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CHAPTER ONE – VANISH

                

                *Executive Officer's Log, Stardate 60783.1. With only a couple of days left before we have to return to Earth for ANOTHER refit, I've managed to talk Captain Walker into allowing some of us to stop by Bajor on the way back to inspect some of the Bajoran temples.*

 

                Ranma looked up from his desk and out the window at the approaching blue and brown colored planet off in the distance. He was no archeologist but seeing how his – well Captain Walker's - ship's namesake was so important to the Bajorans, he felt that it might do him some good to look around on the planet, seeing as they had some extra time.

                They always could come back on their shore leave while the Sisko was being refit, however not all the crew was able to get the same amount of time off, because of their duties. As well, Ranma was unsure whether he wanted to spend any of his free time this close to the border.

                He did not even like spending his work time here.

 

                *Akane, apparently an amateur explorer – who knew – has asked to come with. Minako, the science geek has also asked to come. For some reason, Ryouga has as well, which scares me a little bit. I may have to jury rig some kind of leash to make sure he doesn't get lost.*

 

                Ranma blinked, turned, and looked around nervously. Once he made sure that SHE was not in the room, he continued.

 

                *Shampoo has also invited herself. That scares me far more than Ryouga getting jealous and using the breaking point on some billion-year-old priceless Bajoran artifacts. She and Lt. Jansen seem to be... In a relationship...*

 

                Ranma pauses, unsure whether he should have put that in an official log. He shrugs and continues, thinking it will not matter if Akane murders him.

 

                *...but I am unsure if she is over me.*

 

                Ranma's keen hearing causes his ears to twitch. He looks up and sees the shadow of a woman walking in the other room.

                “Akane?” he asks.

                “Yeah?” his wife calls back.

                “Off work early?”

                Akane walked into the room and smiled as she began to unzip her uniform jacket. “Yeah. I wanted to make sure I didn't hold us up.”

                Ranma smiled and nodded. “Okay just finishing up my log.”

                Akane nodded and continued to change. Ranma turned his attention back to his terminal. *Lt. Fuchs has also asked to tag along. While I almost think that six is a pretty big crowd, at the same time, it's nice to have plenty of people to discuss whatever we find with.*

                “End,” Ranma instructed. The computer chirped in compliance and Ranma stood. He looked to Akane who was getting dressed in Starfleet's desert uniform.

                “I am glad you read the briefing,” Ranma noted.

                Akane scowled. “Do you think I'm an idiot?”

                Ranma smiled coyly as he taunted her. “You were bored and had nothing else to do,” he stated rather than asked.

                Akane turned away. “I would have read it, regardless.”

                Ranma, also dressed in the white, except for the customary red trim, desert uniform walked up behind Akane and embraced her. “I know.”

                Akane smiled as she let Ranma hug her. Finally, she spoke.

                “I see Shampoo is coming.”

-----

                “Firearms are not allowed in the sites,” Fuchs explained to Makoto.

                Makoto, who was eying Jeff with a bit of scorn conceded and took the phasers she had issued Minako and Ryouga back.

                “Besides, who is going to attack us?” Fuchs asked.

                “The Pah-wraiths?” Minako suggested.

                Ryouga blinked. “Would a phaser actually help?”

                Minako shrugged. Makoto sighed and turned to Ryouga. “I'm making you personally responsible for the command staff's safety.”

                “ME?!” Ryouga squeaked. “Why me?”

                “Because you're the closest thing to a security guard going down there,” Makoto replied.

                Ryouga sighed.

                The transporter room doors slid open, and Shampoo and Lt. Jansen walked in. Ryouga eyed the pair before turning to Makoto. “With all due respect, Commander, Commander Shampoo could kill me with her toothbrush. Make her responsible.”

                Shampoo turned to Makoto. “Huh?”

                Makoto face palmed. “I can't make someone who outranks me responsible, you dolt.”

                “You're the same rank!” Ryouga protested.

                “Stop arguing with me!” Makoto snapped.

                The doors slid open again and Ranma and Akane walked in. Ranma looked slightly agitated. “I can hear you people from the turbolift. What the hell are you arguing about?”

                “I'm trying to put Lt. Hibiki in charge of security of the group, sir,” Makoto explained. “However, he does not want that responsibility.”

                Ranma turned to Ryouga. Ryouga looked to Ranma. “She said 'command staff.' I didn't think you would require a babysitter.”

                “Lieutenant!” Makoto barked.

                Ranma shook his head and waved Makoto off. “Where we're going is policed and patrolled by Bajoran military. If there is any trouble they cannot handle, we will simply return to the ship.”

                Ranma looked at Ryouga, who was half scowling, half pouting. “If you want to take up the other issue, Commander, please do so upon our return. Ryouga is a dunderhead, but I would hate for him to miss the opportunity for him to actually learn something.”

                Ryouga looked up at Ranma. He smirked. His old nemesis was rather good at insulting him with just the right flair to get him riled up, but not quite enough to make him angry.

                Practice makes perfect, it would appear.

                Ranma returned the smirk and turned back to the group. “The Captain wanted to see us off, so as soon as she gets down here, we can depart.”

                The group nodded. Ranma turned to Makoto, leaned into her, and smiled as he spoke softly. “I appreciate your concern. If anything does happen, I am sure instinct will kick in, and Ryouga will snap into action regardless.”

                Makoto nodded, still frustrated. Ranma leaned back, smiling as the group continued to wait a few minutes till Captain Walker arrived.

                “Sorry to make you wait,” she smiled.

                Ranma nodded. “Not at all. Thank you for allowing us to make this unscheduled stop.”

                “Well, it sounds interesting enough, and I agree there is time to spare, and we are close enough to where we need to be in case anything happens, so no harm, no foul as I see it.”

                Ranma smiled as he and the other five stepped onto the transporter pad.

                “I have coordinates from the Bajorans, Commander,” the transporter chief called to Ranma.

                Ranma looked to the group who all nodded.

                “Energize.” Ranma ordered.

                The transporter chief complied, and the group vanished off the pad.

                Karyn, Makoto, and Jansen nodded to the transporter chief and headed back to their stations on the bridge.

 

                Karyn only had about fifteen minutes of reading in her ready room before she was disturbed. Seemed a little unfair, considering the others got to go enjoy themselves and all she wanted to do was read a book.

                But, she thought to herself, this was the life she chose.

