Misfits
Chapter 1
By: John H Harris 

 “Sir?” Lt. Commander John H. Harris asked the admiral who sat behind the desk. 

“You’ve undoubtedly heard of Cathedral Units, haven’t you? Well, there is need for a captain who is also qualified in ship operations and engineering. Also, with what’s going on aboard the Chautauqua, I’d think you’d welcome the chance.” 

“Well, if you put it that way, Admiral…” Harris said. 

“Good. Report to the Nottingham immediately.” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

* * *

The Nottingham was a new type of ship. Externally similar to the successful Nomad class ship, it was designed to fill the gap between the Nebula and Galaxy classes, and was thus much larger. 

“She sure looks sweet, doesn’t she, Sir?” the shuttle pilot asked. 

“Aye, she certainly does, Lieutenant,” Harris replied, “but she’s not like anything I’ve ever seen before, and I’ve seen some interesting ships in my time.” 

“Well, I’m glad we’ll have a real captain for a while. We’ve gone through the whole construction and fitting out with a civilian in charge. Mr. Lawson isn’t a bad person, but he’s an administrator, if you know what I mean, Sir.” 

Harris did. “Aye, but it’s to be expected when dealing with shipbuilding firms.” 

“Yes, Sir.” The man reached forward and activated the comm unit. “Nottingham, this is the shuttlecraft Marcus, on final approach with Captain Harris.” Harris inwardly winced at the title. He wasn’t the captain yet, and still wore the pips of a lieutenant commander on his collar. 

“Marcus,” a voice replied, “you are clear to recover in main shuttlebay. Welcome aboard.” 

“Thank you.” 

The shuttle kissed the deck with a gentleness that Harris had never before experienced. Obviously, the man was good. Once the engines had shut down, the two officers climbed out of their seats and stepped out through the hatch. Harris looked up to the sight of the ship’s crew, or rather that part of it that could attend, standing at attention. 

The new captain held up a PADD and read the words that were displayed there. 

To: Harris, John H., Lieutenant Commander 

You are requested and required to assume command of starship USS Nottingham, NX-78505, for the purpose of final systems evaluation. 

Signed: William J. Collins, Admiral, Starfleet Command. 

He then stepped forward, handing the PADD to the shuttle pilot. “People, I know this isn’t what any of us expected, but we’ll make the best of it. Together, I’m certain we’ll bring this ship to full readiness. That’s it, people. I’ll be taking a tour over the next few days as we head out. Dismissed.” 

“Captain,” a tall blonde woman said, “I’m Lt. Commander Stepanov. I’ve been assigned as your first officer.” 

“Ah. A pleasure to meet you, Commander.” The two shook hands. 

“If you’ll come with me, Sir,” Stepanov said, “I’ll show you to your quarters.” 

“Lead on.” 

* * * 

The quarters were larger than any Harris had ever had aboard ship, save for while he served as acting first officer aboard the Majestic. Still, they weren’t much to look at. Similar in layout to his quarters aboard the Chautauqua, he settled in quickly. 

That done, Harris headed first to engineering. Entering the large space, he noticed that the warp core was similar to that of the Sovereign-class starship, though not as tall. 

“Can I help you, Sir?” a crewman asked, being the first to notice the new captain. 

“Where’s the chief engineer?” Harris asked. 

“That would be me, Sir,” an older man said from under a nearby console. He then extricated himself from the workspace and stood up. “Keshona Thio,” he said, holding out his hand. 

Harris clasped the man’s webbed hand. Seeing that the man was a Zaldan, he dispensed with the standard pleasantries. “Is this ship ready to go?” 

“And who are you to be asking this of me?” the engineer replied. 

“Lt. Commander John H. Harris. I’m the new captain.” The Zaldan laughed. “If you don’t think you can work with me, I’ll sign your transfer right here and now.” 

Thio’s laughter settled down to an amused smile. “I believe we can work together, Captain. As for your question, the ship is prepared to set forth. There are still some problems, but they are in minor systems.” 

“Good. Keep me informed.” The captain slowly circled the room, checking each of the displays. The Zaldan was right. The only problems left were in minor systems. Satisfied, Harris left engineering. 

* * * 

The turbolift doors opened to reveal a bridge done in grays and silver-tone metals. Stepanov was the first to notice Harris as he stepped onto the bridge, and was instantly on her feet. “Captain on the bridge,” she announced. 

“Thank you, Commander, but it’s not necessary to announce my presence.” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

Harris slowly circled the bridge, checking the layout (which was similar to that of the Sovereign-class ship) and readouts. Satisfied with both, he turned to his first officer. “Commander, are we ready to head out?” 

“Yes, Captain. All major systems are ready, as are all but a few minor systems.” 

Harris slowly stepped down to the center of the bridge, and lowered himself into the captain’s chair. “Then I think it’s time for us to go. Contact the dockmaster and request departure clearance.” 

“Aye, Sir.” Stepanov sat down at the first officer’s station, where she quickly secured departure clearance. “We are clear for departure, Sir.” 

“Conn, maneuvering thrusters.” 

“Maneuvering thrusters, Sir,” the ensign at flight control replied. 

“Hold station,” Harris ordered. 

“Thrusters at station-keeping, Sir.” 

“Spacedock view on main screen, then bring up the running lights.” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

The large screen changed to show the Nottingham from the spacedock’s point of view as the ship’s running lights came alive in rapid sequence. It was, beyond a doubt, a sight to behold. 

The lieutenant at ops reported, “Moorings and umbilicals clear, Captain. We are free to maneuver.” 

Harris settled back in the chair. “Thrusters ahead. Take us out.” 

Slowly, the new starship moved out of the open construction dock. In the galleries, various workpods, and even in pressure suits, people were watching, their normal tasks forgotten. Many of them were even waving. 

“Viewer ahead,” Harris ordered. 

“Viewer ahead,” the operations officer replied. 

“We are clear of the dock, Captain,” the flight control officer reported. 

Harris called up the first part of the ship’s test orders on the panel next to his chair. “Course one-one-three mark one-seven. One-quarter impulse.” 

