    

Slings and Arrows 6 - Enterprises of Great Pitch and Moment 

Keith R.A. DeCandido 

    

Slings and Arrows
    

    Book 1: A Sea of Tro​ub​les by J. Ste​ven York & Chris​ti​na F. York

    Book 2: The Op​pres​sor’s Wrong by Pha​ed​ra M. Wel​don

    Book 3: The In​so​len​ce of Of​fi​ce by Wil​li​am Le​is​ner

    Book 4: That Sle​ep of De​ath by Ter​ri Os​bor​ne

    Book 5: A We​ary Li​fe by Ro​bert Gre​en​ber​ger

    Book 6: En​ter​p​ri​ses of Gre​at Pitch and Mo​ment by Ke​ith R.A. De​Can​di​do

    STAR TREK
    THE NEXT GE​NE​RA​TI​ON™
    

SLINGS AND ARROWS 
    

Book 6: Enterprises of Great Pitch and Moment
    

Keith R.A. DeCandido
    

 

     POC​KET BO​OKS A Di​vi​si​on of Si​mon & Schus​ter, Inc. 1230 Ave​nue of the Ame​ri​cas New York, NY 10020

    

    This bo​ok is a work of fic​ti​on. Na​mes, cha​rac​ters, pla​ces, and in​ci​dents are pro​ducts of the aut​hor’s ima​gi​na​ti​on or are used fic​ti​ti​o​usly. Any re​semb​lan​ce to ac​tu​al events or lo​ca​les or per​sons, li​ving or de​ad, is en​ti​rely co​in​ci​den​tal.

    

     Copy​right © 2008 by Pa​ra​mo​unt Pic​tu​res Cor​po​ra​ti​on. All Rights Re​ser​ved.

    

    ™, ®, and © 2008 by CBS Stu​di​os Inc. All Rights Re​ser​ved.

    STAR TREK and re​la​ted marks are tra​de​marks of CBS Stu​di​os Inc.

    

     CBS, the CBS EYE lo​go and re​la​ted marks are tra​de​marks of CBS Bro​ad​cas​ting Inc. All Rights Re​ser​ved.

    

    This bo​ok is pub​lis​hed by Poc​ket Bo​oks, a di​vi​si​on of Si​mon & Schus​ter, Inc., un​der exc​lu​si​ve li​cen​se from CBS Stu​di​os Inc.

    All rights re​ser​ved, inc​lu​ding the right to rep​ro​du​ce this bo​ok or por​ti​ons the​re​of in any form what​so​ever. For in​for​ma​ti​on ad​dress Poc​ket Bo​oks Sub​si​di​ary Rights De​part​ment, 1230 Ave​nue of the Ame​ri​cas, New York, NY 10020.

    First Poc​ket Bo​oks eBo​ok edi​ti​on March 2008

    POCKET and co​lop​hon are re​gis​te​red tra​de​marks of Si​mon & Schus​ter, Inc.

    Cover Art by Mi​ke Col​lins

    ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-5027-3

    ISBN-10: 1-4165-5027-5

    Visit us on the World Wi​de Web:

    http://www.SimonSays.com/st

    http://www.StarTrek.com

    

    

    Dedicated to the me​mory of Ge​ne
    Roddenberry and Mic​ha​el Pil​ler, two fi​ne
    writers now lost to us, but who​se work
    will li​ve on fo​re​ver
    

CHAPTER
    

1
    

    Palais de la Con​cor​de
    Paris, Earth
    T he first ti​me Je​an-Luc Pi​card set fo​ot in the Pa​la​is de la Con​cor​de, he was eight ye​ars old, ta​king a class trip to vi​sit the se​at of the Fe​de​ra​ti​on go​vern​ment in Pa​ris, only a short air car ri​de from his ho​me in La​bar​re. One of his clas​sma​tes, a girl na​med Mar​ti​ne, had sa​id that she had ho​ped to me​et Pre​si​dent La​ikan, tho​ugh Je​an-Luc had tho​ught the girl stu​pid to think so. In​de​ed, they had not met the pre​si​dent, who was va​ca​ti​oning on Alp​ha Cen​ta​uri, which, the​ir te​ac​her exp​la​ined, was why they had be​en ab​le to ar​ran​ge the to​ur. They met se​ve​ral ot​her pe​op​le who wor​ked for the go​vern​ment-inclu​ding La​ikan’s chi​ef of staff, a very gre​ga​ri​o​us and fri​endly De​no​bu​lan-but no​ne of them we​re the pre​si​dent and the​re​fo​re we​re of less in​te​rest to a gro​up of eight-ye​ar-old child​ren. The​ir te​ac​her ad​mo​nis​hed them for this. The Fe​de​ra​ti​on go​vern​ment was far mo​re than a sing​le per​son, and the im​por​tan​ce sho​uld be pla​ced, he felt, on the struc​tu​re whe​re the work of go​vern​ment to​ok pla​ce.

    But to a gro​up of child​ren who had only re​al​ly known one pre​si​dent in the​ir li​fe​ti​mes to da​te, it was a di​sap​po​int​ment.

    Now it was sixty ye​ars la​ter, and Pi​card was in the Pa​la​is on​ce aga​in, ha​ving li​ved thro​ugh the re​gi​mes of half a do​zen or so pre​si​den​ci​es, from La​ikan’s suc​ces​sor, The​li​an, to the re​cently de​par​ted, Jaresh-Inyo. He sus​pec​ted that his eight-ye​ar-old self wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve ima​gi​ned that the pre​si​dent of the Fe​de​ra​ti​on wo​uld per​so​nal​ly sum​mon him to the Ra-gho​rat​re​ii Ro​om. But then, his eight-ye​ar-old self pro​bably didn’t an​ti​ci​pa​te be​ing cap​ta​in of the U.S.S. En​ter​p​ri​se, eit​her.

    Picard had met Pre​si​dent Min Zi​fe when he had be​en a co​un​cil​lor, rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ve of Bo​la​rus to the Fe​de​ra​ti​on Co​un​cil. His lands​li​de vic​tory at the end of the pre​vi​o​us ye​ar over Jaresh-Inyo had be​en ta​ken by many as a man​da​te for chan​ge, es​pe​ci​al​ly sin​ce Jaresh-Inyo lost with a smal​ler per​cen​ta​ge of vo​tes than any in​cum​bent pre​si​dent who had cho​sen to run for re​elec​ti​on in the Fe​de​ra​ti​on’s his​tory.

    Indeed, Pi​card had be​en surp​ri​sed to see the Gra​ze​ri​te cho​ose to run aga​in at all. Ad​mi​ral Ley​ton had tric​ked him in​to dec​la​ring mar​ti​al law, an abu​se of po​wer that led to the re​sig​na​ti​ons of many high-ran​king Starf​le​et per​son​nel-and al​so to the de​ath of Pi​card’s fri​end, Ad​mi​ral Eric Hahn. (Pi​card him​self had vo​ted for a third can​di​da​te, Go​ver​nor Rel Ober​tag of Be​ta​zed, who​se plat​form was less mi​li​ta​ris​tic than that of Zi​fe.)

    The sum​mons to Earth had co​me just as Pi​card had fi​nis​hed vi​ewing the ope​ning night of Be​verly Crus​her’s most re​cent play. Her ex​cel​lent pro​duc​ti​on of A Christ​mas Ca​rol en​ded its run shortly af​ter the 2373 new ye​ar, and over the next few months, she had pro​du​ced a run of a play of her own, Re​qu​i​em for a Mar​ti​an, ba​sed on a bo​ok that Pi​card had lo​aned to the go​od doc​tor. The la​test pi​ece was Arms and the Man, with De​puty Chi​ef En​gi​ne​er Pa​ul Por​ter ma​king an ex​cel​lent Bluntsch​li.

    When he had sa​id that he wo​uld be​am down to the Pa​la​is with his first of​fi​cer and chi​ef of se​cu​rity, the staff per​son who had ma​de the call, an el​derly Zak​dorn wo​man, sa​id no. “The pre​si​dent only wis​hes to spe​ak to you, Cap​ta​in Pi​card, and I’m af​ra​id that Pa​la​is se​cu​rity will only al​low you ent​ran​ce to the bu​il​ding.”

    That was that, then. Fe​ar of chan​ge​ling in​filt​ra​ti​on had ca​used the se​cu​rity in the Pa​la​is, al​re​ady the most se​cu​re lo​ca​ti​on in the Fe​de​ra​ti​on, to grow even mo​re in​ten​se. Gi​ven that the En​ter​p​ri​se it​self had had its se​cu​rity chi​ef rep​la​ced with a chan​ge​ling less than a ye​ar ago-not to men​ti​on the re​ve​la​ti​on of a few months pre​vi​o​us that Ge​ne​ral Mar​tok, one of the hig​hest-ran​king sol​di​ers in the Klin​gon De​fen​se For​ce, was al​so a sha​pe-chan​ger-Pi​card co​uld hardly bla​me them.

    So when the En​ter​p​ri​se ar​ri​ved at Earth, Pi​card be​amed down alo​ne, ar​ri​ving at the se​cond-flo​or trans​por​ter sta​ti​on, and then be​ing es​cor​ted by two mem​bers of the pre​si​dent’s se​cu​rity de​ta​il to the me​eting ro​om on the fif​te​enth flo​or. He to​ok a se​at at the far end of the lar​ge ro​und tab​le from the do​or.

    And then he wa​ited.

    After an in​ter​mi​nab​le pe​ri​od that the wall chro​no​me​ter in​sis​ted was only fif​te​en mi​nu​tes, the do​ors fi​nal​ly par​ted to re​ve​al not Pre​si​dent Zi​fe but a short, sto​ut Zak​dorn who wal​ked in pur​po​se​ful​ly. Be​hind him was an el​derly wo​man in an ad​mi​ral’s uni​form whom Pi​card did not re​cog​ni​ze.

    “Captain Pi​card, my apo​lo​gi​es for ar​ri​ving la​te. I’m Koll Azer​nal, Pre​si​dent Zi​fe’s chi​ef of staff, and this is our Starf​le​et li​a​ison, Ad​mi​ral Hong.”

    Nodding, Hong sa​id, “Cap​ta​in.”

    “Admiral.”

    Azernal to​ok a se​at next to Pi​card, Hong ta​king the next se​at af​ter that. “The pre​si​dent reg​rets that he can’t at​tend this me​eting, but I’m em​po​we​red to spe​ak for him.”

    For a bri​ef mo​ment, Pi​card fo​und him​self on​ce aga​in fe​eling the reg​ret of an eight-ye​ar-old who’d ho​ped to me​et the pre​si​dent, but that pas​sed qu​ickly. A pre​si​dent’s chi​ef of staff, he knew, was very much li​ke a cap​ta​in’s first of​fi​cer. Pi​card wo​uld ha​ve trus​ted Ri​ker with a bri​efing if it we​re ne​ces​sary, so Pi​card saw no re​ason not to trust Azer​nal.

    Folding his hands on the tab​le, Azer​nal ga​zed at Pi​card with in​ten​se eyes over the he​avy folds of his che​eks. “We’ve had a few months to get set​tled in, Cap​ta​in, and now it’s ti​me we star​ted do​ing the job we we​re elec​ted to do. Among ot​her things, it’s past ti​me we imp​ro​ved our re​la​ti​ons​hip with the Klin​gon Em​pi​re. We’d ho​ped that the ex​po​su​re of the Mar​tok chan​ge​ling wo​uld ha​ve do​ne the trick, but Gow​ron se​ems com​mit​ted to re​ma​ining out​si​de the Khi​to​mer Ac​cords. Yo​ur mis​si​on is to chan​ge that.”

    Picard blin​ked. Azer​nal’s di​rect​ness was in sharp cont​rast to what the cap​ta​in was used to from po​li​ti​ci​ans. “Mr. Azer​nal, I’m af​ra​id that has be​en tri​ed. When Gow​ron first withd​rew from the Khi​to​mer Ac​cords-”

    Holding up a hand, Azer​nal sa​id, “Yes, Cap​ta​in, we’re fully awa​re of the pre​vi​o​us ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on’s at​temp​ted use of yo​ur re​la​ti​ons​hip with Gow​ron to chan​ge his mind-but at the ti​me, the Mar​tok chan​ge​ling was still whis​pe​ring swe​et not​hings in his ear. We be​li​eve that the ex​po​su​re of that chan​ge​ling lo​ose​ned the cork. You’re just the man to fi​nish ope​ning the bot​tle.”

    Letting out a long bre​ath, Pi​card tug​ged on his uni​form jac​ket. As the Ar​bi​ter of Suc​ces​si​on, Pi​card had be​en the one to ins​tall Gow​ron as chan​cel​lor af​ter K’mpec’s de​ath. On mo​re than one oc​ca​si​on, Gow​ron had trus​ted Pi​card, so​met​hing the wi​de-eyed Klin​gon did not gi​ve easily, es​pe​ci​al​ly to a non-Klin​gon.

    Azernal, of co​ur​se, knew this, or Pi​card wo​uldn’t be he​re. And he was right-Gow​ron might be mo​re ame​nab​le to Pi​card’s co​axing now. “Very well.”

    “Good. Re​port to De​ep Spa​ce 9 im​me​di​ately.”

    That surp​ri​sed Pi​card. “The​re are ba​ses mo​re pro​xi​ma​te to the Klin​gon bor​der.”

    “True, but DS9’s right on the cusp of the bor​der conf​lict with the Car​das​si​ans-and be​si​des, Cap​ta​in Sis​ko al​so has a re​la​ti​ons​hip with Gow​ron. He got him to back down from at​tac​king DS9 last ye​ar, and he’s the one who ex​po​sed the Mar​tok chan​ge​ling. I’m ho​ping that will help.”

    At that, Pi​card co​uldn’t help but squ​irm in his se​at, but he sa​id not​hing. His is​su​es with Sis​ko we​re per​so​nal, not pro​fes​si​onal. “Very well.”

    “Besides,” Azer​nal ad​ded, “Ba​j​or’s go​ing to be an im​por​tant pla​net in the Fe​de​ra​ti​on over the next se​ve​ral ye​ars.”

    “Bajor’s not part of the Fe​de​ra​ti​on.”

    “Not yet, no. This mis​si​on is top pri​ority, Cap​ta​in-no di​ver​si​ons, no si​de mis​si​ons, un​ders​to​od? The​se are dark ti​mes ahe​ad of us, and we ne​ed all the al​li​es we can get. It’s vi​tal that we and the Klin​gons are on the sa​me pa​ge.”

    Picard was far mo​re cu​ri​o​us abo​ut the hint he’d drop​ped re​gar​ding Ba​j​or’s ad​mit​tan​ce to the Fe​de​ra​ti​on, but the Zak​dorn had al​re​ady mo​ved on, so ins​te​ad he sa​id, “Mr. Azer​nal, it has be​en my ex​pe​ri​en​ce that the Klin​gons, to use yo​ur me​tap​hor, ha​ve a comp​le​tely dif​fe​rent bo​ok. What you ask may not be pos​sib​le.”

    “I know, but that do​esn’t me​an we sho​uldn’t try. And con​tin​gency plans are in pla​ce-we simply pre​fer not to use them.”

    Picard nod​ded. “The En​ter​p​ri​se will set co​ur​se for DS9 im​me​di​ately.”

    “Excellent.” Azer​nal ro​se to his fe​et, Pi​card do​ing li​ke​wi​se. “The pre​si​dent’s co​un​ting on you, Cap​ta​in.”

    With that, Azer​nal left the ro​om.

    It was only then that Hong fi​nal​ly spo​ke. “I apo​lo​gi​ze for this sum​mons, Cap​ta​in. Mr. Azer​nal is so​mew​hat mo​re…hands-on than his pre​de​ces​sors ha​ve be​en.”

    “Given what James Ley​ton was ab​le to ac​comp​lish, Ad​mi​ral, one can per​haps un​ders​tand the new ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on’s de​si​re to re​mind ever​yo​ne that Starf​le​et works for the go​vern​ment.”

    Hong’s fa​ce so​ured. “The​re was ne​ver any do​ubt of that.”

    Picard re​mem​be​red Li​e​ute​nant Da​ni​els in​for​ming him that he’d fo​und Eric Hahn’s body-a de​ath that was the di​rect re​sult of Ley​ton’s at​tempt do the very thing Hong was cal​ling in​to do​ubt.

    The ad​mi​ral con​ti​nu​ed. “I don’t know if Azer​nal in​tends to con​ti​nue skip​ping over links in the cha​in of com​mand, but if it eases re​la​ti​ons bet​we​en Starf​le​et and the Fe​de​ra​ti​on Co​un​cil, I’m cer​ta​inly all for it.” She ro​se to her fe​et. “Best of luck, Cap​ta​in.” She wal​ked to​ward the do​or, then tur​ned aro​und. “Oh, the new ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on has al​so ma​de a sug​ges​ti​on for a new uni​form de​sign. The spe​ci​fi​ca​ti​ons ha​ve be​en trans​mit​ted to yo​ur ship’s qu​ar​ter​mas​ter. Yo​ur en​ti​re crew is ex​pec​ted to be we​aring it by the ti​me you ar​ri​ve at DS9.”

    “Of co​ur​se, Ad​mi​ral.” Pi​card sho​ok his he​ad in dis​be​li​ef. This was the fo​urth uni​form chan​ge sin​ce he’d ta​ken com​mand of the En​ter​p​ri​se-D ni​ne ye​ars ear​li​er, af​ter only one uni​form chan​ge in the ye​ars sin​ce he jo​ined Starf​le​et un​til then. And the se​cu​rity gu​ards es​cor​ted him to the tur​bo​lift.

    As he ro​de down to the se​cond flo​or, Pi​card won​de​red how many mo​re of his or​ders wo​uld be co​ming di​rectly from the Pa​la​is from now on.
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    Federation Star​ba​se De​ep Spa​ce 9
    Bajoran system
    C ap​ta​in Be​nj​amin Sis​ko was catc​hing up on per​son​nel re​vi​ews when the re​so​nant vo​ice of Li​e​ute​nant Com​man​der Worf so​un​ded over the spe​aker in his of​fi​ce.

    “Captain, you are re​ce​iving a pri​ority-one com​mu​ni​quй from Earth.”
    “Starfleet Com​mand?” Sis​ko as​ked.

    “No, sir-from the Pa​la​is de la Con​cor​de.”
    That surp​ri​sed Sis​ko. Du​ring his bri​ef te​nu​re as he​ad of se​cu​rity on Earth a ye​ar ear​li​er, Sis​ko re​ce​ived plenty of calls from the Pa​la​is and vi​si​ted the​re on se​ve​ral oc​ca​si​ons, most no​tably when he de​monst​ra​ted the ne​ed for se​cu​rity aga​inst chan​ge​ling in​filt​ra​ti​on by ha​ving Odo dis​gu​ise him​self as part of the fur​ni​tu​re in the pre​si​dent’s of​fi​ce. But sin​ce re​tur​ning to com​mand of De​ep Spa​ce 9 af​ter Ad​mi​ral Ley​ton’s abor​ti​ve co​up, inst​ruc​ti​ons from the go​vern​ment ten​ded to be fil​te​red thro​ugh the ad​mi​ralty.

    “Put it thro​ugh, Mr. Worf.”

    He ac​ti​va​ted the small vi​ewer on his desk, and it lit up to show the Fe​de​ra​ti​on emb​lem, which was in short or​der rep​la​ced by the fa​ce of a Zak​dorn fe​ma​le.