                “Walker,” she stated, tapping her communicator.

                “Captain, please come to the bridge,” Kaii's voice called.

                Karyn quickly stood. The distress in his voice was not lost on her. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. The young redhead quickly zipped onto the bridge and made her way to Kaii's station. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

                “The Bajorans just contacted us asking when the away team was going to beam down, stating they can't wait with transportation much longer.”

                Karyn inhaled deeply. “Have you...”

                “Yes,” Kaii said, finishing her thought. “The transporter log indicates a successful transport. They materialized somewhere.”

                Karyn finally exhaled. “Scan the planet for their communicators.”

                “I already have, ma'am,” Kaii replied, dejected. “They are not on Bajor.”

                Karyn began to rub her temples. “What about-”

                “According to the log, they materialized on solid ground,” Kaii again completed Karyn's thoughts.

                The rear turbolift opened and Lt. JC Devall walked in carrying a PADD, with Usagi right behind him. Kaii looked to Karyn. “I already got those guys working on it, if that's okay.”

                Karyn patted Kaii on the shoulder and smiled. “You did great. The sooner we find them, the better.”

                “Captain,” JC started. “I went through the transport log from start to finish. Everything looks normal. It wasn't a transporter malfunction.”

                “So, they are alive?” Karyn asked.

                JC bit his lip. “Well...” he paused, noticing that Usagi and Makoto were both looking at him, concern for their friends on their faces. “I can say with certainty that the transporter did not kill them.”

                “So where are they?” Makoto finally asked.

                JC sighed. “That's going to take some more time to figure out.”

                Karyn turned to Kaii, then to JC and Usagi. “Nothing else matters. Find our lost shipmates.”

                “Aye,” all three of them replied.




CHAPTER TWO – PAIRS

 

                Ranma knew the minute he materialized that something was not right. First off, there was no one there to greet him. Second off, the sky was a rust color, instead of the blue, Earth-like color of the Bajoran atmosphere.

                And third was the giant snake that nearly bit him. It was not the snake so much as it was the mess of jungle it was concealed in.

                “AKANE?!” Ranma yelled.

                No one answered.

                “SHAMPOO?!” He yelled.

                Again, only the now seemingly upset birds replied.

                “RYOUGA?”

                “Shampoo to Saotome?” Ranma heard over his communicator.

                Ranma tapped it. “Shampoo! Where are you?”

                “Shampoo have no idea. Shampoo materialize in tree.”

                “Is Akane with you?”

                The growl was audible.

                “Come help Shampoo, then we talk about Akane.”

                “Okay, okay,” Ranma pulled out his tricorder. It was set up to record information about artifacts, not scan for life signs, but he was fairly sure he could reset it.

                After a couple of minutes, he had successful done so, albeit at low power. “Okay Shampoo. I have my tricorder functioning again. Looks like you're a few kilometers away from me, so it will take me a few minutes.”

                “Shampoo not going anywhere.”

                Ranma wasn't quite sure why being in a tree was such an obstacle to Shampoo. She was obviously athletic enough to get herself out. There must be a bigger issue.

                Ranma stopped dead in his tracks.

                “Did she actually materialize IN the tree?”

                Ranma began running faster before slowing down again. “No, that couldn't be. She'd probably be dead.”

                Ranma put the thought out of his head and continued towards Shampoo's bio sign.

                After sprinting for almost ten minutes straight, Ranma arrived at the blinking dot on his tricorder. He slid to a stop and looked around, not seeing much of anything but trees and jungle shrubbery.

                “Shampoo?” he asked.

                “Up here!” she called out.

                Ranma turned and looked up, where he saw Shampoo dangling from a branch about fifteen meters above and to the east of him. Her white jacket had become snared on a branch and was the only thing keeping her from dropping the remaining fifteen meters.

                “Are you okay?” Ranma asked, moving that way.

                “RANMA! STOP!” Shampoo yelled.

                Ranma complied. Shampoo pointed downwards as she explained. “Ground covered in water. At first Shampoo just think it puddle, but then alligator looking thing come out.”

                Ranma blinked. He looked a little closer at the ground underneath Shampoo. It took him a minute, but then he could see it. There was indeed some kind of reptile creature in the water.

                “That's why you couldn't just slid out of your jacket and drop down?” Ranma asked.

                Shampoo nodded. “Shampoo could probably deal with alligator. But not as cat,” she sighed. “Shampoo have phaser-”

                Ranma groaned. Shampoo shrugged, which caused her already ripping jacket to rip a little more. “It in boot, and if Shampoo try and get it, jacket will rip.”

                Ranma began to unzip his jacket, understanding exactly what he needed to do. Shampoo watched on as Ranma walked to the edge, or what he thought was the edge of the swamp and began to kick the water.

                “Here gator,” he called. Shampoo shook her head in disapproval as Ranma groaned, the gator ignoring him.

                “Okay, guess I need to be a little more aggressive,” Ranma stated. He started to walk a little closer to the edge, however the edge was not where he thought it was and the Sisko's XO fell into the swamp. The pig-tailed boy quickly transformed into a pig-tailed girl and began to splash, frantically trying to pull herself back to the surface of the water.

                This did get the swamp creature's attention though. The gator quickly began to swim in Ranma's direction.

                “RANMA! BEHIND YOU!” Shampoo yelled. Ranma turned to see the green beast bearing down on her. She grinned.

                “KACHU TENSHIN AMAGURIKEN!!” Ranma screamed, unleashing a barrage of punches on the helpless swamp monster. After a few seconds, Ranma stopped. The creature looked at her, almost as to say, 'Really?', then collapsed. Ranma then swam across the swamp to where he would be underneath Shampoo, dragging the unconscious reptile behind her.

                “Can you land on this thing and hop to the shore, so you don't hit the water?”

                Shampoo giggled. “Ranma no can catch Shampoo?”

                Ranma narrowed his stare. “Even if I could, your momentum would still carry us under the water.”

                Shampoo continued to giggle as she started to unzip her jacket. She quickly halted though as something caught her attention.

                “What's wrong?” Ranma asked.

                Shampoo pointed. “Friends.”

                Ranma turned to find several more gators swimming at her. “Oh jeeze.”

                Ranma spent the next several minutes beating alien alligators into comas before building Shampoo a makeshift gator bridge from where she would land to the shore.

