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ADAM'S RIB

PROLOGUE

Kathryn woke from a deep slumber and moaned as she turned her head to her left. Rebeccah was no longer lying on the other bed and instinctively Kathryn's hand went to her stomach. As if on cue she felt a flutter, a sudden pressure against her hand. Adam. Her eyes closed again. Almost, almost Adam died. Now, the familiar fluttering came as a blessed relief. Kathryn gave a deep sigh. Adam was safe, and so was Rebeccah. She had her family back. Tom had his family back. 

Kathryn tried to sit up, the exertion of the movement making her light-headed. She tried to wiggle her toes and raise her foot and grimaced when only her toes could move. 

<What did I expect?> 

The poison she had been injected paralyzed her for almost a day, and although the EMH had neutralised the poison, she still had to be careful. She groaned as she lay back on the biobed. She remembered the doctor's words earlier:

"Admiral, there's no romping out of the gates yet for you - "

"I'm not a horse, Doctor."

"Spare me," he said caustically as he restrained her, "you need as much rest as you can get. It's not as if I haven't given you that injunction before - "

"Oh, yes, I remember," Kathryn had said, "two hours ago, when I was weak and incapable of offering a defense."

"Now, now, Admiral, this is no time to fight your poor doctor who has your well-being at heart."

"Oh?"

"Admiral," he sighed dramatically, "will you please do as I say?"

She had stared at him, her look somewhat mutinous before she realised that he was earnest. She capitulated then settled back to rest. Hardly a minute later she could feel the effect of her ordeal and her tiredness taking its toll on her. She closed her eyes. The last thing she remembered was hearing Rebeccah say:

"Mommy, are you going to kill Egor? Daddy didn't kill him..."

Tom.

Kathryn sighed again. He should have told her. 

And now, Egor.

She hasn't seen him yet, but knew from Tom's description that Egor was quite tall for his age, and strongly built. 

"He has Seska's eyes," Tom told her just before he left to take his duties on the bridge. He hadn't wanted to leave her until the doctor insisted he did, as his wife and daughter were in safe hands. 

Kathryn had been too ill to argue with the doctor or to probe Tom for more information. Rebeccah had been quite vocal in her gripes against Egor. Her little girl had made up her mind that she was never going to like the Kazon-Cardassian boy. 

"He's a pest, Daddy. I don't like him. He tied me up and covered my mouth. He's bossy..."

Tom had smiled at that. 

Now Kathryn couldn't stop herself from grinning inwardly. Anyone within a metre of Rebeccah would be tempted to do the same. Egor had simply been irritated by Rebeccah's tiresome nattering and grandiose promises that her parents and grandfather would eat him for breakfast. Kill him and eat him. So he shut her up in the best way that he could. For someone whom Kathryn imagined hadn't been around many women, Egor had not been at a loss how to handle Rebeccah, however radical his methods had been. 

As if Egor were an extension of her train of thought, Kathryn heard the sickbay doors swish open. She couldn't lift herself to see who entered, but the footsteps were soft, slow and...hesitant. The footsteps came closer and out of the corner of her eye Kathryn could see the athletic, youthful form of a boy. 

Her heart thudded wildly. This boy...

At her bed he stood still. 

Kathryn looked at him. Seska's eyes stared out at her. The riotous mop of hair so typical of the Kazon was softened on him. They curled and fell into his neck. On his forehead were the distinctive markings of the Cardassians, little nodes that were joined like a string of pearls on the outer edge. He was young indeed; his eyes held a youthful arrogance and, Kathryn noted, some resentment or...fear... 

He stood absolutely rigid, his back straight, hands at his sides. There was something about him, something like a tightly coiled spring that wanted to uncoil rapidly, or, like a cat priming its hindlegs to ready for a pounce. His arms were strong, muscular, already signifying the growing maturity of his physiology. Very soon, he'd be a man...

He waited, and Kathryn's eyes went to Egor's hands. She smiled inwardly. His look was direct, but Egor's fingers were loose, and they trembled very slightly. 

<He's nervous...afraid...>

"I am Egor."

His voice had yet to break. The boy in the man's body, yet his voice betrayed him. Half Kazon, half Cardassian, he was strong, athletic and there was still much of the child in him. His name, when he introduced himself, rolled from his lips and Kathryn, looking at him, could have sworn there was a sound of distaste as he said his name. 

"I know."

"The son of Maj Cullah and Seska."

*

ADAM'S RIB

PART ONE

Tom Paris stood looking at the cozy little tableau before him. He was not a champion of children sleeping with their parents in their beds, but Rebeccah was cuddled so comfortably against her mother's bosom, he hadn't the heart to separate the two and take Rebeccah back to her room. It had been his old bedroom that was now Rebeccah's. 

He sighed. Both were fast asleep now, and he welcomed it. Kathryn hadn't been sleeping well in the last month. Her arm was slung around Rebeccah's body, and Tom smiled a little. Rebeccah was facing Kathryn, her own small frame spooned comfortably around Kathryn's swollen belly. 

Well advanced swollen belly.

At eight months pregnant, everyone at Starfleet who knew them waited with bated breath for the birth of Adam Edward. Although much of what had happened three months ago had become classified immediately upon their arrival, it was common knowledge that Admiral Janeway had almost lost her baby when she had been five months pregnant during the time she had been the victim of an abduction. 

That was the supposed extent of the knowledge of the general populace at Starfleet. 

Tom stood at the window of the room and although it was semi-dark, he could see Kathryn and Rebeccah's snug forms on the bed. He almost lost them. Almost lost his family. 

And now, three months later, Rebeccah was still traumatised and terrorised by nightmares.

She loved her Aunt Deanna Troi. Her sessions with Deanna had decreased as her nightmares lessened. During the day she was ebullient, her smile infectious and her laughter bright. At night though, he and Kathryn were ready when they heard Rebeccah's cries. Her nightmares had lessened, yes, but when they happened, Rebeccah was just a frightened little five year old who watched two men beat her mother senseless. 

Tonight she dreamed again.

Tom felt that sick churn in his stomach again when recalled Rebeccah's plaintive wailing.

He jackknifed out of bed, had time to tell Kathryn to remain in bed...

**

"Rebeccah..." 

Tom's voice was soft, coaxing. His hand smoothed her hair from her face. She turned her face away from the hand that touched her and almost Tom wanted to scream with rage again. Rebeccah hadn't wanted him to touch her those first nights when she was in the throes of a nightmare. 

"Don't touch me...please..."

Tom's jaw clenched, and where his hand was still in mid-air when Rebeccah turned away from it, it balled into a tight fist. His knuckles stood white and he took a deep breath until he felt calm again.

Rebeccah had lain on her back, her face and neck damp from perspiration. She looked ill, feverish.

"Rebeccah, honey, it's me, Daddy..." he tried again. 

Tom waited as Rebeccah absorbed the sound of his voice. He waited until she was ready to open her eyes. He smiled grimly. In the beginning they had shaken their daughter awake and introduced her too suddenly to the light and the assurance of their own voices. 

"Rebeccah," he allowed his voice to drift to her, and he smiled broadly when she opened her eyes. She moved her head and fixed her eyes on him. At first they appeared glazed, two bright blue pools of fear that gradually softened as recognition dawned.

"Daddy..." 

Her lips trembled as she whispered his name. 

"Yes, sweetheart. Here, hold Daddy's hand," Tom commanded gently and Rebeccah's hand sought his in a wild surge as she suddenly remembered her dream.

"Daddy!"

"Shhh... it's alright, Rebeccah," Tom consoled as he scooped her into his arms. She shivered. He pulled the coverlet off the bed and wrapped her in it. 

"I was scared, Daddy," she whimpered as she wiggled in the blanket so that she could look at him. The tears were sitting there again, threatening to roll down her cheeks. 

"I know...I know..."

"And there was blood, and Mommy couldn't wake up..." She became agitated and Tom rocked her gently in his arms until she stopped sobbing. "Mommy's not dead, is she, Daddy?"

"Ah, Rebeccah, you know what we taught you, right?"

"I'm alive and it was a dream?"

"That too, sweetheart," Tom said as he brushed her hair away from her face. She felt warm, baby warm, incredibly soft, and right now very, very vulnerable. "What else?" he coaxed, kissing her forehead before holding her so that she could look at him. 

"They won't hurt me again."

"And...?"

"I don't have to be afraid."

"Good."

"And Egor didn't hurt me."

"Oh, er...yes," Tom agreed, swamped with the relief that the traumatic images were receding, replaced by more familiar ones, or positive ones. Like Egor who didn't hurt her.