    “This is Cap​ta​in Sis​ko.”

    “Hold for Koll Azer​nal, ple​ase, Cap​ta​in.”
    Back to the Fe​de​ra​ti​on emb​lem. Azer​nal, Sis​ko knew, was Pre​si​dent Zi​fe’s chi​ef of staff. Sis​ko had de​alt qu​ite a bit with his equ​iva​lent in Jaresh-Inyo’s ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on, a hype​rac​ti​ve unj​o​ined Trill wo​man na​med Em​ra Sil. Sis​ko had tho​ught rat​her highly of Jaresh-Inyo and felt sorry for the way he was ma​ni​pu​la​ted by Ley​ton. Per​haps be​ca​use he him​self was al​so a vic​tim of Ley​ton’s mac​hi​na​ti​ons, Sis​ko fo​und him​self vo​ting for the Gra​ze​ri​te for re​elec​ti​on la​te last ye​ar.

    Based on the vo​ting re​sults, he was one of the few.

    The emb​lem on​ce aga​in fa​ded, to be rep​la​ced by anot​her Zak​dorn fa​ce, this a ma​le with in​ten​se eyes. Sis​ko re​cog​ni​zed the fa​ce from se​ve​ral of Pre​si​dent Zi​fe’s per​so​nal ap​pe​aran​ces. “Mr. Az​ne​ral.”

    “Captain. I’m cal​ling you di​rectly to in​form you of the mis​si​on I ga​ve the En​terp​ri​se yes​ter​day.”
    After the chi​ef of staff fi​nis​hed bri​efing him, Sis​ko sa​id, “Mr. Azer​nal, I ap​pre​ci​ate yo​ur con​tac​ting me di​rectly, but-”

    “The En​terp​ri​se will ar​ri​ve la​te to​mor​row. Res​to​ring the al​li​an​ce with the Klin​gon Em​pi​re is one of the ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on’s top pri​ori​ti​es, Cap​ta​in. Don’t let us down. Azer​nal out.”
    For se​ve​ral se​conds, Sis​ko sta​red at the vi​ewer. Ob​vi​o​usly, it was a top pri​ority, if the chi​ef of staff him​self was go​ing over the he​ads of any num​ber of ad​mi​rals to de​li​ver Sis​ko his or​ders in per​son. At le​ast I wasn’t sum​mo​ned di​rectly to the Pa​la​is li​ke Pi​card was, he tho​ught with a small smi​le.

    The smi​le drop​ped when he tho​ught abo​ut ha​ving to work with Pi​card.

    Almost in​vo​lun​ta​rily, Sis​ko cal​led up Pi​card’s ser​vi​ce re​cord. The pic​tu​re was re​la​ti​vely re​cent, sho​wing a he​ad as bald as Sis​ko’s own, a hawk no​se, and in​tel​li​gent eyes.

    But that wasn’t the fa​ce Sis​ko saw. He saw Lo​cu​tus of Borg.

    It had ta​ken Sis​ko a long ti​me to re​ali​ze that Pi​card wasn’t Lo​cu​tus. When they met right af​ter he trans​fer​red to DS9, Sis​ko had prac​ti​cal​ly jum​ped down the man’s thro​at, tel​ling him that he was one of the few sur​vi​vors of Wolf 359. Pi​card had re​co​iled as if he’d be​en slap​ped.

    Shortly af​ter that-thanks in no small part to his en​co​un​ter with the worm​ho​le ali​ens-they’d re​ac​hed a kind of rap​proch​ment. But they’d al​so ne​ver re​al​ly had to work to​get​her. Whi​le they’d spo​ken, and whi​le the En​ter​p​ri​se had doc​ked at the sta​ti​on any num​ber of ti​mes, the in​te​rac​ti​ons bet​we​en the two cap​ta​ins had be​en mi​ni​mal.

    That wo​uld li​kely chan​ge on this mis​si​on. In fact, Azer​nal had all but or​de​red it.

    Sisko wasn’t at all su​re how he felt abo​ut that. In​tel​lec​tu​al​ly, he knew Pi​card was a go​od cap​ta​in and a go​od man. Worf and O’Bri​en both spo​ke of him in al​most re​ve​rent to​nes, and ne​it​her man was one to gi​ve his lo​yalty che​aply.

    But all Sis​ko co​uld see when he sta​red at him was the man who mur​de​red Jen​ni​fer.

    Grabbing the ba​se​ball off his desk with one hand, he tap​ped his com​bad​ge with the ot​her. “Com​man​der Worf, Com​man​der Dax, re​port to my of​fi​ce.”

    Moments la​ter, the Klin​gon and the Trill both en​te​red, the for​mer hol​ding a padd in his left hand. He or​de​red them to ta​ke se​ats, then exp​la​ined the mis​si​on.

    “It’s not a bad idea,” Jad​zia Dax sa​id when he was do​ne. “Gow​ron owes a debt of ho​nor to both of you.”

    “That is un​li​kely to be eno​ugh for him,” Worf sa​id.

    Gently, Dax sa​id, “I know he cast you out of the em​pi​re, Worf, but-”

    “It is not me​rely that,” Worf sa​id. “Du​ring his first ye​ar in the chan​cel​lor’s cha​ir, Gow​ron rew​ro​te Klin​gon his​tory, gre​atly downp​la​ying the ro​le of Cap​ta​in Pi​card in his ins​tal​la​ti​on, and his sup​port du​ring the war aga​inst the Ho​use of Du​ras. Whi​le he was wil​ling to use his re​la​ti​ons​hip with the cap​ta​in to su​it his own ends-such as when the clo​ne of Kah​less was dis​co​ve​red-he was far mo​re re​luc​tant to re​turn the fa​vor.”

    Sisko nod​ded, tho​ught​ful​ly tos​sing the ba​se​ball back and forth bet​we​en his hands. “All right, I want both of you to start thin​king abo​ut ways to ap​pro​ach this. When the En​ter​p​ri​se ar​ri​ves to​mor​row, the three of us and Ma​j​or Ki​ra will me​et with Cap​ta​in Pi​card.”

    “Aye, sir,” Worf sa​id.

    “Of co​ur​se, Be​nj​amin,” Dax ad​ded.

    “Good. Dis​mis​sed.”

    Worf held up the padd he’d bro​ught in. “Sir, the​re is one ot​her thing. Whi​le you we​re tal​king with Earth, we re​ce​ived an alert from Starf​le​et In​tel​li​gen​ce. So​me equ​ip​ment has be​en sto​len from an im​po​und on Star​ba​se 50.”

    “What kind of equ​ip​ment?” Sis​ko as​ked.

    “It is unc​le​ar, as the thi​eves we​re ab​le to sa​bo​ta​ge the in​ven​tory re​cords. Ho​we​ver, se​ve​ral items used by Ad​mi​ral Ley​ton’s co-cons​pi​ra​tors on Star​ba​se 375 we​re mis​sing. Evi​den​ce sug​gests that the thi​eves we​re Klin​gon agents.”

    Dax mut​te​red, “That’s en​co​ura​ging.”

    “SI pro​mi​ses a full in​ven​tory of the sto​len items wit​hin the day.”

    Sisko nod​ded. “Thank you, Mr. Worf. Is the​re anyt​hing el​se?”

    Worf he​si​ta​ted, then spo​ke with cle​ar dis​tas​te in his vo​ice. “An alert from the qu​ar​ter​mas​ter, sir. Starf​le​et is chan​ging the duty uni​form aga​in.”

    Both Sis​ko and Dax smi​led at that. The lat​ter sa​id, “What’s wrong, Worf? Don’t li​ke a lit​tle va​ri​ety in yo​ur fas​hi​ons?”

    “The Klin​gon De​fen​se For​ce has ma​in​ta​ined the​ir mi​li​tary ar​mor for over a cen​tury.”

    “And if this was the De​fen​se For​ce-”

    Restraining him​self from thro​wing the ba​se​ball at his of​fi​cers, Sis​ko sa​id, “Eno​ugh. Worf, in​form all Starf​le​et per​son​nel of the chan​ge. Dis​mis​sed.”

    After the two of​fi​cers left, Sis​ko put the ba​se​ball back on its small stand. For all that he fe​ared this mis​si​on might pro​ve fru​it​less, it was ne​ces​sary at le​ast to ma​ke the at​tempt. The Car​das​si​ans and Ro​mu​lans had be​en we​ake​ned by the who​le​sa​le sla​ugh​ter of the Ob​si​di​an Or​der and Tal Shi​ar by the Jem’Ha​dar, and the Klin​gons and Fe​de​ra​ti​on be​ing at each ot​her’s thro​ats for the past ye​ar and a half had li​ke​wi​se we​ake​ned tho​se two na​ti​ons-a sta​te of af​fa​irs pri​ma​rily bro​ught abo​ut by the chan​ge​ling dis​gu​ised as Mar​tok that they’d ex​po​sed on Ty’Go​kor.

    Renewing the al​li​an​ce with the em​pi​re wo​uld go a long way to​ward re​ver​sing tho​se de​fe​ats at the hands of the Do​mi​ni​on.

    

    The next day, the En​ter​p​ri​se doc​ked at the sta​ti​on, and in short or​der, Pi​card and Da​ta ca​me over to the sta​ti​on to me​et with Sis​ko, Ki​ra, Worf, and Dax in the ward​ro​om. Pi​card was surp​ri​sed to see that Ki​ra was preg​nant and lo​oking very clo​se to term.

    By way of exp​la​ining the and​ro​id’s pre​sen​ce, Pi​card sa​id as he and Da​ta to​ok the​ir se​ats, “Mr. Da​ta will be ser​ving as my first of​fi​cer for this mis​si​on. Com​man​der Ri​ker, Com​man​der La For​ge, and Li​e​ute​nant Da​ni​els are on a se​pa​ra​te mis​si​on.”

    Sisko nod​ded. “Very well.” Then he smi​led misc​hi​evi​o​usly, an exp​res​si​on Pi​card co​uld not re​call se​e​ing on the cap​ta​in in the past. “I don’t think Qu​ark will be ter​ribly di​sap​po​in​ted at Mr. Ri​ker’s ab​sen​ce.”

    “No do​ubt,” Pi​card sa​id. An ex​pert gamb​ler, the first of​fi​cer had bro​ken the bank at Qu​ark’s da​bo tab​le on se​ve​ral oc​ca​si​ons. “Altho​ugh our new Ten-For​ward bar​ten​der may be cal​ling upon him to res​tock the bar, as it we​re.” When the En​ter​p​ri​se was at the sta​ti​on last ye​ar, Ama​rie had ob​ta​ined so​me Kob​he​eri​an spi​rits that the rep​li​ca​tor was unab​le to do jus​ti​ce to, and she’d run out last month.

    Picard lo​oked at Sis​ko and Ki​ra. “By the way, Cap​ta​in, Ma​j​or, you’ll be ple​ased to know that I re​ce​ived hints from Koll Azer​nal that Ba​j​or’s ad​mit​tan​ce to the Fe​de​ra​ti​on may be hap​pe​ning in fa​irly short or​der.”

    Kira stra​igh​te​ned. “What kind of hints?”

    “Simply an in​fe​ren​ce from the con​ver​sa​ti​on we had at the Pa​la​is. It’s pos​sib​le my in​fe​ren​ce is in​cor​rect.”

    Data ad​ded, “Ho​we​ver, it wo​uld be con​sis​tent with the po​li​ci​es of strengt​he​ning the Fe​de​ra​ti​on that ha​ve be​en ap​pli​ed by the Zi​fe ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on sin​ce they to​ok of​fi​ce.”

    “In that ca​se, I wish you pe​op​le had elec​ted him so​oner,” Ki​ra sa​id wryly.

    Picard sa​id, “It co​uld, of co​ur​se, simply be a po​li​ti​cal ploy, a met​hod of imp​ro​ving the Fe​de​ra​ti​on’s stra​te​gic po​si​ti​on with re​gard to the worm​ho​le.”

    “The re​asons don’t mat​ter in this ca​se,” Sis​ko sa​id.

    “Back when I to​ok this as​sign​ment, you told me that Ba​j​or’s entry in​to the Fe​de​ra​ti​on was the long-term go​al.”

    Kira shot Sis​ko a lo​ok. “He did?”

    “I did,” Pi​card sa​id. “Is that a prob​lem, Ma​j​or?”

    At first Ki​ra ope​ned her mo​uth to spe​ak, then shut it. Then: “If you’d as​ked me that fo​ur ye​ars ago, Cap​ta​in, I’d ha​ve sa​id yes. Now, tho​ugh…”

    “We’ll see what hap​pens,” Sis​ko sa​id qu​ickly. “I for one wo​uld pre​fer to wa​it un​til so​me​one hig​her up the fo​od cha​in than a stars​hip cap​ta​in in​forms me.”

    Picard win​ced. “Of co​ur​se.”

    After an awk​ward pa​use, Sis​ko sa​id, “Com​man​ders Worf and Dax ha​ve a pro​po​sal for how to ap​pro​ach Gow​ron.”

    Taking the cue, Dax le​aned for​ward in her cha​ir. “Sin​ce Ty’Go​kor, we’ve be​en re​gu​larly sen​ding mes​sa​ges to Qo’noS, as​king for an ope​ning of ne​go​ti​ati​ons. Just sen​ding anot​her mes​sa​ge wo​uld pro​bably be met with the sa​me re​so​un​ding si​len​ce we’ve be​en get​ting for months.”

    Worf pic​ked up the ball. “We be​li​eve that it wo​uld be best to bring the De​fi​ant to the Fe​de​ra​ti​on-Klin​gon bor​der and send the High Co​un​cil a mes​sa​ge that co​mes from both cap​ta​ins, re​qu​es​ting a for​mal audi​en​ce with Chan​cel​lor Gow​ron.”

    “Why not the En​ter​p​ri​se?” Pi​card as​ked.

    Before eit​her Worf or Dax co​uld reply, Da​ta sa​id, “I be​li​eve I can ans​wer that, sir. The De​fi​ant is a wars​hip, and the most tac​ti​cal​ly po​wer​ful ves​sel in Starf​le​et. The High Co​un​cil wo​uld vi​ew such a ves​sel with mo​re res​pect than they wo​uld the En​ter​p​ri​se.”

    Picard fo​und he co​uld not ar​gue with that lo​gic. “Very well.”

    Kira ad​ded, “If the De​fi​ant’s not go​ing to be aro​und, I’d fe​el a lot bet​ter with the En​ter​p​ri​se watc​hing the sta​ti​on’s back.”

    “That will be yo​ur task, Mr. Da​ta,” Pi​card sa​id.

    “Aye, sir,” the and​ro​id sa​id.

    There was anot​her pa​use be​fo​re Sis​ko sa​id, “I sug​gest we de​part im​me​di​ately. Mr. Azer​nal ma​de it cle​ar to me that Pre​si​dent Zi​fe con​si​ders this mis​si​on of the hig​hest pri​ority.”

    “To me, as well,” Pi​card sa​id with a nod.

    Worf sa​id, “The De​fi​ant will be re​ady for de​par​tu​re in twenty mi​nu​tes.”

    “Grand.” Pi​card got to his fe​et. “I will me​et you the​re.”

    He left the ward​ro​om qu​ickly, Da​ta on his he​els. As so​on as the do​or shut be​hind them, Da​ta sa​id, “Sir, I co​uld not help but no​ti​ce that the​re was a cer​ta​in awk​ward​ness bet​we​en you and Cap​ta​in Sis​ko.”

    Picard sig​hed. “I co​uld not help but no​ti​ce it eit​her, Da​ta. I’m af​ra​id that the…bag​ga​ge we each carry re​gar​ding each ot​her has re​ma​ined.”

    “Sir, you are not res​pon​sib​le for the de​ath of Cap​ta​in Sis​ko’s wi​fe.”

    Smiling sadly as they ap​pro​ac​hed the tur​bo​lift, Pi​card sa​id, “Far easi​er to say, Da​ta, than to fe​el.” They en​te​red the tur​bo​lift. “Doc​king ring.”
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    U.S.S. De​fi​ant 
    Federation-Klingon bor​der
    W hen Pi​card had first se​en the spe​ci​fi​ca​ti​ons for the De​fi​ant-class ves​sels, he had be​en less than imp​res​sed.

    Starfleet’s pri​mary mis​si​on had al​ways be​en exp​lo​ra​ti​on. Whi​le Starf​le​et was ob​vi​o​usly a mi​li​tary or​ga​ni​za​ti​on, with its rank struc​tu​re and in​ter​nal re​gu​la​ti​ons and en​for​ce​ment, it was ne​ver mi​li​ta​ris​tic. Its func​ti​on was to ke​ep the pe​ace, not start the wars.

    The De​fi​ant flew in the fa​ce of that. It was, at its he​art, a very big gun. Pha​sers mo​re po​wer​ful than tho​se of any stars​hip, a hu​ge comp​le​ment of qu​an​tum tor​pe​do​es, a con​si​de​rab​le amo​unt of po​wer chan​ne​led in​to a strip​ped-down ves​sel be​reft of anyt​hing but the ba​re mi​ni​mum ne​ces​sary to let the ship func​ti​on. The sick​bay in the specs was al​so fa​irly ina​de​qu​ate, which Pi​card had tho​ught to be short​sigh​ted. As it hap​pe​ned, the sick​bay on the De​fi​ant it​self was con​si​de​rably upg​ra​ded from the specs he’d se​en, no do​ubt the work of DS9’s chi​ef me​di​cal of​fi​cer.

    Picard had obj​ec​ted to Starf​le​et Com​mand’s de​ci​si​on to const​ruct the De​fi​ant. Com​mand, of co​ur​se, ig​no​red him, and did so with surp​ri​se, sin​ce Pi​card, of all pe​op​le, knew why the De​fi​ant had be​en bu​ilt in the first pla​ce: as a we​apon to use aga​inst the Borg.

    Now Pi​card sto​od to the right of the com​mand cha​ir, whe​re Sis​ko sat. Pi​card had to ad​mit that his fel​low cap​ta​in lo​oked li​ke he be​lon​ged in that cha​ir. Sis​ko’s well-de​ser​ved pro​mo​ti​on to cap​ta​in had be​en long over​due, in Pi​card’s opi​ni​on.

    From the conn, Dax sa​id, “De​fi​ant to ops, re​qu​es​ting per​mis​si​on to di​sem​bark.”

    Kira’s vo​ice so​un​ded over the spe​akers. “Ops he​re. Per​mis​si​on gran​ted. Go​od luck, De​fi​ant.”

    From one of the si​de con​so​les, O’Bri​en mut​te​red, “We’re gon​na ne​ed it.”

    “Now now, Chi​ef,” Sis​ko sa​id. “No sen​se in go​ing in​to this with a ne​ga​ti​ve mind-set.”

    “Hard not to, sir. If blo​wing up a chan​ge​ling in front of the Klin​gons didn’t con​vin​ce ’em to re​j​o​in the al​li​an​ce, I can’t ima​gi​ne this wo​uld.” He tur​ned aro​und. “No of​fen​se, sirs, but if you ask me, this is a was​te of ti​me.”

    Picard sa​id, “Our or​ders ca​me di​rectly from the Pa​la​is, Chi​ef.”