                Shampoo wiggled out of her uniform jacket and dropped to the swamp, bounding from gator to gator till she was on solid ground. She smiled, as did Ranma, happy not only for Shampoo's safe return to terra firma, but for the fact that he would not have to deal with any cats.

                Oversized alien crocs, no big deal. Tiny purple cats, that is an entirely different issue.

                Ranma quickly swam to shore and began to dry herself off with her jacket. Shampoo pulled out her small, type one phaser that she had concealed in her boot and motioned at the swamp.

                “Ranma want Shampoo get some water and heat it?”

                Ranma shook her head. “Not right now. We might need the phaser in case we run into anymore unfriendly animal life.”

                Shampoo nodded and placed the phaser into her pocket. A coy grin crossed her lips when she noticed Ranma glancing at her. Ranma quickly turned away, however Shampoo decided not to let it go unnoticed.

                “Ranma see something interesting?”

                Ranma shook her head.

                Shampoo, now in a grey, Starfleet issue tank top, disagreed. “It too late for Ranma to upgrade from Akane model to state-of-the-art Shampoo model you know. Shampoo spoken for.”

                Ranma, who was dressed similarly except that she had tied her uniform jacket around her waist, turned back to Shampoo. The rather angry look on her face shocking Shampoo slightly.

                “I am glad you have found love. And yes, I admit, you're quite attractive,” Ranma blushed. “That said, I am perfectly happy with my choice and the only mistake I made was that it took me so long to make it.” Ranma pulled out his tricorder and started to take some readings as she began to walk away.

                Shampoo stayed in place. After a moment, she spoke up. “Shampoo sorry, Commander. I won't tease anymore.”

                Ranma let her arms drop to the side as she stopped. She didn't turn as she motioned for Shampoo to catch up with her. Shampoo did as she was instructed.

                “It's okay,” Ranma said, not turning around. “I guess I am just not used to the teasing being for fun, rather than…”

                “Malicious?” Shampoo smiled.

                Ranma turned and smiled back. “Yeah.”

                Shampoo shrugged. “Dirty tricks *usually* work.”

                Ranma giggled. Shampoo looked around. “Where are we? Where everyone else?”

                Ranma looked back at her tricorder. “That’s what we need to find out.”

-----

                Minako thanked every God she could think of that she continued to play sports once she transferred to the Sisko. Had she gotten out of shape, she likely would be dead already.

                “HELP!!!!!!!!!!!” she screamed again, continuing to run. Again, no one heard her. She slapped her communicator, but instead of buzzing at her non-compliantly, this time it seemingly acted as if it would work.

                “AINO TO ANYONE!”

                “SAOTOME HERE! COMMANDER AINO?! ARE YOU ALRIGHT?!” Akane's voice called out.

                “NO!” Minako cried as she turned a corner. The three large bears that were chasing her also turned the same corner, just a few meters behind her. “I AM BEING CHASED BY BEARS.”

                “Shit!” Akane replied.

                “Yeah, that's one way of putting it,” Minako said to herself as she continued running.

                “See if you can find something to climb on top of, or hide in. I will try and home in on you with my tricorder and come and help you.”

                “OKAY!” Minako screamed as one of the bears lurched at her, missing her by centimeters. Minako slid around a corner again and ran towards a stream. The forest area she was in appeared to be thinning out and she hoped that the bears would not follow her out of it.

                Once she got to the stream, she ran in, the water coming up to her knees. The current was making it more difficult for her to move, but her plan seemed to be working. The bears had gotten to the stream, but seemed reluctant to follow her across, either because of the water or because of the thinner tree farm on the other side.

                Once on the other side, Minako stopped to catch her breath. Two of the bears turned and left, however one bear seemed particularly determined to catch Minako and began to forge into the stream.

                “Dammit!” Minako groaned as she turned. Her break seemed to have worked against her though as her leg muscles had tightened, and her running was not as quick. The bear quickly began to catch up.

                Eventually, Minako found herself slipping on some mud, and falling to the ground.

                The bear slowed down and started to move in on Minako. Minako backpedaled, trying to increase the distance between her and the bear.

                “HEY BEAR!” a voice yelled.

                Both the bear and Minako turned to see Akane running up.

                The bear growled at Akane. Akane raised her arms and looked as menacing as she could. “RAWR!!”

                The bear eyed her for a moment.

                “Didn't you hear me?” Akane asked. “RAWR!!!!!” She screamed even louder, beginning to advance on the bear.

                The bear, either confused, or annoyed, turned and ran off, deciding not to take its chances with the deranged Akane. The Sisko's CMO quickly ran over to the muddy Minako to check on her.

                “Are you okay?” she asked.

                Minako nodded. “Yeah, just exhausted from running!”

                Akane understood and helped Minako up. She turned and looked around before turning back to Minako. “I have never been on Bajor before, but I have seen enough pictures to know that we're not there.”

                Minako nodded. “Yeah. The sky is the wrong color.”

                The pair walked over to some rocks and sat down. Minako pulled out a tricorder and began to run some scans. “These tricorders aren't configured right, so I can't do decent scans.”

                “Is that why I couldn't see you on mine till I got close to you?” Akane asked.

                Minako nodded. “And the fact that our communicators would only work when we got close enough for line-of-sight communication leads me to believe that this is an unpopulated world or moon with no Federation satellites in orbit as well.”

                Akane pulled her knees up to her chest and sighed. “Where do you think Ranma, and the others are?”

                Minako continued to look at her tricorder as she shrugged. “They could be on the other side of the planet or just over the horizon.”

                “We should start looking for them,” Akane suggested.

                Minako shook her head. “There is no telling how big this planet is. What we need to do is handle our three main needs first. Water, food, and shelter. I can rig your tricorder up to start sending out a distress call. As soon as a ship finds us, they will easily be able to find the others.”

                Akane contemplated pulling rank. She did not like the idea of her husband lost on this planet all alone. Of course, she realized that pulling rank probably wouldn't actually work considering she wasn't a command officer and Minako was, so despite her lower rank, she was still, technically, her boss.

                *Damn the bureaucracy.* Akane cursed to herself.

                “Okay,” Akane finally capitulated. “I’ll go find some water. As well, I saw some nuts that might be edible.”

                Minako nodded. “There is a stream about a half kilometer to the south. Watch for bears.”

                Akane smirked.

-----

                “I can assure you this is not Bajor,” Jeff groaned.