“Ready, sir.” 

“Engage.” Acceleration under impulse was smooth and uneventful. Harris looked over at Stepanov, and the two officers exchanged a smile. “Advise when we are clear of orbital space.” 

“Aye, Sir. We are clear for warp drive.” 

“Set course for the Taliann Weapons Range.” 

“Course laid in, Captain.” 

“Ahead warp six, engage,” Harris ordered. On the main screen, the stars stretched into their characteristic warp streaks as the ship exceeded the speed of light. 

* * * 

The captain’s ready room was a model of efficiency disguised as comfort. In many ways, it was a miniature version of the captain’s quarters. There was a sofa that quickly converted into a small bunk, a replicator, and a large picture window. 

It had a good sound system, too, which Harris was giving a workout as he wrote his first report for the cathedral team. 

“In!” he called in response to the door chime. The doors puffed open to allow Stepanov to enter. 

She listened to the New Age music for a moment. “T’Liva?” she ventured. 

Harris shook his head. “David Arkenstone,” he answered. “Twentieth century Terran.” 

“Interesting. It sounds rather Vulcan, to me.” 

“I guess it does, now that you mention it.” He leaned back in his chair, working the tension out of his lower back in the process. “What’s on your mind, Commander?” 

“I wanted to talk with you about some of the crew. They’re what you might call ‘misfits’.” 

“And you have reservations about them?” Harris asked, offering the first officer a seat. 

“Permission to speak candidly, Sir?” Stepanov requested. 

“Always. I expect you to be honest and candid with me.” 

“Frankly, Captain –“ 

“Call me John. We’re in private here, and I’m not formal except in front of the crew.” 

“I do have reservations, and I’m Katja.” 

“For instance?” 

“I’ve flagged their files for you,” Stepanov replied, nodding toward the desk terminal. 

“Yes, I’ve read over several of these. I’ll admit, they aren’t what one would call overly social, but I see no problems. They all have the potential to become outstanding Starfleet officers.” He looked across the desk at the woman. “In fact, I share quite a bit with most of these people. Like them, I’d much rather spend time with holodeck creations than real people. I almost never attend social gatherings, and I find myself very uncomfortable in crowds. What’s your point?” 

“John, shyness is one thing, but these people have almost completely isolated themselves. Most of them are in isolated duty stations because that’s the only way to get any work out of them. Those that aren’t are difficult to work with. One broke from her station and hid when she was reprimanded by her immediate superior.” 

“Lightfoot,” Harris replied, remembering the reference. He called up the file. “She was transferred to low watch maintenance after that.” He shook his head, sadly. “She had excellent Academy grades… but no social skills at all.” He paged through the flagged files, skimming each person’s qualifications list. “All of these people are qualified for bridge positions.” He shut off the terminal. “I want them all transferred to bridge duty. I especially want Lightfoot there.” 

“Sir, I don’t understand…” 

“All of these people are in isolated, low-authority jobs. When one feels important, it helps a person’s self-esteem. Any first-year enlisted person can do the jobs they’re currently assigned to, but it takes something special to get on the bridge. But it won’t stop there. It’s my hope that by bringing all of the misfits together in one duty area, they’ll start to form friendships. See where I’m going with this? First with each other, and then, possibly, with others. My standing order concerning these people is a simple one: Do whatever it takes to make them feel needed, wanted, and important. Got it?” 

“Yes, Sir. I’ll arrange the transfers immediately.” 

“Good. You can start by having Lightfoot report to me here. Maybe a pep-talk from the captain might help.” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

* * * 

“Ensign Lightfoot, reporting as ordered, Captain,” the young woman replied. She had long brown hair that hung in waves down to her waist. In previous times, such a hairstyle would have been severely criticized. However, Harris liked the look. 

“Have a seat, Ensign. Would you care for something from the replicator?” 

“Um… No, Sir. Thank you.” 

Harris turned to the replicator. “Computer, one liter of Dr Pepper, well-chilled.” The replicator delivered the large glass of the soft drink, which Harris carried over to his desk. “I bet you’re wondering why I called you up here. I have some news that I think you might find interesting. You’re being transferred to bridge duty.” 

“S-sir?” Lightfoot replied. 

“You have a problem with that?” 

Lightfoot swallowed audibly. “Pu-p-permission to speak freely, Captain?” 

“Granted.” 

“Sir, I don’t think I’m cut out for bridge duty. Don’t get me wrong, I’m qualified on the console, but I don’t have what it takes to make a good bridge officer.” 

“Are you afraid I’ll yell at you if you make a mistake?” He shook his head. “I’m not that kind of person.” He took a sip of Dr Pepper. “Actually, I was like you, once. I was convinced that I didn’t have what it takes. All through growing up, I was the unpopular one. Oh, I was a wonderful student, but I had very few friends, and almost no social life. Even now, I don’t really have much of a social life. I want to show you that you have more potential than you know. You’ll be working with other misfits, myself included.” 

“Sir?” 

“This ship has been assigned an inordinate number of officers who have had… social problems on other ships. In fact, I think that’s one reason I was assigned to command. I found a way to overcome my own isolation. So, I’m going to put us all in one place and, hopefully, we’ll find a way to work together. From there, we might even find a way to… play together.” 

“I, uh, see.” 

“I don’t believe in doing something for someone without telling them, so I’m going to lay it out for you. You and the others like you are going to be a project to me and the command staff. It’s my hope that by putting all of the misfits together, you might find a kindred soul. Someone you can be comfortable working with. Are you willing to give it a shot?” 

“I, uh, guess so, Captain.” 

“Good. Report to the bridge –“ 

“Captain,” came Stepanov’s voice over the comm, “we’re being hailed by Starfleet. Admiral Rabb.” 

“Report to Commander Stepanov for assignment, Ensign. Dismissed.” 

Lightfoot was on her feet instantly. “Aye, sir.” 

As the doors closed behind the ensign, Harris said, “I’ll take it in here.” 