"Daddy?" Rebeccah asked sleepily.

"Hmmm?"

"Can I sleep by you and Mommy? Just till it's morning."

It happened every time. Rebeccah's unspoken need to be close to them whenever she had one of her nightmares, was something they allowed. From her first nightmare here at home, Rebeccah had been frantic that Adam would be hurt, terrified that he was dead. Cullah did almost kill Adam. They let her lie next to Kathryn to feel the baby's flutter and so Rebeccah was assured that Adam was alive. 

"I won't moan again when Mommy combs my hair..."

"I know, honey."

Tom kept his voice low, kept talking until Rebeccah started drooping. He lifted her up and carried her to their bedroom. Kathryn lay awake and when Rebeccah saw her, she whispered an awed:

"Mommy..." before she slid out of Tom's arms and crawled spontaneously into her mother's, spooning herself around Kathryn's abdomen. Rebeccah held her small hand on the swollen belly of her mother and right at that moment her hand almost lifted the way Adam kicked.

Rebeccah gave a soft sigh before she closed her eyes again. Kathryn lifted her hand and stroked Rebeccah's head, kissing her before she too, drooped again. 

"Tom..."

"Sleep, sweetheart."

"Was it bad this time?"

"Nothing I couldn't handle, Kathryn. I think the positive images are slowly replacing the - the other images." He stumbled over his words. Kathryn hadn't been spared either and in her nightmares she mostly feared that Cullah would kill Adam. 

"I'm glad, Tom."

"Yeah... I'm glad too," he said as he leaned over mother and daughter and kissed each one in turn. 

**

Tom turned away from the window and walked back to the bed. He'd just shift himself behind Kathryn and scoop all of them in his arms, Adam included. Kathryn felt warm, and he pressed himself against her. He gave a deep sigh. They were happy, at least. But the last three months had been harrowing and the months to come would surely test them again.

"No, not them. Me," he muttered.

"What did you say?" the words came from Kathryn, slurred as the sleep overtook her, but still alert enough to have heard him.

"Nothing. Sleep, Kathryn."

"You always tell her that, Daddy."

"You're awake, Becky?"

"It's Rebeccah, don't forget that, Daddy."

"I'm outnumbered again, right?"

"Right," Kathryn and Rebeccah murmured in unison.,

"Women!" Tom exclaimed, then lay still and waited for them to drift into sleep again. He let his mind wander, all the images of the last three months crowding, and he felt like drowning.

<They've got me...>

****

END PART ONE
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PART TWO

SOME THREE MONTHS AGO

"Tom."

"Kathryn," Tom groaned as he looked at Kathryn and knew that the moment of reckoning had come. Why did he delude himself? Kathryn wanted answers and he was going to give them. She looked at him where she lay on the high bed in her private ward. Her hand as always, protectively on her stomach.

"So, why didn't you tell me?"

"I was under orders, Kathryn. The mission was classified," he said glibly. 

"That's bull, Tom and you know it."

"Kathryn, sweetheart," he purred, "I believed you to be safe and - "

"But I wasn't, was I? And don't 'sweetheart' me. Don't think it will sway me now, Tom Paris."

"Well, Mrs Paris - "

"Tom!"

He regretted his teasing manner immediately when Kathryn's face changed. She looked pained, and angry. It was in her blue-grey eyes, unhappy eyes that in a second could change to such forceful looks. Tom still reeled sometimes at the way Kathryn could attack him with just her eyes. 

She was definitely in no humour to be humoured.

He slumped into the chair next to her bed, covered her hand with his and rested his head there. 

What could he say?

He sighed. How could he tell her and not appear like a fanciful, overbearing, overprotective husband of the twenty fourth century? He didn't want to be labeled Victorian, and patriarchal homeworlds were a rarity in this quadrant. Yet, the bells pealed in his head and screamed at him to reveal what he thought he could never be accused of. He had not only been Tom Paris, Captain of the Prometheus, Tom Paris, the officer; he was also Tom Paris, the husband and father. When Kathryn's life was threatened, it was the man, the father, the husband who wanted to take charge of his family. That facet of his being responded with a mad kind of impulse, and the officer and Captain had to contain that part ruthlessly in order to effect a successful rescue. They had never been in that situation. Suddenly, his world was rocked, the awakening a rude reminder that Kathryn, her crew and Voyager left a trail which could have repercussions later. 

He was Kathryn's equal, bondmates that sealed their love over and over since the day she declared her love for him. He had waited six years. They were one. They always enjoyed mutual trust, didn't they? An openness in their marriage which demanded such things as consultation in decision making. He need never be afraid for her. As Captain of Voyager he had never known anyone more fearless, or stronger in spirit than Kathryn. He had known his fair share of fear. Too many things which he had learned to overcome. Yes, when Rebeccah had been told of her real father, he had been afraid. 

Then the Kazon happened.

At its vanguard of revenge, Maj Cullah.

All his instincts screamed to protect his wife. 

He had never known such fear. Yet... He couldn't show them, he had to stifle it, suppress it viciously and concentrate on saving Kathryn, Rebeccah and Adam's lives. Then he had been Captain Paris. And only when he looked at the unconscious Egor had he felt like he wanted to kill.

His immediate response to Ponsonby's briefing on the presence of Kazon in the Alpha Quadrant was instantaneous: every instinct to protect his wife and daughter surfaced with such force that he was unable to fathom how a crisis could bring out in him the need to keep them as far away as possible from harm to the point that his decisions had been seen by Kathryn as arbitrary. He had been so obsessed with keeping them safe that the thought never really occurred to him that he could have discussed it with Kathryn. That was what she demanded to know now. That was what he felt too embarrassed to admit. He acted like an overbearing husband who didn't take in account his wife's feelings on the matter. He dismissed any possible justification were Kathryn only his wife, not an admiral, not on several review boards, just a homely housewife. That he frowned upon himself. 

This was Kathryn, former Captain of Voyager, afraid of nothing, who stared down enemies that made most Starfleet captains appear like cadets. This was Kathryn who was once his commanding officer, under whose direct command he had been for five long years, who was now his equal. Their marriage, their faithful union and companionship was based on trust, and he had broken that trust by not being open with her. 

She was an admiral, and therefore demanded accountability on Tom's side, demanded to be treated as a member of Starfleet Admiralty. He conceded that there were missions and incidents that were deemed highly classified, not available to every Admiral in Starfleet. Even Kathryn acknowledged that. But Kathryn would never accept that in this case. She had been directly affected, her personal safety and that of their daughter and hosts seriously compromised. She demanded as was her right to be treated as his equal, and therefore privy to any knowledge he had that affected the three of them as a family. She needed to know. On all counts Kathryn needed to know the truth, needed to know the danger was in the form of Maj Cullah. Not only that. Maj Cullah had a personal agenda of revenge and Kathryn Janeway was his target. 

Tom knew that fielding the way she and Rebeccah had been treated by Cullah warranted his actions, would still hold little water. She had to know. 

Now she demanded the truth.

Tom had a feeling in the pit of his stomach that whatever he was going to tell Kathryn now - the unvarnished truth - Kathryn was going to be...

"Have you finished thinking, Tom?" he heard Kathryn's voice as it cut into his reverie. He could have sworn her tone held sarcasm. "You wouldn't be strategising on how to get out of this, do you?"

...mad as hell...

He had no doubt as to what Kathryn meant by 'this'. It sounded exactly as though she were reprimanding some hapless ensign back in their Delta Quadrant days, an arching eyebrow and that wicked curve of her lip the only signs that she was having fun at the crewman's expense. 

This was no unsuspecting ensign facing Kathryn Paris, but it didn't mean that he didn't have that same sinking feeling in his stomach that many an officer felt when stared down by her. So he raised his head and looked at his wife. 

"Would you, Tom Paris?"

"I wasn't going to, Kathryn, you know that," he placated, but Kathryn, for all that Maj Cullah almost paralyzed her for life, and Adam Edward was headed for the High House in Heaven and Rebeccah got her comeuppance going head-to head with an equally headstrong young teenager, his wife was in her fighting mood. Sick as she was, her eyes gleamed a victory gleam. 

Her hand left her stomach where she clutched at Adam since she was beamed aboard the Prometheus, and she touched Tom's cheek. 

That was when he knew he'd lost even before the games began. 

Kathryn had that look in her eye. It was the one she used when she fought off the Kazon, faced the Hirogen, and did a battle of wits with that Devore daigha Kashy-riyon Kashyk. 

He tried again. He took her hands in his, squeezed them gently, then caressed Kathryn's cheek. 