                The middle-aged councilor had never actually grown frustrated with anyone before, but then again, he had never actually dealt with anyone as thick skulled as Ryouga before.

                “It's desert, isn't it?” Ryouga asked him.

                “A lot of planets have deserts,” Jeff countered. “Betazed has a desert. Earth has several deserts.”

                Ryouga sighed. “So how do you know we're not on Bajor?” Ryouga asked.

                Jeff, again, pointed at the sky. “Bajor has a blue sky. What color is that?”

                Ryouga looked. “Reddish-.”

                “Case closed.”

                Ryouga shook his head. “Skies change colors all the time.”

                “Stop living in denial!” Jeff exclaimed.

                *He's right you know.* Ryouga's mind said.

                “See,” Jeff nodded. “Even your brain admits it.”

                “What have I told you about reading my thoughts!” Ryouga bellowed, flailing his arms.

                Jeff began to walk off. Ryouga scurried after him. “Where are you going?”

                “We're going to die if we hang out in this desert,” Jeff pointed out. “I'm going to try and find some...” Jeff paused. “Non-desert to hang out in.”

                “Shouldn't we wait for someone to rescue us?”

                Jeff nodded. “In the non-desert.” Jeff wiped the sweat off his forehead. “It's got to be almost 45 degrees out here.”

                Ryouga pulled out his tricorder. “46.2”

                Jeff eyed the sun. “Looks like it will be dark soon.”

                “Well, that's good.”

                Jeff nodded. “Yes. Will give us a chance to freeze to death.”

                Ryouga glared at Jeff. “How do you have any friends?”

                “I help people cheat at poker,” Jeff admitted.

                Ryouga blinked. “THAT'S HOW RANMA WON!?”

                Jeff didn't reply.

                “DO YOU KNOW HOW MUCH I LOST?!?!”

                *Fifteen bars.*

                “Fifteen bars?” Jeff asked.

                “STOP THAT!” Ryouga screamed.

                Jeff smiled as he and Ryouga continued to walk. As the sun dipped below the horizon, Jeff's premonition started to come true. Ryouga pulled out his tricorder.

                “-2.” He stated, somewhat amazed. “That's a hell of a change.”

                Jeff nodded as he took another sip of his water. “I'm getting low on water.”

                Ryouga nodded. “Me too.”

                “We have to get out of this desert tonight.” Jeff acknowledged. “Without water, we'll dehydrate and die in the heat tomorrow.”

                Ryouga nodded in agreement. “I can't scan very far ahead, but there is vegetation 56 kilometers southeast of here.”

                Jeff shivered a bit and nodded as the pair changed their heading and continued their journey in silence for a couple of kilometers. Jeff, finally sick of listening to his own teeth chatter, turned to Ryouga.

                “How are things?”

                “Things?” Ryouga asked, not really interested in small talk.

                “Yeah. Things.”

                “Fine. I guess. Got the new helm station down. Captain Walker seems to like me well enough to where she's not yelling at me, and I don't seem to get lost as often on the ship anymore.”

                Jeff nodded. “What about-”

                “I really don't want to go there.”

                “Why not?”

                Ryouga turned to Jeff as they walked. “Is it really your concern?”

                Jeff shrugged. “Kinda. I mean, I tried to help you guys patch stuff up. I'm just curious if it worked.”

                *He's right, you know.*

                “See,” Jeff concluded.

                Ryouga scowled at Jeff.

                Jeff smiled as Ryouga sighed. “We have our ups and downs. I'm still not sure she's terribly into dating a junior officer, but I guess that's for her to get over.” Jeff nodded as Ryouga continued. “She also complains a lot about all the stuff we don't have in common.”

                Jeff cocks his head slightly. “Is that why you came along on this?”

                Ryouga chuckles. “It should be pretty obvious without reading my mind that I don't care even slightly about Bajoran temples or artifacts.” Ryouga sighed, looked up at the stars, then turned back to Jeff. “But if it gives us something to talk about, then I'll do it.”

                Jeff grinned. “Damn, man. You're turning into an old softie!”

                Ryouga turned away from Jeff. “I assume this conversation is protected by doctor-patient confidentiality.”

                “More or less.”

                Ryouga stopped and grabbed Jeff's sleeve. “I wonder if I killed you if they would be mad if I left you in the desert?”

                Jeff grinned. “I won't tell anyone.”

                Ryouga grinned back. “Good.”

                The pair continued walking in silence for a bit longer. Jeff, again getting annoyed at how cold he was, turned to Ryouga again. “So, do you still hate Commander Saotome?”

                Ryouga scowled both at being forced to make small talk and the subject of said small talk. “I don't hate him.”

                “But you're upset he married... uh, Commander Saotome?”

                Ryouga sighed. “I suppose lying would be pointless.”

                Jeff nodded.

                “Sure,” Ryouga admitted. “But what's done is done. Why are you asking this?”

                Jeff shrugged. “Just seems like you guys seem to get along better lately, which I seem to find somewhat ironic.”

                Ryouga contemplated this for a moment. “Ranma has always had this arrogant nature to him. This aura of invincibility. But seeing him on the bridge when we he broke down trying to get the Nerima...” Ryouga paused for a moment. “...Then he was demoted and court-martialed, that disappeared, and he became more of a man. A normal man. A man you could relate to.”

                Jeff eyed Ryouga with a bit of concern in his eyes. “Schadenfreude much?”

                Ryouga shook his head. “No, no. I didn't get any pleasure out of seeing him like that. It just made him more – approachable.”

                Jeff wasn't quite sure if he understood but decided not to question Ryouga further.

                The duo walked in silence a bit further. Ryouga, noticing Jeff's obvious discomfort, paused. He took off his jacket and handed it to Jeff.

                “That's not really-” Jeff started.

                “Please,” Ryouga nodded.

                Jeff took the jacket and put it on over his. “Thanks.”

                Ryouga grinned and resumed walking. “No problem. Dragging a frozen body would be annoying.”

                Jeff smirked as he followed behind Ryouga.

-----

                JC and Usagi marched up to the captain's chair. Karyn eyed them for a second, noticing that neither of them spoke right up. She did not need to have her ten years of Starfleet experience to know that they didn't have anything good to tell her.

                The look on their faces said that.

                “Commander, Lieutenant,” Karyn acknowledged.

