!  And if you don't like G'Kar's quote, then how about another one from a man we both know and respect!  'The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few!'  Six hundred versus trillions, Picard.  Which one is classified as the 'many'?!"


     Picard turned away from Dale, unable to come back with a sufficient retort.  He began stuttering, "I... I didn't think...."


     Dale was not about to let up.  "That's damn right, Picard, you didn't think!!!!  You were too busy trying to impress your Ba'ku beauty!"


     "Dammit, that's not fair!"


     "Isn't it?!  You weren't thinking about morality!  You were thinking about a woman, and that's all that mattered to you!  Impressing a beautiful woman you'd fallen head over heels for."  Dale turned back, watching Picard stare at the wall.  "I've seen it before.  A hormone-crazy male Marine tries to impress the girl he's hot for, and gets his head blown off in the process because he was too busy thinking about how much he wanted to screw her and forgot to pay attention to what was important!"  Dale finally began calming down, seeing Picard had already been beaten.  "I'm not sure whether it was a lapse of judgement, or a combination of your male desire and the effect on your thought processes caused by the metaphasic rings.  The point is: your decision was wrong.  But...."  Dale sighed.  "It's too late to change anything.  The Son'a Collector Assembly was destroyed, the Son'a aren't likely to allow us another chance, so we might as well move....."  Dale's communicator interrupted him.  After glancing at Picard, Dale pressed the button on it.  "Dale here."


     "Sir, we're picking up a distress signal from the Ba'ku planet.  They say that Son'a rebels have taken over the Son'a village and the nearby Ba'ku village.  A few Ba'ku and Son'a escaped, but they are being hunted as we speak."


     Dale, with Picard following him, went immediately for the door.  He stepped out onto the bridge, where Spock and Jarod were waiting for him, with Data standing near the sensor station.  "Jarod, how soon until we can get to the Ba'ku planet?"


     "We're currently on course away from the planet, sir.  If we want to intercept the Son'a before they are able to move, we can't turn around."


     "Damn.  Are there any shuttles available?  I'll go with some weapons and equipment to lead a retaking of the planet."


     "Well....."


     "I'll go too," Andreys announced as she exited the turbolift.  She was not wearing her uniform, instead being in her blue sleeveless blouse and blue shorts that went almost to her knees.  "I'm sorry for not being in uniform, but I heard about....."


     "That's okay, Julie.  Now, Jarod, what shuttles are available?  The Saxton, the Wong, what?"


     "The Saxton and Wong are both undergoing maintenance.  The Young is being refitted, so that leaves....."


     Dale groaned.  "The Galileo, right?"


     Jarod nodded.


     Andreys frowned.  "The Galileo?!  That thing...."


     "....is cursed, according to some of my former shipmates," Spock finished for her.


     "And a runabout would be too big to slip past their defense system sensors."  Dale sighed.  "Okay, get the Galileo prepped for launch."


     "Um, sir, who will be in command until you get back?"


     "Well...."  Dale turned to Picard.  "Captain, do you mind?"


     "I... would be honored," Picard answered, still a little stunned from the earlier arguement.


     "Jarod, I'm giving you a battlefield promotion to Commander.  You're his first officer.  I'm leaving it up to you to keep the ship in one piece.  Julie, let's go."


     Dale and Andreys walked off the bridge, and for a moment, everyone stood still.  Data broke the silence by asking, "Captain, do you wish me to take ops?"


     Picard and Jarod exchanged glances.  "Yes, Mister Data, please take ops."


     Paris murmured, "I think we need to slow things down a bit....  I'm starting to lose track....."








     The shuttle Galileo darted out of the port shuttle bay, speeding off toward the Ba'ku planet.  Dale watched his instrumentation confirm that the Roddenberry was moving on course.  Beside him sat Andreys, still dressed in her blouse and shorts.  "Well, how are we going to do this?"


     "I don't know."  Andreys was occupying the helm chair, steadying the ship for the autopilot to take over.  "You're the tactician, not me."


     Dale laughed.  "Well, I was thinking about landing near the Son'a colony, using our PCDs to get close without detection, and free all the prisoners.  The Ba'ku may be peaceful, but the Son'a on our side will raise arms to defend themselves.  Then we take out the rebels, call it a victory, and head back to the Roddenberry."


     "Sounds like a plan," Andreys agreed.  She suddenly began to giggle, causing Dale to stare.  "This is the first time I've been truly alone with you for, well, a long time."


     "And?"


     "Well...."  She smiled at him.  "I was just wondering if this is what you've been waiting for.  You, and me, alone in a small shuttle....."


     "Somewhat romantic, isn't it?"  Dale laughed.  "Unfortunately, we've got to keep our eyes straight.  Who knows what nasty surprises those Son'a rebels have."








     Lry'mel read the information on Ka're's padd device.  "Are you sure?"


     "Yes sir.  The shuttle is definately of either Federation or Alliance origin."


     Lry'mel cackled with laughter.  "Send one of our attack shuttles to hide in the metaphasic rings.  When they arrive, shoot them down without warning."


     "Yes sir."  Ka're left.


     Lry'mel turned to his Ba'ku prisoner, Anij, tied to a chair and flanked by two Ellora guards.  Her normally beautiful features were torn by cuts and bruises, most inflicted by Lry'mel himself.  "Your sweet Picard is coming to rescue you, Anij.  But he shall not survive."


     "You... you are...."  Anij ignored her pain, trying to remember.  "You are Gal'na's brother Sel'al...."


     Trembling with fury, Lry'mel slammed his hand against Anij's face, breaking her nose and causing her mouth to bleed.  "You shall not speak my old name!!!!!"  Lry'mel grabbed her throat, slowly choking her.  "You tricked him!  You tricked my brother into becoming one of you again!  You turned him against his own people!"


     "I.... I," Anij rasped, feeling her life begining to drain away, her lungs starving for oxygen.


     Lry'mel sneered, and removed his hand from her throat.  He delivered a few more punches to her face, and laughed evilly, admiring his handiwork on her.  "Yes, I have waited decades to do that to you!"  He turned to one of the Ellora guards.  "Tie her wrists and hang her upside down from the compound tower.  I want her to be humiliated in front of all the other Ba'ku."


     "And what about the other Son'a?  The ones that would not....."


     "They are no longer Son'a!!!!  They are weakling Ba'ku, and you will remember them only as that!"  Lry'mel watched with satisfaction as the Ellora dragged Anij away.  I shall avenge your death, Ru'afo.  The Collector will be used to destroy this planet and make the Son'a the most powerful race in the galaxy!








     Dale watched the Ba'ku planet grow larger in the cockpit window.  "We're almost there.  We'll land a fair distance from the village, and get the drop on them."


     "There should be some clearings available for a landing."


     They neared orbit.  "Keep your eyes open.  Who knows what can...."


     The Galileo was hit by a disruptor blast.  "There's a Son'a shuttle emerging from the metaphasic rings!!!!"


     "Our engines are hit!  Robby, I can't stop us from crashing!"


     "Hold on!  Try to fire the dorsal thrusters!"


     "I'm trying!"  Sparks flew from the console.  "Thrusters won't respond!"


     The Galileo spiraled toward the planet below, nose first.  "Dammit!"  Dale tried to take over helm control, but couldn't straighten the craft.  Knowing he had no choice, he began to use his Force telekinesis to straighten the craft's descent, changing their angle relative to the planet's surface.  His head began aching as all his concentration went into holding the craft steady.....


     The Galileo, living up to it's name, slammed into a tangle of trees and brush, coming to a stop about twenty yards away from a sparkling lake.








     Anij felt a cool breeze blow by as she hung by her ankles from the tower of the Son'a command compound.  Below her, many Ba'ku and Son'a watched her, most of them her friends.  Run, Gal'na, run!  She had seen to it that Gal'na, the only credible leader of the peaceful Son'a, had gotten away from his hate-filled brother Sel'al/Lry'mel.