"You're not well, Kathryn. You know the EMH has warned - "

"Shut up, Tom and start talking."

"Now Kathryn, what kind of an injunction is that? It's very confusing. I don't - "

Tom was not prepared for the swiftness with which Kathryn raised herself on her elbow, pulled his head close to her face and bit out:

"Tom Paris, I may be sick, but there's nothing wrong with my hearing now. You went ahead and bundled your wife and daughter right out of the Alpha Quadrant without consulting. Now, Rebeccah I understand, but I - " Kathryn took a breath, her fingers losing their grip on the back of his head, giving Tom a moment to draw back, "I demand full disclosure!" 

Tom's jaw dropped, and it looked to him as though Kathryn was laughing. But it was no laughing matter. 

"I'm sorry, Kathryn..."

Kathryn slumped back against the pillow, the strain of pulling herself up and the tension of the last few minutes draining her of strength. 

"It's not good enough," she said quietly, and this time she took his hand. "I need to know, Tom, why I wasn't prepared for what happened in Miral and Diego's home."

Tom closed his eyes. He could only imagine what happened there. Kathryn still hadn't talked much of the actual attack, and Diego had lain close to death, while Miral had been the last line of defense against a cunning Krog and the Kazon bounty hunter, Drago. He gave a shudder. He had seen the blood, heard Rebeccah's screams when he and Magnus Rollins viewed some of the events on the holo-imager. Rollins had been close to slapping a Tom that had been irrational in his rage. 

"Tom..."

"I - " He looked at her, wanted to drop his gaze at the accusation he saw in hers, "I was afraid..."

Kathryn saw the shadows flit in Tom's eyes, and she knew he was thinking of what happened in Miral's house, and what happened on the Kazon vessel...

"Tom..."

"Forgive me, Kathryn. I should have told you."

"You should have. I may be pregnant, but I've been too long in the business of strategy not to have been able to help in preparing to defend myself."

"I know, Kathryn. I realised that. Only too late. After you have been - been overpowered, I realised that you may have had a better chance of defending yourself."

"Not may, Tom. The chances would definitely have been better."

"Kathryn, could we continue this later? You're very tired, I can see that."

She would have bitten it out that he was just looking for another excuse not to confront her, but she saw the worry in his eyes.

She had seen that look too many times to realise that he was really concerned. She still felt weak, nothing that some bed rest wouldn't cure, according to the doctor. Now, after this conversation, she felt drained of energy. She couldn't determine whether it was still the after-effects of Cullah's poison, or her condition. Her hand caressed her stomach again.

Tom saw the action. He wanted to cry with relief. In truth, he hadn't yet had time to allow the reaction of the last few days' traumatic events to set in. He had been wound tight, too bent on keeping his emotions in check, and only once or twice he had allowed his anger, or his pain to show.

"I promise we'll talk, Kathryn..." he whispered, then leaned forward to kiss her. A lingering kiss that caused Kathryn's eyes to fill with tears.

"I missed you, Tom..."

"You are safe now, Kathryn," he said, his voice trembling with emotion as he tucked her in to rest for the night. 

He had just risen from his chair when he heard Kathryn speak again, the sleep rapidly overtaking her, and her voice almost slurred:

"Tomorrow, Tom."

He sensed a warning in her words.

**

"It's still holiday, Daddy, don't you remember?" Rebeccah informed Tom. The sun was streaming through the window in the lounge, and she looked completely angelic. Her hair shone golden, and it bounced gently in her neck as she nodded. No, Tom decided, she looked deceptively angelic. Like her mother. He still reeled from yesterday's confrontation with Kathryn and he had to see her today, to continue. He sighed. 

"Daddy!"

"Holiday, you say?"

"Yes! I have six more weeks to go, Daddy." 

Tom shook his head a little. He had forgotten. School vacation. Kathryn and Rebeccah were supposed to go to Hedron IV for the vacation. Now Rebeccah looked at him with something like outrage in her eyes. She folded her arms across her chest and for a crazy moment he was reminded of Kathryn. It was a typical Kathryn posture. Rebeccah had perfected some others too.

"You watch your mother too much, Rebeccah," Tom muttered. He had just taken a brush and ran it through Rebeccah's hair, but she had been overexcited and fidgety. She couldn't stand still. 

"I want to go to Grandpa, Daddy. He promised he'd take me to the Smithsonian to see the Phoenix.

"Grandpa is still busy with a lot of reports, honey. He doesn't want to be disturbed."

Rebeccah changed position. Her hands went to her hips. The other Kathryn posture she'd imitated. Tom wanted to smile, but daren't. Rebeccah was in no mood to be appeased by him. 

"He said so, too."

"He promised me, Daddy, and Grandpa never breaks his promise."

"Honey," Tom sighed, "I don't think Grandpa is quite ready for you now."

He shouldn't have said it. Another barrage of questions followed.

"Why not, Daddy?"

"Because."

"Just because?"

"Yes, Becky," he let it slip.

"Rebeccah, Daddy."

"Yes, Rebeccah." Tom felt harried.

"Now, when Grandpa said - "

"I don't think he's ready, honey..."

Rebeccah tried her other winning tack. Her tears were ready to roll. Tom groaned, then pulled her closer to him. He had been sitting on the couch while she stood in front of him. Now she sat next to him, and he put his arm around her slender shoulder. 

He gave another sigh. 

"Why can't I go to Grandpa now, Daddy?" she asked as the first tears started falling.

<Because your grandmother is cross with your grandfather, and your grandfather is right now recovering from Grandma's special brand of 'congenial confrontation'>.

"Is Grandpa still unhappy, Daddy?"

How did the child sense it? The truth, as Kathryn made him painfully aware of yesterday, had to prevail. He was only too aware of the repercussions of truth. 

"Yes, Becky," it slipped out again.

"Rebeccah, Daddy."

"Yes, Rebeccah."

"And Grandma won't talk to Grandpa?"

"Where did you hear this, Rebeccah?" 

"I was there yesterday, Daddy! Don't you remember?"

"In Grandpa's office?"

"Daddy..." Rebeccah sighed, convinced her father was stupid, "you took me to Grandpa yourself."

"And then you played peeping Tom?"

Rebeccah's tears had dried halfway through the conversation and she was now sitting up, out of Tom's embrace, and gesticulating - he didn't know where she got that from - animatedly. Rebeccah looked like she was about to hyperventilate when she started:

"You know, Daddy - "

"Halt!" 

Tom held up his hand, palm towards Rebeccah, and her mouth clamped shut so suddenly that Tom burst out laughing. "Take a deep breath, Rebeccah," he ordered and Rebeccah started breathing in deeply, her movement so exaggerated that Tom wanted to laugh again. "Now, you know it's not nice to gossip - "

"But Daddy, Grandma stood right there and she poked her finger into Grandpa's chest and then Grandpa almost fell over and - "

"Rebeccah!"

Tom's ears had pricked a long time ago, but to get Rebeccah to talk, all he had to do was try to stop her. He offered his own brand of stopping her by sounding outraged. That just fueled the child and the next moment Rebeccah was off the couch and hopping around on the floor. Tom smiled. Rebeccah's third or fourth habit in the space of the last few minutes. 

"Will you - "

"Stand still for two minutes together? Yes, you always tell me that, Daddy. But Daddy, Grandma was f-fu - "

"Furious?"

"Yes, that. Grandma was furious and Grandpa went all red in the face when Grandma said - when Grandma said..." Rebeccah paused, trying to remember the exact words.

"Now, Owen, since when do you think you can hide things from me, your wife of forty five years?"

"Yes! Just like that, Daddy! And then she said - she said there must be trans -something, I know, but I can't remember that big word." She pouted, her eyes very wide as she looked to Tom for help.

"Transparency?"

"Yes, that. I don't know what it means, Daddy, but Grandma was real ticked-off."

"Ticked off? Where did you learn that word?"

"Sally in my class. And Daddy," Rebeccah continued without pausing, "then Grandpa tried to hug Grandma and Grandma just said - "

"You Paris men. You think a hug and a kiss will make it right?"

"Yes, Daddy. Just like that. Now Grandma is still cross with Grandpa..."

"And I suppose young Rebeccah will sit in Grandpa's office and hug him and comfort him?"

Rebeccah stared at her father. Then she hurled herself in his arms. 

"I love you Daddy."

"Yeah, me too, pumpkin." Tom sighed as he hugged her. Then Rebeccah loosened herself from his grasp again, looked at him and asked:

"Is Mommy still mad at you, Daddy?"