The terminal screen on the desk changed to show the face of Admiral Frank Rabb, the commander of Starbase 288. “Commander Harris, I’m sorry to have to say this, but your test mission is over. A distress signal has just been received from the Chisala Deep Space Observatory. As of now, the Nottingham is on active duty. Also, you and Lt. Commander Stepanov are hereby granted brevet promotions to captain and full commander, respectively. There are no other ships close enough to lend assistance, so you’re it.” 

“Understood, Admiral.” 

“Rabb out.” 

* * * 

Harris walked out onto the bridge wearing the four pips of a full captain. Handing a gold pip to Stepanov, he seated himself in the command chair. “Helm,” he ordered, “change course for the Chisala Deep Space Observatory and accelerate to maximum warp. Commander, we’ve been granted brevet promotions, just in case we need the rank.” 

“Any idea what we’ll be facing?” Stepanov asked, attaching the new pip in place of the black-centered one she had worn. 

“None, but we should be ready for anything. Red alert!”

Misfits
Chapter 2
By: John H Harris 
 “We're approaching the observatory, Captain,” Lightfoot reported from the operations console. 

“Bring us out of warp,” Harris ordered. “Put the observatory on screen.” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

The main screen changed to show what had once been a state-of-the-art space station. There was major damage, too much to be easily repaired, though the effort would likely be made. The Chisala Observatory was an important scientific asset to the Federation. 

“Anything from them?” Harris asked. 

“No, Sir,” Lightfoot replied. 

“Tactical analysis.” 

“No targets in the area, but the damage pattern is consistent with Dominion and Cardassian weaponry.” 

“Great,” Connery, another of the misfits, growled, “now we're up against the Jem'Hadar.” 

“Maybe so, Mr. Connery,” Harris replied, “but if any ship can handle them, this one can. Scan for life signs. 

“Aye, Sir.” He worked the console like a maestro, coming up with the requested information in almost record time. “Reading eighty-five lifeforms, Captain.” He turned to face Harris. “The observatory had a staff of nearly three hundred.” 

“Commander,” Harris ordered, “take an away team over there. I need to know how long ago this happened, and if there's anyone who can tell me which way they went.” 

“Aye, Sir.” Stepanov tapped her commbadge. “Medical team, meet me in transporter room two. Lightfoot, Marks, with me.” 

* * * 

The away team beamed into what was listed on the blueprints as the observatory's main recreation area. What they found instead was a makeshift infirmary. The lights were low, casting shadows throughout the room and making details difficult to see. 

“Medics,” Stepanov ordered, “take care of the wounded. Lightfoot, see if you can get some power to these lights. Marks, you go with her.” 

The Starfleet personnel quickly dispersed to their assigned duties as Stepanov looked around for someone in authority. “Who's in charge here?” she finally asked. 

“That would be me, Commander,” an elderly man said, sitting up on one of the bunks. His right arm was held in an old-fashioned sling, and his shoulder was bandaged. “Dr. Andrew Engman, Deputy Director… Though I guess I'm acting director, now.” 

“Can you tell me what happened, Doctor?” 

“A Dominion warship, one of their big ones, hit us from out of nowhere. By the time any of us knew anything, it was de-cloaking and firing on the station. They took out all of the working areas: the main observatory, the administrative offices, operations… even the infirmary. They knocked out the main energizers with their first shot. We've been on battery power for the last four hours. Those of us who weren't working were the only ones to survive.” 

“How many wounded?” Stepanov asked. 

“Twenty-seven,” Engman replied. 

“Twenty-six,” one of the medics corrected, pulling a sheet over a woman in her early thirties. “Massive internal injuries.” 

“She was hit by a door that was blown out of its frame. Poor kid never knew what hit her.” 

“Well, we'd better get the wounded over to the ship.” She tapped her commbadge. “Stepanov to Nottingham.” 

“Go ahead, Commander,” Harris replied. 

“Captain, we're going to begin beaming the wounded back to the ship. Can you have sickbay standing by?” 

“Affirmative, Commander. What have you found out?” 

“As far as the deputy… make that acting director knows, this happened about four hours ago. He's one of the wounded, so he'll be beaming over to sickbay shortly.” 

“Roger that. I'm sending over an engineering team to do a full damage assessment. Depending on the extent of the damage, we may need to evacuate the station.” 

“Understood, Captain.” 

“Keep me informed. Harris out.” 

* * * 

Captain's Log: Stardate 51888.3: While the observatory has been severely damaged, enough of it can be salvaged to justify the effort. Those personnel remaining have expressed a desire to stay and help with the reconstruction project. 
I applaud their tenacity. 
As to what has become known as `Project Misfit', progress is somewhat mixed. Brickman and Collins seem to have formed something of a rapport, while Lightfoot continues to be withdrawn. 
Perhaps a barbecue on the holodeck… 
End entry. 
* * * 

“One liter, Dr Pepper, well-chilled,” the captain said to the replicator after serving a cup of tea to his guest. Carrying the large thermo-mug that materialized over to the desk in his ready room, Harris said, “Anything you could tell us, Doctor, would be helpful. Especially the cloak. If the Dominion has started using cloaking technology, Starfleet needs to know. We also need to know which way they went.” 

“That, Captain, I don't know. However, I was one of those who saw the ship de-cloak. From what I saw, it was a standard Romulan-type cloaking device… No, there was one thing different. It was smoother, more uniform. The ship didn't waver as it appeared.” 

“Hmm… That would suggest a lower power usage curve… or a higher one. Anything about the weapons? From our encounters with the Dominion, it seems that the larger ships aren't nearly as well-armed as those used by the Jem'Hadar.” 

“Captain, I can tell you without a doubt that this particular one was. Whatever they used cut right through our defense shields. They may as well not have even been there.” 

“Well, now that Starfleet knows what kind of ship attacked, reinforcements are on the way. Still, it'll be a while before they can get here.” 

“I'd hate to see what a ship like that could do to a colony. There are a couple nearby. The Norpin Colony is eight days from here… Then there's the Jenolen Dyson Sphere…” 

“Yes… But why send only one ship so far inside Federation space? It doesn't fit with what we know of Dominion tactics. Was the observatory doing anything that might have provoked them?” 