     She heard a cold laugh above her, and moved her head to look up, (or in relation to her orientation, down), to see Lry'mel standing over her, laughing.  "Our shuttle sent your sweet Picard to his death.  The shuttle crashed a mere seventy kilometers away.  I should have hanged you from the other side to see the beautiful streak of fire his wrecked shuttlecraft made as it crashed, burning."�     Anij felt a tear leave her eye, run down her forehead, and drop before it reached her hair.








     "Lry'mel, there has been....  a problem."


     "What is it, Ka're?!"  Lry'mel watched out a window as Anij was swaying in the breeze.


     "The shuttle.....  We did not detect an explosion when it made impact."


     "What?!"  Lry'mel jumped out of his chair.


     "We are unsure, but my pilot thought he saw the craft righten itself to a safe landing angle."


     "Impossible!  I myself heard your gunner report a direct hit on their engine control!"  Lry'mel slammed Ka're in the face with his fist, causing the damaged flesh to rupture and drip blood.  "Now go to the crash site and personally make sure Picard is dead!"


     "Sir, I am overdue for a flesh-stretching....."


     "You will not have your flesh-stretching until after you have confirmed Picard is dead!  And if he's not dead, bring him to me so I can kill him in front of Anij's eyes."  Lry'mel watched, his fury contained, as Ka're retreated out of the room.








     Dale sliced open the airlock door with his lightsaber, and helped Andreys hobble out.  "My leg... my leg is broken, Robby."


     "Don't worry about that."  Dale grabbed two survival packs, and threw them to the ground.  He took out one of the sleeping bags, and placed it on the ground.  "This should protect us from any local predators," he added as he activated a forcefield emitter.


     Andreys laid on the sleeping bag, and Dale kneeled down next to her, studying her broken left leg.  "Hmm, not a real bad fracture."


     "It'll need a splint, won't it?"


     "Not necessarrily...."  Dale held her leg in place, ignoring her yelp, and reached out with his mind, taking her fracture and straightening it with Force telekinesis.  He followed up by manipulated the nearby bone matter, fusing the bone together again.  When he was done, he nearly collapsed, worn out by his overextension.


     "That's a beautiful lake," Andreys noted as she stood up, testing her healed leg.  "I think I'll go take a quick swim, if it's safe."


     Dale, with the little power he had left, mentally checked the lake.  "No harmful contents or animals.  Go ahead.  I'm going to sleep for a bit."


     Andreys nodded, and the last thing Dale saw before he closed his eyes was her approaching the lake, removing her clothes.








     Ka're flew over the forest, his shuttle sensors scanning desperately to find the wrecked shuttle.  He felt his flesh begin to bunch up, long overdue for a flesh-stretching session.  It must be somewhere around here!  Where are those energy readings coming from?!  Spotting a clearing about ten kilometers away from a lake, he decided to land and trace the source.  "Prepare for landing", he ordered his Ellora subordinates.








     Dale opened his eyes, feeling somewhat rested.  Sitting up, he saw Andreys floating in the lake.  "Julie, you're still swimming?"


     "Come on in, Robby!  I feel great!"


     Dale looked in the tree-covered sky, the blue occasionally blocked by white clouds.  "It must be the metaphasic particles.  They're rejuvenating our genetic structure.  Increasing our energy, improving metabolism....."


     "Are you going to come in, or stand around spouting off technobabble like Spock?"


     Dale began laughing.  "We have a job to do, you know."


     "Which we can't do unless we're perfectly rested."


     Dale rolled his eyes.  "Okay, okay, I'll come in."  He removed his clothing all the way down to his underwear, and jumped in.  A school of fish scrambled to get out of his way as he surfaced near Andreys.  Before he could say anything, she greeted him with a splash of water.  "Hey!"


     "Remember when we were little kids?  We would always go to the pool at Lance's Motel and play around."


     "Yeah.  But you never liked it when I would splash you.  And it lost it's fun when I had to start dragging Susanna along too."  Without warning, the memory of his little sister brought tears to Dale's eyes.


     Andreys noticed that, and swam over to comfort him.  "I'm sorry, Robby.  I didn't mean to bring up the old memories....."


     "That's.... that's okay."  Dale turned away slightly, prompting her to come closer.  When she was in range, he let lose a wave of water that splashed her hair.  "Remember that?!"


     "So, you want to play rough?!"  She splashed him back, but he returned with a quick burst of Force telekinesis against the water's surface, dousing her with water.  "Hey, no fair!"


     "Who said this was fair?"  He splashed her again, causing her to swim away.  "You can run, but you can't hide!"


     "Come catch me, then!"


     Dale chased Andreys around the lake, every minute seeming to bring him more energy.  It's like this place is an infinite power source, and I'm feeding off of it.


     After about five minutes of frolicking, Dale cornered her beneath a small waterfall from the upper level of the lake.  Andreys watched him approach with mock horror, causing him to quip, "Either you're truly scared stiff by my presence, or you're pulling off a bad imitation of a horror movie character."  This earned him a splash in the face.


     "Watch it.  My father told me I would be a great movie star one day."


     "Well, you're beautiful enough, but you're also too intelligent for Hollywood."


     "So, monster of the lagoon, what are you going to do now to poor old me?  Torture me?  Flay me?"


     Dale, amused by Andreys' continuing attempt to act, answered, "Kiss you."  He kissed her gently for a moment, then pulled away.  "Now, was that bad?"


     "No."  The two just watched each other for a moment.  "Well, what are you waiting for?"  Andreys giggled as Dale pushed himself up against her, and resumed the kiss, water pouring on them from above.  Dale put his arms around her, holding her close as he continued to kiss her with every bit of emotion his soul could muster.








     Personal Log: May 14, 2161 AST.  Commander Jarod.  It has been twelve hours since Dale and Captain Andreys departed for the Ba'ku planet.  I am now acting First Officer to Captain Picard, who has been given command.  We are still en route to intercept the Son'a.


     Jarod fitted three gold stars to the left collar of the red uniform he now wore, the brown uniform he formerly wore now placed in the closet.  He sighed, and surveyed himself in the mirror.  After making sure everything was in place, he walked out the door to the main corridor.  He was surprised to find Spock waiting for him.  "Commander Spock, I...."


     "I was merely coming to see if you were ready.  Commander Data has detected a force of Son'a warships within visual range.  We will be in weapons range in approximentally fifteen minutes.  As of yet, they have not communicated with us."


     "And we're still only on Code Yellow?"  Jarod saw the yellow warning lights on the corridor panels.  "Why haven't we upgraded to Code Red?"


     "Captain Picard wishes to avoid any appearance of hostility."


     Jarod sighed.  "I don't think we need to worry about appearing hostile.  The Son'a will probably do that for us."


     "I notice your apprehension, Commander.  Is something wrong?"


     Jarod shook his head.  "No."


     Spock raised his eyebrow.  "I believe you are not being truthful with me, Commander.  I have seen how many humans and other illogical species act in my time, and as a diplomat I am experienced in detected falsehoods.  You seem troubled."


     Jarod entered the maglev turbolift to the main bridge section, and sat down.  Spock took a seat across from him.  "When I came aboard the original Roddenberry, it was because I had no where else to go.  I was hunted by the Centre, I had no family....."


     "The crew gave you that family, correct?"


     "Yes, they did.  And for the last two years of my life, I've been perfectly content to remain a Lieutenant Commander, and the ship Operations Officer."


     "You have turned down many promotions in the past," Spock recalled.


     Jarod chuckled, despite his unease.  "Three months ago, Commodore Chakotay offered me the command of the Richelieu.  A Missouri-class battleship, in my grasp.  I turned him down without much thought.  One week ago the Allied High Command put my name at the top of the list for the command of the Prometheous-class Hercules.  I turned them down too."