    “Oh, well, that exp​la​ins it,” O’Bri​en sa​id with a chuck​le. “Po​li​ti​ci​ans and was​tes of ti​me go to​get​her li​ke but​ter on bre​ad.”

    Dax sa​id, “That’s why I eat my to​ast pla​in.”

    Sisko frow​ned. “What abo​ut that spi​ced jel​ly I ma​de for you?”

    Briefly tur​ning aro​und, Dax sa​id, “That works bet​ter on gal​zak.” Then she tur​ned back fo​re. “We’ve cle​ared mo​orings.”

    “Ahead half-impul​se,” Sis​ko sa​id. “Set co​ur​se for the Klin​gon bor​der and en​ga​ge at warp ni​ne when we’re cle​ar of the sta​ti​on.”

    Dax simply nod​ded.

    Worf tur​ned to Dax. “Gal​zak is not fo​od fit for a war​ri​or.”

    Sisko ad​ded with a grin, “Or for my spi​ced jel​ly. An Eng​lish muf​fin at le​ast, old man.”

    “What can I tell you? I’m an epi​cu​re​an he​at​hen.”

    Picard mar​ve​led at the ban​ter. Whi​le he had be​co​me far mo​re re​la​xed with his own se​ni​or staff over the ye​ars, this le​vel of ca​su​al byplay was not so​met​hing he’d ever ex​pect to he​ar on the En​ter​p​ri​se brid​ge.

    He was es​pe​ci​al​ly surp​ri​sed to see it from Worf-tho​ugh, ba​sed on the lo​oks he’d se​en the Klin​gon exc​han​ge with Dax, he sus​pec​ted that the​re was mo​re to it than that. The only ot​her ti​me Worf had be​en this re​la​xed was when he’d be​en da​ting Co​un​se​lor Troi on the En​ter​p​ri​se-D-a re​la​ti​ons​hip that had en​ded shortly af​ter that ves​sel cras​hed.

    To Dax, Pi​card sa​id, “ETA to the bor​der, Com​man​der?”

    “Three ho​urs, fi​ve mi​nu​tes.”

    Picard nod​ded. “I’ll be in my ca​bin, Cap​ta​in.”

    Sisko nod​ded back, and Pi​card tur​ned and left the brid​ge.

    He ima​gi​ned that Sis​ko bre​at​hed a sigh of re​li​ef at that. It was al​ways awk​ward when two cap​ta​ins sto​od on the brid​ge, and even tho​ugh this was Sis​ko’s ship, Pi​card was se​ni​or to him. In fact, Pi​card had be​en the one to gi​ve Sis​ko the as​sign​ment to DS9 fo​ur ye​ars ear​li​er.

    It was his fond ho​pe that they wo​uld avo​id any com​mand conf​licts du​ring this mis​si​on. One way to pre​vent that was to let Sis​ko be the only per​son in the ro​om who wo​uld res​pond to the word “Cap​ta​in” for as long as they we​re en ro​ute.

    Of co​ur​se, for all he knew, Sis​ko hadn’t felt awk​ward at all-but dam​mit, Pi​card did. Be​ing ne​ar Sis​ko was li​ke dan​cing on eg​gshel​ls.

    Sighing, he en​te​red the ca​bin that he wo​uld be sha​ring with Worf-spa​ce truly was at a pre​mi​um on this ship-and cal​led up the most re​cent is​sue of the Jo​ur​nal of Arc​ha​e​olo​gi​cal Stu​di​es. He had at le​ast three ho​urs to kill, af​ter all.

    

    As it tur​ned out, it was con​si​de​rably mo​re than three ho​urs.

    The De​fi​ant’s ar​ri​val at the Klin​gon bor​der was met with in​dif​fe​ren​ce, and the​ir at​tempts at com​mu​ni​ca​ting with the High Co​un​cil-or, in​de​ed, an​yo​ne on Qo’noS-we​re met with si​len​ce, at le​ast for the first twenty ho​urs.

    After get​ting a rest​less night’s sle​ep in the tiny ca​bin-Worf sno​red-Pi​card went to the mess hall to get so​me bre​ak​fast.

    He saw O’Bri​en sit​ting alo​ne, re​ading over a padd. Af​ter get​ting a cro​is​sant with ico​ber​ry jam and an Earl Grey tea from the rep​li​ca​tor, Pi​card ap​pro​ac​hed his erstw​hi​le trans​por​ter chi​ef. “May I jo​in you, Chi​ef?”

    “Hm?” O’Bri​en lo​oked up with an an​no​yed exp​res​si​on, then saw who it was. His fa​ce fal​ling, he ro​se to his fe​et awk​wardly and sa​id, “Of co​ur​se, Cap​ta​in!”

    Picard smi​led. “At ease, Mr. O’Bri​en.”

    “I’m sorry, sir, I’m just go​ing over the ma​in​te​nan​ce sche​du​le. The De​fi​ant’s a fi​ne ship, but she’s a bit over​po​we​red. We’ve got​ten most of the kinks out of her-but most isn’t all.” Sit​ting back down to his black cof​fee and ste​ak and eggs, O’Bri​en set the padd asi​de. “I was ac​tu​al​ly sorry that Com​man​der La For​ge wasn’t on bo​ard. I wo​uld’ve li​ked his in​put on so​me plas​ma le​aka​ge we’ve be​en ha​ving, and so​me com​mu​ni​ca​ti​ons is​su​es as well.” Af​ter a he​si​ta​ti​on, he ad​ded, “Actu​al​ly, if Li​e​ute​nant Por​ter’s ava​ilab​le…”

    Remembering that La For​ge, Por​ter, and Barc​lay had all wor​ked with O’Bri​en and a pa​ir of his en​gi​ne​ers the last ti​me they we​re at the sta​ti​on, Pi​card sa​id, “Of co​ur​se. Put in a re​qu​est with Mr. Da​ta when we re​turn to the sta​ti​on.”

    “Thank you, sir.”

    “How are Ke​iko and Molly?”

    O’Brien’s fa​ce lit up the ro​om. “They’re do​ing fi​ne. And we’re ex​pec​ting anot​her.”

    “Yes, I’d he​ard. It se​ems to be an epi​de​mic on the sta​ti​on.”

    “I’m sorry?”

    “I no​ti​ced that Ma​j​or Ki​ra is al​so ex​pec​ting.”

    “Ah.” O’Bri​en squ​ir​med a bit. “Actu​al​ly, that’s…that’s Ke​iko’s and my baby. See, the​re was a shut​tle ac​ci​dent, and Ke​iko was badly hurt. Juli​an-Dr. Bas​hir-was for​ced to mo​ve the fe​tus in​to the ma​j​or.”

    Picard blin​ked. “I see. That was qu​ite self​less of Ma​j​or Ki​ra.”

    “Don’t I know it.” He sip​ped his cof​fee. “She’s ex​pec​ting in the next month or so.”

    “How is Molly hand​ling the news of a sib​ling?”

    Chuckling, O’Bri​en as​ked, “What ti​me is it? She’s had every pos​sib​le re​ac​ti​on ac​ross the spect​rum.”

    “Well, at le​ast Mr. Worf is ava​ilab​le to be mid​wi​fe on​ce aga​in,” Pi​card sa​id with a misc​hi​evi​o​us smi​le of his own.

    “Don’t tell him that. When Ke​iko an​no​un​ced she was preg​nant-well, I’d ne​ver se​en qu​ite that lo​ok on the com​man​der’s fa​ce be​fo​re.”

    Picard la​ug​hed, pic​tu​ring that very exp​res​si​on. Worf was, in his ex​pe​ri​en​ce, far too easily nonp​lus​sed. Tho​ugh he had do​ne ye​oman work de​li​ve​ring Molly O’Bri​en du​ring a di​sas​ter on the En​ter​p​ri​se-D, it was, Pi​card was su​re, not an ex​pe​ri​en​ce the Klin​gon was eager to re​pe​at.

    O’Brien and Pi​card tal​ked a bit mo​re, catc​hing up on va​ri​o​us bits of gos​sip. The cap​ta​in fo​und it oddly ref​res​hing. He’d al​ways ad​mi​red O’Bri​en’s fri​endly pro​fes​si​ona​lism and had be​en sorry to see him go. By the sa​me to​ken, the op​por​tu​nity to be​co​me chi​ef of ope​ra​ti​ons of DS9 was too go​od for him to pass up, and he de​ci​ded to say as much: “The job he​re su​its you, Chi​ef. Asi​de from the day I mar​ri​ed you to Ke​iko, I don’t re​call se​e​ing you so happy.”

    “Don’t get me wrong, sir-the job do​es ha​ve its frust​ra​ti​ons. But it’s be​en gre​at ser​ving with…with all the​se pe​op​le,” he fi​nis​hed la​mely.

    “Chief, I won’t hold it aga​inst you if you say you li​ke ser​ving with yo​ur cap​ta​in.”

    “I gu​ess I’ve be​en lucky, sir-I’ve ser​ved with the two best cap​ta​ins in Starf​le​et.”

    Picard tho​ught it wo​uld be im​po​li​tic to po​int out that O’Bri​en had sa​id the exact sa​me thing to Pi​card on​ce be​fo​re-only then, the ot​her cap​ta​in was Ben Max​well, who was so​on the​re​af​ter disg​ra​ced.

    He was spa​red the ne​ed to in any ca​se, as Worf’s vo​ice so​un​ded over the in​ter​com. “Worf to Pi​card. We are re​ce​iving a sig​nal from the High Co​un​cil.”
    “Gowron?”

    “No, sir-K’Tal.”
    “Interesting. I’ll be right up.”

    Both Pi​card and O’Bri​en got to the​ir fe​et. “Who’s K’Tal, sir?”

    “A very old, very res​pec​ted co​un​cil​lor,” Pi​card sa​id as they mo​ved down the cor​ri​dor to​ward the brid​ge.

    “He su​per​vi​sed Gow​ron’s ins​tal​la​ti​on du​ring the ci​vil war aga​inst the Ho​use of Du​ras. In fact, forty ye​ars ago, he ser​ved as Chan​cel​lor Di​tagh’s Ar​bi​ter of Suc​ces​si​on.”

    O’Brien chuck​led. “I bet he had an easi​er ti​me of it than you did.”

    “One wo​uld as​su​me, yes,” Pi​card sa​id dryly. He was the first non-Klin​gon to ser​ve in that ro​le, ap​po​in​ted it by Gow​ron’s pre​de​ces​sor K’mpec shortly be​fo​re his de​ath six ye​ars ago.

    When they en​te​red the brid​ge, Sis​ko was al​re​ady in the com​mand cha​ir, Dax at conn. O’Bri​en mo​ved to sit next to Worf at one of the tac​ti​cal sta​ti​ons to the cap​ta​in’s right.

    Picard’s ins​tinct was to ask for a re​port, but he bit it back. This wasn’t his ship.

    “Mr. Worf,” Sis​ko sa​id, “what can you tell me abo​ut K’Tal?”

    Worf tur​ned to fa​ce his CO. “He has ser​ved on the High Co​un​cil lon​ger than an​yo​ne still li​ving, and he has ser​ved with ho​nor.”

    Dax ad​ded, “Cur​zon de​alt with him a few ti​mes-I think we can trust him.” Pi​card re​cal​led that the Trill’s pre​vi​o​us host was a Fe​de​ra​ti​on dip​lo​mat who had a re​pu​ta​ti​on for suc​ces​ful​ly de​aling with the Klin​gon Em​pi​re.

    Sisko nod​ded, then tur​ned to Pi​card. “Re​ady, Cap​ta​in?”

    Picard nod​ded.

    Turning back to​ward the ma​in scre​en, Sis​ko sa​id, “On scre​en, Mr. Worf.”

    The star​fi​eld was rep​la​ced by that of K’Tal’s el​derly, im​po​sing vi​sa​ge. “Gre​etings, Cap​ta​in Pi​card, Cap​ta​in Sis​ko. I as​su​me this chan​nel is se​cu​re.”
    “Our na​ti​ons are at war, Co​un​cil​lor,” Sis​ko sa​id. “All chan​nels are se​cu​re right now.”

    “A wi​se mo​ve. The​se are dif​fi​cult ti​mes in the em​pi​re.”
    Picard step​ped for​ward, be​ing ca​re​ful not to mo​ve ahe​ad of whe​re Sis​ko was. “For the Fe​de​ra​ti​on as well, K’Tal. It is our ho​pe that we can mo​ve past our dif​fi​cul​ti​es and be​co​me al​li​es on​ce aga​in.”

    “Gowron cho​se to withd​raw from the Khi​to​mer Ac​cords, Cap​ta​in. That de​ci​si​on was not ma​de lightly. Ho​we​ver, he thinks very highly of both of you, and it is for that re​ason-and that re​ason alo​ne-that he is wil​ling to me​et.”
    “Excellent,” Pi​card sa​id.

    K’Tal held up a hand. “Do not be so qu​ick to ag​ree, Pi​card. Gow​ron’s con​di​ti​ons are spe​ci​fic and non​ne​go​ti​ab​le. He will me​et with you and Sis​ko-and only you and Sis​ko. You must tra​vel in one of yo​ur ves​sel’s shut​tlec​raft to a pla​net in the Bad​lands of Gow​ron’s cho​osing. He, in turn, will tra​vel in a De​fen​se For​ce shut​tle​pod, ac​com​pa​ni​ed only by a sing​le body​gu​ard. The​re, he will…dis​cuss with you the pos​si​bi​lity of our na​ti​ons be​ing al​li​es on​ce aga​in.”
    Picard he​si​ta​ted. “K’Tal, the​re is no ne​ed for this. We are wil​ling to-”

    “I ha​ve gi​ven you the terms, Pi​card. I am awa​re that you are not em​po​we​red to ma​ke this de​ci​si​on alo​ne. Con​sult with yo​ur su​pe​ri​ors. Re​turn to the​se co​or​di​na​tes in one day. I will con​tact you aga​in and re​qu​est yo​ur ans​wer. Sho​uld that ans​wer be yes, I will pro​vi​de the exact lo​ca​ti​on of the pla​net.”
    With that, K’Tal bro​ke off com​mu​ni​ca​ti​ons.

    Dax tur​ned aro​und and sho​ok her he​ad. “And brus​que. Did I for​get to men​ti​on he was brus​que?”

    “I ha​ve fo​und, Com​man​der,” Pi​card sa​id, “that such is a gi​ven with Klin​gon war​ri​ors.” Glan​cing at Worf, he ad​ded, “Pre​sent com​pany inc​lu​ded.”

    “Thank you, Cap​ta​in,” Worf de​ad​pan​ned, which promp​ted a chuck​le from se​ve​ral pe​op​le on the brid​ge.

    Sisko tur​ned to lo​ok at Pi​card. “What do you think?”

    Thoughtfully rub​bing his chin, Pi​card sa​id, “Ha​ving the me​eting in the Bad​lands works to our ad​van​ta​ge, ac​tu​al​ly-the plas​ma storms ne​ut​ra​li​ze Klin​gon clo​aking de​vi​ces.”

    “They al​so can ne​ut​ra​li​ze a shut​tlec​raft,” Sis​ko sa​id gra​vely.

    “True.” Pi​card sig​hed. “We ha​ve no pro​of that Gow​ron will co​me alo​ne with but a sing​le body​gu​ard. In​de​ed, that wo​uld be qu​ite out of cha​rac​ter.”

    Sisko nod​ded. “Well, this isn’t our mis​si​on. Chi​ef, put a call thro​ugh to Earth.”

    O’Brien win​ced. “Er, we can’t, sir.”

    “Why not?”

    “The Zi​fe ad​mi​nist​ra​ti​on has es​tab​lis​hed new se​cu​rity pro​to​cols for con​tac​ting Earth. We can do it from the sta​ti​on, but the De​fi​ant comm systems ha​ven’t ta​ken to the chan​ges.” He glan​ced at Pi​card. “That was one of the things I wan​ted Mr. Por​ter’s help with, sir.”

    Picard lo​oked at Sis​ko. “K’Tal did gi​ve us an en​ti​re day.”

    Sisko fol​ded his hands to​get​her, his in​dex fin​gers ste​ep​led and pres​sed aga​inst his chin. “All right. Dax, set co​ur​se for the sta​ti​on. Then we’ll ha​ve a talk with Mr. Azer​nal.”
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    Bajoran system
    S is​ko sta​red im​pa​ti​ently at the fa​ce of Koll Azer​nal on the oval-sha​ped vi​ewer in ops. Part of the im​pa​ti​en​ce was bor​ne of the fact that it had ta​ken O’Bri​en twenty mi​nu​tes to set the comm li​ne up, and anot​her fif​te​en for Azer​nal to be ava​ilab​le. But mostly it was im​pa​ti​en​ce with the man him​self.

    “Captains, why are you even was​ting my ti​me with this? This is exactly what we we​re ho​ping for.”
    Picard’s fa​ce sho​wed an inc​re​du​lity that Sis​ko sha​red. “Mr. Azer​nal, me​eting Gow​ron alo​ne on a pla​net in the Bad​lands is hardly what a re​aso​nab​le per​son can ‘ho​pe for’ when trying to ne​go​ti​ate an al​li​an​ce.”

    “Gowron’s po​si​ti​on is te​nu​o​us. He has to be ca​re​ful. Be​si​des, the Bad​lands are a se​cu​re lo​ca​ti​on.”
    “And a dan​ge​ro​us one,” Sis​ko sa​id. “Do​zens of ships ha​ve go​ne mis​sing and pre​su​med dest​ro​yed in the Bad​lands-inclu​ding the U.S.S. Vo​ya​ger, which was spe​ci​fi​cal​ly de​sig​ned to na​vi​ga​te the plas​ma storms.”

    “Yes, but Gow​ron’s ta​king the sa​me risk as you.”
    “If this is not a trick,” Worf sa​id.

    “It isn’t.” Azer​nal lo​oked away for a mo​ment and sa​id, “One mo​ment, ple​ase.” Then he lo​oked back.

    “You don’t ha​ve all the facts, gent​le​men. We’ve re​ce​ived a few fe​elers from the High Co​un​cil abo​ut pos​sibly re​ne​wing the al​li​an​ce-tho​se fe​elers ha​ve co​me from K’Tal.”
    Sisko blin​ked. “You might ha​ve men​ti​oned that.”

    “They we​re just fe​elers, not​hing conc​re​te. This, ho​we​ver, is con​c​re​te. Eit​her way, we know K’Tal can be trus​ted.”
    “With res​pect, sir,” Worf sa​id tightly, “I di​sag​ree. Yes, Co​un​cil​lor K’Tal is an ho​no​rab​le man, but we do not know that the com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on ca​me from K’Tal. Whi​le the mes​sa​ge ori​gi​na​ted from the Gre​at Hall, it did not con​ta​in any iden​ti​fi​ers that wo​uld ve​rify that it ca​me from the Ho​use of K’Tal or from the High Co​un​cil.”

    “That co​uld’ve be​en for se​cu​rity re​asons,” Azer​nal sa​id.

    “Or,” Pi​card sa​id, “it co​uld ha​ve be​en so​me​one wis​hing us to be​li​eve it was K’Tal in or​der to get Cap​ta​in Sis​ko and myself in​to the Bad​lands alo​ne.”

    “You think very highly of yo​ur​self, do you, Cap​ta​in?”
    Sisko brist​led at the in​sult, for all that it wasn’t di​rec​ted at him.