“The only thing I can think of is a routine tacyon sweep of several pulsars in Cardassian space, but we've done those for years. They're allowed by treaty, just as the scans we take of pulsars in Romulan space are.” 

“Tacyon sweeps can also detect cloaked starships,” Harris remarked. “They may have seen it as some sort of early warning system, whether it was meant to be or not.” 

“But our scans aren't fine enough to detect an individual ship. Not at these ranges, certainly.” 

“The Dominion doesn't know that. To them –“ 

“Red alert,” came Stepanov's voice over the intercom. “Captain Harris, to the bridge.” 

Harris and Engman quickly walked out onto the bridge, the tea and Dr Pepper forgotten. “Report,” Harris ordered, replacing Stepanov in the center seat. 

“Romulan ship approaching, Captain,” Lightfoot replied. “They're running exposed, and scans show that it's been damaged.” 

“Hail them, Ensign.” 

“Captain, they're hailing us.” 

“On screen,” Harris said, standing up. The screen changed to show the bridge of the Romulan ship, and the gray-garbed commander seated in its command chair. “I'm Captain John H. Harris of the Federation Starship Nottingham. Please state your intentions and reasons for your presence in Federation space.” 

“I am Sub-Colonel Kenerak of the Tal Shi'ar,” the Romulan commander replied. “My ship is in Federation space in pursuit of a Dominion vessel which contains technology stolen from the Romulan government. We have no hostile intentions toward you. We followed the same distress signal that led you here.” 

“I see. The stolen technology wouldn't happen to be a new cloaking device, would it, Sub-Colonel?” Harris asked. 

Kenerak was clearly uncomfortable about answering the question where others could hear him. “Captain, perhaps it would be better if I came aboard your ship. We have many things to discuss, and not much time to lose.” 

Harris thought about it for a few seconds, slowly lowering himself back into the captain's chair. “Agreed. You may beam aboard at your pleasure. I will meet you in my ready room.” 

“Thank you, Captain. I will beam over presently. Kenerak out.” 

* * * 

Sub-colonel Kenerak was a rather tall man who held himself with, if not a regal, certainly an assured bearing. 

“Welcome aboard, Colonel,” Harris said, offering the older man a seat across the desk. “Can I offer you something from the replicator?” 

“No, Captain, thank you,” Kenerak replied, “and may I congratulate you on your rapid promotion to captain. Our information has you listed as a Lieutenant Commander.” 

“Officially I still am. This rank is a brevet for the duration of the current mission.” 

“I see. Captain, what I am about to say is somewhat distasteful to me, seeing as our two governments have never been friendly toward each other. The Imperial Senate, in its next plenary session, is expected to abandon our treaty with the Dominion. In preparation for that, the Romulan military has been instructed to provide occasional assistance to the Federation, so long as what you know as `plausible deniability' can be maintained. I believe this situation is one such occasion.” 

Harris sat back in his chair. “What do you have in mind?” he finally asked. 

“As you can undoubtedly tell, my vessel has been damaged by the Dominion. Her warp drive is operating at less than half efficiency, and our weapons are useless. However…” The Romulan leaned forward in the chair. “…The cloaking device, an exact copy of that taken by the Dominion, is fully functional. I propose that it be installed aboard this ship, and, with a small number of Romulans as… technical advisors, we go after them.” 

“How do I know you aren't working with the Dominion to get your hands on this ship?” the captain asked. 

“You don't, but I give you my word as an officer of the Tal Shi'ar.” 

“I hate to invoke an old stereotype, but the word of a Romulan is seldom kept.” 

“Then allow me to provide you with what you call a quid pro quo. In return for your assistance in recovering our stolen cloaking device, you may keep the one we install aboard your ship, so long as it is not used in violation of the Treaty of Algeron, as amended.” 

“I must say, Colonel, that your offer is quite tempting. I will consult with my superiors and give you an answer shortly.”

Misfits
Chapter 3
By:  John H. Harris
"Captain, you do have a way of encountering interesting people," remarked Admiral Paul Sakaari, the commander of the Tanisian sector. "Sub-Colonel Kenerak’s orders have been confirmed by the Romulan interests section at the Breen embassy. The colonel was very astute in specifying the conditions under which he’ll give you the cloaking device. The amendments to the Treaty of Algeron gave us the cloaking device for the Defiant, but it also prevents us from reverse-engineering it to find a way to detect their ships. Still, Starfleet Command, as well as the President herself, has authorized you to accept his offer. However, once the device is installed, there is to be one and only one Romulan allowed to remain on board. Is that understood?"

"Aye, Admiral."

"Sakaari out."

Harris sat back in his chair, letting out a breath. On the other side of the desk, Sub-Colonel Kenerak slowly nodded. "Your leaders are very wise," he remarked.

"You didn’t leave them much choice, Colonel," the captain replied. "With the war against the Dominion going as badly as it is, every edge we can get is needed."

The Romulan stood up. "With your permission, Captain, I will have my engineers begin the installation."

"Of course, but I want you to know that my engineers will be observing every step."

"Certainly."

* * *

Captain’s Log: Stardate 51889.1: With the help of the Romulan engineering team, we have installed the cloaking device. From what Sub-Colonel Kenerak tells me of the workings of both the device and the Dominion ship, it’s fairly certain that the enemy ship’s speed will be limited. As we do not have that limitation, we are at a tactical advantage.
Of course, a tactical advantage does not guarantee victory. My next problem is to find out which way they went…
End entry.
* * *

Harris sat in the captain’s chair at the center of the bridge, his officers at their stations around him.

"Okay, People," he said, "we need to decide which was that Dominion ship went. There are two possibilities: the Norpin Colony, three days away at maximum warp; or the Jenolen Dyson Sphere, eighteen hours distant. Comments?"

"Captain," Lightfoot said, with some hesitancy, "from, uh, what we know of the Vorta, what’s to say they won’t pass up both targets? They’re nothing, if not sneaky."

"But they’re also master tacticians," Stepanov countered. "They hit here for a reason. I think it was to open a hole in what they saw as a possible surveillance or early warning network."