     "I recall the short time you were Captain of this ship.  You seemed discontent.  Would I be correct in assuming that you have no wish for command whatsoever?"


     "Correct.  Everyone laughs at me, but I'm perfectly content to remain here."


     "And you are not in favor of your current status as First Officer?"


     "Spock, you're the First Officer of this ship.  I'm just the Second Officer and Operations Officer."


     "On the contrary."  The maglev turbolift stopped, and they got out of it.  "I was First Officer on the original Roddenberry.  This ship does not officially have a First Officer.  And even then, you are the logical choice for First Officer considering the available personnel, especially at this time with Lieutenant Commander Data aboard.  It should not be a blow to your pride if I state that Data has over ten years of experience as a starship operations officer, compared to your two years of experience, and therefore is a better candidate for that position in this situation."


     Jarod stopped.  "You know, you're right.  Maybe he's better than me.  But I'm not First Officer material."


     Spock raised his eyebrow again.  "A century ago, I served on the Enterprise with then-Admiral James Kirk.  I was a full Captain, yet until the decommissioning of the Enterprise-A after the first treaty talks with the Klingons at Camp Khitomer, I was the only Captain acting as a First Officer.  Some of my colleagues speculated that I, too, was avoiding a command position for personal reasons."


     "Were you, Spock?"


     "I do not find it proper to answer," Spock replied as the two entered the turbolift to take them to the bridge.


     "Spock, is that logical?"


     For a moment, Jarod thought he could see the statuesque human/Vulcan hybrid smile.  "Logic, Commander Jarod, is only the beginning of wisdom, not the end."


     Jarod nodded, understanding.


     The door swished open, admitting them to the bridge.  Jarod instinctevly thought about going to ops, but stopped himself upon seeing Data, who looked out of place in his Starfleet uniform.  


     Picard was standing by Worf at tactical when he noticed Jarod.  "Ah, Mister Jarod, good to see you in your new, albeit temporary, uniform.  I take it that Commander Spock has briefed you on our contact with the Son'a?"


     So, this is him.  Captain Jean-Luc Picard, Captain of the Enterprise, the most respected CO in the Federation.  Jarod felt some butterflies materialize in his stomach.  Picard seemed taller than usual, regal in his appearance, like a British monarch ruling over his Isles with a steady hand.  "Yes.  I recommend we raise shields upon entering weapons range, and upgrade to....."


     "I would rather we maintain a friendly posture until the Son'a act.  The Federation did not send me here to start a war with the Son'a, and it is our duty to make sure that we exhaust every diplomatic solution first."


     Jarod bit his tongue, not wanting to disagree with the legendary Picard, not even on his own home turf, the Roddenberry bridge.  How can Andreys and Dale deal with him?  He's old enough to be my father, and has more experience than I can ever hope to acquire.  "Yes sir."


     Picard took the command chair, and Jarod took the XO chair on his right side.  "Mister Paris, slow to one quarter impulse upon entering range.  Mister Data, continue to send out a hail."


     Knowing it was his place to do so, Jarod turned to Worf and asked, "What's the status of their weapons and shields?"


     "Their shields are down, and their weapons are on standby mode."


     On the screen, five Son'a Battlecruisers turned to intercept them.  The ships, not very long but very wide, were smaller than the Roddenberry, but their isolitic weapons would quickly even the match if push came to shove.  "Captain, we are in weapons range," Data reported.  "Still no response to our hails."


     "Sir, the shields....."


     "Negative, Mister Jarod.  Data, open a channel, on all frequencies."


     "Opening channel, Captain," Data announced.


     "This is Captain Picard, in command of the Alliance starship Roddenberry.  You are in Federation space....."


     Jarod's apprehension increased, every genetically-enhanced sense going off like alarms in his mind.  "Raise the shields.....," he whispered, although he went ignored by Picard.


     A bright orange object came out of the lead Son'a warship, and slammed into their hull.  The bridge shook slightly from the impact.  "Data, what was....."


     "Sir," Data began manipulating his controls, "there was some form of contagion in the photon torpedo's warhead.  The ship's bio-hull has been infected, and is dying."


     "Worf, raise......."  A few more hits slammed into them.  "....shields!"


     "Shields are up, Captain, but they have managed to hit three of our shield generators.  There is a gap in our shields!"


     "Picard to Engineering.  Mister Barnes, try to reset the shields to cover the gap!"


     "Doing so now!"  Jarod breathed a sigh of relief that Barnes didn't let Picard hear one of his normal swear-filled tirades.


     "Mister Paris, evasive maneuvers.  Mister Data, status of the bioarmor."


     "The bioarmor is still being destroyed by the contagion.  It appears to be a Son'a biogenic plague specially modified to attack biological hulls.  Most likely they were designed for fight the Trepari, who are known to use biohulls on their heaviest warships."


     "Can't the bioarmor fight the plague?"


     "The bioarmor must be exposed to the plague before it can create it's own anti-bodies.  If my calculations are correct, it will take ten hours for the armor to adapt and heal itself.  Unfortunately, by that time only 10% of the ship will still be protected by the armor."


     Jarod almost swore under his breath.  Why is Picard so foolish?  Dale, Andreys, even Spock would have raised the shields first!


     More hits rocked the ship as the Son'a began their main attack.  Worf fired some of the phasers, but was unwilling to fire without the approval of Picard, who was merely sitting and thinking as Paris struggled to keep the massive warship moving.  Do something!  You're the First Officer!  You have the authority to remove Picard!!!


     A flare of light flew by them from one of the Son'a vessels, and exploded behind them.  Data's sensors went nuts, and Worf yelled, "The Son'a have detonated an isolitic burst!  A subspace tear is forming behind us, and will impact in two minutes and fifteen seconds!"


     "Captain," Data called out over his shoulder, "I recommend we eject our warp core.  There is a good chance it will seal the tear."


     No, you fool!  There's a better way!!!  Jarod watched, still undecided upon what to do.


     "Splendid idea, Mister Data."  Picard pressed the communication button on the command chair.  "Picard to Engineering.  Mister Barnes, eject the warp core."


     "Belay that order!"


     All eyes turned to Jarod.  "Commander Barnes, do not eject the warp...."


     "Are you mad?!"  Picard glared at Jarod.  "I am the commanding officer of......"


     "Not anymore, Captain Picard."  Jarod stood at the same time as Picard, both of them locked in a glare.  "Under Section 13 Clause 7 of the Alliance Military Code, I am now taking command of this ship.  Commander Barnes, disengage all subspace fields around the ship, and divert all available power to the structural intergrity field."


     "What are you doing?!  Belay that order, Mister Barnes.  Eject the warp core!"


     Jarod refused to back down, despite the angry glare of Picard.  "Lieutenant Commander Worf, if Captain Picard does not stand down, I want him removed from the bridge by a security detachment."  Jarod cut off Picard's protest by shouting, "I am now in command of this ship!"


     Worf continued to change his glance between his old captain and his fellow officer.  Data began reading a countdown.  "Fourty-five seconds until impact!  Fourty seconds....  Sir...."


     Picard and Jarod refused to budge.  "Thirty seconds....  Captain, we are nearing the point of no return for Commander Jarod's plan."  No one moved, save Data.  "Twenty seconds."


     Picard finally breathed.  "The bridge is yours, Commander Jarod.  I hope you know what you're doing."


     "So do I."  Jarod sat down in the command chair, with Picard taking the chair to his left, normally reserved for guests.  "All hands, brace for impact!"


     Data began the countdown.  "Ten... nine... eight... seven... six... five... four... three... two... one..."


     The ship rumbled slightly, but nothing catastrophic happened.


     Picard and Jarod exchanged glances.  Out of order, Picard asked, "Mister Data, report."


     "The subspace tear impacted, but since we are no longer using our subspace fields, the effects were considerably better than if we had still been present in subspace."


     "Where is the tear now, Data?"