Tom sighed. Rebeccah had been traumatised almost six months ago when he and Kathryn argued. They had managed to restore the peace again, but Rebeccah was so sensitive to their moods. Still, this time she did not appear unduly unsettled by it. The opposite was rather true. It seemed she was enjoying this.

"I guess so. But honey, it's not a bad mad, okay?"

Rebeccah was imminently satisfied and nodded vigorously, her hair bouncing about her rosy cheeks. When she spoke, he could have sworn he saw Kathryn's gleaming victory look.

"And she's going to kill you when you go see her this afternoon?"

He didn't relish it one moment.

"It's as good as killing me, Rebeccah. You're going to hug me too, then?"

"Oh, yes, Daddy!"

*****

END PART TWO
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PART THREE

Tom walked towards Kathryn's ward, feeling slightly battered after he dropped Rebeccah at his father's office. Owen Paris had given him a pained look of capitulation, then smiled at Rebeccah who promptly demanded to sit in his big chair.

Owen just shook his head and said:

"Women!"

Tom could see he was disinclined to talk to about Elizabeth Paris' highly charged diatribe against him.

"I see young Rebeccah could not stand still for two minutes together," he had said almost sullenly, knowing that his granddaughter's little mouth had been hard at work at home.

"It doesn't get better, Dad?" he asked Owen Paris who said succinctly before lifting Rebeccah out of his chair and supplanting himself in it:

"It's a life sentence, Tom. We men are suckers."

"Really, Grandpa?"

Tom almost wanted to say "Shut up, Rebeccah," but left his father to cope with Rebeccah's incessant chatter and over-active imagination. 

Now he stood at the door of Kathryn's ward, and heard voices as he opened it. He stood inside the door. They didn't notice him and he shook his head. The EMH was huffing, and Kathryn seemed to be puffing. 

"I'm going, Doctor. I've discharged myself, as you can see. I pregnant. I'm not sick."

"I'm not sick, either, Admiral, but I don't look tired."

<You should not have said that, Doctor...>

"What did you say?"

"I said I'm the doctor, Admiral. Your personal physician. The one who's going to deliver that baby - "

<Great recovery, Doc.>.

Tom cleared his throat and both swung round to see him still standing at the door. 

"Tom!"

"Captain!" The doctor smiled broadly at Tom as Tom reached Kathryn and kissed her. 

"Perhaps you can advise your wife - " he emphasized the 'wife' part - "to remain in hospital until she is well enough to leave."

"Tom, will you tell the doctor I will recuperate better in my own home? He - "

"Kathryn, the doctor is right. Just a few more days here and - "

"Tom..." 

The doctor smirked, and Tom's heart sank. Kathryn's wheedling tones, tinged with just the right amount of pathos, had him groaning. He put his arms round Kathryn. She felt so small, so...fragile, and the imperceptible squeeze she gave him was more than enough reason to see her point. 

"Er..." Tom coughed, then continued while the doctor stood scanning Kathryn, "well, actually, I think coming home would do her good, Doc - "

"Don't talk about me as if I'm not here, Tom."

The doctor looked up sharply at Tom, frowned then shook his head in disgust..

"I'll see you here the day after tomorrow, Admiral. We need to keep an eye on the little one."

"The day after tomorrow? But that's too - "

"She'll be here, Doc. Don't worry," Tom said quickly, took up Kathryn's bag and bundled her out of the ward and down the corridor towards the exits of Starfleet Medical. He wanted to get out there before his mother saw him. 

"Tom!" Kathryn gave him a pained look.

"Sorry, sweetheart." Tom slowed his pace and he could hear Kathryn's sigh of relief.

"Tom..."

"Hmmm?"

"We still need to talk."

Tom responded by stopping, bending down and planting a kiss on the top of her head. She sighed again and pressed herself against him for a second, then they moved again.

**

Kathryn was sitting on the couch, and the late afternoon bathed the floor directly in front of it in warmth. It was balmy, and Kathryn tucked the woolly afghan round her legs. She leaned back and closed her eyes. When the couch creaked, she opened her eyes. Tom sat down beside her and leaned over to kiss her. Although she was breathless from the kiss, it was clear to him that her intent stare meant she wanted to talk business. 

"We need to have transparency, Tom," she said quietly.

He didn't want to ask whether she had spoken with his mother, but her words sounded so familiar, echoing Rebeccah's words of earlier in the day when the child had spoken of her grandmother.

"I know. It's just..."

"What, Tom?" She took her hand from the afghan and curled her fingers round his. 

"I wanted to...needed to protect my family."

"By keeping quiet about Maj Cullah?"

"You know he was bent on revenge, Kathryn. We took the ship back... You remember the words of Maj Jabin when you ordered the array be destroyed?"

"You have made an enemy today..." she said reflectively, staring out the window as she said the words. 

"That was the beginning, Kathryn. No Kazon took well to being outwitted or made to look stupid. Cullah was no different. It may as well have been Cullah mouthing those words..."

Tom observed her, saw the shadows - probably memories - that crossed her elegant features. 

"I'm sorry, Kathryn," he whispered hoarsely, a feeling of deep compassion swamping him. He realised they were to be a part of her memories for the rest of her life. Something she had to learn to live with.

And he?

He was an old hand at living with guilt. Guilt was a cross that never became lighter, he thought. Just more and more get added on over the years. Like now. He felt an intense guilt that his own silence could have led to these memories that were now Kathryn's cross.

She turned to look at him. Her eyes were dark with remembered pain. He paled at the sight of her and spontaneously he took her in his embrace and sat with her, just holding her until the shudders stopped again.

"Cullah..." she started, then paused for long seconds, "still had little respect for women..."

"He's dead now, Kathryn."

"He wanted to remove Adam from me, Tom..."

"Kathryn, please, it's over now, sweetheart."

"And Rebeccah...I - " she swallowed, then a large tear rolled down her cheek, "Rebeccah didn't want to leave me, you know."

"She was incredibly brave and very smart."

"If Egor hadn't - "

"Don't think about that Kathryn. And Kathryn?"

"Yes?"

"Our vessels were also very close to Egor's shuttle. We would have gotten her anyway."

Kathryn looked at him for long moments. Then she rested her head against his chest. He felt the sigh she gave.

"Egor said you fired at his shuttle."

"He refused to comply to our orders. We didn't know Rebeccah was on the vessel then. But, you can read the Tactical Officer's report. Then you'll see."

"I'll speak to Magnus, Tom."

"You're welcome."

"So when can I read all the reports?"

"Anytime you want to, Kathryn. If you're up to it," he added. 

It was not a flowery account of a simple abduction, but a harrowing tale of a man who left a trail of blood, who gave no thought to the innocent. Kathryn would have to know that Laban Gathorel died trying to preserve his technology. Most of the inhabitants of the major cities of Hedron IV were killed. The bounty hunter Drago, Krog...

"I want to, Tom."

"Then you'll read it."

She leaned into his arms again, nuzzled her face in his neck, breathed in his cologne, its familiar smell driving away some of the horror images. 

"Tom..."

"Yes?"

"I'm your wife."

"Yes."

"I'm also a Starfleet admiral. So, why didn't you tell me?"

"I got overbearing and overprotective," he said confidently. Only the truth now.

"Are you bucking for the position of family patriarch?"

"Now, Kathryn..."

"Humour me, Tom."

He sighed.

"I - something just snapped in me, I suppose. Hearing Cullah's name made my hair stand on end, and I couldn't breathe. My thoughts were immediately of you and that I had to get you away from his clutches - as far away - as soon as possible."

"And so you suggested to Admiral Ponsonby that I shouldn't be told."

Tom was stunned.

"Kathryn! How - ?"

"It was an impulsive decision, Tom, and I know Ponsonby. He would have considered letting me know. I was the direct target. You probably swore him to silence that it was you and not your father or Ponsonby himself who made that decision, right?"

"It was stupid of me. 

"And you convinced them that you knew Cullah better than they did."

He nodded, then took her hands in his. 

"You're the Admiral."

Tom said that without rancour. She knew strategy. Moreover, she knew him. Somehow, Kathryn had sensed it already, but just wanted him to made the final admission. He looked at her with a great deal more respect in his eyes, an admiration and an intense pride. All feelings that were quickly doused when Kathryn muttered her next words. 

"You're not going to get off lightly, Tom." 

"Why, what do you mean, Kathryn?"

"When next you want to be impulsive again, think, Tom. Think hard. Then know that Kathryn, your wife, wants to be in on the decision making in this family. Not only is it her privilege, or some damned condescending concession you will make, but it is my right. When I, my son and my daughter are directly affected, it is my right to know."