                Usagi nodded to JC. JC sighed, not really wanting to be the one to deliver the news.

                “Captain, I plowed through the logs and I tore the transporter apart,” he stated. “Every indication shows that there was a successful transport.”

                “So, you can confirm that they materialized somewhere, alive?”

                JC nodded. “The transporter did reassemble them, correctly.”

                “Shit!” Makoto cried. “What if it beamed them into open space!”

                JC shook his head as he turned to Makoto. “I've already ruled that out. Besides, the transporter has fail safes, to make sure it doesn't beam people inside of rocks, in midair and whatnot, to assure there is ground underneath them.” He turned back to Karyn. “If they appeared to be beaming to 'open space', the cycle would have failed, and they would have rematerialized on the pad.”

                Karyn sighed. “So, what did fail?”

                “Most likely the targeting scanners,” Usagi hypothesized. JC nodded in concurrence.

                “The sequence did take 301 nanoseconds longer to complete than a simulation I ran stated it should,” JC continued. That leads me to believe that the beam was somehow redirected.”

                Karyn cocked her head slightly. “Somewhere else on the planet?”

                “No,” JC shook his head. “Even if they were on a cave, our sensors are strong enough to have picked up their comm badges.”

                “So, they're on another planet?!” Makoto gasped. “What if there is no air?!”

                Both Usagi and JC turned to her this time to calm Makoto. Jansen was also, becoming alarmed, thanks to an over reacting Makoto.

                “Again, the transporter fail safes won't allow that,” JC replied. “If it detects an unsuitable environment, it will force the transporter operator to override the abort – for instance if the away team is in EVA suits, or it will fail.”

                Usagi nodded. “Since the cycle completed, it's a safe assumption that wherever they are is Class M.”

                “Assumption,” Makoto sighed.

                “I think I know why the targeting scanners failed.” Kaii stated from the operations station, gathering everyone's attention.

                JC bounded over to him with Usagi and Karyn behind him.

                “Holy hell,” JC blinked.

                “WHAT?!” everyone else asked.

                JC jumped. He turned slowly as Kaii began to speak. “There is an upper-level ionic disturbance about 200 kilometers from the expected beam in point. Given where we were, the transporter beam could have hit that and refracted off it.”

                Karyn and Usagi looked to JC. JC nodded. “It's not normal, but it's possible.”

                Kaii started typing on his computer as Karyn questioned JC some more.

                “You said 301 nanoseconds longer. How far can a transporter signal go in that amount of time?”

                JC thought about this for a minute. “One and a half, two light years, tops.”

                “OH LORD!” Makoto whined.

                JC sighed. “We really only need to search M-Class planets.”

                Kaii perked up. “I can narrow it down even more. I am fairly certain that I have a good idea which direction the beam would have refracted as well.” Kaii put a display up on the main viewer, showing a diagram of which direction the transporter beam should have gone.

                “I'm showing eleven M-Class planets and moons within two light years in that direction.” Kaii added.

                Karyn turned to the temporary helmsman. “Set a course for the closest one.”

                “Aye,” he replied.

                JC and Usagi moved back towards the turbolift as the ship started to align itself. Makoto turned to them.

                “You sure they are going to be on one of these planets?” She asked.

                “No,” JC replied bluntly. “But I'd rather work under the plan of finding my friends alive and well than the alternative.”

                JC walked into the turbolift. Usagi just sighed and followed him, leaving Makoto to think about her bleak outlook on things.




CHAPTER THREE – DEEP THOUGHTS

                

                Ranma came walking back to the campsite she and Shampoo had set up. Ranma was both reading her tricorder and carrying an arm full of berries and assorted fruits she had found in the surrounding jungle, and nearly tripped and fell over.

                Shampoo stuck her head out of the shelter she had built and chuckled.

                “Ranma getting clumsy being on ship,” she teased.

                “Quiet you,” Ranma grumbled. She walked up and dumped the fruits on the ground. “I probably should have gone back and got one of those crocs I beat up, but they might have gotten their friends by now.”

                Shampoo picked up something that resembled a banana and sniffed it. “Is safe?”

                Ranma nodded. “I scanned them.”

                Shampoo nodded back, pealed the skin off and took a bite. The look on her face shifted between disgust and the look you make when you bite into a lemon.

                “Not good?” Ranma asked.

                “Sour!” Shampoo scowled.

                Ranma decided to try his luck with one of the fruits that looked like it should taste sour. After all, if a sweet looking fruit was sour, logic would dictate that a sour looking fruit would taste sweet.

                Right?

                Ranma nearly gagged on the horrid tasting purple thing she bit into. Shampoo couldn't help but laugh as Ranma forced herself to endure it, rather than face hunger.

                “Bad?”

                Ranma scoffed, though refused to look in Shampoo's direction; unwilling to show his purple-haired companion exactly how much agony he was going through. “I've eaten Akane's home made curry. This ain't nothing.”

                Shampoo giggled a bit more before finishing her own fruit, as well as some of the nuts and berries that Ranma had brought. Once finished the pair washed down the vile taste with some of their water rations.

                “So, you figure out where we are?” Shampoo asked after they finished.

                Ranma shook her head. “No. And I didn't pick up any human bio signs either,” she sighed. “I'm assuming they are just out of range of my tricorder.”

                Shampoo scooted closer to Ranma and put her hand on her CO's shoulder and smiled warmly. “I sure Akane is alright.”

                Ranma smiled back, albeit half-heartedly. “She's tough. I am sure she's doing fine.”

                The pair sat and ate the horrible food, their faces contorting wildly, as the sun began to set and a glowing, gas giant planet with rings began to rise off the opposite horizon.

                “Wow,” Shampoo commented.

                Ranma nodded. “Looks like Yaholo 4.”

                Shampoo blinked. “Maybe it is?”

                Ranma looked to Shampoo. “You think our transporter signal was bounced nearly one and a half light years?”

                Shampoo shrugs as she takes a sip of water. “Stranger things have happen.”

                Ranma had to agree with that. She leaned back and watched the planet for a bit, the light shining off it almost making it as bright as the sun had. After a few moments she turned to Shampoo.

                “How's life?”

                Shampoo dropped her green-black apple thing and turned to Ranma. “What?”

                “How are things? How are you?”

                Shampoo slowly picked up the fruit again before pondering the question. She took a bite- this fruit not seeming as bitter – then meekly shrugged. “Life good.”