     "The tear has been closed due to the effect of our containment....."


     The ship was hit again by a disruptor cannon.  "Tom, evasive maneuvers!"


     Paris nodded.  "I hope you realize that without our subspace mass-lightening field we're slower now."


     "A proper analogy would be 'They're the whalers, and we're the whale'," Spock commented from the sensor station.


     "Engineering, divert all weapon power to the SIF.  Tom, take us into one of those metryon gas nebulas."


     "Metryon gas?"  Paris, for a moment, peered over his shoulder at Jarod.  "You do know what that stuff is, right?"


     "Yes, I do.  And we should be able to hide from the Son'a by igniting some of the pockets, causing a disruption in their sensors.  Now take us in!  Worf, prepare the port and starboard torpedo launchers."


     "Sir, the reserve power they contain is only enough to fire a few torpedoes on each side.  Afterward, we will need to re-direct power from the SIF to the torpedo launching systems."


     "I'm aware of that, Commander.  Do it."


     The Roddenberry, with five Son'a Battlecruisers in hot pursuit, dived into the nebula.








     "Well, you know what this means...."  Dale held Andreys close, the two laying on the edge of the lake.


     "What?"  Andreys rested her head on his chest.


     "I'm losing my office."


     She giggled.  "Yes, you are.  I'll start moving you out the instant we return."


     Dale sighed.  "I never thought it would happen this way, Julie."


     "Neither did I.  I always thought we would have a romantic dinner, begin kissing, and let things go from there."  She put her hand on Dale's right rib cage, pulling herself up to kiss him again.  "And, don't tell Julian this, but when it comes to lovemaking, he has a lot to learn from you."


     Dale laughed.  "Julie, I can't tell you how long I've waited for this.  It's like a dream...."


     "I know....."  Andreys got up, and stared at him.  "Robby, your scar!"


     Dale reached to the old scar on his rib cage, but couldn't feel the bump of scar tissue.  "It must be the metaphasic particles....."


     "This is great!"


     Dale stood up, and brushed some of the grass off of him.  "Well, I hate to say this, but we need to get moving.  We came here for a reason, after all."


     Andreys picked up her clothes, and began slipping them on.  Dale did the same, and within ten minutes, they were getting their survival packs together and leaving the crashed Galileo behind.








     Ka're moved away a branch, and saw a two humans, one male and one female, walking by.  That cannot be Captain Picard.  The metaphasic particles would not work that fast on him.  Lry'mel will not be pleased.  Ka're drew his disruptor and motioned for the three Ellora with him to do the same.  "Now!"


     They jumped out of the brush, training their disruptors on the two humans.  One of the Ellora guards was brought down by a blast of disruptor fire from the other side of the humans.  Ka're jumped to the ground, and looked in that direction to see a Son'a firing his disruptor again, missing one of the Ellora by a foot.  It can't be!  It's Gal'na!!!!








     Dale pushed Andreys out of the firing range, and took out his lightsaber hilt.  A Son'a stood beside him, giving him covering fire.  "Who are you?!"


     "I am Gal'na," the Son'a answered, barely avoiding a disruptor bolt.


     Gal'na, the leader of the peaceful Son'a settlers?!  "I'm Robert Dale, from the Alliance!"


     "Where is Captain Picard?!"


     "He's still on our ship, the Roddenberry!"


     A shriek filled the air, and Dale turned to find an Ellora accosting Andreys.  Andreys, after the initial shock of being attacked, leapt into the air and landed with a kick to the Ellora's midsection.  She delivered with several blows to his face and stomach, and finished him with a roundhouse kick to the head, bringing the large Ellora down without a sound.  "Julie, behind you!"  Before she could turn to heed Dale's warning, an even larger Ellora grabbed her around the neck and held a disruptor to her head.  The Son'a who was still firing on Dale and Gal'na yelled, "Put down your weapons, or the lovely woman will lose her head!"


     Dale threw his phaser to the ground, placing his lightsaber hilt in the folds of the inner robe he had on.  Gal'na thre his disruptor beside Dale's phaser.


     Ka're walked up, the Ellora guard beside him.  "Gal'na, we finally have you.  Lry'mel will be pleased."


     "I am afraid I will not be pleased to confront my brother."


     "It is not your choice, traitor.  Only a weakling would turn his back on the Son'a for the Ba'ku.  And for you two...."  Ka're pointed his disruptor at Andreys, then at Dale.  "Snap her neck, then his."


     "Yes, immediately."  The Ellora put his arm around Andreys' throat, and began cutting off her air.  Slowly, he tried to dislodge her neck, as Dale watched with horror at her eyes starting to lose life.....


     The Ellora suddenly howled with pain, freeing Andreys.  She fell to the ground, his dismembered arm joining her.  A man in his fourties stood beside the Ellora, wielding a light green lightsaber.  He reached his hand out, and sent the Ellora flying with Force telekinesis.


     Dale's lightsaber flashed into existance, as he leaped over Ka're, and sliced his arm off at the shoulder.  Ka're stared at him, aghast.  "How?"  Before Dale could answer, he fell to the ground dead from neural shock.


     Dale raced over to Andreys, who was on her knees rubbing her throat.  "Julie!  Are you okay?!"


     Andreys nodded her head.


     "You are powerful in the Force.  What is your name, young Jedi Knight?"


     "I am Robert Dale."  Dale thought he could recognize the older man in front of him.  But from where?


     Andreys stared at the man, as if she recognized his voice.  Where would Julie have met this guy?


     "And what is your name, sir?"


     The man grinned slightly at Dale's question.  "I apologize for my rudeness.  My name is Obi-Wan Kenobi."








     The Roddenberry bridge shook as the Son'a scored another lucky hit.  "Moderate damage to Decks 10, 13, and 24.  The secondary starboard power coupling has been destroyed."  Data held onto the ops panel as another hit rocked them.  "Hull breach on Deck 26, aft section."


     Jarod watched a flash of light fly by the screen as they were raked with Son'a disruptors again.  Worf growled, "Sir, redirect power to weapons so we can destroy them!"


     "Unfortunately, Worf, that would require us to come to a stop just to re-direct some power to weapons, making us a sitting duck."


     "We can't keep this up forever," Paris yelled from the conn.  "Why not launch the fighters?"


     "Not enough energy to operate the launching system.  Besides, that last hit blew the power net for that area."  Jarod continued thinking.  Without any warning, he jumped out of his chair.  "Jarod to Engineering.  Barnes, I need you to blow the excess ionized waste from our impulse engines."


     "What the hell for?!"


     "Just do it!"  Jarod grabbed the operations station, standing over Data's shoulder.  "Tom, give me everything you've got!"


     "A smoke screen," Picard realized, almost grinning at the ingenuity.


     "Commander, we will not have enough waste to adequately get away before they emerge from the field and regain sensors."


     "I know, Data.  I'm not planning on running."  Jarod almost lost his grip when a glancing blow struck the ship.  "On my mark, I want you to open a jump point."


     "Sir, the heavy concentrations of metaphasic particles will make the jump point unstable, destroying or crippling any ship in range."


     "We're not going to enter it, Data."  Jarod reached over, and began manipulating the jump drive controls.


     "Blowing exhaust now, Jarod," Barnes said over the comm system.


     A trail of purplish "smoke" came from the impulse engines of the Roddenberry, creating a cloud that the Son'a ships entered in pursuit.  "Sensors can no longer detect the Son'a ships, Commander."


     "They'll stop for a moment to gather their bearings.  Keep blowing the waste, and get me full impulse!"


     The Roddenberry continued to expel the waste material, the cloud slowly growing smaller.  "That's all we've got!"


     "Data, get ready...."


     "Jump drive standing by."


     Jarod watched the sensor screen closely.  The instant he saw the edge of the lead Son'a ship begin to emerge, he shouted, "Now Data!"