    To his cre​dit, Pi​card didn’t flinch. “Not at all, sir, but the very con​nec​ti​ons to the chan​cel​lor that ma​ke us the best can​di​da​tes to talk to him al​so ma​ke us po​ten​ti​al tar​gets for tho​se in the em​pi​re who wish our na​ti​ons to re​ma​in at odds.”

    “Gowron him​self told us on Ty’Go​kor that the​re we​re tho​se in the em​pi​re who felt that way,” Sis​ko ad​ded.

    “Maybe, but the pre​si​dent wants this me​eting-the​re​fo​re you will ta​ke it. Is that un​ders​to​od? I ex​pect you to ta​ke the De​fi​ant to the bor​der and ag​ree to K’Tal’s terms, and then ta​ke one of the ship’s shut​tles to the Bad​lands.”
    Kira sud​denly step​ped for​ward. “Excu​se me, but we sho​uld ma​ke at le​ast one chan​ge.”

    Azernal frow​ned. “You’re the li​a​ison of​fi​cer with Ba​j​or, yes? Ma​j​or Ki​ra?”
    If Ki​ra was flat​te​red to be re​cog​ni​zed, she typi​cal​ly didn’t show it. “Yes. I know the Bad​lands, and I know the De​fi​ant shut​tles. They’ll get rip​ped apart. We sho​uld at le​ast let the cap​ta​ins go in a ru​na​bo​ut. They’ve got stron​ger shi​elds and are mo​re ma​ne​uve​rab​le.”

    “I’d run it by K’Tal be​fo​re com​mit​ting, but that’s a so​und idea, Ma​j​or. Ha​ve one of yo​ur ru​na​bo​uts re​ady to go. Now if you’ll ex​cu​se me, I’m la​te for a me​eting with the se​cu​rity co​un​cil. The next ti​me I he​ar from you pe​op​le, I ex​pect it to be to in​form me of a re​ne​wed al​li​an​ce.”
    This com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on was cut off as ab​ruptly as K’Tal’s had be​en.

    Kira sho​ok her he​ad. “And I tho​ught the cham​ber of mi​nis​ters was full of blow​hards.”

    Picard let out a bre​ath. “I ha​ve fo​und, Ma​j​or, that it is en​de​mic to the bre​ed. And thank you for the sug​ges​ti​on of ta​king a ru​na​bo​ut.”

    She lo​oked at Sis​ko. “Just do​ing what I can to pro​tect the Emis​sary.”

    Sisko chuck​led. “And the Emis​sary ap​pre​ci​ates it. Is the Rio Gran​de re​ady to go, Mr. O’Bri​en?”

    “I’m af​ra​id not, sir. She’s still out on that mi​ne​ral sur​vey.”

    Sisko tur​ned to Dax. “You told me they’d be back this mor​ning.”

    Dax win​ced. “They we​re sup​po​sed to be, but-”

    Holding up a hand, Sis​ko sa​id, “Ne​ver mind. What abo​ut the Zam​be​si?”

    O’Brien sa​id, “She’s re​ady to go on Pad C, sir.”

    Looking at Pi​card and in​di​ca​ting the tur​bo​lift, Sis​ko sa​id, “Shall we?”

    “Indeed.”

    As they ap​pro​ac​hed the tur​bo​lift, Sis​ko sa​id, “Mr. Worf, ta​ke the De​fi​ant back to the bor​der, let K’Tal know we’re on our way to the Bad​lands. As so​on as you ha​ve the co​or​di​na​tes, send them along.”

    “Aye, sir.”

    Stepping in next to Pi​card and tur​ning aro​und, Sis​ko sa​id, “Ma​j​or, ke​ep the ho​me fi​res bur​ning. We’ll be back be​fo​re you know it.”

    “I ho​pe so, Cap​ta​in. Go​od luck-to both of you.”

    “Runabout Pad C,” Sis​ko sa​id, and the lift star​ted down​ward.
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    Runabout Zam​be​si
    On the pe​rip​hery of the Bad​lands
    T he trip to the Bad​lands went in​to the sle​ep cycles of both cap​ta​ins. Thanks to DS9 ke​eping Ba​j​oran ti​me, with the​ir twenty-six-ho​ur day, tho​se cycles we​re se​ve​ral ho​urs off from each ot​her, so both cap​ta​ins we​re ab​le to get a full eight ho​urs of sle​ep.

    It al​so spa​red Sis​ko the ne​ed to hold a con​ver​sa​ti​on with Je​an-Luc Pi​card. It was fi​ne as long as they we​re dis​cus​sing duty-re​la​ted things, but be​ing in a ru​na​bo​ut with him for so long? Sis​ko had no idea what to even say to the man. Le​aving asi​de his re​pu​ta​ti​on in Starf​le​et, the​re was al​ways Lo​cu​tus bet​we​en them. Every ti​me he lo​oked at Pi​card’s fa​ce, he saw Jen​ni​fer’s kil​ler.

    Once both men had slept the​ir fill, ho​we​ver, the​re was no way to avo​id it. Pi​card or​de​red so​me Earl Grey tea from the rep​li​ca​tor. Sis​ko had al​re​ady pro​cu​red a rak​ta​j​ino.

    As he to​ok the co​pi​lot’s se​at, Pi​card sa​id, “I ta​ke it the​re’s no word?”

    Shaking his he​ad, Sis​ko sa​id, “Not yet. Worf con​tac​ted us half an ho​ur ago with not​hing to re​port. Oh, and yo​ur Mr. Da​ta al​so cal​led in with a si​mi​lar re​port.”

    Picard smi​led. “Both Da​ta and Worf are qu​ite the stick​lers for re​gu​la​ti​ons.”

    “So I’ve no​ti​ced.” Sis​ko he​si​ta​ted, then sa​id; “He and O’Bri​en ha​ve both be​en in​va​lu​ab​le to the sta​ti​on.”

    “I’m not surp​ri​sed. I’d al​ways con​si​de​red both of them to be among my most re​li​ab​le per​son​nel.”

    Sisko fo​und he had not​hing to add to that and sip​ped from his rak​ta​j​ino cup.

    After se​ve​ral se​conds, Pi​card sa​id, “I was ho​ping to get the chan​ce to see the aqu​educt be​fo​re we le​ave.”

    Frowning, Sis​ko sa​id, “I’m sorry?”

    “Shortly af​ter you to​ok over, the En​ter​p​ri​se-D ca​me to the sta​ti​on to help ins​tall an aqu​educt.”

    “Right.” Sis​ko had, in fact, comp​le​tely for​got​ten that the En​ter​p​ri​se had be​en in​vol​ved in that pro​j​ect and won​de​red what that sa​id abo​ut his lin​ge​ring fe​elings abo​ut Pi​card. Pro​bably the sa​me thing that not wan​ting to talk to him says. “It’s wor​king qu​ite well, ac​tu​al​ly. The farms in Lot​ha Pro​vin​ce are al​most back at the le​vels they we​re be​fo​re the Car​das​si​ans cre​ated that mi​ne.”

    “Grand.”

    Another pa​use.

    “You’ve do​ne fi​ne work he​re, Cap​ta​in. I’m ple​ased that you stuck with the as​sign​ment.”

    “So am I,” Sis​ko sa​id, and this he co​uld say with con​vic​ti​on.

    “I was, ho​we​ver, surp​ri​sed to le​arn that you’ve be​co​me a fi​gu​re in the Ba​j​orans’ re​li​gi​on.”

    Now Sis​ko ten​sed. “I’m simply the per​son who dis​co​ve​red the Ce​les​ti​al Temp​le, Cap​ta​in. And I’ve al​re​ady had the ‘cul​tu​ral con​ta​mi​na​ti​on’ lec​tu​re from Starf​le​et Com​mand.”

    “I’ve no in​ten​ti​on of lec​tu​ring you,” Pi​card sa​id snap​pishly. “Ho​we​ver, I do ha​ve a cer​ta​in amo​unt of ex​pe​ri​en​ce in the​se mat​ters.”

    That ca​ught Sis​ko off gu​ard. “What do you me​an?”

    Picard he​si​ta​ted. “Se​ve​ral ye​ars ago, on Min​ta​ka III, I was wors​hip​ped as a god. Ap​pa​rently I had ful​fil​led a prop​hecy of the​irs. It was pu​rely cir​cums​tan​ce, but the Min​ta​kans mis​to​ok our tech​no​logy for di​vi​nity. It to​ok a gre​at de​al of ef​fort to con​vin​ce them that I was not the​ir god.” He to​ok a sip of his tea. “This is not to say you sho​uld do li​ke​wi​se. I simply wish to say that I’m awa​re of the bur​den you carry.”

    “It’s no bur​den,” Sis​ko sa​id, and he surp​ri​sed him​self with the words. “I ad​mit, I wasn’t very com​for​tab​le with the way so many Ba​j​orans tre​ated me at first. But the Ba​j​orans…” He smi​led. “They ha​ve a way of get​ting to you.”

    Picard nod​ded. “They do, rat​her, don’t they?”

    “You told me when I to​ok this as​sign​ment that Ba​j​or me​ant a gre​at de​al to you. I’d say af​ter fo​ur ye​ars, they me​an at le​ast as much to me. If that me​ans they call me ‘Emis​sary’ and hang on my every word, I’m not abo​ut to dis​su​ade them. Be​ing Emis​sary is a res​pon​si​bi​lity, and it’s one I ta​ke as se​ri​o​usly as my res​pon​si​bi​li​ti​es as a Starf​le​et of​fi​cer.” He sip​ped his Klin​gon cof​fee. “Res​pect​ful​ly, it isn’t the sa​me thing as what you went thro​ugh, Cap​ta​in. The Ba​j​orans don’t wors​hip me, and my be​ing Emis​sary isn’t due to an ac​ci​den​tal con​ca​te​na​ti​on of cir​cums​tan​ce. I did find the Ce​les​ti​al Temp​le. I am the Emis​sary.”

    Before Pi​card co​uld res​pond to that, the comm li​ne be​eped and Worf’s vo​ice so​un​ded over the spe​akers. “De​fi​ant to Zam​be​si.”

    Sisko re​ac​hed for the comm li​ne li​ke a dying man le​aping at a li​fe pre​ser​ver. “Zam​be​si he​re. Go ahe​ad, Mr. Worf.”

    “K’Tal sent an auto​ma​ted mes​sa​ge with the co​or​di​na​tes for the pla​net. We’re for​war​ding it now.”
    Looking down at the sta​tus bo​ard, Sis​ko saw that a fi​le was co​ming in on the sa​me subs​pa​ce fre​qu​ency as the mes​sa​ge. “Re​ce​iving co​or​di​na​tes now.”

    “Captain-I do not li​ke this. Re​qu​est per​mis​si​on to set co​ur​se for the Bad​lan​ds-the De​fi​ant sho​uld be the​re as a re​in​for​ce​ment, sho​uld-”
    “No,” Sis​ko sa​id be​fo​re Worf co​uld fi​nish. “It’s too risky. Re​port back to the sta​ti​on, Com​man​der.”

    “Aye, sir. De​fi​ant out.”
    Picard ga​ve a half smi​le. “That was Worf’s I’m-only-fol​lo​wing-this-order-be​ca​use-I-res​pect-the-cha​in-of-com​mand vo​ice.”

    Sisko co​uldn’t help but bark a la​ugh at that as he in​put the co​or​di​na​tes the Klin​gon had sent in​to the conn. “He uses that vo​ice a lot.”

    “He al​ways has. Right af​ter we to​ok the En​ter​p​ri​se-D out, we had to se​pa​ra​te the sa​ucer. I ga​ve Worf com​mand of the sa​ucer sec​ti​on whi​le I pro​ce​eded to the bat​tle brid​ge. He didn’t ta​ke it well.”

    “I can ima​gi​ne. Co​ur​se set for B’Le​va.” Sis​ko en​ga​ged the im​pul​se en​gi​nes. “Worf’s li​ke a kid in a candy sto​re with the De​fi​ant.”

    “Not surp​ri​sing.” Pi​card’s half smi​le be​ca​me a full one. “Right af​ter that, Worf al​most blas​ted a ho​le in the ma​in vi​ewer when Q’s fa​ce ap​pe​ared in it.”

    “I’ve met Q, I don’t bla​me him.”

    “Yes, I he​ard abo​ut that. I must apo​lo​gi​ze.”

    That con​fu​sed Sis​ko. “Why?”

    “Q-” Pi​card he​si​ta​ted. “I al​ways felt he was my res​pon​si​bi​lity. That if it we​ren’t for me, he wo​uldn’t be ma​king so much tro​ub​le for Starf​le​et.”

    “He hasn’t be​en aro​und sin​ce that first ti​me.” Sis​ko smi​led. “Pro​bably be​ca​use I dec​ked him.”

    Sisko wis​hed he had an ima​ger to cap​tu​re the exp​res​si​on on Pi​card’s fa​ce. “I beg yo​ur par​don?” the ot​her cap​ta​in sa​id inc​re​du​lo​usly.

    “I dec​ked him,” Sis​ko re​pe​ated pro​udly. “Didn’t help mat​ters any-but it felt go​od.”

    “I shall ha​ve to re​mem​ber that.”

    Sisko tri​ed to ima​gi​ne Pi​card dec​king Q as he had. The ima​ge wo​uldn’t ta​ke. Ins​te​ad he sa​id, “Q is hardly yo​ur res​pon​si​bi​lity, Cap​ta​in.”

    “Perhaps not.”

    Picard didn’t so​und very con​vin​ced.

    Within the ho​ur, they we​re at the pla​net in qu​es​ti​on. Ac​ces​sing the lib​rary com​pu​ter, Sis​ko sa​id, “B’Le​va was used as a ship re​pa​ir sta​ti​on by the Ba​j​oran re​sis​tan​ce du​ring the Car​das​si​an oc​cu​pa​ti​on. It’s unu​sed now.”

    Nodding, Pi​card sa​id, “I was af​ra​id we wo​uld be sent to a Ma​qu​is strong​hold.”

    “If it is, we ha​ven’t he​ard abo​ut it. And I’d think Gow​ron wo​uld want to avo​id the Ma​qu​is as well. The Klin​gons are pro​bably bet​ter in​for​med abo​ut the Ma​qu​is than we are, gi​ven that they’ve be​en sup​plying them.”

    Picard nod​ded. “My first of​fi​cer’s away mis​si​on is to track down a pos​sib​le han​doff bet​we​en the Klin​gons and the Ma​qu​is.”

    Sisko whir​led on his fel​low cap​ta​in. Re​mem​be​ring the theft of the De​fi​ant two ye​ars ear​li​er, he sa​id, “Are you su​re that was a go​od idea?”

    Sounding so​mew​hat de​fen​si​ve, Pi​card sa​id, “Abso​lu​tely. I un​ders​tand that yo​ur ex​pe​ri​en​ces with Tho​mas Ri​ker we​re not ple​asant, but, ge​ne​tics not​withs​tan​ding, my first of​fi​cer is a dif​fe​rent per​son.”

    “I ho​pe so.” He lo​oked away. “The Ma​qu​is ha​ve pro​ved to be very…se​duc​ti​ve.” He tho​ught abo​ut his old fri​end Cal Hud​son, pha​se​ring his Starf​le​et uni​form in​to ob​li​vi​on.

    “I’m qu​ite awa​re, be​li​eve me,” Pi​card sa​id in a qu​i​et vo​ice. Sis​ko sup​po​sed that he, too, had lost com​ra​des to the Ma​qu​is.

    The sen​sor alarm be​eped, aga​in sa​ving Sis​ko. “Klin​gon ves​sel ap​pro​ac​hing. Re​gis​ters as a De​fen​se For​ce shut​tle​pod.” Sis​ko no​ted that, just as K’Tal’s com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on con​ta​ined no ID tag that spe​ci​fi​ed that it was from the High Co​un​cil, this ves​sel con​ta​ined not​hing to in​di​ca​te that it be​lon​ged to the chan​cel​lor. Nor​mal​ly, a per​son of Gow​ron’s im​por​tan​ce wo​uld tra​vel with mo​re pomp and cir​cums​tan​ce-or at le​ast what pas​sed for such among Klin​gons.

    If this mis​si​on was truly at​temp​ting to be co​vert, as Azer​nal se​emed to be​li​eve, then that ma​de sen​se. But as Worf had po​in​ted out, that co​uld al​so me​an that this en​ti​re thing was a trap.

    Sisko fo​und him​self se​cond-gu​es​sing his re​fu​sal to let Worf bring the De​fi​ant to the Bad​lands. But if this was ge​nu​ine, the sight of the De​fi​ant wo​uld li​kely send Gow​ron back to the em​pi​re. Sis​ko had de​alt with Gow​ron long eno​ugh to know that he was prickly at the best of ti​mes.

    “They’re ha​iling us,” Pi​card sa​id, and Sis​ko saw that a sig​nal was co​ming in, tho​ugh it was a bit we​ak. No do​ubt the plas​ma storms we​re in​ter​fe​ring with com​mu​ni​ca​ti​ons.

    Opening a chan​nel, Sis​ko sa​id, “This is the U.S.S. Zam​be​si.”

    The scre​en to Sis​ko’s right lit up with the wi​de-eyed fa​ce of Chan​cel​lor Gow​ron, tho​ugh the​re was in​ter​fe​ren​ce aro​und the ed​ge of the sig​nal. “Sis​ko. Pi​card. We me​et aga​in.”
    Before Sis​ko co​uld spe​ak, Pi​card sa​id, “Thank you for ag​re​e​ing to see us, Chan​cel​lor.”

    “I was not su​re you wo​uld ag​ree to my terms. That you did bes​pe​aks the ur​gency of yo​ur mis​si​on.”
    “I told you when yo​ur fle​et at​tac​ked my sta​ti​on, Gow​ron,” Sis​ko sa​id. “Our re​ma​ining ene​mi​es play right in​to the Fo​un​ders’ hands.”

    “So you ha​ve in​sis​ted. We will land on B’Le​va and talk fur​t​her.”
    Two dif​fe​rent sen​sor alarms went off si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly. Sis​ko saw that a plas​ma storm was he​ading right for the​ir po​si​ti​on.

    He sa​id, “Plas​ma storm ap​pro​ac​hing,” just as Pi​card sa​id, “Gow​ron, why are you ar​ming we​apons?”

    The world exp​lo​ded a mo​ment la​ter…
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    B’Leva
    The Bad​lands
    “I am Lo​cu​tus of Borg.”
    The Borg are re​lent​less. They ta​ke everyt​hing away, syste​ma​ti​cal​ly, me​ti​cu​lo​usly, re​len​t​les​sly.
    “Resistance is fu​ti​le.”
    Phaser fi​re do​es no go​od.
    Torpedoes do no go​od.
    Starfleet throws everyt​hing it has, and it do​es no go​od.
    “Your li​fe as it has be​en is over.”
    You’re help​less be​fo​re the​ir ons​la​ught, im​po​tent to stop them from dest​ro​ying what you hold most de​ar.
    “From this ti​me for​ward you will ser​vi​ce us.”
    Jean-Luc Pi​card wo​ke up scre​aming.

    A de​ep, re​as​su​ring vo​ice sa​id, “It’s all right.”