"Honey - "

He tried to take her in his arms, but she pushed him away very firmly, and kept her hands on his shoulders.

"My right, Thomas Eugene Paris. Just remember that."

"Aye, Kathryn."

"Now, kiss me, Tom."

"Yes, ma'am!"

***

Certain men at Starfleet Headquarters were not the happiest of men over the next few weeks. They arrived at their offices in the morning in good spirits, and by the late afternoon they all appeared harried. 

They tried their best, naturally, to appear smart, jovial, stern, terse, witty, good-humoured as the description would fit each one. It was lost however, on those closest to the men. It was a state of affairs they all wished could end, but no one appeared optimistic about the outcome.

Admiral Kathryn Janeway's abduction by an old Delta Quadrant adversary was an incident that sparked a new war at Headquarters. However much the men believed they treated their wives as equals, this sad little weakness was exposed by Kathryn's Abduction. 

Yes, portions of the details leaked out and for weeks the Starfleet Tribune - that being the name given to the grapevine - heralded forth how Captain Tom Paris went rushing headlong to keep his wife from harm, and how the Captain went face to face with Maj Cullah and killed him. For rumour-happy individuals like the inimitable Neelix who was tucked away in Louisiana next to the restaurant of Ben Sisko's father, it was not good enough that a woman got to kill Cullah. 

And so Hedra went down in the gossip annals as a poor defenseless woman who begged her husband to take her back. 

The new abbreviation everyone - those men particularly - bandied about was WOW: War on Women. Others quickly dubbed it "War of Words", and still others gave it a more derogatory name: Wiles of Witches. Naturally, it made the 'witches' even more wily. It didn't matter that no one took notice of certain individuals who touted these fancy phrases around of how they got the better of their spouses. It didn't matter that most worlds in the Federation at least, discarded their patriarchal notions centuries ago and egalitarian societies were the rule. It didn't matter that in Starfleet at least, men and women were equal before the law in every respect. 

Women had demanded centuries ago to be an integral and equal part in any decision making process.

There were still more male admirals and male captains in Starfleet. More Starfleet vessels were named for men of might and exploration in history: Columbus, Galileo, Sakharov, Pike! Costeau, Agamemnon, Crazy Horse!... 

It was a social condition that no one - especially those mighty men in their flying machines - dared to admit: patriarchy ruled.

In the Paris Senior family collective, Owen Paris bore the brunt of Elizabeth's ire:

"I'm not talking to you, Owen."

"But Elizabeth, the matter was classified. How could I tell you?"

"Kathryn is as good as being my own daughter, and you were party to the subterfuge."

"Subterfuge? Elizabeth, look, love. It's like this: Tom wanted - "

"Oh no, you're not going to blame Tom again for some crazy wrong-doing. You were all in it: You, that Adam Ponsonby - " she almost choked on the 'Adam' - "your whole Strategy Division and Tom..."

"This is Starfleet business, Elizabeth. You're a - "

"...what, Owen? Doctor? Medical wonderwoman? Your wife? Mother of your children? What else?"

"My friend?"

Owen was undone. He was in a corner, and standing in the corner of his office where Elizabeth - small, frail-looking grey-haired Elizabeth, Starfleet Doctor before her husband became an admiral, has pushed him. Each finger jab made him retreat further and further.

"And that, Owen, darling, makes me the recipient of your trust. I demand it."

"I apologise, love."

"Not good enough, Owen Paris. You don't look sorry."

"But Elizabeth, they are home, and safe."

He shouldn't have said it.

"They were almost dead! Dead, do you hear me? And you thought I wasn't fit to be told the truth of the danger Kathryn and Rebeccah were in."

Owen looked suitably chastised. 

"Yes, Elizabeth. I'm sorry..."

"That's better. Now, kiss me, Owen."

"Certainly, Elizabeth."

**

Admiral Adam Ponsonby didn't have much better luck. He was accosted on his way to the Headquarters restaurant by a fiery haired virago who blocked his path. A lean man, very tall, he stopped dead in his tracks and gave the appearance of toppling over as he balanced on his heels. The woman's blue-grey eyes flashed angry sparks, and she was ready for a confrontation as she stood hands on her hips.

Adam wondered for a fleeting moment at the unfairness of life when Gretchen Janeway spoke:

"So, Ponsonby, are you happy with yourself? Are you sleeping peacefully at night knowing that my daughter and granddaughter could have died because of you?"

"My name is Adam, Gretchen," he offered feebly. 

"I asked you a question, Ponsonby!" 

"Look, I'm busy right now, Gretchen. Would you mind - 

You'll listen to what I have to say, Ponsonby - "

"Adam."

"Ponsonby."

Admiral Adam Ponsonby wanted the earth to swallow him. He was aware of several interested passers-by who stopped, listened, walked, stopped, craned their necks, all to watch Gretchen Janeway bring down Starfleet's oldest bachelor. 

"Adam, Gretchen. You've always called me that before."

"That was when you were my husband's best friend. And it's unfair."

"What is?" he asked, not daring to even smile at this woman who had the ability to make him lose his cool. 

"That you aren't grey. For a man of eighty - "

"Seventy. Don't add to my years."

"Fine. Now, Ponsonby, you know it was against Starfleet regulation not to inform an admiral - an admiral! of the potential danger of the presence of that - that ..."

"Kazon."

"Kazon. Now, what do you have to say to that?"

"It was to protect her, Gretchen."

"My God, Ponsonby, you can stand there and tell me that in order to protect Kathryn and my granddaughter, you were prepared to let them die! With Tom also marching right into that danger..."

Adam Ponsonby took Gretchen by her arm and moved quickly towards the restaurant. Gretchen look surprised as his sudden movement.

"We're being watched, in case you didn't know, Gretchen."

"I don't care. Let them see what a worm you are - "

"Now, Gretchen... You are the widow of the man who was my best friend. I know you're angry right now. I used to be Adam all the time, you know," he said as he escorted her into the cool foyer of the restaurant. He towered over her.

"That privilege, Ponsonby, I shall only accord my grandson."

"Oh, yes, he's to be called Adam - "

"Don't even think it, Ponsonby. You know Edward's middle name was Adam."

Adam Ponsonby smiled. The smile quickly vanished when Gretchen gave him the skunk-eye.

"Look, Gretchen," Adam Ponsonby said, "I know you're angry all, but this is the Strategy - "

Ponsonby knew he was sunk as the blue-grey eyes suddenly gleamed and Gretchen said sweetly:

"I expect an apology over lunch, Ponsonby."

"Yes, Gretchen, certainly Gretchen."

**

For the Kim family, things were not much better. Seven of Nine of the Unimatrix 01, who these days preferred her given name of Annika, confronted her husband a month later:

"Harry, I will be the primary caregiver to our infant when it's born - " she said as her hands went over her magnificent bosom. 

"*She*, Annika. it's she and her name is going to be Lin Annika. I've decided - "

"Yes, Harry. You decided. And while names are irrelevant, I must make very strong representation that in our collective of two, soon to be three, between us there will be no chain of command. While I concede that an infant is reliant upon the decisions of its parents, I will not be treated as one."

"Annika, I understand. But you know the doctor said that even as a former Borg with some Borg implants still in place, you must be careful. You are after all, human."

"Thank you, Harry, for clearing that up."

"You don't have to be sarcastic, Annika."

"I have learned too many of the human frailties, idiosyncrasies and other less palatable and negative emotions that I may be on par with some of the best, Harry."

Harry gave an exaggerated sigh. He touched Annika's stomach, a gesture that was so poignant that Annika rested her own hand over Harry's.

"Of course, I am only human...my love..." she purred as her other hand caressed Harry's cheek.

"Annika..." he groaned.

**

In Neelix's little restaurant which was situated next to that of Ben Sisko's father in Louisiana, Mila Sklar, pilot of the Prometheus looked at her companion, Ensign James Rollins, son of Magnus Rollins. 

"There's no ship like the Prometheus."

"My father always said there's no ship like Voyager."

"Are we arguing?"

"And, I was trained by the best pilot in the Federation," he bragged.

Mila looked at him, her fork paused halfway between her plate and her mouth.

"I was hand-picked by the best pilot in the Federation to be Chief Helmsman of the Prometheus.

"Voyager has a history. A glorious one."

She gave a sigh. That was true. How could she deny it? And, there were times she had been nervous... But she wasn't going to let him know that.

"Mila, the way to pilot the Prometheus through the Badlands is to rely on instinct." James said to her.

"And you think I don't have what it takes?"

"I didn't say that, Mila."