                Ranma seemed a bit confused by Shampoo's sudden shyness. “What's wrong?”

                “Just confused by sudden interest,” she stated. “Ranma just making conversation?”

                “No,” Ranma shook her head. “I told you before that I wasn't going to wait till things were bad before stepping in, so I want to chat occasionally to make sure that things are good for you.”

                Shampoo eyed Ranma for a moment. “You confuse Shampoo.”

                Ranma blinked. “How?”

                “You no love Shampoo, yet you do act like you do sometimes.”

                Ranma sighed. “You have to understand, I cannot love you, Shampoo, while still caring about you.”

                Shampoo eyed Ranma intently as she spoke.

                “You're my right-hand man, uh, girl. You are my friend. And most importantly, you're Shampoo, and you and I will always have a bond which will never be like the bond Akane and I have, it will be a bond of loyalty that I have to you, and I hope you have to me,” Ranma finished, taking Shampoo's hand.

                Shampoo felt tears come to her eyes as she glommed on to Ranma. “I sorry.”

                Ranma smiled has she hugged Shampoo back. “Well, maybe now Akane will appear.”

                Ranma looked around.

                Nothing.

                “Ah, there was always hope,” Ranma sighed, as she hugged Shampoo a bit more.

-----

                Minako eyed some stew that was boiling in a crudely made wooden bowl. She sniffed it. The pungent smell knocked her flat on her back. The blonde operations officer slowly staggered to her knees and looked over to Akane, who was making more firewood, chopping it with a look of sheer hatred on her face.

                “RANMA!” Akane screamed as she chopped the firewood into smaller shards.

                “Commander?” Minako called.

                Akane set up some more wood. “RANMAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

                *CHOP!*

                “Commander?”

                Akane turned to Minako who had walked over to her. Akane began to gather the firewood as she spoke.

                “Yeah?” she asked, in a complete reversal of moods.

                “Is something wrong?” Minako asked.

                Akane shook her head, still smiling. “No, why?”

                “Well, you just seemed, well, infuriated at that firewood, and you were screaming the XO's name when you chopped it.”

                Akane laughed. “Oh, that.” She went to the fire and dumped the wood on it. She then sat down next to it, leaning back. “Well, you ever just have a feeling like something 'bad' is going on?”

                Minako nodded.

                “Well, I just had a feeling like I should be angry with my husband for some reason,” Akane laughed. “I am sure it's nothing.”

                Minako nodded, not really having a clue what Akane was talking about and looked back at the stew.

                Akane looked at it too. “I bet dinner is ready.”

                The pair grabbed a couple of small bowls they made from wood.

                “It sure is lucky you had that survival kit with you,” Akane mentioned.

                Minako nodded, pulling out her trusty Federation issue Swiss Army Knife. “Never leave home without it.”

                Akane scooped out a portion for them both. After saying a small thanks, both ate some of the stew.

                Minako was the first to regain consciousness a little over an hour later. By then, the sun was on its way down and the pair was getting their first view of the yellow gas giant with rings that they were orbiting.

                That was not Minako's first concern though.

                “OH MY GOD I CAN'T SEE!!!!” she shrieked.

                Minako, still lying flat on her back, began flailing around. Her blindness was only temporary though, as her vision quickly began to come back. She sat up and looked around, seeing that a wolf looking creature had apparently attempted to loot their campsite while they were unconscious.

                Unfortunately for him, however, he had decided to loot the stew first.

                Minako walked over to Akane and shook her.

                “Akane! Wake up.”

                Akane began to stir. Much like Minako, waking up blind was quite a shock, but it wore off as well. Minako pointed to the wolf and the pair decided that rather than deal with the stew again, they would simply finish off the wolf and eat it.

                As a couple of hours of time passed, the pair decided to turn in for the night. Minako had decided that searching for the others would best be done at the beginning of a new day, and Akane concurred.

                Before crawling into their makeshift lean-to, the girls laced the perimeter of the campsite with the toxic stew. Akane decided to blame the horrid taste and blinding effects on the exotic ingredients, rather than anything she did.

                After all, she had never actually HARMED anyone with her cooking.

                At least not THAT bad.

                Minako rolled around a bit on her jacket. “It's not so much that I hate sleeping fully clothed, it's just that I hate sleeping with my boots on.”

                Akane chuckled and nodded from her spot next to Minako. “I feel the same way. Though if we have to split quickly...”

                “...Yeah,” Minako nodded, bunching her jacket up into a makeshift pillow. The blonde girl yawned then rolled over to face Akane. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

                Akane rolled to face Minako. “No, what is it?”

                Minako blushed slightly as she bit her lip. “Well, you've known Ryouga a lot longer than I have. What's he REALLY like?”

                Akane smiled. This caused Minako to blush even more. “Ryouga’s a really nice guy.”

                “I know that,” Minako complained. “But... Who is he?”

                Akane thought about this for a moment. “He's very loyal, determined, he can be confident, but also very shy at times,” Akane started to laugh, which drew a strange look from Minako. “He's quite, uh, eccentric.”

                “Eccentric?”

                Akane nodded, laughing, thinking of all the destroyed walls back in Nerima.

                “But you said loyal too...” Minako trailed off.

                Akane nodded. “If he's dedicated to someone, it will be hard to break that bond.”

                Minako rolled back on to her back, remembering Ryouga’s crush on Akane. That was different though, Akane rejected him, he had no choice but to move on.

                “You okay?” Akane asked.

                Minako nodded. “Yes, thanks,” Minako smiled, turning back to Akane. “I’m just over thinking a lot of stuff.”

                Akane laughed. “What’s to over think?” She turned to the sky herself. “You think Ryouga has any interest in Bajoran artifacts?”

                Minako blinked.

                Akane chuckled some more. “He loves you THAT much.” Akane turned away from Minako and closed her eyes. “You’re lucky. That husband of mine refuses to go to the ballet with me without turning himself into a girl. He’s scared people will see him and think he’s gay or some nonsense.”

                Minako continued to look at the top of their shelter for a while, deep thoughts swirling around in her head till she finally fell asleep.

-----

                Ryouga dove at the pond that he and Jeff had come across, however a quick grab at the back of his uniform shirt had stopped him.

                “LET GO! I'M THIRSTY!!!” Ryouga squawked.

                “Do you really want to spend the rest of your time on this planet as a little piggy?” Jeff asked.