    The smell of bur​ning con​du​its and plas​ma fi​re as​sa​ul​ted Pi​card’s nost​rils. A shi​ver pas​sed thro​ugh his body. Lo​oking aro​und, he saw that he was strap​ped in​to the Zam​be​si’s co​pi​lot se​at-but that se​at was half​way back, ne​ar the trans​por​ter sta​ti​on, which was it​self a pi​le of smo​king rub​ble. Lo​oking over at the for​ward win​dow, he saw only whi​te. Af​ter a mo​ment, he re​ali​zed that it was snow. His sen​sor swe​ep of B’Le​va had re​ve​aled that the nort​hern he​misp​he​re was in the grip of a par​ti​cu​arly bru​tal win​ter se​ason, and ap​pa​rently that was whe​re they had lan​ded.

    Or, rat​her, cras​hed. “What hap​pe​ned?”

    Sisko was ap​plying a hyposp​ray to his own arm as he spo​ke. “Plas​ma storm. It ca​me out of now​he​re, to​ok out both ships. We cras​hed.”

    “But we sur​vi​ved. Well do​ne, Cap​ta​in.”

    “Thank you, but we’re not qu​ite out of the wo​ods yet. The Zam​be​si’s a comp​le​te wreck. Comm systems are down, and hull in​teg​rity is too low to even con​si​der ta​king off-even if the en​gi​nes we​re on​li​ne.” He let out an an​no​yed growl. “I sho​uld’ve known this wo​uld hap​pen as so​on as O’Bri​en sa​id the Rio Gran​de was una​va​ilab​le.”

    “What do you me​an?” Pi​card un​did the straps-which he didn’t re​mem​ber put​ting on, but he re​mem​be​red not​hing sin​ce no​ti​cing that Gow​ron had ar​med we​apons-and tri​ed to stand up. Pa​in sli​ced thro​ugh his chest.

    “Careful!” Sis​ko sa​id, wal​king over with the med​kit.

    “You crac​ked a co​up​le of ribs from the straps.”

    Picard nod​ded. A ne​ces​sary evil-had he not worn the straps, his inj​uri​es wo​uld li​kely ha​ve be​en fa​tal. He sto​od up mo​re slowly.

    “You de​li​ve​red three ru​na​bo​uts to the sta​ti​on when we to​ok over. The Rio Gran​de is the only one of tho​se three that’s still in​tact. I’ve lost track of the num​ber that ha​ve be​en da​ma​ged be​yond re​pa​ir, cras​hed, or dest​ro​yed in the last fo​ur ye​ars, but the Rio Gran​de has be​en the Lit​tle En​gi​ne That Co​uld. That’s why I re​qu​es​ted it for this mis​si​on, to avo​id this.”

    Knowing that the ot​her cap​ta​in wo​uldn’t ap​pre​ci​ate a dis​co​ur​se on the dan​gers of su​pers​ti​ti​ons, Pi​card star​ted to gin​gerly un​do his uni​form jac​ket and sa​id only, “If I co​uld tro​ub​le you, Cap​ta​in?”

    “Of co​ur​se.” Sis​ko to​ok out a ban​da​ge from the med​kit whi​le Pi​card strip​ped to the wa​ist. A bo​ne knit​ter was too spe​ci​ali​zed a pi​ece of equ​ip​ment to trust to an emer​gency med​kit. If so​me​one unt​ra​ined tri​ed to use it, the​re was a very re​al risk of fu​sing body parts. Starf​le​et Me​di​cal tho​ught it best to stick with ban​da​ges for emer​gen​ci​es un​til such a ti​me as a doc​tor or med​tech co​uld knit the bo​nes.

    “When you scre​amed li​ke that,” Sis​ko sa​id, “I was af​ra​id you had an inj​ury the tri​cor​der mis​sed.”

    “Simply a night​ma​re,” Pi​card sa​id qu​i​etly. “A fa​irly com​mon one the​se past se​ven ye​ars, truth be told.”

    Sisko sa​id not​hing. Pi​card knew that the man co​uld co​unt, and co​uld pro​bably gu​ess what the te​nor of Pi​card’s night​ma​res we​re.

    “It still ha​unts you?” Sis​ko fi​nal​ly sa​id.

    “Constantly.” Pi​card’s vo​ice was rag​ged, and he cle​ared his thro​at. “The​re are ti​mes when it fa​des, but it ne​ver go​es away comp​le​tely.” When Sis​ko fi​nis​hed ban​da​ging his ribs, Pi​card tur​ned to fa​ce the yo​un​ger man. “Cap​ta​in-I don’t ex​pect you to for​gi​ve me for what hap​pe​ned to yo​ur wi​fe.”

    Sisko he​si​ta​ted, and Pi​card saw a ran​ge of emo​ti​ons play ac​ross the man’s fa​ce in an ins​tant. Fi​nal​ly: “I don’t bla​me you. I bla​me the Borg. I won’t lie, se​e​ing you is a cons​tant re​min​der, and not a ple​asant one. But it was the Borg that to​ok Jen​ni​fer from me, not you, Cap​ta​in.”

    Picard let out a long bre​ath, which ma​de his chest hurt. “I think we’re past the po​int of ranks, don’t you? If an​yo​ne’s ear​ned the right to call me ‘Je​an-Luc,’ it’s you.”

    At that, Sis​ko inc​li​ned his he​ad. “And you can call me ‘Cap​ta​in Sis​ko.’” Pi​card felt his fa​ce fall and only then did Sis​ko bre​ak in​to a hu​ge smi​le. “Or ‘Ben.’”

    Then Pi​card la​ug​hed, tho​ugh it hurt li​ke bla​zes. “Very well, Cap​ta​in Sis​ko, let us see if Gow​ron sur​vi​ved his en​co​un​ter with the plas​ma storm. I’d very much li​ke to know why he felt the ne​ed to arm his pod’s we​apons.”

    “Agreed, Je​an-Luc.”

    

    It to​ok an ho​ur to pack up sup​pli​es from the ru​na​bo​ut’s emer​gency kit. Luc​kily, Starf​le​et was tho​ro​ugh. The​re we​re eno​ugh com​bat ra​ti​ons to last a month, a do​zen hand pha​sers and half a do​zen pha​ser rif​les, a shel​ter, and ther​mal jac​kets. Ac​cor​ding to the tri​cor​der, Gow​ron’s ship had cras​hed fo​ur ki​lo​me​ters away-but al​so on the ot​her si​de of a mo​un​ta​in. It wo​uld ta​ke most of a day to get the​re.

    The pod was al​so sen​ding an auto​ma​ted dist​ress sig​nal.

    As they put the packs on the​ir backs, Sis​ko sa​id, “I ha​ve to ad​mit, I’m not too san​gu​ine abo​ut what kind of res​cue we’d get from the Klin​gons.”

    “Better than no res​cue at all,” Pi​card sa​id, and Sis​ko fo​und he co​uldn’t ar​gue with that, es​pe​ci​al​ly on​ce they left the ru​na​bo​ut’s con​fi​nes.

    Wind bit in​to Sis​ko’s eyes and the cold air se​ared his lungs as he in​ha​led. The snow ca​me up to his ank​les, and the ef​fort of lif​ting his fe​et to walk pro​ved far mo​re dif​fi​cult than he’d ima​gi​ned.

    All of it was ma​de wor​se by the po​un​ding in his he​ad. The hypo he’d ap​pli​ed was sup​po​sed to ease the dis​com​fort of the con​cus​si​on he’d suf​fe​red in the crash, but ten se​conds in this bliz​zard and the pa​in was back.

    “Are you all right, Ben?”

    Sisko ba​rely he​ard Pi​card’s vo​ice, even tho​ugh he was sho​uting. “I’m fi​ne,” he li​ed. “Let’s mo​ve.”
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    Federation Star​ba​se De​ep Spa​ce 9
    Bajoran system
    W orf ap​pro​ac​hed the of​fi​ce slowly. He was not en​ti​rely su​re that he was not en​ga​ging in a fo​ol’s er​rand. He al​so knew that he co​uld pro​bably do what he wis​hed to do on his own aut​ho​rity as stra​te​gic ope​ra​ti​ons of​fi​cer of the sta​ti​on, but he res​pec​ted Ki​ra Nerys too much to do that.

    So he to​uc​hed the do​or chi​me. It ope​ned a mo​ment la​ter.

    Kira was le​aning as far back in Sis​ko’s cha​ir as she co​uld and re​ading over a padd. “What can I do for you, Com​man​der?”

    “I wish to sum​mon Ca​det Nog to ops, as well as Com​man​der Da​ta from the En​ter​p​ri​se.”

    Frowning, Ki​ra as​ked, “What for?”

    Worf he​si​ta​ted. “To go over the com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on K’Tal ma​de to the De​fi​ant.”

    Kira smi​led. “That wo​uld be the sa​me com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on you’ve be​en go​ing over for the last day?”

    “Yes,” Worf sa​id tightly. “Ho​we​ver, Nog’s he​aring is far gre​ater than that of most hu​ma​no​ids, and Da​ta al​so has per​cep​ti​ons be​yond what-”

    Holding up a hand, Ki​ra sa​id, “It’s all right, Worf. Do it. I’m with you; this who​le thing has se​emed wrong from the start.”

    “Thank you, Ma​j​or.”

    “Any word from the cap​ta​in?”

    “Not yet. Nor is the​re any new in​for​ma​ti​on from the pro​be.”

    Looking qu​iz​zi​cal​ly at him, Ki​ra as​ked, “What pro​be?”

    Again, Worf he​si​ta​ted. “Be​fo​re re​tur​ning to the sta​ti​on from the bor​der, I or​de​red the De​fi​ant to send a class-8 pro​be to the Bad​lands to…mo​ni​tor the si​tu​ati​on.”

    Kira smi​led. “Go​od idea. Let me know what hap​pens with K’Tal’s mes​sa​ge.”

    Nodding, Worf went back to ops. “Chi​ef, con​tact the En​ter​p​ri​se and ask Com​man​der Da​ta to be​am to ops.”

    O’Brien smi​led from his sta​ti​on. “She sa​id yes, huh?”

    Worf did not dig​nify that with a reply but ins​te​ad tap​ped his com​bad​ge. “Worf to Nog.”

    “Nog he​re.”
    “Report to ops im​me​di​ately, Ca​det.”

    “Aye, sir.”
    Within mi​nu​tes, Fe​ren​gi and and​ro​id had jo​ined Worf, O’Bri​en, and Dax at the chi​ef’s sta​ti​on.

    “This,” Worf sa​id, “is the com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on that K’Tal sent to the De​fi​ant.” He nod​ded to O’Bri​en, who be​gan the play​back.

    “Greetings, Cap​ta​in Pi​card, Cap​ta​in Sis​ko. I as​su​me this chan​nel is se​cu​re.”
    “Sir,” Nog sa​id, “do you ha​ve a re​cor​ding that you know is K’Tal?”

    Worf lo​oked at Dax, who sa​id, “We don’t ha​ve any re​cent High Co​un​cil ses​si​ons, but we’ve still got a bunch from be​fo​re the em​pi​re pul​led out of the ac​cords.” She to​uc​hed se​ve​ral cont​rols on her con​so​le.

    “A vi​su​al re​cord al​so, ple​ase,” Da​ta sa​id.

    “Do you see so​met​hing, Com​man​der?” Worf as​ked.

    Data win​ced, so​met​hing Worf was not used to se​e​ing from the and​ro​id. He’d had his emo​ti​on chip for only a short ti​me, and Worf hadn’t ser​ved with him for hardly any of it, so an emo​ti​onal Da​ta was still an od​dity to him. “At the mo​ment it is only a hypot​he​sis.”

    The ma​in vi​ewer sho​wed a High Co​un​cil ses​si​on. K’Tal was stan​ding in the cen​ter. “It is my be​li​ef that Go​ver​nor Tor​rik was wholly jus​ti​fi​ed in his ac​ti​ons and that he sho​uld re​ma​in in his post, and that no ac​ti​on be ta​ken aga​inst him or the Ho​use of Hur​goh, which has ser​ved the em​pi​re ho​no​rably sin​ce the days of Chan​cel​lor Stur​ka.”
    “That isn’t the sa​me vo​ice,” Nog sa​id emp​ha​ti​cal​ly.

    “Sounds the sa​me to me,” Dax sa​id.

    “It’s very clo​se-one of the best for​ge​ri​es I’ve ever he​ard.”

    O’Brien sta​red at the yo​ung Fe​ren​gi. “How many ha​ve you he​ard, kid?”

    “Um-”

    Data smi​led-anot​her od​dity to Worf-and sa​id,

    “Cadet Nog is cor​rect. The​re are al​so mi​nu​te disc​re​pan​ci​es in the vi​su​al re​cord. Com​man​der Dax, what is the da​te of that re​cor​ding?”

    Dax chec​ked her con​so​le. “Star​da​te 48876.”

    “While it is true,” Da​ta sa​id, “that so​me Klin​gons un​der​go mi​nu​te chan​ges in the​ir cra​ni​al rid​ges over ti​me, I do not be​li​eve the​re is any do​cu​men​ted ca​se of all rid​ges dec​re​asing depth by 4.2 cen​ti​me​ters over so small a ti​me span as one ye​ar, ni​ne months, and fi​ve days. The ima​ge sent to the De​fi​ant is ba​sed on ima​ges of K’Tal but do​es not ha​ve the full depth of re​so​lu​ti​on for a per​fect match.”

    “So who did con​tact us?” O’Bri​en as​ked.

    “Someone who wis​hed to lu​re both cap​ta​ins in​to a trap.” Worf tap​ped his com​bad​ge. “Ma​j​or Ki​ra, ple​ase re​port to ops.”

    Kira ca​me slowly out of the cap​ta​in’s of​fi​ce a mo​ment la​ter. “What did you find?”

    “The com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on from K’Tal was a fa​ke,” Worf sa​id.

    Nog sa​id, “But that wasn’t a ho​lo-fil​ter. It was a call from so​me​one who’d dis​gu​ised him​self to lo​ok and so​und li​ke K’Tal. It was re​al​ly go​od, too.”

    “I be​li​eve I know the so​ur​ce of the tech​no​logy,” Da​ta sa​id. “It is ba​sed on equ​ip​ment used by a wo​man na​med Ard​ra, and which was used by Cap​ta​in Snow​den and Ca​det No​mi​ne on Star​ba​se 375 du​ring Ad​mi​ral Ley​ton’s co​up at​tempt.”

    Worf put it to​get​her. “The equ​ip​ment sto​len from Star​ba​se 50.”

    “Yes.”

    Looking at Ki​ra, Worf sa​id, “We must ta​ke the De​fi​ant to the Bad​lands.”

    “No,” Ki​ra sa​id. “The En​ter​p​ri​se sho​uld go, but I want the De​fi​ant he​re. If the Klin​gons-or Klin​gon agents, or who​ever-are go​ing af​ter Cap​ta​in Sis​ko, they may be af​ter the sta​ti​on next. I don’t want to le​ave us vul​ne​rab​le.”

    Data sa​id, “I will de​part im​me​di​ately.”

    Dax’s con​so​le be​eped. “Bet​ter ma​ke it fast, Com​man​der,” she sa​id. “The pro​be Worf left be​hind? It’s pic​king up a Klin​gon bird-of-prey he​ading for the Bad​lands at warp se​ven.”

    “Understood.” Da​ta wal​ked to the trans​por​ter plat​form. “Ener​gi​ze.”

    O’Brien sent him back to the En​ter​p​ri​se. Part of Worf wis​hed he was go​ing with them. It gal​led him to stay be​hind whi​le two of the hu​mans he res​pec​ted most in the ga​laxy we​re in dan​ger-but Ki​ra was al​so cor​rect. Wha​te​ver was be​ing plan​ned he​re was li​kely big​ger than simply trap​ping Sis​ko and Pi​card, and the sta​ti​on ne​eded to be pro​tec​ted.

    As much be​ca​use he ne​eded to do so​met​hing, he lo​oked at Dax. “We sho​uld con​tact the High Co​un​cil with this in​for​ma​ti​on.”

    “You re​al​ly think they’ll be​li​eve us?”

    “No.” Worf knew first​hand how fick​le the High Co​un​cil was. They we​re the ones who we​re all too wil​ling to con​demn Worf’s own fat​her for aiding the Ro​mu​lan at​tack on Khi​to​mer in or​der to pro​tect a high-ran​king co​un​cil​lor, who​se fat​her was the true tra​itor. “Ho​we​ver, we sho​uld in​form them in any event.”

    “Dax is right,” Ki​ra sa​id. “They’re not gon​na lis​ten. You’d be bet​ter off tal​king to so​me​one you know and trust, who can re​lay the mes​sa​ge to the co​un​cil.”

    Worf and Dax sta​red at each ot​her and si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly sa​id, “Kor.”

    Kira’s fa​ce scrunc​hed up. “That old drunk?”

    Dax sa​id, “Kor may be an old drunk, but he’s an old drunk who’s a Da​har Mas​ter. It’s worth a shot.”

    Kira shrug​ged. “Fi​ne, track him down.”

    Data’s vo​ice so​un​ded over the comm li​ne. “Enterp​ri​se to ops. Re​qu​est per​mis​si​on to di​sem​bark.”
    After nod​ding to O’Bri​en, Ki​ra sa​id, “Per​mis​si​on gran​ted, En​ter​p​ri​se. Bring them ho​me.”

    “We will en​de​avor to do so, Ma​j​or. Da​ta out.”
    

    It to​ok Dax se​ve​ral ho​urs to track Kor down. On​ce it was cle​ar that he wasn’t at any of the se​ve​ral ho​mes he ma​in​ta​ined thro​ug​ho​ut Klin​gon spa​ce-the Ho​use of Kor was one of the we​alt​hi​er ones in the em​pi​re-she star​ted in on his drin​king ha​unts. Worf’s ins​tinct was to chi​de Dax for go​ing stra​ight to ta​verns, but Worf knew Kor.

    Sure eno​ugh, the el​derly Da​har Mas​ter was at a ta​vern on B’Alda’ar Ba​se. Cur​zon and Kor had sha​red many a drink the​re, ap​pa​rently.

    “Dax, my old fri​end,” Kor sa​id when he rub​bed his eyes and re​cog​ni​zed the per​son on the ot​her end of the com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on. “So go​od to see yo​ur lo​vely fa​ce, my de​ar. Ah, and Worf! How fa​res the son of Mogh?”
    “Poorly, at the mo​ment.” Qu​ickly, Worf and Dax fil​led Kor in on what had hap​pe​ned.

    Kor frow​ned. “K’Tal-K’Tal-”
    Fearing that the old war​ri​or’s me​mory was fa​iling, Worf sa​id, “K’Tal is a co​un​cil​lor, Kor, who-”

    “Yes, I know who he is, you yo​ung toD​SaH, I me​rely am trying to re​mem​ber-Ah, yes! Torv!”
    “Who’s Torv?” Dax as​ked.

    “An old com​ra​de of mi​ne in Im​pe​ri​al In​tel​li​gen​ce. He was just tel​ling me the ot​her day abo​ut so​met​hing re​gar​ding K’Tal.” He wa​ved his arms up and down. “If only I co​uld re​mem​ber-it was of in​te​rest, too, be​ca​use it in​vol​ved a fa​mi​li​ar na​me-” Then he stra​igh​te​ned, his fa​ce brigh​te​ning. “I re​mem​ber now! Sis​ko! I.I. le​ar​ned of a plot to ha​ve Sis​ko and that hu​man that K’mpec ma​de his Ar​bi​ter-Pi​card, that’s the one-to ha​ve them kil​led in Gow​ron’s na​me in or​der to ke​ep our na​ti​ons from be​co​ming al​li​es aga​in.”
    “What do​es that ha​ve to do with K’Tal?” Worf as​ked, wis​hing that Kor wo​uld get thro​ugh this dig​res​si​on so they co​uld ha​ve him talk to the High Co​un​cil.