     Data's hand slammed on the jump drive controls.


     Behind the Roddenberry, and just in front of the Son'a ships, a jump point opened.  The metaphasic and interphasic particles began reacting, causing the jump point to become unstable and release crushing waves of gravitational energies no shield could ever hope to stop.  The five Son'a Battlecruisers never knew what hit them.  The intense energies of the jump point shredded the three closest ships, and ripped much of the armored hull off the last two.  Their warp cores began to breach, causing them to explode within seconds.


     Jarod breathed a sigh of relief as Data reported, "All Son'a warships destroyed."


     "Jarod to Engineering.  Barnes, get our subspace mass lightening field back up ASAP."  Jarod walked back to the command chair, almost flopping in it as he sat down.


     Picard grinned at him, his expression betraying his feeling of awe and admiration.  "Very good, Mister Jarod.  I would not be surprised if this went down in history as the Jarod Maneuver."


     Jarod blushed a little.  "Thank you, Captain."


     "Engineering reports that the subspace lightening field will be in place within the hour," Data announced.


     "Get damage control teams to our damaged sections and the shield generators.  I have a bad feeling about what's going on at the Bak'u planet."








     "You were supposed to have died on the original Death Star at Darth Vader's hands.  How are you alive?"


     Obi-Wan guided Dale, Andreys, and Gal'na through a rock cavern, leading them farther down into the planet.  "For a time, I was 'dead', in the mortal sense.  However, those known as 'the Controllers' restored me to life, snatching my body before Vader could strike the death blow.  They brought me to this planet, saying that I would be needed, and that I would have a part to play in the Chosen One prophecy."


     "Chosen One prophecy?"


     "Long ago, just over two millennia, the Jedi were called upon by an ancient race known as....."


     "The Lumerians," Dale realized.


     "Yes, the Lumerians.  The Jedi Council sent two hundred of it's greatest Jedi to fight an ancient evil.  Only one of those Jedi, Gui-Mon Xi, returned alive.  He brought with him the Chosen One prophecy.  It says that one day a Jedi would rise and defeat the ancient evil with the help of the Six of Prophecy, as Gui-Mon called them...."


     "Sounds like a Dargsla legend I heard."


     "The Dargsla?"


     "A dead race from EM-5.  They were the first known race to accomplish interuniversal travel."


     Obi-Wan pressed his hand against an area of the wall, causing a door to open in the ground and a flight of stairs to appear.  "I discovered this shortly after I arrived."


     "These might be a part of the ruins we discovered a short time ago.  Captain Picard said they belonged to an ancient civilization that existed five billion years ago."  Gal'na took up the rear as Dale and Andreys followed Obi-Wan.


     "Five billion years......  They must be as old as the Vorlons.  Or at least the Shadows."  Andreys' murmured comment echoed in the stairwell.


     They reached the bottom, and found a massive blue door with two plates on each side.  "I have been unable to open this door."  Obi-Wan approached the door on one side.


     Dale walked up to it, and placed his hand on the cool blue metal.  "I... I can feel the energy of this planet behind there."


     "The Force runs through this planet like a mighty river.  I have never before felt such a strong Force nexus."


     "There's something behind this door.  Something important."  Dale placed his hand on the white panel on the right side of the door.  The panel lit up upon his touch.  "Obi-Wan, touch the other plate.  I'm sure this is the door mechanism."


     Obi-Wan raised his hand and placed it on the other panel.  The blue door slid upward, opening a path for them.  Dale took the lead as they entered the door.


     They were now in a vast chamber.  The orange walls were filled with computer panels and displays.  "This must have been some form of lab," Andreys said as she stared at one of the displays.


     "Welcome to the Institute," a voice beckoned.  The four turned to see a holographic figure at one end of the lab.  "Long ago, this served as the place of learning for the R'Clorian people."


     "R'Clorians?  Who are you?"


     "I am the holographic guide to this area of the Institute, created from the stored memories of the R'Clorian scientist Xa'Tal.  Welcome, those of the Power."


     "'The Power'?"


     "The Power fills the planet with life energy."


     "I believe she is referring to the Force," Obi-Wan stated.


     "Is that what you call the Power?"  Xa'Tal's hologram moved away from them.  "Please step this way."


     The foursome stepped toward a large monitor screen.  Dale examined the display below it.  "There's a ship dock down here. It's 20 km by 20 km!"


     "A twenty kilometer ship dock?"


     "What are you showing us?"  Dale looked up at the display, which flickered on.


     Gal'na and Obi-Wan gazed at Dale as all the color drained from his face.  "What is it?"


     Dale pointed at the ship in the dock.  "It's.... it's....."


     "Robby, is it...."


     "It's a Darkness Planet Destroyer!"  Dale's stomach grew very queasy.  "How... how....."


     "Long ago, the Darkness came to this galaxy seeking to destroy all life they found.  They were far more advanced than we, and destroyed many of our largest colonies.  We fell back to this planet, our homeworld, in hopes of surviving.  Then, we made a remarkable discovery."


     "What?!"  Dale's excitement rose.


     "The Darkness had a fatal weakness: their technology was susceptible to metaphasic weaponry.  In our desperation to stop them, we created a nebula filled with metaphasic radiation around our homeworld.  Even this did not discourage them from sending their Planet Destroyer to destroy us.  The Planet Destroyer was stopped when we surrounded it with a metaphasic stasis field powered by the planet's rings.  We placed the Planet Destroyer here, so that we could study it and develop a way to fight the Darkness."


     Dale felt his stomach begin to get very sick.  "Xa'Tal, what would happen if the metaphasic rings were to be subjected to a thermalitic reaction?"


     "The stasis field would fall, and the Planet Destroyer would be free."


     Dale started walking away, and in the corner of the room, he keeled over and threw up.


     "Ru'afo's revenge would have killed us all," Gal'na gasped.


     Andreys stood behind Dale as he finished vomiting, having regained control of his stomach and calmed down a bit.  "I can't believe....  I would have used the Collector had I been there...."


     "Robby, you didn't know."


     "Everything would be lost........"  Dale slowly rose to his feet.  "Xa'Tal, can the doors to this place be made to open for those who do not have Force potential?"


     "Yes.  I shall do so immediately."


     "Xa'Tal, can you transport us to the colony?"


     "Yes."


     Dale took out his lightsaber.  "We've still got to save the Ba'ku and peaceful Son'a."  He turned to Obi-Wan.  "You do not have to go with us, if you don't wish to."


     "I will go with you.  I am a Jedi Knight, and will follow my duty to defend the weak from the strong."


     "The more, the better.  Xa'Tal, whenever you're ready."


     The image disappeared, and the four disappeared in pillars of multi-colored light.








     The Ba'ku village was guarded by Son'a and Ellora warriors at nearly every juncture.  The few Ba'ku, with their Son'a supporters, whom dared to walk the streets were subjected to unending ridicule.


     The young Ba'ku boy Artim was suffering such ridicule as he and his friends were hounded through the streets by a Son'a.  "Go home, you little freaks!  We don't want your kind near us!"  The Son'a, a younger one whose face was not yet scarred by the artificial flesh   He grabbed Artim's friend Bel'i and picked her up at arm's length, crumpling her blue dress.  "Look at you weaklings!  I can't stand the sight of you!"  Hate oozed from the Son'a.


     A few moments later, blood joined that hate.


     The Son'a flew to the ground, dropping Bel'i, having been hit by a disruptor.  Gal'na approached the children, his disruptor in a ready position.  "Gal'na!"


     "Children, get to your homes.  This is no time for you to be out."


     A Son'a came flying out of the nearby building.  An Ellora joined him as Andreys hit him with a kick to the shoulders.  The Ellora got back up and charged her, thwarted when Andreys jumped up, grabbed ahold of the door rim, and knocked him backward with both feet.  She jumped down and kicked him in the head, sprawling him out on the ground.