                Ryouga stopped trying to run into the pond. “Oh yeah.” Jeff pointed to some coconut looking things in a tree.

                “If you can get those things down, we can make cups. I'll scan the water as well to make sure it won't kill us,” Jeff told Ryouga.

                “Who put you in charge?” Ryouga asked.

                Jeff sighed. “I'm a psychiatrist. Do you really think I can climb a tree?”

                “Don't you go through the same basic training as the rest of us?” Ryouga protested.

                “Yes, but that was twenty years ago.”

                Ryouga sighed and relented. “Fine. But I am only doing this because I pity you. I hope you can live with that on your conscious.”

                Jeff nodded and then moved off towards the pond. “Yeah, I don't have a problem with it at all.”

                As Jeff begins to run his scans, he hears “BAKUSAI TENKETSU!!!!” Jeff turns to see a white flash of light, then fragments of the tree flying in his direction.

                “WHAT THE-” he yells before being forced to dive into the water to avoid being hit by a large fragment of the trunk of the tree.

                A moment later, Ryouga walked over to where Jeff was pulling himself out of the pond. Ryouga sets a couple of the coconuts on the ground and chops them in half, creating four cups. He looks to Jeff.

                “I see you can dive into the water, but I can't.”

                Jeff glared at Ryouga.

                “Is the water safe?”

                Jeff looked at his tricorder as water dripped off him. He turned back to Ryouga and nodded, all the while keeping the angry glare on his face.

                “Okay then,” Ryouga stated, taking two of the coconut halves and scooping some water out, and then drinking it. “Ooo, this water is cold!” Ryouga commented. “You might want to start a fire so you don't get sick.”

                “VIRUSES DO NOT WORK THAT WAY!” Jeff screamed, knocking Ryouga over backwards. Jeff stood up, grabbed a couple of coconut halves full of water and made his way over to what was left of the tree Ryouga destroyed.

                Jeff spent the next fifteen or so minutes attempting to start a fire. Eventually, he was successful. Once that task was complete, he began to start working on his tricorder. Ryouga, who was still drinking water, turned to him.

                “What are you doing?” Ryouga asked.

                Jeff, who was less angry now that he was starting to dry off, turned to him. “I am setting up my tricorder to emit a distress call. Hopefully either the Sisko passing over head, or at a minimum the others will get it and we can at least be all grouped together again.”

                “So, you don't know how to climb a tree, but you know how to do that?” Ryouga smirked.

                Jeff shrugged. “You don't either, apparently. You blew it up.”

                Ryouga smiled. “I could have climbed it. This was just easier.”

                Jeff smiled back. “I guess that's fair.” After a couple of minutes, the tricorder began to beep. “Okay, it's going. I guess all we do now is wait.”

                “Someone has to be looking for us though,” Ryouga sighed.

                “Of course they're looking for us.” Jeff growled. “A third of the command staff is down here.”

                “What if they find them, but not us?!” Ryouga asked, worriedly.

                Jeff sighed, shaking his head. “Well then, we're fucked. Starfleet doesn't care about lowly lieutenants.”

                Ryouga began cursing to himself as Jeff sighed and began to eat some candy he had stored away in his pocket.




RESOLUTION

 

                The Sisko dropped out of warp nice and smooth, another reminder that their poor helmsman was lost on some planet somewhere. Karyn stood and looked at the viewscreen as Kaii eyed the scanners.

                “There are two in this system,” Kaii reported.

                “One of them is Kaskia 3. Not Federation, but post warp and has a Federation monitoring post in orbit,” Makoto reported. “If they were there, their communicators would have been able to contact the monitoring post.”

                Karyn nodded. “Send a probe anyway.”

                Makoto activated the launchers. Two science probes fired from the forward torpedo tubes. One went to Kaskia 3, the other to a small moon.

                Kaii's terminal began to chirp. “Getting telemetry back.” He began to read the display. “No Federation signatures on Kaskia 3.” He sighed. The terminal began to chirp again. “No Federation signatures on Kaskia 4, moon 2.”

                Karyn sighed. “What's next.”

                Kaii looked at his log. “Ayase system and then Yaholo system with one planet and one moons.”

                Karyn nodded. “Helm, set a course for the Ayase system, engage when ready.”

                The helm officer complied. Jansen leaned into Makoto, pointing something out to her.

                “Commander?” Karyn asked, noticing the conversation.

                “Captain, it appears that Ayase 4 is a pre-warp civilization,” Makoto reported.

                “Well, that ain't good,” Karyn commented. “Alert Commander Hino to have her teams on standby. They may be needing to do a covert extraction if our people have been captured.”

                “Aye,” Makoto responded.

                Karyn walked over towards Kaii's station as the Sisko slowed to impulse. “This is going to be the first time I am actually hoping they aren't on a planet.”

                Kaii nodded slightly as Karyn turned to Makoto. “Launch the probe.”

                “Launching.”

                The front of the Sisko lit up as the probe shot out. The science probe with highly refined sensor equipment flew towards the planet at high impulse till it reached its destination, then began making orbits, quickly and efficiently.

                The probe, far too small to be picked up by any scanning equipment, dipped and dove into the atmosphere, gathering scans and telemetry on the planet, making a complete orbit of the Earth sized planet in just over 7 seconds.

                Once finished, it returned to space and initiated a transportation program that returned it to the Sisko's cargo bay to be checked for damage and returned to service.

                Meanwhile on the bridge, Kaii checked his terminal. “Nothing.”

                Karyn was bother relieved and distraught. “Okay. Yaholo system.”

                The helmsman set a course and engaged the Sisko's engines. Karyn looked to Makoto who was beginning to look like she had given up hope.

                “Commander, we're not done,” Karyn reminded her.

                “I know, Captain,” Makoto said.

                The rear turbolift doors opened and JC and Usagi walked out. Both looked quite concerned themselves.

                “Captain, do you know what the odds are that an ionic cloud can deflect a transporter beam?” JC asked.

                Karyn shook her head.

                “One in eight hundred fifty-three trillion, two hundred sixty-nine billion, eleven million, four hundred ninety-two thousand, one hundred and five,” JC responded.

                “No kidding,” Karyn replied, unsure of why JC was bringing this up.

                “That was such a major fluke, and there is no way it could ever happen again.” JC said, waving his arms around.