"With that in mind, where would you go next?" the captain asked his first officer.

The blonde woman thought for a few seconds. "The Norpin colony is too well defended to allow them to hit and get away clean. Also, were I an enemy commander, I’d think the science teams on the Dyson Sphere would be a good cover for something else."

Harris looked over at Kenerak, who was manning the second officer’s station as the Romulans’ observer. "Agreed," the Tal Shi’ar officer added. "My own government has had its suspicions."

"Then it’s time to put those suspicions to rest," Harris said, turning back to face the main screen. "Conn, set course for the Jenolen Dyson Sphere. Maximum warp."

"Aye, Sir," the flight control officer replied, laying the course in. "Course set and ready, Captain."

"Engage."

* * *

"Ladies and Gentlemen," Harris said at the end of the duty watch, "while beta watch looks after the bridge, I would like to invite you all to my quarters for a game of poker. I don’t know of anyone who has gone through the Academy who doesn’t at least know how to play the game, and I assure you that I’m a very good loser." His gaze met that of Kenerak. "The invitation is extended to you, as well, Colonel. Are you familiar with the game?"

"Indeed I am, Captain. I would be happy to join your game."

"Very good. Shall we say… 19:00? That’ll give us all a chance to eat dinner."

"Why not?" Lightfoot replied. "That was just about the only thing I was really good at back at the Academy, even though I had to join the Instructors’ games."

Harris stood up. Then I shall see you all there. Mr. Tarlon, you have the bridge."

"Aye, Sir," the Vulcan second officer replied, replacing Harris in the captain’s chair.

Kenerak joined Harris in the turbolift. "Captain, would you mind if I dined with you? I grew rather fond of Terran cuisine during several undercover missions in Federation space."

"Of course, colonel. I’d be honored to have you at my table." Then, to the computer, he said, "deck five."

* * *

"The game," Lightfoot said, tossing her head to move her hair out of the way behind her left shoulder, "is seven-card stud, nothing wild." The chips for the ante had already been tossed into the pot as the woman dealt the cards. Each player received two cards face down, the third up. Harris looked at his cards and saw that he had a pair of jacks. "Captain, your bet."

Harris tossed in two red chips. "Twenty."

The bet passed to Kenerak. "I’ll see that, and raise five." He threw in two red and one blue chips. "You know, this game is a requirement at the Empire’s equivalent of your Starfleet Academy, as is Klin Zha and other types of games commonly played. It allows Romulan commanders a glimpse into the human tendency to bluff."

"You think that’s what I’m doing?" Harris asked.

"Perhaps, but I can’t be sure. You hide your emotions well, Captain."

"We’re off duty. Call me John."

"Then I am Dev." The Romulan looked to his left. "Ensign?"

"I’m not even gonna try to play this fist full of garbage," Ensign Brickman, a tall, lanky man, replied, turning his up card over. "I fold."

"Call," Collins, a slightly more muscular man with unruly blond hair, said, tossing his chips into the pot.

"Your twenty-five," Stepanov said, counting out the chips, "and thirty more."

"That does it for me," Collins said.

With her hair hanging down, Lightfoot gave the impression that she was brooding over her cards. Her face, cloaked in shadow, was totally unreadable. She reached to her right and took a sip of the dark Guinness before picking up a stack of chips. "Call and raise twenty more."

"Call," Harris said, tossing his chips in.

"Just from watching this game so far, I can form initial assessments of your command styles," Kenerak said, looking at his cards.

"Yack yack yack," Stepanov said.

"You, Commander, are very good when the stakes are small, but when the raises get too large for you, you retreat." He tossed in a silver, two red, and a blue chip, then added two gold ones. "I raise two hundred."

"Fold fold fold," Stepanov said, dropping her cards to the table. "You seem to have me pegged, Colonel."

"Of course, that is only a first assessment. With repeated exposure, that assessment may change."

"And what of me, Colonel?" Lightfoot asked from within the shadows formed by her hair.

Kenerak smiled. "You, Ensign, may be the most like a Romulan as any human I have ever met. To see anything of your inner self, there is a cost, usually expensive. I expect you to raise my bet."

The woman looked up at the Romulan, a small, enigmatic smile on her face. "Then I will call, just to spite you."

"As will I," Harris added.

Lightfoot dealt another card, not helping the captain any, but not helping the others, either. Or so Harris could see. "Ten."

The other two called without comment. Another card was dealt to each of them, and Harris received a third jack.

"And how do you assess me, Dev?" Harris asked, tossing a gold chip into the pot. "Other than hiding my emotions well, that is."

"You are also much like a Romulan, but also like an Andorian. You conserve your assets when you know you cannot win, yet are willing to take risks when the chances are marginal. Were we playing chess, I would think you would commit minimal forces, but powerful ones." He called. "All the time, not allowing your opponent to see your true emotions."

Lightfoot counted her chips idly, checking to see just how many she had, before taking a look at the piles in front of both Kenerak and Harris. She then pushed them all in. "I believe I have learned to read you, too, Colonel. You are cautious, prone to bluff, but not easily bluffed. I would hate to face you in battle, even as a crewman."

"Call," Harris said, tossing in the appropriate chips.

"I believe you have just bought yourself a pot, John," the Tal Shi’ar officer said. "I fold."

"Maybe not," the captain answered, as Lightfoot dealt the sixth card to each of them. The three-of-a-kind was unchanged. "Check."

"You’re being too kind, Captain," the operations officer said, dealing the final cards face down. "Take it."

"I’d like to see what she had," Collins said, reaching for Lightfoot’s down cards.

Stepanov grabbed the ensign’s hand, stopping him less than an inch from the cards. "You didn’t pay to see those cards, Mister. Them’s the rules."

"Quite right, Commander," Collins replied. "Sorry."

"I think we could all use a break. I know I could use a refill on this Dr Pepper. Anyone else?"

"I’m fine, Sir," Brickman said.

"I could use one," Collins said, standing up. "I’ll get yours while I’m up, Captain."