     "Impressive," Gal'na said as he kicked the grounded Son'a before he could reach for his communicator.  "Ellora are considered one of the strongest races in this quadrant."


     "No sweat," Andreys answered, although she was beginning to breate heavily.


     "Artim, where is Anij?"


     Artim pointed toward the Son'a command tower that had been erected, and a small human-like figure hanging on one side.  "The Son'a leader took her when he didn't find you."


     Andreys noticed the Ellora beginning to waken, so she picked up her discarded phaser from the ground and stunned him.  "What now, Gal'na?"


     "Artim, take me to Sojef and the other Ba'ku leaders.  I must talk to them."








     Dale held his lightsaber in a ready position as he and Obi-Wan approached the entrance to the command tower.  "Remember, Obi-Wan, that the lightsabers will not deflect disruptor fire.  We're going to have to get the drop on every one of them."


     Instead of answering, Obi-Wan caused a sound near the door guards, causing them to walk away from the door.  "Hurry!"


     Dale sprinted toward the door, getting there as the guards turned back around.  Obi-Wan hid as the two neared the door.  With the thrust of his palm, Dale sent both flying with Force telekinesis, with sufficient force to render the two unconscious.  He turned back to the door, and used his telekinesis to destroy the alarm and lock device.  The door fell below his lightsaber.  Obi-Wan followed Dale into the Son'a command center.








     Andreys nursed a bruise on her arm while Gal'na argued with Sojef, in front of the assembled Ba'ku leaders.  "I agree with your reasons, but not your actions," Gal'na said impatiently.  "My brother was one of Ru'afo's closest friends.  He will not surrender unless we all work together to force him."


     "Gal'na, you know as well as we do that no Ba'ku will ever raise a weapon to harm another living thing again, even in self-defense," Sojef disagreed.  "That's not what we are."


     "Even at the cost of your own lives," Andreys interruped.


     "Outlanders do not understand our ways," Sojef said to her.


     "Wrong.  I used to be like you.  Unwilling to fight, not wanting to hurt anyone."  Andreys approached him.  "Until I was brutally beaten by a few classmates who hated me simply because I was a girl.  Stupid, huh?  After that, I learned to defend myself.  There is nothing wrong with being a pacifist, but there is something wrong with refusing to save yourselves."


     "Our people refused violence centuries ago.  We cannot bear weapons again.  Not after what happened....."


     "Fine," Gal'na conceded verbally.  "Captain Andreys and myself will fight for you.  If we are lucky, there are some other Ba'ku who will understand the difference between attacking and defending."


     Andreys let Gal'na go out the door first, then went to follow.  She felt a hand touch her shirt.  When she turned, she saw Artim in front of her.  "What is it, Artim?"


     "I'm coming with you."


     "Artim, no!"  Sojef stood from his seat.


     "Artim, it's too...."


     "I want to go!  Gal'na is right: we need to stand up for ourselves instead of laying down and just taking this.  If none of you will fight, than I will!"  Artim grabbed the phaser from Andreys' waist.


     "Artim, you need to stay here.  This is too dangerous for a child!"


     Andreys bended her knees, lowering herself to look at Artim.  "Listen, what good are you going to do by coming with us?"


     "Don't you understand?  First they tried to kidnap us, then they tried to enslave us, and now they're doing it again!  Why doesn't anyone understand?!"


     "Artim, listen to me, you're too young.  You need to stay here with your family."


     "Artim," Sojef stood up, an angry expression on his face, "come in here now or...."


     "Or what?!"  Andreys turned back into the door, getting between Artim and Sojef.  "You will raise your hand to discipline your child, but not raise it to defend yourself?!  What kind of people are you?!"


     "We are a people at peace with ourselves and our envir..."


     "So?!  Does that mean you don't defend yourself from people trying to hurt you?!  You people are fools!"  Andreys stormed out the door.


     A large Tarlac guard grabbed her instantly, lifting her into the air and smashing her head into the outcropped roof of the house.  Her body fell limp as she lost consciousness.  Gal'na turned to face three Son'a disruptors.  "What?!"


     "Lry'mel was correct.  You returned to your Ba'ku friends just as we had hoped.  Come, Gallatin."


     A phaser beam sent one of the Son'a flying, and the two others dodged as Artim opened fire.  Gal'na jumped to the ground.  "Artim!  Behind you!"


     An Ellora snatched Artim, causing him to drop the phaser.  The lead Son'a laughed as he got to his feet.  "You seem to have some Son'a in you, boy.  Very unlike you, Gallatin."  The Son'a pressed his communicator.  "I'm going to need a medical team.  And make sure to tell Lry'mel that I have his brother."








     Dale flattened himself against a wall as a Tarlac guard walked by.  A flick of his wrist caused a small sound to echo in the opposite direction, causing the Tarlac guard to turn.  The advantage his, Dale took a captured Son'a disruptor and bashed the guard in the head with it, finding the right place to cause him to lose consciouness.


     A thud sounded a short distance away, and Dale turned to see another Tarlac fall to the ground. Obi-Wan emerged from a security control room.  Before he could say anything, Dale heard several footfalls, and took refuge in the doorway with Obi-Wan.  They watched as some Son'a and Ellora guards brought Gal'na by at gunpoint.  An unconscious Andreys was over one Ellora's shoulders, and another carried under his arm a Ba'ku boy.  Dale went to bring out his lightsaber, but Obi-Wan stopped him.  "We cannot challenge them now."


     Dale relaxed, only a little.  "I understand."  He walked into the security room, and froze as he saw the screen.  "No....  It can't be....."


     On the viewscreen, the Son'a Metaphasic Collector Assembly awaiting in orbit, being prepared by the crews of two nearby Son'a science vessels.


     "What is that device?"


     Dale drew closer, watching the giant Collector maintain orbit.  "It's the Son'a Collector.  The device the Son'a used before to try to take the metaphasic particles of this planet's rings.  The last one was destroyed...."


     "That device will destroy the rings, thus reawakening the Darkness Planet Destroyer."


     "We have to stop them."  Dale walked toward the door.  "Let's go."








     Andreys moaned as she woke up, tied to one of the chairs in the room.  Gal'na was standing, a disruptor an inch away from his back, as Lry'mel watched a figure hanging outside the window.  In the corner, almost ignored, stood Artim, who appeared terrified.  Lry'mel turned his chair.  "Well, Gallatin, at last I have you.  With you in my custody, the other former Son'a will quickly return to the fold."


     "Sel'al, you must stop this....."


     "I am Lry'mel!!!!!  Not Sel'al!!!!  Sel'al is dead, killed by his own mother's apathy and father's hatred!"  Lry'mel rose from his chair.  "I am bringing you with me, brother, and I will give your followers a choice: return to being Son'a, or remain Ba'ku and die when the thermalitic radiation irradiates this planet."


     "You're going to use the Collector?!"  Gal'na swallowed.  He had known Ru'afo had ordered the construction of a backup Collector in case of sabotage or breakdown, but had not known it was completed.


     "Yes.  We need not bother with the Federation like Ru'afo did.  We will hold the particles for ransom, forcing the Federation, and any other power that so desires them, to give us territory, technology, and ships.  We will become an interstellar power to rival the Federation, and maybe even the Alliance."


     "Brother, listen to me.  If you use the Collector, you will destroy us all!"  Lry'mel laughed at Gal'na's warning, but Gal'na continued.  "The ancient ruins beneath us hold a warship from an ancient race capable of destroying everything in it's path.  If you use the Collector, the metaphasic stasis field around it will collapse, and cause it to be released.  You cannot allow it to come back!  It will destroy this planet, then us, then the Federation, perhaps the entire galaxy!"


     Lry'mel laughed in his face again.  "Are you so desperate to save these people?  That would make an interesting bedtime story for a child, but not for me.  Within the hour, this planet will be....."


     "No!!!!!"