    “What do you me​an? K’Tal is the co​un​cil​lor who de​als with I.I., of co​ur​se!”
    Worf de​ba​ted the ef​fi​cacy of po​in​ting out to Kor that he co​uld not pos​sibly ha​ve known that. Dax res​cu​ed him: “Kor, we don’t exactly know the int​ri​ca​ci​es of who’s do​ing what on the High Co​un​cil the​se days.”

    “Oh, yes, of co​ur​se, you’re right. Well, ne​ver mind, it do​esn’t mat​ter, I’m su​re K’Tal did so​met​hing abo​ut it.”
    “On the cont​rary,” Worf sa​id, won​de​ring why he bot​he​red tel​ling Kor anyt​hing. “As we just told you, the plan has be​en en​ga​ged. Cap​ta​ins Sis​ko and Pi​card ha​ve be​en led in​to a trap by so​me​one cla​iming to be K’Tal.”

    “Mmm, that is odd. K’Tal’s usu​al​ly mo​re ef​fi​ci​ent than that.”
    “Kor,” Dax sa​id, “we ne​ed you to in​form the High Co​un​cil. Pe​op​le are spe​aking in K’Tal’s na​me and Gow​ron’s na​me-that’s tre​ason.”

    “Indeed it is, yes. Very well, my go​od fri​ends, I will see to this at on​ce.”
    “Thank you, Kor. We are in yo​ur debt.”

    “Nonsense!” Kor sa​id with a wa​ve of his hand. “Dax and I are com​ra​des in blo​od, and Worf, we are war​ri​ors who ha​ve fo​ught si​de by si​de! The​re are no debts bet​we​en such as us. We will spe​ak aga​in when all is do​ne!”
    With that, Kor clo​sed the con​nec​ti​on.

    Dax lo​oked up at Worf. “You think that’ll do any go​od?”

    “It is dif​fi​cult to say,” Worf sa​id af​ter a mo​ment.

    “The word of a Da​har Mas​ter, es​pe​ci​al​ly one of Kor’s ac​comp​lish​ments, will me​an much to the High Co​un​cil. I do not know if it will be suf​fi​ci​ent to sa​ve the cap​ta​ins.”

    Nodding and sig​hing at the sa​me ti​me, Dax sa​id, “Let’s ho​pe Da​ta can be​at that bird-of-prey the​re.”
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    B’Leva
    The Bad​lands
    P icard had al​ways fo​und Starf​le​et’s ther​mal su​its to be a mar​vel of tex​ti​le en​gi​ne​ering. The thick, ank​le-length co​ats with plush li​ning, and ele​ments wo​ven in​to the fab​ric kept the we​arer at a cons​tant, com​for​tab​le tem​pe​ra​tu​re re​gard​less of what was hap​pe​ning out​do​ors. The​re was al​so a hat, glo​ves, and a pa​ir of bo​ot at​tach​ments, and Pi​card and Sis​ko had ma​de use of all three.

    That, at le​ast, was the the​ory. The re​ality was that win​ter on the nort​hern he​misp​he​re of B’Le​va was suf​fi​ci​ently in​ten​se that the ther​mal su​it was strug​gling aga​inst it.

    As he and Sis​ko trud​ged thro​ugh the now knee-high snow to​ward Gow​ron’s pod’s sig​nal, snow blo​wing in his fa​ce, Pi​card felt the chill in his bo​nes. He had be​en ho​ping that the exer​ti​ons of mo​ving thro​ugh the snow with the packs on the​ir backs wo​uld be war​ming, but that, too, was not eno​ugh.

    Intellectually, he knew that we​re he not we​aring the su​it, he wo​uld li​kely be de​ad from frost​bi​te. But he co​uldn’t help thin​king of a few cho​ice words for the en​gi​ne​ers who’d put the su​its to​get​her that they we​ren’t ab​le to co​me up with so​met​hing that wo​uld pro​tect him from this.

    It didn’t help that his crac​ked ribs ca​used a cons​tant ac​he that was ma​de in​fi​ni​tely wor​se by the cold.

    The plas​ma storms il​lu​mi​na​ted spa​ce aro​und B’Le​va, but it was suf​fi​ci​ently dif​fu​sed by the at​mosp​he​re that the world ap​pe​ared to be in a cons​tant sta​te of twi​light.

    Stealing a glan​ce be​hind him-the “path​way” they we​re using was only wi​de eno​ugh for them to mo​ve sing​le fi​le-he saw that Sis​ko was mo​ving at an even pa​ce and that a gre​at de​al of snow had ca​ught in his go​atee.

    The winds we​re how​ling lo​ud eno​ugh for con​ver​sa​ti​on to be dif​fi​cult, so Pi​card tap​ped his com​bad​ge and sa​id, “How are you do​ing, Ben?” The first na​me so​un​ded odd in Pi​card’s mo​uth.

    Sisko’s de​ep vo​ice so​un​ded tinny over the com​bad​ge, and Pi​card co​uld still ba​rely he​ar it. “A co​up​le of ye​ars ago, O’Bri​en and I we​re on a pla​net that had a hu​man co​lony. The​re was a du​one​tic fi​eld in pla​ce, and the pe​op​le the​re had le​ar​ned to li​ve wit​ho​ut tech​no​logy. We we​re the​ir… gu​ests for a whi​le, un​til Ki​ra and Dax res​cu​ed us, but un​til then, we had to li​ve by the​ir ru​les. If you bro​ke a ru​le, you had to sit in the pu​nish​ment box, which was this small me​tal box that sat out in the sun. I sat in that box for a long ti​me-it was hot, hu​mid, cram​ped, and hor​rib​le, and I’m fe​eling aw​ful​ly nos​tal​gic for it right now.”
    Picard smi​led. “What ru​le did you bre​ak?”

    “O’Brien was trying to con​tact the Rio Gran​de-we tho​ught it was still in or​bit. But I’m the chi​ef’s CO, so I was the one pu​nis​hed.”
    “Where was the ru​na​bo​ut?”

    “Alixus, the wo​man who ran the co​lony, she set it off in​to the sun-or so she tho​ught. Her aim was off, and it def​lec​ted off the sun’s co​ro​na.” Alt​ho​ugh he wasn’t fa​cing the ot​her man, Pi​card co​uld he​ar the smi​le in Sis​ko’s vo​ice when he sa​id, “I told you the Rio Gran​de was bles​sed.”
    “Indeed.”

    They trud​ged on​ward in si​len​ce for a bit, then Pi​card sa​id, “Be​fo​re the plas​ma storm hit, Gow​ron’s pod ar​med we​apons.”

    “So you sa​id. You think he plan​ned to fi​re on us?”
    “Weapons are of lit​tle use aga​inst a plas​ma storm. If he’d just ra​ised shi​elds, I’d un​ders​tand, but I think that, if we do find sur​vi​vors, we ha​ve to as​su​me they’re hos​ti​le.”

    “I ag​ree. I don’t li​ke it much, but I ag​ree.” He pa​used.

    “You we​re Gow​ron’s Ar​bi​ter of Suc​ces​si​on, right?”
    “Technically, I was K’mpec’s. My task as Ar​bi​ter was to de​ter​mi​ne the fi​nal two can​di​da​tes, who wo​uld then bat​tle to see who wo​uld be chan​cel​lor. Ho​we​ver, the​re we​re only two can​di​da​tes-Gow​ron and Du​ras. K’mpec’s true pur​po​se in gi​ving me the task was to find out who po​iso​ned him.”

    “Poison? That’s not very Klin​gon, is it?”
    “No-which is why K’mpec tas​ked me with fin​ding his mur​de​rer. We ne​ver did de​ter​mi​ne who it was, tho​ugh the evi​den​ce po​in​ted to Du​ras. You may be​li​eve me, Ben, that as dif​fi​cult as Gow​ron has be​en, Du​ras wo​uld ha​ve be​en se​ve​ral or​ders of mag​ni​tu​de wor​se.”

    As he spo​ke, Pi​card ca​me aro​und a lar​ge rock and dis​co​ve​red that the path had fi​nal​ly ta​ken them to a part of the mo​un​ta​in that inc​li​ned down​ward-he co​uld see a val​ley in front of them. A tra​il of smo​ke was ri​sing from the val​ley, and Pi​card im​me​di​ately to​ok out his tri​cor​der.

    Sisko mo​ved to stand next to him, clo​se eno​ugh that Pi​card no lon​ger ne​eded the com​bad​ge to he​ar him. “Is that what I think it is?”

    “Uh-huh.” Pi​card nod​ded. “The shut​tle​pod.”

    The two cap​ta​ins mo​ved fas​ter, in part due to now mo​ving down​hill, but ma​inly be​ca​use the​ir go​al was in sight. Sis​ko had his pha​ser rif​le out, and af​ter a mo​ment, Pi​card re​ali​zed he sho​uld do li​ke​wi​se. It gal​led him to go in​to a si​tu​ati​on with we​apons ra​ised. Pul​ling a we​apon sho​uld be a last re​sort, not a first one, but he him​self had po​in​ted out that Gow​ron was abo​ut to fi​re on them when the plas​ma storm hit. It was bet​ter, un​der the​se cir​cums​tan​ces, to be sa​fe-espe​ci​al​ly when de​aling with Klin​gon war​ri​ors, for whom we​aponry was of​ten the first re​sort among fri​ends, much less ene​mi​es.

    Sisko and Pi​card wal​ked ab​re​ast now, and Pi​card vo​iced his con​cerns. “The​re was a ti​me when we wo​uld not ha​ve be​en ap​pro​ac​hing a dow​ned Klin​gon shut​tle​pod with pha​sers at the re​ady.”

    “There was a ti​me,” Sis​ko sa​id, “when the​re we​ren’t Fo​un​ders lur​king be​hind every tree and when the Klin​gons and the Fe​de​ra​ti​on we​re al​li​es. Ti​mes, un​for​tu​na​tely, chan​ge.”

    “Our duty is to try to chan​ge it back,” Pi​card sa​id.

    “Can’t ar​gue with that,” Sis​ko sa​id. “It’s why we’re he​re.”

    As they grew clo​ser to the pod, it be​ca​me inc​re​asingly cle​ar that they we​re not go​ing to me​et any re​sis​tan​ce. No one fi​red upon them, no one gre​eted them, not​hing. Pi​card wasn’t su​re if that was a go​od thing or not.

    The pod had lan​ded no​se-down in the snow, very si​mi​larly to the way the Zam​be​si had. A snowd​rift had bu​ilt up on the port si​de, which was anot​her pi​ece of evi​den​ce to sup​port the no​ti​on that, if the​re we​re sur​vi​vors, they we​re not in any sha​pe to fight.

    Which was go​od, as Pi​card was re​ady to col​lap​se. The ad​re​na​li​ne sur​ge he’d got​ten upon sigh​ting the pod bur​ned it​self comp​le​tely out by the ti​me they re​ac​hed it. Every mo​ve​ment ca​used what felt li​ke dag​gers thro​ugh his back.

    Next to him, Sis​ko pe​ered at his tri​cor​der. “The dist​ress be​acon is abo​ut the only thing still wor​king on that ship. Pro​pul​si​on’s down, li​fe sup​port fa​iling, hull in​teg​rity at only twenty-fi​ve per​cent.” He smi​led. “Tac​ti​cal systems are in​tact, tho​ugh.”

    “Klingon en​gi​ne​ers, in my ex​pe​ri​en​ce, bu​ild such to last.”

    “Lucky us.” He sho​ok his he​ad. “I’m not pic​king up any li​fe signs.”

    Picard mo​ved gin​gerly to​ward the pod’s re​ar hatch, the only one of its two ent​ran​ces ava​ilab​le to them-the si​de do​or was cur​rently bu​ri​ed in snow. “I shud​der to think abo​ut what it wo​uld me​an for the chan​ces of pe​ace bet​we​en the em​pi​re and the Fe​de​ra​ti​on if the Klin​gon chan​cel​lor di​ed ig​no​mi​ni​o​usly in a shut​tle​pod crash in the Bad​lands whi​le me​eting with two Starf​le​et cap​ta​ins.”

    “My mo​ney wo​uld be on it not me​aning much for tho​se chan​ces,” Sis​ko sa​id grimly.

    “Agreed.” When they re​ac​hed the hatch, Pi​card shrug​ged out of his back​pack and rum​ma​ged thro​ugh it for a P-38. En​gi​ne​ers re​fer​red to P-38s as “can ope​ners”-the de​vi​ces lo​ose​ned con​nec​ti​ons that kept do​ors shut, par​ti​cu​larly when jam​med or de​po​we​red. Pi​card just ho​ped that it wo​uld be as ef​fec​ti​ve on Klin​gon hatc​hes as it ten​ded to be on Starf​le​et ones.

    Looking over at Sis​ko, the yo​un​ger man held his pha​ser rif​le re​ady and nod​ded.

    Nodding back, Pi​card ap​pli​ed the P-38. A pne​uma​tic hiss fol​lo​wed a mo​ment la​ter, and then the hatch rol​led asi​de with a grin​ding rumb​le that cut thro​ugh the how​ling of the wind.

    The air in​si​de was just as co​ol as the air out​si​de, con​fir​ming that li​fe sup​port had in​de​ed fa​iled. Right now, the pod’s twenty-fi​ve-per​cent-integ​ra​ted hull was the only thing ke​eping the cold out.

    Klingons, he knew, we​re mo​re vul​ne​rab​le than hu​mans to cold. It was the only way the ave​ra​ge Klin​gon co​uld be con​si​de​red physi​cal​ly we​aker than the ave​ra​ge hu​man. Pi​card ad​ded that to the overw​hel​ming evi​den​ce that sa​id that Gow​ron and his com​pat​ri​ot we​re de​ad.

    It was dark in​si​de, with the only il​lu​mi​na​ti​on co​ming from a few red lights on one of the con​so​les and, now, the open hatch. Pi​card ac​ti​va​ted the light atop his pha​ser rif​le, and Sis​ko did li​ke​wi​se.

    At on​ce, Pi​card re​ali​zed that they we​re both right and wrong. The​re we​re no sur​vi​vors on the pod, but Gow​ron still li​ved.

    Because the two de​ad bo​di​es lying on the pod’s deck we​re not the two pe​op​le who’d con​tac​ted the Zam​be​si from or​bit.

    Shining his pha​ser’s light on the belt of one of the bo​di​es, Pi​card sa​id, “A qut​luch.”

    “Gesundheit.”

    Picard co​uldn’t help but smi​le. “That’s the we​apon of an as​sas​sin. Re​mem​ber when I sa​id that Du​ras wo​uld be a wor​se chan​cel​lor than Gow​ron? I for​med that opi​ni​on, in part, be​ca​use he sent two men very much li​ke this af​ter me on Qo’noS se​ven ye​ars ago. I was al​most on the re​ce​iving end of one of tho​se bla​des.”

    “So it lo​oks li​ke we we​re right, and Azer​nal’s dis​mis​sal was pre​ma​tu​re,” Sis​ko sa​id. “So​me​body wan​ted the two of us to think Gow​ron was me​eting us, so they co​uld kill us. The qu​es​ti​on is, was it Gow​ron or one of his ene​mi​es?”

    “Or one of his fri​ends trying to help him.” Pi​card sho​ok his he​ad. “That qu​es​ti​on sho​uld, I think, be tab​led. A res​cue party be​ing sent af​ter this ship may not ha​ve our best in​te​rests at he​art.”

    The comm li​ne then crack​led, and a vo​ice spo​ke in the Klin​gon lan​gu​age amid tre​men​do​us sta​tic. “Gyrik, this is Ngab​wi. Res…re the hu​mans dea…spond! We wi…the Bad​lands wit​hin the ho​ur. Ngab​wi out.”
    Picard lo​oked at Sis​ko, who sa​id, “De​fi​ni​tely not our best in​te​rests at he​art.”
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    U.S.S. En​ter​p​ri​se-E
    En ro​ute to the Bad​lands
    S ean Hawk tri​ed to co​ax so​me mo​re spe​ed out of the En​ter​p​ri​se en​gi​nes.

    It had be​en an in​te​res​ting ye​ar on the new flags​hip. Hawk had be​en a “plank ow​ner” of the En​ter​p​ri​se-E, ha​ving ser​ved abo​ard sin​ce its spa​ce fra​me was first const​ruc​ted. He’d wor​ked with do​zens of en​gi​ne​ers, inc​lu​ding the le​gen​dary Mont​go​mery Scott, on the So​ve​re​ign-class ves​sel’s de​sign. He knew the ship as well as or bet​ter than an​yo​ne.

    And he knew he co​uld get mo​re spe​ed out of her.

    His ti​me abo​ard ship had not be​en dull. Lin​da Ad​di​son, one of his ol​dest fri​ends, who was to ha​ve be​en se​cu​rity chi​ef, had be​en kil​led and rep​la​ced with a chan​ge​ling who al​most dest​ro​yed the ship. He’d be​en tar​ge​ted by a sha​dowy or​ga​ni​za​ti​on wit​hin the Fe​de​ra​ti​on.

    And he’d fo​und true lo​ve.

    That last part had be​en par​ti​cu​larly gra​tif​ying. He hadn’t re​al​ly be​en lo​oking when he met Ra​nul Ke​ru, an unj​o​ined Trill ser​ving in stel​lar car​tog​raphy, but it had al​so be​en his ex​pe​ri​en​ce thro​ugh a lot of bus​ted re​la​ti​ons​hips that the ones you we​ren’t lo​oking for we​re the ones that las​ted.

    The two of them had se​en Arms and the Man to​get​her last night, and Ke​ru had con​ned Hawk in​to trying out for Dr. Crus​her’s next pro​duc​ti​on, wha​te​ver it might be. Ke​ru al​re​ady in​ten​ded to, and af​ter a gre​at de​al of bad​ge​ring over a la​te, af​ter-per​for​man​ce din​ner in Ten-For​ward, he’d ag​re​ed.

    Hawk had ne​ver sto​od on a sta​ge in his li​fe. He was a pi​lot and en​gi​ne​er-the type of per​son who wor​ked be​hind the sce​nes. May​be I can con​vin​ce the doc to put me on the tech crew.
    His tho​ughts we​re in​ter​rup​ted by a call from en​gi​ne​ering. “Por​ter to Hawk.”
    “Go ahe​ad.”

    “You sho​uld be ab​le to get warp ni​ne-po​int-eight out of her now, Se​an.”
    Hawk smi​led. “Thanks, Pa​ul.” He tur​ned to Da​ta. “Sir, we’re now at warp ni​ne-po​int-six and ri​sing.”

    “Thank you, Mr. Hawk,” Da​ta sa​id from the com​mand cha​ir.