"You're saying you're a better pilot, James," she stated sullenly.

"I said nothing of the kind, Mila Sklar. That's your over-active imagination - "

"James Rollins, take this!"

"Hey, are you crazy?" he cried out as he jumped up from his chair, the Alfarian Hair Pasta dripping from his face into his neck and on his uniform.

"Don't mess with me, James Rollins."

**

It was clear that no one would breathe a sigh of relief until after the birth of Adam. They were anxiously waiting to be relieved of their trials at the hands of their partners. Adam Edward, however, was one tough fetus that gave his mother endless sleepless nights with his incessant kicking, serving notice that when he finally made his entry into the world, Starfleet would right itself on its axis again.

**

END PART THREE

 

ADAM'S RIB

PART FOUR

"I wish to have a normal vertex delivery, Doctor," Kathryn Paris informed the EMH who looked at her with his usual aggrieved expression at not being able to handle her.

"And Admiral, I just told you, at eight months pregnant, your baby already has a mass of 2.8kg. I can induce labour now, since your fetus is fully grown, Admiral, or at the most, two more weeks - "

"I want to wait. When Adam says it's fine, then it's fine."

"And Adam has told you that?"

"Certainly. He hasn't kicked me for nothing, Doctor," Kathryn said as she tried to sit up on the biobed and the doctor helped her to a sitting position. She groaned with the discomfort of her swollen belly. Her reaction merely confirmed his own feeling that she listen to him, but he deferred from saying so. Instead:

"And has he told you that he'll be too big for your small frame, Admiral, to make it through the birth canal?"

"Oh, he'll make it in one piece, Doctor, head first."

"And did he tell you his mother might not make it in one piece?"

"Don't mock me, Doctor. Of course I'll survive Adam's birth."

"That's not what I meant, Admiral... Admiral, where are you going?"

"Home."

"Oh no, you're not. It's bed rest here for you, Admiral," he said firmly, taking her by the arm and turning her so that she could face him. The stubborn look on her face was one he had seen time and time again, both in the Delta Quadrant and here at home in the last seven years. She bit out:

"I can rest at home, in my own bed, Doctor."

"Next to your husband, naturally."

"Naturally. He'll do all the backrubs I'll need...and more..." she added, giving him a wink of her eye.

He sighed.

"Naturally. I should be so surprised. I'm a doctor, not a masseur. Though at one time I did have the rare distinction of massaging the Captain in her quarters - "

"Doctor! I'm surprised at you. Anyone listening might think..."

"Well then, forgive me, Admiral, if how you said it about your bed rest at home didn't quite sound like physical therapy..."

"I want to be at home, Doctor. I thought you'd understand that."

"I shall have to speak to your husband - "

There was mutiny on Kathryn's face. 

"And what is it you might want to discuss with me?" Tom Paris asked as he entered the examination room and heard the last of the doctor's words.

"Ah, Captain! Please advise the Admiral that she should stay here. It is possible that I might have to perform a fetal transport - "

"You will do nothing of the kind doctor. Nothing, did you hear?" Kathryn interjected so fiercely that both Tom and the doctor looked at her in surprise and alarm. The intractable look on her was face replaced by agitation. Tom and the doctor spoke at the same time:

"Kathryn! what's wrong?"

"Admiral, if I said anything - "

"You will not transport my baby from me," she repeated her earlier statement and Tom saw that she looked...scared.

He rushed forward and drew her tenderly into his arms. In spite of her size, he held her quite close to him and he could feel her shiver.

"What is it?" he whispered as he brushed her hair from her face.

"I'm sorry, Admiral, but I seem to have said something I - oh...oh, I understand," he said quietly, looking shamefaced.

"What is it, Doctor?" Tom asked as he saw something in the doctor's expression that the doctor seemed to have remembered.

But the EMH didn't answer his question. He merely said, on a sober note:

"Please, Captain, take your wife home, and ensure that she has bed rest. Please," he reiterated his request.

Tom frowned, not understanding immediately until Kathryn said suddenly:

"*He* wanted to remove my baby that way, Tom."

Tom looked at the doctor, acknowledged the realisation that dawned earlier in the EMH, then took Kathryn's hand. He'd forgotten, forgotten how sensitive Kathryn felt about what happened on Cullah's ship. It was only sometimes in the last two months that she still had nightmares. Although they were the only signs that she still remembered her traumatic experience at the hands of the Kazon leader, those dreams were decreasing rapidly. It was only Rebeccah who was still terrorised... Kathryn rested her head against his shoulder, sighed as she took in his cologne and closed her eyes. Tom felt her reaching for him, and for once he didn't say anything about her need of him, when all she wanted was to be secure in his arms, especially in the night. 

"I'm sorry, Kathryn. Of course, we'll avoid that possibility. But you must rest. You're tired."

"Yes..."

Tom looked at the Doctor, who smirked. Then he smiled back. For once Kathryn agreed.

**

The first time he saw her, her eyes had been closed too, and when they opened, they stared at him. He had been afraid then. Very afraid. This was the woman whom his father had no compunction, no feeling at all, of killing. He had never heard any kind word issue from his father's mouth about her. He had seen her husband, and though he had been afraid of that man too, he had also seen in the eyes of Captain Tom Paris a sense of fairness. The captain had given him a chance. Would Kathryn Janeway do the same? 

She had had every reason to hate him. As the dog spawn of a dog, he had not deserved to be accepted by Kathryn Janeway, let alone be liked by her.

When he left her bedside that day on the Prometheus while that magnificent battle cruiser sped home to the Alpha Quadrant, he had been like someone given a new lease on life. He had never experienced the kind of acceptance he had with this woman and her family. They surrounded him with love when others still feared him. He was Kazon, and he was Cardassian. That made him...hybrid. Both sides of him still hated and despised.

Captain Paris and Admiral Janeway had given him fair warning that it might not be easy. There would always be those who would blame an innocent for crimes committed against them by others.

He knew very well how the Paris family applied that dictum to their own life's policy. They accepted him because he was Egor, and though the son of Maj Cullah and Seska, he was not held accountable for their crimes. 

Egor looked at the sleeping form of Kathryn Janeway. She was lying in a comfortable position on her couch in her living room, with her head on a large, soft pillow, and a woolly afghan over her. Her face appeared to him serene, beautiful. She was such a strong person, yet she looked so soft...small. He grinned inwardly. He knew that was very deceptive. She could twist the captain round those small dainty fingers of hers.

He didn't want to wake her, but wondered if she could feel him staring at her, then wake up by herself. He had been met by the door by Captain Paris who spoke in hushed tones and Egor had immediately become aware that the Captain might be resting and not really ready to see him. 

Now he stood observing her and although the Captain had smiled at him when he indicated Egor sit in one of the chairs, he preferred to stand. The Captain had taken himself off to his little alcove that was the office in this home, and left Egor to face the Admiral. 

A good thing Rebeccah was not here. For all that Rebeccah was only five - almost six - she was always baiting him. And biting him. And it was Rebeccah's fault that he was here in the first place today. He had wanted to come anyway for something he wanted to beg from the Admiral, but today... 

He had been here a number of times in the last three months, and on all those occasions Rebeccah had done everything to make him mad as hell. He wished on every occasion that he could just gag her so that she could keep quiet. Like he did on his shuttle when she kept promising that her mother and father would kill him or throw him in the brig then kill him. 

Today Rebeccah had it in for him again. And she wasn't supposed to do what she did. Her plaintive "I wanted to stop you," did nothing to settle the unrest that he felt in his heart. She came between him and that coward Bikkel who called him a Cardie butcher... Rebeccah bit him again today. His hand and his arm. Casualties of playground war. How could he help it when he accidentally swung at her and sent her to the ground? 

Which was one of the reasons he found himself in the Admiral's presence. A sleeping admiral at that. His parents had been at the school and Miral Torres had taken one look at him and said:

"Your honour is at stake, son. Your adversary is not your physical equal, and it is a dishonour not to face your opponent. You do not wait till your opponent's back is turned to you."

And Diego simply said:

"Son, I can't argue with your mother on that. She is right. Rebeccah is only a child."

Egor sighed. How many times in the last three months had he heard that? She got under his skin. That is what the Captain said. An English term which he quickly learnt was not meant in a literal sense. But he liked to think of it like that as he looked at the back of his hand. He hadn't bothered to have the broken skin regenerated. His mother applauded him on that. They were superficial wounds that healed quickly. 

"You'll soon be a man then you do not see little scratches as major injuries," she had said tersely. 