"Thanks, Collins." He then leaned pushed back his chair, stretching his legs out in front of him. "Computer, we need some music. Play… ‘Baker Street’, by Gerry Rafferty." As was his habit, he sang along to the song….

Winding your way down on Baker Street
Light in your head, and dead on your feet
Well another crazy day, you’ll drink the night away
And forget about everything
This city desert makes you feel so cold, its got
So many people but its got no soul
And its taken you so long to find out you were wrong
When you thought it held everything.
You used to think that it was so easy
You used to say that it was so easy
But you're tryin, you're tryin now
Another year and then you'd be happy
Just one more year and then you'd be happy
But you're cryin', you're cryin now
Lightfoot joined Harris for the first couple words of the second verse, but the captain dropped out, allowing her to sing in a clean, sweet contralto:

Way down the street there's a light in his place
He opens the door, he's got that look on his face
And he asks you where you've been, you tell him who you've seen
And you talk about anything
He's got this dream about buyin' some land
He's gonna give up the booze and the one night stands
And then he'll settle down, in some quiet little town
And forget about everything
The two sang the chorus together:
 

But you know he'll always keep moving
You know he's never gonna stop moving
Cause he's rollin, He's the rolling stone
And when you wake up it's a new morning
The sun is shining it's a new morning
And you're going, you're going home
"Twentieth century," Kenerak remarked. "The musical form known as rock." He took a sip of his own Dr Pepper as Collins handed one to Harris. "I enjoyed the form while growing up on Romulus. My father was also a member of the Tal Shi’ar, and brought recordings home from missions."

"Do you have a favorite?"

"Not specifically, but one of my favorite artists was also from the late 20th and early 21st centuries. She was also named Harris. Shanti B. Harris."

The captain looked at the Romulan officer. "Shanti Buchanan Harris was an ancestor of mine."

"Interesting. I did not know that."

Harris was about to say more, but was interrupted by the intercom.

"Captain," Lt. Tarlon said, "we are detecting a Dominion warp trail. It is less than two hours old."

Harris was on his feet immediately. "Yellow alert. Engage cloak. I’m on my way."
Misfits
Chapter 4
By:  John H. Harris
"Report," Harris ordered as he and the other officers walked out of the turbolift. The ship’s Vulcan second officer quickly made way for him to sit down in the captain’s chair.

"The warp plasma trail is steady, Captain," he replied. "It seems to be leading directly toward the Jenolen Dyson Sphere."

"Anything on the tacyon sweep?" Harris asked.

"No, sir."

"Tacyon sweeps won’t reveal him," Kenerak informed the Starfleet personnel. "The new device is designed to mask return from tacyon bursts."

"Okay, then let’s do something to bring them to us," Harris said, his mind coming up with a plan. "Red alert, stand by to drop cloak and raise shields."

"Aye, Sir," Stepanov replied. The bridge was instantly filled with the sound of the red alert klaxon as reports streamed in from all over the ship confirming the preparations for battle.

"Load a spread of quantum torpedoes, both fore and aft. He may try to get around behind us."

"Aye, Sir."

"Engineering," Harris said, activating the command chair’s intercom function.

"Go ahead, Captain."
"I want to make it look like we’re having a problem with the warp drive. Can you dirty up our warp signature?"

"I believe so," the chief engineer replied. "Stand by."
"Anything on sensors?" the captain asked.

"Nothing," the watch science officer replied. "Just the warp trail… It’s gone!"

"Drop from warp. Ready shields."

"Reading a distortion to starboard!" the science officer called.

"Drop cloak," Harris snapped. "Get me shields. Lock torpedoes and fire!"

But they were too late. The ship bucked as it was hit by a disruption burst from the Dominion vessel. "Engineering, we need those shields!"

"Working on them."
"Did we hit him?"

"I think so, Sir," Stepanov answered.

"Shields are up, but our starboard side’s weak," the bridge engineer reported.

"Hard over. Put our forward shields to him," Harris ordered. "Damage report."

"Some hull buckling, power disruptions on decks five and six."

The ship shook again as another disruptor wave hit them. "Time for us to start hitting back. Pulse phasers. Lock target and fire at will."

"Aye, Sir," the weapons officer replied from the port weapons station. "Target locked… firing."

The two massive pulse phaser cannons in the ‘roll bar’ fired, carving black streaks in the Dominion ship’s hull.

"Got him!" Stepanov called. "Reading a warp plasma conduit breach in his port engine."

The Nottingham shook again as a spread of what appeared to be photon torpedoes impacted the ship’s forward shields.

"Those were type seven torpedoes, Sir," the weapons officer replied.

"Give him a spread of type tens," the captain replied. "Concentrate on that warp plasma leak. If we hit it just right, we can ignite it."

"Ready, sir."

"Fire."

Five of the six torpedoes flew true, but the Dominion ship scored a lucky shot with the sixth, detonating it barely fifty meters outside the forward launch tube.

A fireball of actinic white blossomed on the Dominion ship’s hull, indicating that the warp plasma had, indeed, ignited. Unable to maintain attitude, the ship began tumbling, the plasma acting as a roll thruster. Still rolling, it moved off, fading into cloaked invisibility as it did.

But the Nottingham didn’t escape unharmed.

"Damage report!" Harris called over the alarms. "And shut off those alarms!"

A moment later, the bridge was silent. Lightfoot took a breath and coughed a few times from the acrid fumes rising from burned circuitry in her console. Regaining her breath, she made the report. "Main deflector has been… destroyed, Sir. The torpedo was right under it when it detonated. Hull breach on decks eighteen through twenty. Forcefields are in place."

"Can we still maneuver?" Harris asked.

"Aye, Sir."

"Sciences, scan for warp plasma byproducts. We’re both on impulse for the foreseeable future. I want him."

"Aye, Sir."

Harris stood up. "Get me a detailed damage and casualty report ASAP. I’ll be in my readyroom."

Stepanov reported to him ten minutes later. "We lost six people," she began. "Main deflector is toast, and we won’t be able to make better than half impulse until hull repairs are completed. Forward torpedo tubes took some blast damage, but are still operational. Tactical thinks the Dominion ship is hurt about as badly. Their warp drive is certainly offline, and the burning warp plasma will play havoc with maneuvering."