    Next to him at the ope​ra​ti​ons con​so​le, Li​e​ute​nant Mi​ran​da Ka​do​ha​ta pic​ked so​met​hing up. Ka​do​ha​ta, a ra​ven-ha​ired wo​man who had ser​ved in the sen​sor ro​om on the En​ter​p​ri​se-D, Hawk knew, was fil​ling in at ops whi​le Da​ta was ac​ting as first of​fi​cer in Ri​ker’s ab​sen​ce. “Sir, we’re pic​king up the bird-of-prey-it’s on co​ur​se for the Bad​lands.” She spo​ke with a Bri​tish ac​cent, tho​ugh she ha​iled from the Ces​tus III co​lony. Hawk had be​en me​aning to ask her how that hap​pe​ned, exactly.

    “Identify the ship, ple​ase,” Da​ta sa​id.

    Kadohata sho​ok her he​ad. “We’re still too far to get an ID, but it’s de​fi​ni​tely Bre’el-class, and its co​ur​se will ta​ke it stra​ight to B’Le​va.” A mo​ment la​ter: “Sir, we’re now pic​king up a dist​ress sig​nal. It’s an auto​ma​ted Klin​gon De​fen​se For​ce call.”

    Data got to his fe​et and mo​ved to stand bet​we​en Ka​do​ha​ta and Hawk. “Can you iden​tify the so​ur​ce of the dist​ress call, Li​e​ute​nant?”

    “I think so.” Ka​do​ha​ta ran her lit​he fin​gers over her con​so​le. “It re​gis​ters as be​lon​ging to a De​fen​se For​ce shut​tle​pod-Kiv​ra-class.” She tur​ned aro​und to lo​ok at Da​ta. “Com​man​der, ac​cor​ding to the De​fi​ant’s pro​be, the pod that was me​eting the cap​ta​in was Kiv​ra-class.”

    “If they are sen​ding a dist​ress sig​nal, that wo​uld in​di​ca​te a dif​fi​culty that Cap​ta​in Pi​card and Cap​ta​in Sis​ko are unab​le to as​sist them with.”

    “I’m pic​king up the bird-of-prey’s re​gistry now, sir,” Ka​do​ha​ta sa​id. “It’s the I.K.S. Kring.”

    “Mr. Hawk, how so​on will we ar​ri​ve at B’Le​va?”

    Hawk did a qu​ick cal​cu​la​ti​on on his con​so​le-ta​king in​to ac​co​unt how long it wo​uld ta​ke to re​ach the pe​rip​hery of the Bad​lands at the​ir cur​rent ve​lo​city, then how long it wo​uld ta​ke to re​ach B’Le​va at full im​pul​se-and sa​id, “Assu​ming the plas​ma storms aren’t too ro​ugh, we’ll be the​re in a lit​tle over three ho​urs.”

    Looking at Ka​do​ha​ta, Da​ta as​ked, “The Kring?”

    Kadohata win​ced. “One ho​ur, forty-fi​ve mi​nu​tes. Sir, the​re’s so​met​hing el​se.”

    “Yes?”

    “The dist​ress sig​nal do​esn’t ha​ve any of the mar​kers that wo​uld in​di​ca​te that the Klin​gon chan​cel​lor is the one in dist​ress.”

    Data nod​ded. “That wo​uld be con​sis​tent with our hypot​he​sis that this en​ti​re me​eting was a ru​se to lu​re both cap​ta​ins to the Bad​lands.” He tur​ned and wal​ked back to the com​mand cha​ir. To En​sign Tor​ri Ryer​son at tac​ti​cal, he sa​id, “Ple​ase so​und red alert, En​sign. Ra​ise shi​elds, arm all pha​sers, lo​ad tor​pe​do bays.” He sat down.

    As the brid​ge be​ca​me bat​hed in red light, and pe​op​le aro​und him mo​ved to bat​tle sta​ti​ons, Hawk le​aned over the conn, trying to see if he co​uld work out a way to get even mo​re spe​ed out of the en​gi​nes. A lot co​uld hap​pen in one and three-qu​ar​ters ho​urs, and Hawk was de​ter​mi​ned not to let eit​her cap​ta​in die be​ca​use they we​ren’t fast eno​ugh.

    “Hawk to Por​ter. Pa​ul, I think we can push it to warp ni​ne-po​int-ni​ne. The struc​tu​ral in​teg​rity fi​eld-”

    “Will col​lap​se if we do that for mo​re than an ho​ur.”
    “It’ll col​lap​se af​ter se​venty-fi​ve mi​nu​tes, so if we do it for se​venty-fo​ur, then throt​tle back to ni​ne-po​int-eight, we’ll sha​ve at le​ast ni​nety mi​nu​tes off our ar​ri​val ti​me.”

    There was a long pa​use. “Gim​me a sec.”
    Hawk smi​led. “Sir, we sho​uld ha​ve warp ni​ne-po​int-ni​ne shortly for se​ven-”

    “I he​ard yo​ur con​ver​sa​ti​on, Mr. Hawk. Well do​ne.”

    “Thank you, sir.” He let out a long bre​ath. “Let’s just ho​pe it do​es us so​me go​od.”
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    B’Leva
    The Bad​lands
    C om​man​der Ngab​wi of the I.K.S. Kring be​amed down to the sur​fa​ce of B’Le​va with a squ​ad of tro​ops. His inst​ruc​ti​ons had be​en very cle​ar. If the as​sas​sins had fa​iled in the​ir task-and that se​emed li​kely, gi​ven that they we​re sen​ding an auto​ma​ted dist​ress call and that the Kring had de​tec​ted no Klin​gon li​fe signs on the sur​fa​ce but two hu​man ones-then he was per​so​nal​ly to fi​nish the job him​self.

    “Ridiculous,” he sa​id as the be​ams de​po​si​ted him a qu​ar​ter of a qe​lI’qam from the wrec​ka​ge of the shut​tle​pod.

    “Sir?” Le​ader Kimt sa​id. She was in char​ge of the ot​her fo​ur tro​ops.

    “How dif​fi​cult can it be to kill two hu​mans? They are we​ak and fleshy and unimp​res​si​ve. I ha​ve kil​led many hund​reds of them over the past ye​ar, and they die qu​ite easily.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    Looking aro​und, he saw that this khest’n pla​net was as cold as Ru​ra Pent​he. “Let us mo​ve qu​ickly, my war​ri​ors. I wish to kill the​se hu​mans and de​part be​fo​re-”

    Ngabwi cut him​self off, no​ti​cing a glow on the shut​tle​pod. “Ta​ke co​ver!” he cri​ed as he do​ve down​ward, just as a dis​rup​tor blast siz​zled thro​ugh the cold air.

    A strang​led scre​am from be​hind him in​di​ca​ted that one of Kimt’s tro​ops did not fol​low his or​der.

    Designed to pe​net​ra​te energy shi​elds and stars​hip hulls, a pod’s dis​rup​tor wo​uld le​ave al​most not​hing of a Klin​gon body it struck.

    The pod’s dis​rup​tor can​non con​ti​nu​o​usly fi​red low to the gro​und. “Mo​ve to​ward the pod-stay on the gro​und!” Ngab​wi cri​ed. “We will not let the​se-”

    “Stay on the gro​und!” Kimt yel​led at one of her tro​ops, but that was fol​lo​wed by anot​her strang​led scre​am.

    I was pro​mi​sed a cap​ta​incy and a re​al ship, not po​pu​la​ted by fo​ols and in​com​pe​tents if I su​ce​eded in this mis​si​on. I will not let it be ru​ined by Kimt and her col​lec​ti​on of toD​SaH​pu’. Lying in the snow, Ngab​wi co​uld fe​el the fro​zen wa​ter se​eping slowly thro​ugh his ar​mor. “Con​ti​nue ad​van​cing.”

    “Yes, sir,” Kimt sa​id.

    Touching his wrist com​mu​ni​ca​tor, the com​man​der sa​id, “Ngab​wi to Kring.”

    His first of​fi​cer rep​li​ed, “Grud​ze​qi.”
    “Lieutenant, can you get a dis​rup​tor lock on the pod?”

    “Stand by.” Af​ter a mo​ment. “Ne​ga​ti​ve. The​re is an in​ter​fe​ren​ce pat​tern be​ing ge​ne​ra​ted from yo​ur lo​ca​ti​on that pre​vents a po​si​ti​ve lock. We can ob​ta​in a fi​ring so​lu​ti​on, but you wo​uld be at risk, sir.”
    It was temp​ting to tell Grud​ze​qi to be​am him and the re​ma​ining tro​ops back up and blow the pod up from or​bit-but no, he ne​eded corp​ses. Wit​ho​ut the bo​di​es of Pi​card and Sis​ko, the en​ti​re un​der​ta​king had no pur​po​se.

    “Very well. Stand by. Out.”

    The things I do for a bet​ter com​mand. The Kring was a clap​ped-out old ship that was in dan​ger of fal​ling apart at any mi​nu​te. In​de​ed, Ngab​wi was half con​vin​ced that the​re was no in​ter​fe​ren​ce at all, but the Kring’s we​apons systems we​re simply in​ca​pab​le of com​pen​sa​ting for the in​ter​fe​ren​ce of the Bad​lands-or for the snow.

    A dis​rup​tor blast ca​me pe​ri​lo​usly clo​se to the top of Ngab​wi’s he​ad. This is ab​surd. He cal​led the Kring aga​in. “Patch me thro​ugh to the pod’s com​mu​ni​ca​ti​ons systems!”

    “Yes, Com​man​der.” Af​ter a mo​ment: “Go.”
    “Humans! This is Com​man​der Ngab​wi! Ce​ase yo​ur co​wardly at​tack and fa​ce us ho​no​rably, if you da​re!”

    “This is Cap​ta​in Je​an-Luc Pi​card. The one who lu​res an enemy to an am​bush whi​le hi​ding be​hind the fa​ce of the chan​cel​lor is the true co​ward, Com​man​der. If you are part of that mis​si​on, then you ha​ve no bu​si​ness cla​iming that ho​nor is on yo​ur si​de.”
    Kimt craw​led to whe​re Ngab​wi was. “Sir, we can​not get any clo​ser. They ha​ve ra​ised the pod’s shi​elds, and our hand dis​rup​tors will not pe​net​ra​te them.”

    “What if we fi​re con​ti​nu​o​usly with all our we​apons?”

    She sho​ok her he​ad. “The dis​rup​tors will lo​se po​wer long be​fo​re the shi​elds will fall.”

    “Quvatlh!”
    

    In the shut​tle​pod, Pi​card clo​sed the chan​nel on his end, tho​ugh sin​ce Ngab​wi had not do​ne li​ke​wi​se, he and Sis​ko we​re still ab​le to he​ar the com​man​der’s con​ver​sa​ti​on with his su​bor​di​na​te.

    From his pla​ce un​der the tac​ti​cal con​so​le, Sis​ko sa​id, “It’s a pity he isn’t trying. I’ve ma​na​ged to fo​ol the​ir scan​ners in​to thin​king the shi​elds and we​apons are at full po​wer, but I don’t know how long that’ll last.” He smi​led as he got up from un​der the con​so​le. “Cer​ta​inly it won’t last af​ter the shi​elds and we​apons go down.”

    “And how long will that be?”

    Sisko scratc​hed his jaw. “Six mi​nu​tes?”

    Picard hef​ted his pha​ser rif​le. “Then it se​ems li​kely we will ne​ed the​se af​ter all.” He was not ple​ased with the no​ti​on, but this cha​ra​de had go​ne on long eno​ugh.

    

    On the En​ter​p​ri​se, Hawk sa​id, “Co​ming in​to ran​ge of B’Le​va now, sir.” He al​so ma​de a men​tal no​te to buy Por​ter a drink the next ti​me they we​re in Ten-For​ward.

    Next to him, Ka​do​ha​ta sa​id, “The Kring’s al​re​ady in or​bit. We’re too far out for li​fe-sign re​adings on the pla​net.”

    Data sto​od up in front of the com​mand cha​ir. “Ensign Ryer​son, lock pha​sers on the Kring and open a ha​iling fre​qu​ency.”

    “Channel open,” the en​sign sa​id.

    “I.K.S. Kring, this the U.S.S. En​ter​p​ri​se. We are res​pon​ding to the dist​ress call be​ing trans​mit​ted from the pla​net be​low. May we be of as​sis​tan​ce?”

    At first, Hawk tho​ught that was an odd ap​pro​ach for Da​ta to ta​ke, but then he re​ali​zed that the Klin​gons wo​uld be ex​pec​ting a Fe​de​ra​ti​on ship to talk first, even tho​ugh they we​re run​ning we​apons hot. So​me​ti​mes the​re was a be​ne​fit in ac​ting the way yo​ur ene​mi​es ex​pec​ted you to.

    Ryerson sho​ok her he​ad. “No res​pon​se.”

    “Approaching the pla​net,” Hawk sa​id.

    Data sat back down. “Stan​dard or​bit, Li​e​ute​nant.”

    “Aye, sir.”

    “Picking up bi​ore​adings on the pla​net now,” Ka​do​ha​ta sa​id. “Can’t ma​ke out num​bers, but the​re are Klin​gon and hu​man li​fe signs.” She whir​led aro​und to lo​ok at Da​ta. “Also pic​king up re​fi​ned me​tal and dis​rup​tor fi​re, all in the sa​me vi​ci​nity.”

    Data nod​ded. “Brid​ge to trans​por​ter ro​om. Can you de​tect the com​bad​ge of Cap​ta​in Pi​card or Sis​ko?”

    Chief Mun Ying’s vo​ice so​un​ded over the in​ter​com. “Scan​ning now-yes, sir, I’ve got them.”
    “Beam them di​rectly to the brid​ge.”

    Hawk tur​ned aro​und and saw the trans​por​ter ef​fect start to glow in the brid​ge, which co​ales​ced in​to two hu​man fi​gu​res we​aring Starf​le​et-issue ther​mal su​its and car​rying pha​ser rif​les.

    “Excellent ti​ming, Mr. Da​ta,” Pi​card sa​id.

    “Thank you, sir,” the and​ro​id sa​id with a happy smi​le. Then he grew se​ri​o​us. “I ta​ke it that the me​eting was a ru​se.”

    “And then so​me,” Sis​ko sa​id.

    Ryerson sa​id, “Cap​ta​in, the Kring is trans​por​ting the​ir away te​am back to the ship and po​we​ring the​ir en​gi​nes.”

    Turning to​ward the vi​ew scre​en, Pi​card sa​id, “Open a chan​nel, En​sign.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Klingon ves​sel, this is Cap​ta​in Je​an-Luc Pi​card of the U.S.S. En​ter​p​ri​se. You ha​ve com​mit​ted an act of ag​gres​si​on aga​inst the Uni​ted Fe​de​ra​ti​on of Pla​nets. What’s mo​re, you ha​ve en​ga​ged in a co​wardly at​tack by not sho​wing yo​ur fa​ces and cla​iming to carry the bat’leth of the chan​cel​lor. You will sur​ren​der yo​ur ves​sel or we will open fi​re.”

    The fa​ce of a Klin​gon com​man​der ap​pe​ared on the scre​en. “You ha​ve fo​ught well to​day, Pi​card. But Klin​gon war​ri​ors do not sur​ren​der.”
    “Yes, but co​wards do-and you ha​ve pro​ved yo​ur​self to de​ser​ve that ap​pel​la​ti​on far mo​re than you do that of war​ri​or, Com​man​der.” He to​ok a bre​ath. “Be re​aso​nab​le, Ngab​wi. You ha​ve no chan​ce aga​inst the En​ter​p​ri​se.”

    “Then we will die well. Scre​en off.”
    Data had re​li​eved Ka​do​ha​ta at ops. “The Kring is now po​we​ring we​apons.”

    “Target the Kring’s en​gi​ne​ering sec​ti​on,” Pi​card sa​id as he mo​ved to sit in the com​mand cha​ir.

    “Aye, sir,” Ryer​son sa​id.

    Picard then lo​oked up at Sis​ko, who hadn’t mo​ved, and lo​oked to Hawk as if he we​re un​su​re whe​re to go.

    Indicating the first of​fi​cer’s cha​ir to his right, Pi​card sa​id, “Ha​ve a se​at, Cap​ta​in.”

    Sisko inc​li​ned his he​ad and sat next to Pi​card.

    “Fire,” Pi​card sa​id to Ryer​son.

    Hawk lo​oked at the vi​ew scre​en and saw pha​ser fi​re arc to​ward the Kring, stri​king it right at the en​gi​ne​ering sec​ti​on.

    The Kring re​tur​ned with fi​re of its own.

    “Evasive ma​ne​uvers, Mr. Hawk,” Pi​card sa​id, but Hawk had al​re​ady in​put the co​ur​se chan​ge and exe​cu​ted it be​fo​re Pi​card fi​nis​hed sa​ying tho​se fo​ur words.

    The Kring’s dis​rup​tor fi​re brus​hed ac​ross the En​ter​p​ri​se’s shi​elds. You’re gon​na ha​ve to do bet​ter than that, fel​las, Hawk tho​ught with pri​de.

    An alarm on the se​con​dary conn con​so​le got his at​ten​ti​on, and he lo​oked to his left to see that a plas​ma storm was mo​ving in. “Cap​ta​in, we’ve got a plas​ma storm be​aring down on us.”

    “Here we go aga​in,” Sis​ko sa​id from be​hind him.

    “Priority is to avo​id the storm, Mr. Hawk.”

    “Understood, sir.” Run​ning co​ur​ses thro​ugh his he​ad, Hawk qu​ickly tri​ed to work out a so​lu​ti​on that wo​uld ke​ep them away from the storm, the Kring, and B’Le​va’s at​mosp​he​re. When that pro​ved im​pos​sib​le, he set​tled for the first two-the En​ter​p​ri​se co​uld hand​le a brush with B’Le​va’s stra​tosp​he​re.

    Then so​met​hing el​se ca​ught Hawk’s eye. “Sir, the Kring, it’s-”

    He was cut off by the blin​ding exp​lo​si​on that fol​lo​wed shortly the​re​af​ter.

    Sisko mut​te​red, “So much for dying well.”

    Picard sho​ok his he​ad. “A was​te. Lo​wer shi​elds. Brid​ge to trans​por​ter ro​om.”

    “Mun Ying he​re, sir.”
    “Lock on to the cras​hed shut​tle​pod and everyt​hing in​si​de it and be​am it to Car​go Bay 4.” Pi​card tur​ned to Sis​ko. “I be​li​eve we ha​ve so​me evi​den​ce to show the High Co​un​cil.”

    “Assuming they’ll lis​ten.”

    “Then let’s find out. Li​e​ute​nant Hawk, set co​ur​se for the Klin​gon bor​der. En​ga​ge at full im​pul​se as so​on as the pod is on bo​ard, then pro​ce​ed at warp eight on​ce we’re cle​ar of the Bad​lands.”

    “Aye, sir.”

    “Ensign Ryer​son, ha​ve a se​cu​rity te​am se​cu​re the pod in the car​go bay.”

    Hawk en​ga​ged at full im​pul​se, be​ing ca​re​ful to work aro​und the plas​ma storm. The cap​ta​in so​unds pretty pis​sed. But then, if I went to a pe​ace con​fe​ren​ce and got shot at, I might be a lit​tle put out, too.
    

CHAPTER
    

11
    

    U.S.S. En​ter​p​ri​se-E
    Federation-Klingon bor​der
    A Klin​gon De​fen​se For​ce ves​sel was wa​iting for the En​ter​p​ri​se at the bor​der. This rat​her surp​ri​sed Pi​card, sin​ce all the ha​ils he’d had Ryer​son send to Qo’noS had go​ne unans​we​red.