"This is nothing, Mother," he had said an hour ago at the school. He still got that racing feeling in his heart - a rush of emotion - that he could call someone mother. A Klingon woman who had given him a human dish - banana pancakes - the first night he was taken into the home of the Torres couple. 

"Good. Now, you can speak with Admiral Janeway. Do not complain, Egor," his father said kindly, "for that is not the Admiral's style."

He knew that. His first meeting with this remarkable woman who did not once blame him that his father did what he did to her and her family, was something he'd remember the rest of his life here in the Alpha Quadrant. It wasn't easy. Already he had been involved in fights. They called him a Cardie butcher...

He had been studying the history of the Cardassians. It was not attractive. When has war ever been? he thought. He had seen the pleasure seeker Gathorel Labin beg for his life... His father simply killed the Sikarian in cold blood.

"I am not like that," he whispered very softly to himself. 

He could not help what he was. He gave another sigh. This time Rebeccah bit into his hands. He didn't want to think of the events which led to it. Still...

Rebeccah's teeth marks - he wondered how she could bite so hard - were little indentures on the back of his hand. He sighed and rolled up the sleeve of his right arm. There, three marks - uneven where one permanent tooth still had to cut through the gum - were red, the skin broken, the dried blood visible. 

He looked at the sleeping woman who shifted only slightly then slept again. He wondered whether he should wake her after all. She was heavy with child - the same child his father wanted to remove from her - and she needed to rest. That was what the Captain said. The object of that thought peeped into the lounge again, smiled at him and indicated he could wake the Admiral.

So with the injured hand he touched her arm gently and shook her. Admiral Janeway moaned slightly, frowned, opened her eyes slowly. Then they widened when she saw him and she sat up slowly.

"Hello, Egor. What are you doing here during school hours?"

"Admiral Janeway," Egor started without the preamble of a greeting, "I wish to study quantum mechanics under your guidance. You are the best in the Federation."

***

He must be dreaming. There was his father, Adam Ponsonby, Harry, Neelix, Diego Torres, Magnus Rollins, Joe Carey and Egor.

"The Society of Men..." he heard them say, their voices coming to him through the mists of sleep.

"I don't think they'll like it."

"They've given us enough trouble."

"When Adam Edward is born, our numbers will swell and we won't be outnumbered..."

***

"Ha! That's what he thinks," Kathryn Paris muttered, and Rebeccah Paris giggled in reply. 

"Mommy, is Daddy sick?" he heard a childish voice ringing in his ear. His right ear, to be precise. Hot breath tickled him and he stirred and groaned.

"Women!" he mumbled.

"Daddy's talking in his sleep again."

"Nonsense, I don't talk in my sleep," he muttered as he woke up and saw his two girls flanking him. No doubt Rebeccah had just clambered over him without consideration for his stomach, with her feet and elbows all over him. He didn't feel a thing. Out of it and dreaming. That should get them talking and bragging. Again. 

"Morning, Tom," Kathryn said before she nuzzled him and kissed him.

"Morning, Daddy," Rebeccah chorused the greeting.

"It's only 0600 ladies," he groaned, still wanting to sleep. 

"What, didn't you sleep, Daddy?" Rebeccah asked, digging her elbows into him as she lifted herself to look at him with those clear blue eyes.

"I guess Rebeccah slept well, didn't she?" he asked as he held Kathryn close and kissed Rebeccah. Tom felt for a moment his heart swelling with pride again. An intense, almost painful feeling. 

"Uh-huh. Like a log. I dreamed also, Daddy."

"She's okay, Tom," Kathryn breathed into his neck. 

"And you? Any pain?" he asked as he turned himself slightly to look her in the eyes. She had been suffering major discomfort, but had refused any medication to relieve the pain. He led his hand slide over her stomach. His heart burned with pride.

"It reminds me all the time that he's here, Tom," she had told him one evening when they had some real quiet time, "and that he's safe..." 

Those were the golden, precious moments when she had been just Kathryn who didn't needle him about equality and mastery, but his wife who needed him and needed his understanding of her fears. 

Kathryn shifted so that she lay on her back, and her hand went to her stomach, caressing it. His hand covered her immediately. She turned to look at him.

"Nothing more than the usual, Tom," she said with quiet pride, "I'm okay..."

Tom sighed with great contentment. For a few precious moments he had his women, and he was going to do everything for them. No matter that these moments passed and his women would harass him again with their usual insistence. But for now he was in his seventh heaven. So he said:

"Okay, ladies. Who wants breakfast in bed?"

"Me!" wife and daughter chorused.

****

END PART FOUR

 

ADAM'S RIB

PART FIVE

They were sharp little needle points that started from the small of her back. Pin pricks that crept from her lower spine and became elongated shafts of pain. Every nerve strained to resist it, but it crept with stealth first, from the spinal column out...out... then up...up...in a bold attack that caused every muscle to contract. The first cry started from deep in her chest and worked its way to her throat. 

Arch. Contract. Pain. Contort.

Then the waves started. Swirling in arrogant disregard of pleas for release, they wound themselves around the heaving swollen abdomen and impressed themselves upon the mother's charge. Dark whorls of pain they were that consciously changed direction and spread themselves throughout her body, willing her, challenging her to scream out in pain. 

It was a pain so great that it forced her breath from her, every single whoosh of air creating another whorl - this time of dizziness that threatened to overtake her. Her back arched and she wanted to dig her nails in somewhere...somewhere where her fingers wound themselves convulsively around those of the man who bent over her and whispered:

"Breathe, Kathryn..."

She would look at him with pain dazed eyes in a face that contorted as the contraction wracked her body. Then she slumped as the whorls of pain receded and suddenly everything was quiet, a buzz in her ears that slowly settled.

"Trust me..." his voice would soothe. 

Beads of perspiration on her upper lip, her forehead, neck. Hair damp. Gasping until breathing eased. 

"Yes... how long...?"

"Five minutes apart, honey, you're doing great. You're almost there," he said calmly as her hand relaxed its hold on him.

She was drenched in perspiration, and Tom's hand when he wiped her brow gently was soothing...soothing... Her eyes closed as she tried to absorb the calmness of his touch. The sponge he brought to her mouth was a welcome relief. His hand smoothed back her damp hair, and for a moment the pain left her eyes. She could see him clearly. Tom and the doctor, who was busy monitoring Adam's movements.

"Well, you wanted your normal vertex delivery, Admiral," he told her earlier when the contractions were ten minutes apart, "and I have to ensure safe passage," he had said with a smirk, smiling at his own joke.

"Tom..." she gasped as her breathing tried to normalise before the next contraction.

"What is it, Kathryn?"

"Rebeccah is mad, isn't she?"

"For what, Kathryn?"

"You know. She's not getting her party today."

Tom smiled. Kathryn had not been quite coherent when her water broke early this morning, right there in their bedroom, and right on Rebeccah's birthday as Kathryn had always said. It had taken all his patience to calm Kathryn and settle Rebeccah with Gretchen Janeway who had arrived within minutes to take charge of the crying child.

"But I want my party!" she had wailed, a plaintive sound that was tinged with so much awe. "And I want my brother!" she added for effect. 

"Rebeccah," her mother had panted after she felt the first of the low contractions - just small announcements of the bigger brother bulldozers that would have Kathryn gasp with pain later - "you know that we arranged for your party later.."

But Rebeccah had been beyond understanding even though she had been coached the last month that Adam would appear on her birthday and that they might have to change their plans. With typical childish understanding she had nodded, and was all excitement at the coming finally of her little brother. By the time the reality hit her that there might not be a celebration for her after all, she had been fractious, and Tom had been relieved when Gretchen took charge of her. She'd go to school, and after school her grandmother would bring her to hospital. 

If they were lucky, Adam would have made his appearance by then. 

Adam was making them wait, and giving his mother additional pain and grief.

"She'll understand, sweetheart," he said placatingly, seeing the agitation start in Kathryn. "I'm certain in the years to come, she'll not have her party on the same day, anyway."

"Girls..."

"Oh, yes, and amen to that!" Tom said fervently and was gratified when Kathryn smiled again. 

"Have you told Egor, Tom?"

"He knows, honey. He's probably working on Rebeccah's nerves at school. You know how they are. Can't stand each other..."

"But he's been very patient with her, Tom."

"Only as long as he carries a scarf with which he can gag her to keep quiet."

Tom watched as Kathryn's hands went to her stomach, absently stroking as she stared at him. 

"Tom..."

"Yes..."

"When B'Elanna - " she paused as she gauged his expression, and when he nodded, she continued, "when B'Elanna had been pregnant with your son, what were you going to call him?"