     The door fell open, admitting Dale and Obi-Wan.  Their lightsabers illuminated the dark room with a green glow as they held them ready.  Two Ellora tried to attack, but Dale threw them back with Force telekinesis.  "You can't use that Collector!"


     Lry'mel groaned, drawing his disruptor and pushing it against Andreys' temple.  "Put down your weapons or I will kill her."


     "There is a ship beneath us that could annihilate all intelligent life in this quadrant, Lry'mel.  If you release it, we will all be dead."


     "Not you too.  You must think I am an imbecile to believe such a story!"


     "You would be an imbecile to use the Collector!"


     Dale and Lry'mel continued their verbal sparring, while the other Son'a in the room remained in a defensive posture.  Obi-Wan began surveying the room, feeling another presence....


     His eyes turned to a corner in the room where a young boy stood.  Yes.....  Telepathically, he spoke to the boy.  What is your name?


     The boy's eyes widened when he realized that the older man was speaking to his mind.  I am Artim.


     Artim, you know what you must do.


     Do?  I cannot do anything!  The Son'a would kill her before I could reach....


     Use the Force, Artim.


     Force?  Artim thought the man was crazy for a moment.  What is this old man talking about?  What 'force'?


     You can feel it, Artim.  The Force is in you


     Artim concentrated like his parents had taught him.  All Ba'ku had been trained to use their minds to slow themselves down, to discipline themselves to the point where they forgot any want of technological advancement, and when he tried to do the same, he felt a somewhat familiar energy running through his mind.  Is this what you're talking about?


     The Force is with you, Artim.  Use it wisely.


     Artim took in a deep breath, and reached his hand out.  The disruptor pistol in Lry'mel's hands flew into Artim's grasp.  Lry'mel stared at Artim in utter shock.  Andreys lashed out, kicking him away.  Dale sliced his way over to her, leaving two dismembered Ellora howling as he used the lightsaber to cut her free.  A Tarlac drew his disruptor gun, which his hand still clenched as it fell to the ground, sliced off by Obi-Wan.  Two more Son'a and Tarlac went down as Artim fired the disruptor.


     In the commotion, Lry'mel began sneaking away.  Gal'na tackled him to the ground before he could reach the door.  "Sel'al, stop!"


     "You fool!  We could all be immortal!  But you have to stand in my way!"  Lry'mel kicked him away, getting back up.  He activated his communicator.  "This is Lry'mel.  Transport me to the Collector, immediately."  Before Gal'na could stop him, he disappeared in the brown light of a Son'a transporter.


     "We have to stop him!"  Dale kneeled over and grabbed a barely conscious Son'a.  "If you want to live, tell me how we can get to the Collector!"


     "Shuttle..... on the..... roof....  Unhhh....."  The Son'a lost consciousness.


     "Gal'na, come with me.  Julie, help Obi-Wan get the rest of the Son'a.  And...."  He pointed to the woman hanging out the window.  "Help her, too."


     "I will."  The two kissed for a moment, but Dale stopped to follow Gal'na to the roof.  Two Ellora guards stood in their way, but both fell to Gal'na's disruptor.  Dale entered the shuttle first, taking a seat at the helm.  Gal'na sat beside him at the secondary control panel.  Firing the thrusters, they felt the shuttle rise from the roof and into the sky.  When they exited the atmosphere, the impulse engines fired.  The Collector loomed in front of them.


    The shuttle shook as they were hit.  "Two science vessels are on an attack vector."  Gal'na held onto the panel as another hit rocked them.  "Weapons are offline.  We won't be able to transport without lowering our shields."


     "If we rammed the Collector?  To destroy it's control stations?"


     "It would do no good.  They can remotely access the controls, and we're too small to fully destroy it."


     "Damn."


     Gal'na turned back to his panel after a beep sounded.  "There's another ship coming in."


     Dale looked out the cockpit, and watched the Enterprise join the battle, phasers blazing.  "Enterprise to Son'a shuttle, this is Commander Riker.  I hope you don't mind if I assume you need assistance."


     "Commander Riker, we need to get aboard the Collector.  See if you can beam us over."


     "Lieutenant Sovok," Riker said to someone on his bridge, "lock on and transport them to the Collector."


     Dale felt the Enterprise transporters snatch him from the Son'a shuttle, and deposit him in the Son'a Collector.  Below him, through atmospheric forcefields, he could see space and the bluish color of the planet's metaphasic rings.  Ahead of him, Lry'mel manipulated the controls to the Collector, preparing to activate it.  "Lry'mel, stop!"


     Lry'mel turned, and fired a disruptor beam at them.  It missed both, as Dale jumped out of the way and Gal'na got behind a support strut.  Gal'na returned fire, forcing Lry'mel to take cover as well.  "You are fools to come here!  The Collector's shields will not protect us from the thermalitic radiation!"


     "Lry'mel, you can't use the Collector!  Everything will be destroyed!"  Gal'na fired another beam to prevent Lry'mel from getting back to the command station.


     "You are both mad!  There is no such ship under the planet!  I will...."  Hearing something beside him, Lry'mel turned and pointed his disruptor at Dale's chest.  The green of Dale's lightsaber hovered an inch from his neck, requiring only a slight movement of the wrist to decapitate Lry'mel.  "You cannot kill me.  The nerve impulses will cause me to fire, killing you too."


     "I will to save all life in this quadrant.  Lry'mel, we speak the truth."  Dale reached out with his mind, slamming the images of the Darkness Planet Killer and it's abilities into Lry'mel's thoughts.


     Lry'mel's eyes widened at the sight he was given.  "No, it cannot be...."  Lry'mel stepped backward, unable to believe what his own mind saw.  "Impossible...."


     Putting his foot on the edge, Lry'mel slipped off and fell, only to catch Gal'na's outstretched hand.  "Sel'al!  Try to shift your...."


     Lry'mel looked up into Gal'na's eyes, Dale's telepathic bond having cleared the hate and anger from his mind.  "Give our mother my love, Gal'na.  I'm trusting you, brother, to do the right thing."  Lry'mel/Sel'al let go of Gal'na's arm, and fell to his death.


     Gal'na stood up, and leaned against the support strut, weeping for his brother's loss.  Dale turned to the control panel, and dropped the defensive shields.  The communicator on his arm beeped.  "Dale here," he answered.


     "Sir, do you require transport?"


     Dale grinned slightly at the sound of Jarod's voice.  "Splendid idea, Commander Jarod.  Beam me home."


     Gal'na and Dale were transported away from the Collector.








     "Jarod?  How did you wind up in command?"  Dale was surprised to see Jarod in the command chair and Picard in the guest seat.


     Jarod looked at Picard for a moment, and stood up.  "It was an emergency situation, sir.  Something I don't think we need to discuss."


     Dale noticed something was going on when he saw Picard's puzzled, and almost relieved, expression.  "Well, as soon as we get Captain Andreys up from the surface, you can return to your old position, Jarod."


     "Sir," Worf pointed at the Collector on the screen, "what do you wish to do with that?"


     Picard sighed.  "Your chance has come to do what you believe is right."


     Dale nodded, and took one look at the Collector.  "Worf, lock solar torpedoes on the key structual points, and destroy that damned thing."


     Picard's eyes widened.  "Are you sure?"


     "Yes.  Worf, fire."


     "Yes sir."


     Solar torpedoes raced out and destroyed the Son'a Collector.


     Dale sighed as he watched it explode, and began walking toward the turbolift.  "I'm going to the medical center, as I'm sure Doctor Bashir is already looking over the injured."  


     Picard followed Dale into the turbolift.








     Andreys sat up as Dale entered.  "Robby, you're okay!"


     "Better than you are," he laughed as he sat down next to her.  A bruise sat prominently on her left temple.  "So, what did Julian say?"


     "A mild concussion.  Light duty for a few days, and more rest and relaxation."