"That won’t last long. How long would it take us to get to the Dyson sphere?"

"Eighty hours, present speed."

"Resume course, best possible speed."

"Aye, Sir." But she didn’t move, sensing something was wrong. "John, are you all right?"

Harris blew out a sigh. "Six people. I never wanted that to happen again."

"There are always casualties in combat."

Harris nodded, offering his first officer a seat. The hunt could wait for a few minutes. "Do you know why I was offered this ship? This engineering trial cruise?" Stepanov shook her head. "My last assignment was as CAG aboard Majestic. During two separate sorties against the Dominion, I found Teya Sakaari, the captain’s daughter, hiding in the recon viper I was flying. The first time was during a recon flight, and it wasn’t too hard to get back to the ship, though I did have to destroy a couple of Jem’Hadar fighters. But the second time… One of my best friends, Toby Mallory, was shepherding me back to the ship when he bought it. He was there because of my orders. I could have gone alone, like I did before, and he wouldn’t have died."

"But you had to protect that little girl."

Again, Harris nodded. "And I was knighted as a hero of the Tanisian Alliance because of it. The first time earned me an Honor Debt from Clan Sakaari. After Toby bought it, I put in for a transfer. I wanted out of front-line service. I wanted to go somewhere safe, where my orders wouldn’t get people killed. The captain granted the request, on a six-month trial basis, but told me that there really wasn’t anywhere that was safe. People could die on a freighter, just as easily as they could in a fighter. She said I was a shoo-in for Majestic first officer when Commander Dahl moved up to his own command; that I had ‘natural command talent’." He turned to face Stepanov, revealing a face full of anguish mixed with anger. "Apparently, her grandfather, Admiral Paul Sakaari, agreed. He cut the orders to put me in command of this ship."

"They couldn’t have known that we’d be called into combat."

"I know that, but I really didn’t want the responsibility. I would have been happy as a test pilot or ground instructor. That way, the only life I’d be risking is my own."

Stepanov leaned forward. "John, let me tell you something. Admiral Sakaari also assigned me to this ship. I don’t usually wear red under this uniform. My primary training is as a counselor."

"I thought so. Your file seems to have been altered to downplay your psychology training, but I could see it. You listen too much."

"My orders were to see if you’d lost that self-confidence that a good commanding officer needs. I can tell you right now that you have not. You kept your cool, you stayed confident, and you showed that to your bridge crew. You have one of the best command styles I’ve ever seen, and I know you’re being wasted in a subordinate position. There hasn’t been anyone more deserving of a starship command since Hikaru Sulu."

"Oh, come on," Harris said, not believing a word of it.

"Captain, you have turned that bunch of misfits out there into an efficient, likable, and friendly group of officers. They’ll go to their next assignments with a new attitude. Lightfoot most of all. And I can tell you this much, too. They’ll follow you to the gates of Hell because of it."

"You don’t pull any punches, do you, Counselor?"

"Not when I don’t need to."

Harris looked at his first officer, seeing her as a counselor for the first time. "You say I still have my confidence, my fighting spirit." He stood up, straightening his uniform over his ample middle in the process. "It’s time for me to live up to it. Let’s go find those Dominion bastards."

The Jenolen Dyson Sphere dominated the screen, barely reflecting the light from the distant stars. Harris sat in the center seat, looking at the image before him. 

"The sixty-four thousand dollar question," the captain said, "is where is that Dominion ship? Has it found its way inside, and is even now laying waste to the various science teams, or is it still out here? Mr. Lightfoot, have you found the main hatchway yet?"

"I think so, Sir. At least I think I’ve found the beacon placed there by the Enterprise."

"Conn, take us around to it." He then looked over at Kenerak. "Any ideas, Colonel?"

"Nothing specific, Captain, but we do know their cloaking device is still operational," the Romulan replied.

"Yes," Harris replied, standing up. "If you were in his position, possibly waiting out there, what would you do?"

Kenerak stood up and joined Harris at the center of the bridge. "I’d lurk at the main hatchway and wait for someone to let me in."

"That’s what I would do, too. Stepanov, scan for warp plasma. Tactical, stand by phasers and torpedoes."

"Aye, Sir," the two officers responded as the first officer went over to the science station.

"If you’ll excuse me, Captain," Kenerak said, "I’d like to go to my quarters. I’m starting to feel a bit fatigued."

"Of course, Colonel. Chief, escort the colonel to his quarters," Harris said to the guard at the turbolift.

"Aye, Sir," the security man replied. "Colonel?"

After the two men left the bridge, Harris stood up and began slowly pacing around the bridge. "Mr. Lightfoot, interrogate the beacon. I want to know when the last ship went through that hatch."

"Aye, Sir… Sir, we’re de-cloaking!"

Harris snapped around to face the operations officer. "Get it back up!" he snapped.

"I can’t, Sir. The linkages have been cut."

Harris traded a look with his first officer. "Kenerak," she said, giving voice to both their thoughts.

"Take a security team and go get him. Engineering, I want the cloaking device back up on the double."

As Stepanov left the bridge at a run, the tactical officer called out, "Distortion forming, dead ahead!"

"Lock weapons and fire!"

Nottingham erupted with phaser fire, all of it concentrated forward on the de-cloaking Dominion vessel. It hit, having the intended effect. The enemy ship appeared suddenly, its own cloaking device inoperative.

"Reading major damage to their forward sections, Captain," the tactical officer reported.

"Shields," Harris ordered, returning to his seat.

"Shields up, Aye."

The ship shook with the Dominion ship’s counterfire. "Hit him again, Mr. Thomas. Full phasers."

However, like the Nottingham, the Dominion ship managed to raise its shields, lessening the impact of the quantum torpedoes.

"Let’s see if we can end this… Mr. Lightfoot, hailing frequencies."

"Aye, Sir. Hailing frequencies open."