                Usagi shook her head at JC's antics. “The point JC is trying to make is that the transporter cycle starting even a nanosecond earlier or later would have allowed the beam to penetrate the cloud, like they do on a daily basis.”

                The Sisko began to slow down as it arrived in the Yaholo system. Karyn looked to Usagi, then to Makoto. “Launch them.” She turned back to Usagi. “What can we do to prevent this in the future?”

                JC walked back up. “We're installing a new fail safe that will hold the patterns in the buffer if the cycle is taking longer than it should, based on the distance between the ship and the target.”

                Usagi nodded. “It won't necessary stop people from being misdirected on the same planet, but it will stop THIS.”

                Karyn nodded and patted both JC and Usagi on the head. “Good work.”

                “Captain, I got something,” Kaii spoke up. Everyone turned to him.

                “What?” Karyn asked.

                “The fifth moon of Yaholo 4. I have six communicator signals and three tricorders transmitting distress signals,” Kaii smiled.

                “IKUHARA!” Karyn barked at the helmsman.

                “Already halfway there, ma'am,” he replied.

                “Good work,” Karyn turned to Kaii. “Open a channel.”

 

                Ranma was getting tired of this jungle. If it was not a giant snake trying to kill her and Shampoo, it was a giant spider. There were several other creatures that she did not know what they would be classified as. She felt like she was in a real-life Dungeons and Dragons quest.

                Regardless, it was getting old. At this point they would just like to find a clearing where they could just stay.

                “Shampoo tired,” Shampoo sighed.

                “Ranma tired too,” Ranma sighed. Shampoo growled, thinking Ranma was mocking her.

                “Don't mock me.”

                Ranma shook her head. “Sorry. I'm just so worn out.”

                “RANMA!” Shampoo screamed.

                Ranma looked up as a giant ant-slash-beaver came after her. Ranma dove out of the way as Shampoo pulled out her phaser. She shot the creature, knocking it out.

                “It's still alive,” Ranma commented.

                “I have phaser on kill!” Shampoo exclaimed.

                Another beaver-ant came from around the corner, this one looking very, very angry. Shampoo fired at it, causing it to be knocked down, but not out.

                “You have to be kidding,” Ranma groaned.

                “Phaser only have enough power for two more shots,” Shampoo whimpered.

                “Walker to Saotome,” Ranma's communicator squawked.

                Ranma quickly pulled out his communicator. “Oh, thank God. Two to beam up, quickly, me and Shampoo, now now now now now now now.”

 

                Karyn looked to Kaii, who shrugged. She then turned to Makoto. “Can you get a lock on their communicators yet?”

                “No,” She whimpered. “Once we get in orbit of the planet.”

                “IKUHARA?” Karyn called out.

                “Less than a minute!”

                “Commander, we're still about a minute out from transporter range.” Karyn relayed.

 

                Ranma and Shampoo both began to cry. “Okay,” Ranma turned to Shampoo. “Run?”

                Shampoo nodded.

                The pair hopped on top of the beaver-ant and began to sprint through the jungle. Apparently, the beaver-ant didn't feel like pursuing, as he stayed behind to tend to his unconscious friend. After they got, what they felt was a decent distance away, Ranma and Shampoo stopped to catch their breath.

                “Ranma...” Shampoo whimpered.

                Ranma shook her head. “I don't want to know.”

                Ranma had no choice to look though when she heard the hissing of a giant spider. Shampoo shot it, which seemed to knock it out. However, the spider managed to shoot web all over Ranma, incapacitating her.

                “Ranma okay?” Shampoo asked, trying to free Ranma.

                “Oh yeah, never better.” Ranma replied. Ranma, who was wrapped from her knees to her neck in spider web, was struggling to break free of the sticky silk, however it was to no avail. Shampoo simply found herself getting stuck to Ranma the more she tried to help.

                “Walker to Saotome.”

                Shampoo, who was now glued to Ranma, squished her boob against Ranma's boob to activate the communicator.

                “Go,” Ranma said dryly.

                “We're in range and we can get all six of you at once.”

                “Yipee,” Ranma replied, again, very dryly.

                The transporter beam began to grab them just as a couple of new spiders came around the corner. The spiders looked quite disappointed when their dinner disappeared.

                

                “What the hell?” the transporter chief pondered, looking at Ranma and Shampoo.

                Ryouga and Minako ran to each other and hugged. Jeff smiled as he witnessed the reunion, but something concerned him. Somewhere in the room he sensed something that he had not felt in a long time.

                Murderous intent.

                “RANMA!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” Akane screamed. “WHAT ARE YOU TWO WOMEN DOING!?”

                “I'M TIED UP IN A SPIDER WEB YOU IDIOT,” Ranma yelled back.

                Explanation or not, Akane was having none of this. “Oh, I suppose that is why Shampoo's breasts are all squashed against you, huh? That's why her arms are all wrapped around you, right?”

                “You're making a scene,” Ranma replied.

                “Akane just jealous,” Shampoo added.

                “Oh jeez,” Ranma sighed.

                Akane turned red. “JEALOUS?!” She ran over to the pair and began to try and pry Shampoo off of Ranma.

                “NO AKANE DON'T!” Ranma protested.

                “Oh, so you WANT to be stuck to her?” Akane asked.

                “NO! You don't understand!” Ranma whimpered.

                “Shampoo, let go of my hands!” Akane growled.

                “Shampoo no have your hands! Akane get hands off Shampoo's breasts!” Shampoo yelled.

                Minako turned to Ryouga. “So, was it like this before?”

                Ryouga nodded. “This might be the first time it actually wasn't Ranma's fault. Though you do have to question why her breasts were so close to him.”

                Minako narrowed her gaze at Ryouga. “Looking at her breasts, eh?”

                Ryouga blinked. “No.”

                Jeff blinked. “I sense more murderous intent.”

                “Oh, I was just kidding.” Minako smiled, kissing Ryouga on the cheek.

                “No, not you,” he said, pointing to the door. “Her.”

                In the door to the transporter room stood Captain Walker, Makoto, and a glowing Amanda Jansen.

                “Hi Amanda,” Shampoo smiled.

                “What's going on here?! Get your hands off Shampoo!!!!!” Amanda stated before joining the fray and eventually getting stuck to the Ranma/Shampoo/Akane ball.

                Ranma began to whimper. “For God's sake will someone please call security?”

***END***
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