     "Sounds entertaining."  Dale pushed his lips against her mouth in a kiss.  After the finished, they noticed Picard at another bed sitting by the injured Anij.  "What happened to her?"


     "She was the one the Son'a hanged from their tower.  She didn't look too good when Obi-Wan and I pulled her up.  She's going to need some rest too."  Andreys swallowed.  "Robby, what are we going to do about that ship?"


     "I've already ordered a signal sent to the High Command asking for a team of archeologists and engineers to be dispatched to the planet.  I'm sure the Ba'ku won't have any complaints."


     "I don't know, Robby.  Some of them seem pretty arrogant."  Andreys groaned as her head continued to throb.  "I hope Julian gets here soon to train this awful headache."


     "I do too."  Dale put his hand on her cheek, feeling her skin.  Not as soft as the light skin of Meridina, but good enough for him.


     "Why?"


     Dale got up, Picard standing next to him.  "Why what?"


     "Why didn't you use the Collector?"


     Dale sighed.  "I'll tell you that later, Captain.  First, I have someone to see on the planet."








     Dale beamed down to the Ba'ku village, which was once again filled with the laughter of Ba'ku children and the conversations of other Ba'ku.  Dale found Obi-Wan standing with Artim near the stream.  "Obi-Wan!"


     The elder Jedi turned, growing younger in appearance by the hour, it seemed.  "I see that you are well."


     "Yes.  An honor meeting you, Obi-Wan.  Will you be returning to the New Republic?"


     "No, I will not."  Obi-Wan put his hand on Artim's head.  "Some of these Ba'ku have potential, and I believe it is my cause in being here to train them in the ways of the Jedi.  Artim will be my first pupil."


     "Good luck, Obi-Wan."  Dale patted Artim on the head.  "Listen to him, Artim.  This is probably the most important thing in your entire life."


     Artim nodded respectfully.


     Dale smiled, and turned back to Obi-Wan.  "I'll try to return here on occasion to check up on you.  This planet is going to become one of the most important planets in existance, in more ways than one."  Dale picked up his communicator arm, and pressed the communicator.  "Dale here.  Lock on and prepare to beam me up."


     "Robert, remember, the Force will be with you."


     "Yes, and may it be with you too.  Dale to Roddenberry.  One to beam up."


     Obi-Wan and Artim watched as Dale disappeared in the normal swirling light fashion of the transporter.  Obi-Wan stood for a second, and began walking back toward the bridge over the stream, toward the forest.  "Come, Artim, the time has come for you to begin your training."








     "Sir, we just received this from Chancellor Mamatmas."  Jarod handed Dale a padd, standing in front of his desk.


     Dale noticed Jarod was still in his red command uniform, with the three golden stars of a full Commander on his collar.  "Commander Jarod, haven't you returned to your original rank?"


     "Well, sir, I talked to Captain Andreys, and she's agreed that I should keep my rank of Commander, and become her First Officer."


     "And you accepted?"


     "Yes, sir."


     Dale nodded.  "Congratulations, Commander Jarod.  Now...."  Dale read the padd.  "Prepare three guest quarters immediately."








     "They want me to what?"


     Dale escorted Picard through the Roddenberry, heading toward the conference room adjacent to the bridge.  "It seems that there will be several high-level diplomatic meetings and conferences in EM-5 soon, and Starfleet wants a representative.  You have the support of Starfleet Command and the Alliance Council for that position."


     Picard sighed.  "Well, I suppose it should be done.  Why not bring the Enterprise?"


     "The Enterprise is needed along the new Federation/Confederation border.  It seems some of the Federation colonies there are not willing to join with the former Maquis government, and someone will be needed to keep the peace.  I'm sure Captain Riker will do admirably."


     "Captain Riker, you say?  Temporary promotion?"


     Dale chuckled.  "Something like that."  The two entered a turbolift, which began taking them to the conference room.  "So, what is this I'm hearing around the ship?  Something about 'the Jarod Manuever'?"


     It was Picard's turn to laugh.  "Commander Jarod is one of the finest officers I've ever met, and one hell of a first officer.  Although Commander Spock tells me he is normally your Second Officer and Operations officer?"


     "Not anymore.  Captain Andreys has promoted him to full Commander and made him the official First Officer."


     "Ah.  Which brings me to my next question...."


     Dale knew Picard's question before it was even said.  "You will be allowed two people.  I assume they will be Commanders Troi and Data?"


     Picard was dumbfounded.  "How did you know?"


     "You're about to find out.  And if I may ask, can we borrow Data while you're aboard?"


     "You mean make him your temporary Second Officer?"  Picard smiled, impressed at Dale's planning.  "I suppose that Starfleet and the Alliance Stellar Fleet still have that exchange officer program?"


     "Naturally."


     "So the authority has already been informed?"


     "Of course."  Dale's own grin grew wider.


     "Sacre merde, you do have everything planned, don't you?"


     "'Chance favors the prepared mind', Jean-Luc," Dale quoted.


     The door opened to the conference room.  Waiting for them were Spock, Andreys, and Anij.  "I am pleased that you could be here, Anij."


     "Jean-Luc has told me about you, Min...."


     "Call me 'Robert'."  Dale walked to the head of the table.  "Anij, what I'm about to tell you must not leave this room.  We can't afford a panic, okay?"


     "Whatever you wish.  I assume this has to do with your change in heart about the Son'a Collector?"  Anij, despite her youthful appearance, seemed to have an aura of wisdom surrounding her.


     "Yes, I am interested in that."  An exchange of grins reminded Dale that Picard had not forgotten that earlier tongue-lashing.


     "Very well."  Dale sat down.  "For the last 500 billion years, two races have waged an interuniversal war.  One of these ancients is the race called the Lumerians, while the other is known only as the Darkness.  Over five billion years ago, the Darkness attacked a race in this galaxy known as the R'Clorians.  The R'Clorian homeworld is below us now."  Dale noticed the expressions of surprise on Anij and Picard.  "The R'Clorians successfully managed to use metaphasic technology to capture a Darkness Planet Destroyer....."








     Riker followed Picard into the transporter room on the Enterprise.  LaForge and Crusher were behind him.  "Take care, Captain."


     "I will, Number One.  Doctor, Commander, I trust that you will assist Captain Riker in keeping this ship in one piece?"


     "You bet on it," Crusher agreed.


     "Don't worry, Captain, and go enjoy yourself.  I'm sure they have many wonders in EM-5 for you to see."


     Picard laughed, despite a feeling of sadness.  What I wouldn't give for a chance to bring the Enterprise with me, and explore that galaxy.  Warp drive combined with hyperspace travel would open up a new age of exploration for all of us.  "Don't get too used to the chair, Number One.  I'll be back."


     "I'm sure you will, Captain," Riker answered.  "Ensign, energize."


     Picard dematerialized, transported to the Roddenberry.  "Sir, the Roddenberry has gone to warp," Lieutenant Sovok reported from the bridge.


     Riker sighed.  "It's going to be a long two months."














Epilogue








     Dale had his arms around Andreys, the two wrapped up in his sheets kissing.  They stopped, Andreys laying on top of him.  "Well, I don't know about you, but I'm really looking forward to a week of light duty."


     "Light duty for you, annoying diplomats for me," Dale deadpanned, softly kissing her neck.


     Andreys laughed, and began feeling the part of Dale's skin that used to hold the scar he had received so long ago.  "It's totally gone, Robby.  That horrible scar is gone."


     "Oh well, can't have everything my way," he moaned jokingly.


     "Robby, you know what you're doing next, right?"


     "Which is what?"


     "You're going to give me my office."


     Dale laughed, albeit a little nervously.  "Hmm, I don't remember anything about that....."


     Andreys moved herself up to see him face-to-face.  "Then let me refresh your memory....."


     They kissed again, Dale bringing the covers up over them while Andreys giggled with delight.