"This is Captain John H. Harris, commanding the Federation Starship Nottingham. Your presence here, and your actions at the Chisala Observatory have been considered direct acts of aggression against the United Federation of Planets…"

Another round of fire impacted Nottingham’s shields, shaking the ship.

"However," Harris continued, "if you break off your attack, we will escort you to the Cardassian border and allow you to return to your nearest base for repairs. We don’t want to fight, but will defend ourselves and Federation civilians. You have thirty seconds to reply."

The firing from the Dominion ship stopped abruptly.

"Incoming signal, Captain," Lightfoot reported.

Harris stood up. "On screen."

The main screen changed to show the face of a Vorta. "Captain Harris, I presume?"
"That’s right. To whom do I have the honor of speaking?"

"My name is unimportant. I find your offer of safe passage back to our space interesting. How do I know you will keep your word?"
"I have given you no word to keep. However, I am willing to guarantee your safety if you cease hostilities and withdraw now."

Lightfoot looked down at her console then turned to face Harris, who quickly motioned for her to keep silent. Still, she took a breath to say something, but again, Harris motioned for her to remain silent. She turned back to her console and began rapidly tapping at it.

The message appeared on the screen: DOMINION SHIP SLOWLY BUILDING UP TO CORE BREACH. BELIEVE DELIBERATE.

"I will accept your offer, Captain Harris, on one condition. We would like to see the interior of this construct. We have nothing like it in our own space, and are curious to study it, if only for a little while."
Harris read the text again. "Give me two minutes to think it over. Harris out." The screen returned to its forward visual. "Mr. Lightfoot, that was quick thinking. My apologies for not allowing you to voice your report. How long until his warp core breaches?"

"Ten minutes at current rate. It’s just too slow to be anything but deliberate."

"Agreed, Sir," added Ensign Thomas from tactical. "It’s enough time for them to get inside and close to the area where our people are."

"Or the star itself," Harris mused, thinking out loud. At the confused look from the bridge crew, he elucidated. "If you can get close enough to a star, a massive matter/antimatter detonation, like a warp core breach, can trigger a supernova. If they can do that inside the Dyson Sphere, the shockwave’ll pop it like a balloon."

"Captain, I still have a lock on them."

"Stand by quantum torpedoes. Lightfoot, open the channel." The screen changed to once again show the Vorta. "We are agreed, then. However, I have a counter-condition. Before we open the hatchway, we will both lower our shields as a show of good faith."

"I think not, Captain. It would leave us dangerously open to attack."
"You can see clearly that we’re both damaged. Your last attack took out our forward torpedo tubes. We will now power down our phasers. Mr. Thomas, take phasers offline."

"Aye, Sir. Phasers offline."

The Vorta looked offscreen, and apparently received a confirming report. "Very well, Captain Harris. We accept your terms. We are lowering our shields."
"Thank you. As soon as we can confirm that your shields are down, we will open the hatch for you. Harris out."

"Stepanov to bridge, I’ve got him cornered in…"

Her voice was cut off by the sound of a phaser and her scream which faded with the distinctive pattern of a disintegrating body.

"Stepanov?!" Harris called.

"Their shields are down!" Lightfoot called.

"Fire torpedoes!" Harris ordered.

A full spread of torpedoes converged on the Dominion ship, reducing it to debris.

"Security, report!"

"We got him, Captain…" one of the security men reported, "but he took three people with him, including Commander Stepanov."
Harris closed his eyes and slowly sank into the captain’s chair. "Damn…" He took a deep breath, remembering…

"I know the feeling, Commander," Fleet Captain Sakaari said when he requested transfer off the Majestic. "I had it the first time someone died under my command. Let me tell you something, CAG. There is no safe place. You can get killed just as easily by a falling piece of cargo as you can fighting the Jem’Hadar. That man would be under your command, too. Think long and hard about it, Commander. Having people die under your command is something every Starfleet officer may have to face. Don’t let it drive you away from the Center Seat. You belong there."

"But do I?" Harris thought.

After a minute of silence on the bridge, Harris stood up again. "Helm," he ordered, "set course for Starbase 316, best possible speed. I think this ship has reached the end of her shakedown."

"Aye, Sir."

"Mr. Lightfoot, you have the bridge."

Two weeks later…

The bell was rung by the presiding officer of the board of inquiry. "Be seated," she said. "Lt. Commander Harris, it is the finding of this board of inquiry that your actions aboard USS Nottingham were proper and in keeping with the established rules of engagement in regards to the Dominion. While it is unfortunate that certain members of your crew were lost during this action, it in no way negates your own performance, or the performance of the test crew under your command. Indeed, because of your actions, the Jenolen Dyson Sphere still exists. Still, by your own insistence, you are not quite ready for a command of your own.

"Therefore, it is the order of this board of inquiry, with the consent of Starfleet Command, that your brevet promotion to the rank of Captain be revoked, but that a permanent promotion to the rank of Commander be granted, effective immediately. Furthermore, you are returned to your post as CAG aboard USS Majestic, also effective immediately. This board is adjourned."

* * *
Personal Log: Commander John H. Harris, Stardate 52036.3. I have returned to Majestic, despite mixed feelings…
"I hate to say ‘I told you so’," Fleet Captain Cayla Sakaari said the evening after Harris returned to the Majestic, "but you’ve learned that people can die no matter what you do. It’s hard, I know, but it’s a fact of life for a Starfleet Officer."

"I know that now, Captain," Harris replied, idly fingering the three solid pips on his collar. "Maybe, in a year or two, I’ll be ready for my own command. But for now, this wing is enough."

"You have the talent, Commander Harris. The experience comes with time." She stood up, heading for the door, but stopped a few paces later. "Oh, there is one other thing. We have a new officer in operations. I’m told she requested assignment here because of you."

"Because of me?" Harris asked.

"In fact, several people have requested reassignment because of you. This one, I believe her name is Lightfoot, said, ‘We misfits need to stick together’."

As Sakaari left Harris’ quarters, the CAG smiled. It was the kind of smile one smiles when everything falls into place.

"Yes," he said to himself. "Maybe in a year or two…"
THE END