    Or per​haps, gi​ven re​cent events, not ter​ribly surp​ri​sing at all, in light of the con​ver​sa​ti​on they’d had with Worf and Dax back on DS9. Es​pe​ci​al​ly sin​ce the ship was a Vor’cha-class cru​iser, which was the top of the De​fen​se For​ce’s li​ne.

    He and Sis​ko had both re​por​ted to sick​bay, whe​re Dr. Crus​her had he​aled the​ir wo​unds from the ru​na​bo​ut crash. Now they we​re back on the brid​ge, Sis​ko aga​in by his si​de.

    Ryerson sa​id, “We’re be​ing ha​iled, Cap​ta​in-and sir? The mes​sa​ge is tag​ged as co​ming from the High Co​un​cil.”

    Picard exc​han​ged a glan​ce with Sis​ko, then sa​id, “On scre​en.”

    The fa​mi​li​ar fa​ce of K’Tal ap​pe​ared. “Gre​etings, Cap​ta​in.”
    “I as​su​me, Co​un​cil​lor, that you are truly K’Tal?”

    “Yes-and the pe​taQ who as​su​med my fa​ce has be​en bo​und by law and is awa​iting the judg​ment of the High Co​un​cil. Ho​we​ver, cer​ta​in evi​den​ce is re​qu​ired for the meq​ba’-evi​den​ce that my ship’s scan​ners say is in yo​ur car​go bay.”
    “You me​an the shut​tle​pod that so​me​one cla​iming to be you sa​id wo​uld carry Gow​ron, but ins​te​ad sent two as​sas​sins to kill Cap​ta​in Sis​ko and myself.”

    “That wo​uld ha​ve be​en a bad de​ath, Pi​card. You com​por​ted yo​ur​self well as K’mpec’s Ar​bi​ter-and Sis​ko, you re​ve​aled the wam ser​pent in our midst on Ty’Go​kor. You both de​ser​ve fi​ner.”
    Sisko sa​id, “If that’s the ca​se, Co​un​cil​lor, then why didn’t you mo​ve to stop the as​sas​sins be​fo​re they ca​me af​ter us in the Bad​lands? We ha​ve it on go​od aut​ho​rity that I.I. let you know abo​ut the plan be​fo​re it hap​pe​ned.”

    “Because now we ha​ve pro​of, not in​si​nu​ati​ons. Or, at le​ast, we will on​ce you be​am the pod over. Com​man​der Ngab​wi’s tes​ti​mony wo​uld be of va​lue al​so, but I as​su​me you de​fe​ated him in bat​tle?”
    For all that it wo​uld imp​ro​ve his pro​fi​le with the Klin​gons, Pi​card saw no re​ason to ma​ke fal​se cla​ims. “The Kring was over​ta​ken by a plas​ma storm.”

    “That is al​ways a risk when tra​ver​sing the Bad​lands. The cons​pi​ra​tors sho​uld ha​ve re​ali​zed that.”
    “Who are the cons​pi​ra​tors?” Sis​ko as​ked.

    “Former mem​bers of the High Co​un​cil who be​li​eve that be​ing al​li​ed with the Fe​de​ra​ti​on is a mis​ta​ke. By kil​ling the pa​ir of you in Gow​ron’s na​me they wo​uld for​ce the em​pi​re to stand alo​ne, as they be​li​eve we are me​ant to.”
    Picard as​ked, “And you be​li​eve ot​her​wi​se?”

    “Normally? Yes. We are Klin​gons, and we ne​ed no aid from out​si​ders. But the​se are not nor​mal ti​mes, Pi​card. The thre​at we fa​ce from the Do​mi​ni​on re​qu​ires dif​fe​rent thin​king, not nos​tal​gic at​tempts to re​turn to the days be​fo​re Pra​xis. Now then-the pod?”
    “Ensign Ryer​son,” Pi​card sa​id, “ha​ve the pod re​ma​ins trans​por​ted to the co​un​cil​lor’s ship im​me​di​ately.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Thank you, Pi​card, Sis​ko-you ha​ve do​ne a gre​at ser​vi​ce to the em​pi​re to​day. Oh, and one mo​re thing-I be​ar a mes​sa​ge from Chan​cel​lor Gow​ron. He has not​hing to say to eit​her of you. Scre​en off.”
    Picard glan​ced at Sis​ko. “That wo​uld se​em to be that.”

    “Azernal will be di​sap​po​in​ted.” Sis​ko so​un​ded li​ke he didn’t truly ca​re all that much abo​ut the chi​ef of staff’s fe​elings.

    Neither did Pi​card. “He shall ha​ve to li​ve with it. At the very le​ast, it wo​uld se​em that K’Tal is wor​king to re​mo​ve anit-Fe​de​ra​ti​on ad​vo​ca​tes from the High Co​un​cil’s ranks.”

    Sisko nod​ded. “I can’t help no​ti​cing that his plan wo​uld’ve wor​ked whet​her or not you and I sur​vi​ved on B’Le​va.”

    “Believe me, Cap​ta​in, I no​ti​ced that as well,” Pi​card sa​id tightly. “Mr. Hawk, on​ce the pod is be​amed to K’Tal, set co​ur​se for DS9.”

    “Aye, sir.”

    

EPILOGUE
    

    Federation Star​ba​se De​ep Spa​ce 9
    Bajoran system
    S is​ko was on his way to Qu​ark’s to jo​in Bas​hir for a drink when Ki​ra cal​led him from ops. “Sorry to in​ter​rupt yo​ur drink, Cap​ta​in, but you’ve got a pri​ority-one mes​sa​ge from Ad​mi​ral Ha​yes.”
    Tapping his com​bad​ge and re​ver​sing co​ur​se to​ward a tur​bo​lift, Sis​ko sa​id, “You ha​ven’t in​ter​rup​ted my drink, Ma​j​or. I was on my way to my drink, but that do​esn’t qu​ite co​unt. Juli​an will ha​ve to sur​vi​ve wit​ho​ut me for a bit.”

    “I’m su​re he’ll get over it.”
    Sisko en​te​red the tur​bo​lift and sa​id, “Ops.”

    Upon ar​ri​val at the sta​ti​on’s ner​ve cen​ter, he saw Ha​yes’s hag​gard fa​ce on the oval scre​en. “Cap​ta​in, we ha​ve a si​tu​ati​on. The en​ti​re qu​ad​rant is now at red alert. The co​lony on Ivor Pri​me has be​en dest​ro​yed by the Borg.”
    The deck felt li​ke it was til​ting un​der Sis​ko’s fe​et. He co​uld fe​el the eyes of the en​ti​re ops crew bur​ning in​to him. They all knew his his​tory with the Borg.

    The one ex​cep​ti​on was Worf-but he had his own his​tory with the cyborgs. “The De​fi​ant can be re​ady to go in mi​nu​tes.”

    “That’s what I want, Com​man​der-but only you are to be on bo​ard. Cho​ose a crew of per​son​nel who ha​ve ser​ved on the sta​ti​on for less than a ye​ar.”
    Sisko’s shock and an​ger sub​si​ded, rep​la​ced with ra​ge. “Admi​ral, for what re​ason-”

    “This is an or​der, Cap​ta​in, and I’m un​der no ob​li​ga​ti​on to exp​la​in myself to you,” Ha​yes snap​ped. Then his fa​ce sof​te​ned. “But you de​ser​ve an exp​la​na​ti​on, so I’ll ta​ke ti​me away from de​fen​ding Earth to gi​ve you one. You ha​ve his​tory with the Borg. You al​so ha​ve one of the gre​atest we​apons in the Fe​de​ra​ti​on at yo​ur dis​po​sal, and I’d rat​her not ha​ve the fin​ger of a man who lost his wi​fe to the Borg on the fi​ring but​ton. The rest of yo​ur se​ni​or staff will al​so stay put-they’ve pro​ved in the past that they’ll di​so​bey or​ders out of lo​yalty to you, and I can’t af​ford that right now. The only ex​cep​ti​on is Worf-and that only be​ca​use of his ex​pe​ri​en​ces with the Borg. Now, if you’re do​ne qu​es​ti​oning or​ders, Cap​ta​in, I’ve got an in​va​si​on to fight. Ha​yes out.”
    Sisko sta​red at the blank scre​en. At first, the only thing he co​uld see was Jen​ni​fer lying de​ad in the​ir qu​ar​ters whi​le the Sa​ra​to​ga fell apart all aro​und them, Hra​nok Zar grab​bing Jake and for​cing Sis​ko to go to the es​ca​pe pods.

    Then he saw so​met​hing el​se-his crew on the De​fi​ant brid​ge, di​so​be​ying Ad​mi​ral Tod​dman’s or​ders and tra​ve​ling to the Gam​ma Qu​ad​rant.

    Part of him was fu​ri​o​us, li​vid at be​ing de​ni​ed an op​por​tu​nity to ta​ke re​ven​ge for the mur​der of Jen​ni​fer, not to men​ti​on so many of his crew​ma​tes on the Sa​ra​to​ga.

    But that part was tam​ped down in short or​der by the re​ali​za​ti​on that Ha​yes was right.

    He lo​oked aro​und. The crew was sta​ring at him, al​most as if they we​re ex​pec​ting him to tell them to di​so​bey or​ders.

    They’re go​ing to be di​sap​po​in​ted. “You he​ard the man, Mr. Worf. Get the ship re​ady. And Gods​pe​ed.”

    “Aye, sir,” Worf sa​id, he​ading for the tur​bo​lift.

    “That’s it?” Dax sa​id. “Be​nj​amin, this is the Borg we’re tal​king abo​ut.”

    “Which is why it’s best that I re​ma​in he​re.”

    “The De​fi​ant’s yo​ur ship, Be​nj​amin.”

    “Worf’s ca​pab​le of hand​ling com​mand just fi​ne-and he knows the Borg bet​ter than any of us. He’ll be a va​lu​ab​le as​set.” Be​fo​re Dax co​uld ra​ise anot​her obj​ec​ti​on, Sis​ko held up a hand. “Eno​ugh, old man. We ha​ve our or​ders.”

    With that, Sis​ko went in​to his of​fi​ce.

    Immediately, he had the com​pu​ter call up the list of ships that we​re be​ing de​tac​hed to Ad​mi​ral Ha​yes’s fle​et. As he was re​ading it, the De​fi​ant was ad​ded to the list, comp​le​te with an ETA that Worf had no do​ubt al​re​ady re​por​ted in with.

    Conspicuous by its ab​sen​ce was that of the U.S.S. En​ter​p​ri​se. He chec​ked and saw that the flags​hip was be​ing as​sig​ned to pat​rol the Ro​mu​lan bor​der.

    Looks li​ke I’m not the only one Ha​yes do​esn’t trust, Sis​ko tho​ught. Sorry abo​ut that, Je​an-Luc.
    He grab​bed the ba​se​ball and star​ted tos​sing it tho​ught​ful​ly. He ac​tu​al​ly tho​ught of Pi​card by his first na​me. For all that the cap​ta​in ga​ve him per​mis​si​on, this was the first ti​me he’d be​en ab​le to call him that wit​ho​ut thin​king abo​ut it.

    Maybe be​ca​use we’ve both be​en benc​hed when the Borg ca​me to town.
    But Ha​yes was right. This way was best. Fo​ur ye​ars ago, of co​ur​se, Sis​ko wo​uld ha​ve ig​no​red Ha​yes and do​ne everyt​hing he co​uld to get in the fight. And he pro​bably wo​uld’ve be​en kil​led. And whe​re wo​uld that le​ave Jake? Or Ba​j​or? Or the sta​ti​on?
    No, Be​nj​amin Sis​ko had res​pon​si​bi​li​ti​es, and petty re​ven​ge fan​ta​si​es we​ren’t among them. He’d suc​ces​sful​ly wor​ked with Je​an-Luc Pi​card; he co​uld sit back and let so​me​one el​se ta​ke ca​re of the Borg.

    “Computer,” he sa​id sud​denly, “lo​ca​te Jake Sis​ko.”

    “Jake Sis​ko is in the Rep​li​mat.”
    Sisko got up, pla​cing the ba​se​ball back on its pe​des​tal. He had a sud​den and ur​gent ne​ed to hug his son.

    

AFTERWORD
    

    T he no​ti​on for Slings and Ar​rows has be​en put​te​ring aro​und in my he​ad sin​ce 2000 or so. I ori​gi​nal​ly pitc​hed it to WildS​torm as a twel​ve-issue co​mic bo​ok cal​led En​ter​p​ri​se: Ye​ar One. In​ten​ded to ce​leb​ra​te Star Trek’s thirty-fifth an​ni​ver​sary in 2001, the pitch inc​lu​ded ver​si​ons of most of what’s in Slings and Ar​rows, plus a few things that didn’t ma​ke it in​to this fi​nal ver​si​on: ap​pe​aran​ces by Spock, McCoy, and Scotty, and a tie-in to Vo​ya​ger. (That Vo​ya​ger por​ti​on was re​pur​po​sed for my short story “Let​ting Go” in the Dis​tant Sho​res ant​ho​logy.)

    WildStorm didn’t re​new the​ir co​mics li​cen​se, ho​we​ver, and the no​ti​on stag​ge​red abo​ut for a whi​le. I pitc​hed it as an ant​ho​logy, but it ne​ver went anyw​he​re.

    And then I fo​und myself in a po​si​ti​on to ex​pand out the eBo​ok li​ne for which I’m edi​to​ri​al​ly res​pon​sib​le. I had al​re​ady put to​get​her Me​re Anarchy, a Star Trek for​ti​eth an​ni​ver​sary ce​leb​ra​ti​on that co​ve​red the bre​adth of ori​gi​nal se​ri​es his​tory. For The Next Ge​ne​ra​ti​on’s twen​ti​eth, I de​ci​ded to dust off my Ye​ar One no​ti​on, re​tit​le it to so​met​hing less co​mic-bo​oky (when in do​ubt, go for Sha​kes​pe​are-the se​ri​es and in​di​vi​du​al eBo​ok tit​les all co​me from the “To be or not to be” spe​ech in Ham​let), and bring in so​me ot​her aut​hors (so​me of whom I’d had in mind for that ant​ho​logy idea) to help me ma​ke it a re​ality.

    The con​cept of Slings and Ar​rows is qu​ite simp​le: In Star Trek: First Con​tact, La For​ge sa​id the En​ter​p​ri​se-E had be​en in ser​vi​ce for a ye​ar. Yet very few sto​ri​es had be​en told in that ye​ar. The​re was the TNG Sec​ti​on 31 no​vel Ro​gue in 2001, and the​re was the Ship of the Li​ne no​vel in 1997 that told of the Big E’s ma​iden vo​ya​ge, but that was it, asi​de from a short story he​re and the​re. (See the ti​me​li​ne at the end of this eBo​ok.)

    And that ye​ar was wrac​ked with storm and tem​pest, as we saw on the la​te fo​urth and early fifth se​asons of the spin off se​ri​es Star Trek: De​ep Spa​ce Ni​ne: pa​ra​no​ia over chan​ge​ling in​filt​ra​ti​on, mar​ti​al law be​ing dec​la​red on Earth, con​ti​nu​ed ag​gres​si​on by the Klin​gons and the Ma​qu​is. Plus, on a mo​re mic​ro​cos​mic le​vel, we saw in First Con​tact that Da​ta le​ar​ned how to switch off his emo​ti​on chip and La For​ge swap​ped out his VI​SOR for cyber​ne​tic imp​lants, and we saw on DS9 that Troi’s mot​her ga​ve birth and Ri​ker’s “trans​por​ter twin” jo​ined the Ma​qu​is.

    All in all, an event​ful ye​ar. What Slings and Ar​rows did was tell ever​yo​ne what the En​ter​p​ri​se was do​ing.

    I’d li​ke to thank Bob Gre​en​ber​ger, Bill Le​is​ner, Ter​ri Os​bor​ne, Phae Wel​don, and Chris and Ste​ve York, who ha​ve do​ne su​per​la​ti​ve work in ta​king this many-ye​ar-old vi​si​on of mi​ne and ma​king it even bet​ter than I co​uld pos​sibly ha​ve ima​gi​ned. Each of the ma​in cha​rac​ters got his or her mo​ment in the sun, and we al​so got to play aro​und with new​co​mers Hawk and Da​ni​els.

    Editing the Star Trek eBo​ok li​ne has be​en one of the gre​at joys of my ca​re​er, and one of the re​asons is be​ing ab​le to put to​get​her so​met​hing li​ke this that ce​leb​ra​tes an as​pect of Star Trek in what I ho​pe is a new and uni​que way.

    Thanks for co​ming along for the ri​de.

    -Keith R.A. De​Can​di​do

    somewhere in New York City

    

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
    

    This is KE​ITH R.A. DE​CAN​DI​DO’s third fic​ti​onal cont​ri​bu​ti​on to the ce​leb​ra​ti​on of Star Trek: The Next Ge​ne​ra​ti​on’s twen​ti​eth an​ni​ver​sary, fol​lo​wing the no​vel Q & A and the short story “Fo​ur Lights” in The Sky’s the Li​mit. He has writ​ten a ri​di​cu​lo​us amo​unt of Star Trek fic​ti​on in se​ve​ral dif​fe​rent me​dia: fif​te​en no​vels (most re​cently Klin​gon Em​pi​re: A Bur​ning Ho​use and a short no​vel in Myri​ad Uni​ver​ses: Ec​ho​es and Ref​rac​ti​ons), se​ven short sto​ri​es (most re​cently “Fa​mily Mat​ters” in Mir​ror Uni​ver​se: Shards and Sha​dows), ele​ven eBo​oks (pri​or to this, the most re​cent be​ing the fi​nal ins​tal​lment in the Star Trek: S.C.E. se​ri​es Many Splen​dors), two no​vel​las (the ac​cla​imed “Horn and Ivory” in Ga​te​ways: What Lay Be​yond), and a mess of co​mic bo​oks (the up​co​ming Ali​en Spot​light II: Klin​gons is​sue and the Red​s​hirts mi​ni​se​ri​es).

    As an edi​tor, he’s be​en res​pon​sib​le for the Star Trek eBo​ok li​ne sin​ce 2001-co-con​ce​iving and di​rec​ting the on​go​ing Star​f​le​et Corps of En​gin​ners se​ri​es, and al​so con​ce​iving and exe​cu​ting the an​ni​ver​sary mi​ni​se​ri​es Me​re Anarchy and Slings and Ar​rows. He has al​so edi​ted do​zens of ant​ho​lo​gi​es, such as the Doc​tor Who: Short Trips ant​ho​logy The Qu​ality of Le​ader​s​hip and the Star Trek ant​ho​lo​gi​es No Li​mits, Ta​les of the Do​mi​ni​on War, and Ta​les from the Cap​ta​in’s Tab​le.

    Keith has dab​bled in many ot​her me​dia uni​ver​ses, and his work has be​en pra​ised by En​ter​ta​in​ment We​ekly, TV Zo​ne, Pub​lis​hers We​ekly, SFX, Dre​am​watch, Lib​rary Jo​ur​nal, and ot​hers. He li​ves in New York City with his fi​anc​йe and two in​sa​ne cats. Find out less at his of​fi​ci​al web​si​te at De​Can​di​do.net or re​ad his de​ran​ged non​sen​se at kra​di​cal.li​ve​j​o​ur​nal.com.

    

    

 