She had never asked him that before and he never thought it had been necessary. He saw the expectant look in Kathryn's eyes. He remembered the very first time, those terrible weeks after their return when she came to his apartment, Kathryn had asked about their baby. He had been bitter then, bitter. He remembered his words:

"There is no B'Elanna, Captain, and before you ask: there is no baby." 

That was then. Now, he found it easier to talk about that period in his life. Yes, he and B'Elanna had been ecstatic, and they were going to call their son:

"Diego." Tom's voice was soft, reflective.

"You were hoping..."

"Yes..." he whispered, "she had been less angry then about his disappearance from her life and wanted a - a..."

"A connection to him? A memory?"

"Yes."

Kathryn was glad to see him answer so calmly, his eyes clear and not so clouded as they had been five, six years ago.

"You'll have your son now, Tom," she said and Tom watched a large tear roll down her cheek. He felt his own tears. 

"Tom...?"

"Yes?"

"Do you think she - she would have been..."

"Happy for us?"

"Would she?"

"Kathryn..." his voice came out as a low whisper, "there was more Klingon honour in her than she was aware of. She wanted me to be happy, Kathryn. I think she - I think she was happy that she fulfilled that part in my life where I needed her, needed to find myself, and I did. When she - when she died - "

Tom was quiet for a few long seconds, in deep thought until Kathryn squeezed his hand.

"It's okay, Tom. I shouldn't have asked..."

"No, I want to. It's just that I remember something only now. Something she said just before she died. Perhaps I suppressed it all the time. You know what we'd been like then after they died."

Kathryn didn't press him, and she could already feel the first of the little pricks staring at the base of her spine again. She bit back the pain and tried to breathe evenly. Still, she waited for him to talk. 

"She said: 'embrace your happiness when you find it again'. That's what she said, Kathryn."

"Tom, darling, I want to ask you something, now, please, before - "

"What is it, Kathryn?"

"Could - could we add Diego to Adam's names?"

"Kathryn..." Tom groaned, "I - "

"Please..."

"If the load is not too heavy to carry, my love," Tom answered with pride, then bent over to kiss her cheek.

***

The pain was a thick, unending mist that sat low on cold winter mornings. She cried out often, her hand reaching for Tom, her face drenched and wracked by pain; every wave causing a contortion that took her breath away. Each wave that drew back before the next one overpowered her, drained her strength, and before she could slump back with exhaustion, she arched again, unable to prevent herself from crying out. 

"Breathe, honey," Tom's voice would penetrate the fogs of pain. With parched lips she'd muster some strength to speak:

"I can't anymore..."

"You must push, Admiral..."

"Believe you can, Kathryn, you're almost there," Tom would encourage.

"Kathryn," Elizabeth Paris' calm voice interrupted, "Adam's crowning. Take it easy. Breathe and hold as I tell you, will you?" 

Kathryn was unable to speak, and as the next wave swelled and she screamed, the EMH came round to face her. Her haggard face and tired eyes had him cluck in concern before he spoke. He turned to look at Elizabeth first. Elizabeth nodded to him and Tom caught this interplay between his mother and the doctor. The nurse hovered in the background, awaiting the EMH's orders.

"Is something the matter, Doctor?" Tom asked, his voice laced with concerned. Then he cursed himself as his concern quickly touched Kathryn and she became agitated.

"What's the matter? What's happening?"

"Admiral," the doctor sighed his long-suffering sigh and ignored the way Kathryn gasped and swallowed for air, "much as I would have liked to avoid this, but it seems your son's head is too large - "

"He's alright?"

"Yes, but - "

"What, doctor?" Tom asked suddenly as he looked at the two doctors while he held Kathryn's hand tightly in his.

"She'll tear - " his mother said with a sympathetic voice, but Tom noted a glint in his mother's eyes.

"Mother!"

"We'll have to cut her," the EMH said, and before Tom could respond, the doctor continued, "and perform our twenty fourth century version of an episiotomy to facilitate delivery - "

"I'm here," gasped Kathryn, "don't you talk over my head..."

But the EMH already had the instrument in his hands and said: "Now to get your big-headed son out before he tears out of the gates."

"I told you I'm not a horse!" Kathryn gasped, her old obstinacy and strength suddenly revived.

"Kathryn," Elizabeth said calmly, if you'll hold still and hold your breath...now don't push yet... Please stay calm..."

Kathryn was in too much pain as she felt her entire womb on fire as the inner walls lost their grip on the placenta. A thousand little shards of pain which billowed that she wanted to scream of it, but Tom's voice, low and soothing, kept her from crying out as the EMH used his laser and performed an incision. The result was instantaneous.

"Now, push, Kathryn," came Elizabeth's order and with a final heave Adam Paris wailed as he made contact with the cold air around him. 

"Tom?" Kathryn asked weakly as she raised herself to see her son lying between her legs just before the EMH lifted him.

"Shhh... it's almost over," he said as his eyes filled with tears when Adam, still tied to the umbilical chord was placed on Kathryn's bosom. 

"Just one more push, Kathryn," they heard Elizabeth Paris's voice. Kathryn complied as her hand covered her baby's head. Kathryn looked at Tom, her eyes brimming with tears.

"Your son, Tom," she said softly as Tom's hand went to touch his son with so much awe that his own eyes filled with tears. The baby whimpered softly, and for the single instant it opened its eyes, Tom saw what he needed to see. He leaned over to kiss Kathryn, his lips resting for the longest moments on her, their tears mingling as Tom gave a sob. 

"There, done," said the EMH as the chord was tied off. "Your Adam is separated and united," he philosophized.

"Thank you, Kathryn," Tom whispered as the baby was taken by the nurse. 

"You'll have him again when he looks decent," she offered.

"It's alright, Nurse. He has his blue eyes like I ordered."

"That's the placenta out, all of it, Kathryn," Elizabeth said then turned to the EMH, "you may start sewing her up again - "

"Mother!" Tom cried in outrage even as Kathryn's eyes started drooping.

"Tom, you arrived with a big head too, you know. I had an episiotomy, so it's nothing strange, even in this age..."

"Thanks, Mother, Doctor..." Tom said before he kissed the sleeping Kathryn on the brow.

"It was an honour, Tom." Elizabeth Paris and the EMH said together.

****

Kathryn sat propped up against the pillows. She still looked tired, but she was happy. They had been here. Her family. Tom, who never left her side and swore that he wanted to absorb some of her pain. Elizabeth had been in again to administer a painkiller which Kathryn had finally conceded to..

"Now that I know he's safe," she said after she had done the required counting of fingers and toes. She had slept fitfully for a few hours after that.

"There," the Nurse had said when Adam had his first bath and wrapped in a receiver, "all wrapped and ready for transport to Mama..." Kathryn had taken her son almost greedily and studied him intently.

"He has your eyes, Tom," she said without looking up at him. 

"No contest there."

"I bet he'll not be interested in Rebeccah's mobile..." she said reflectively. Rebeccah had been fascinated with the mobile from the minute her eyes had fastened on it.

"Don't bet on that, Kathryn. I've added the Prometheus to it."

"You have?" she asked then looked at him in surprise.

"Oh, yes. Now it's Adam's mobile."

"I love you, Tom Paris. Here, hold Adam."

Tom had taken Adam from her. He felt bigger and heavier than Rebeccah did at birth. Hardly had he time to himself with the baby than the first of the visitors arrived. The EMH had rolled his eyes and sighed, saying ineffectually:

"Only a few minutes, the Admiral needs to rest."

*

Kathryn looked up when Tom came in again. He had gone home to change and looked fresh.

He kissed her on the lips, a kiss that lingered and promised. His eyes smouldered and she sighed with contentment. 

"I'll be able to go home tomorrow, Tom," she said with barely contained excitement, eager to be home in familiar surroundings.

"I'm glad, honey. Your mother is bringing Rebeccah in just now. School's out."

"Six years old today," Kathryn said proudly. Adam was lying fast asleep in his bassinet. Tom thought it looked already as if Adam were growing. He looked bigger, somehow.

"Yes. Rebeccah will probably remind us of our promise to invite a few of her class mates."

"Ah, you'll have to take them somewhere. Birthday treat."

They stopped when the door chimed and when it opened, five persons entered the room. Harry and Seven, with Gretchen Janeway and Rebeccah. Rebeccah released Grandma Gretchen's hand immediately and rushed forward before anyone could speak.

"Mommy!"

"Rebeccah, poppet, come see your brother," Kathryn invited proudly, but her words had hardly been cold when Rebeccah stood at the small crib and moved the soft blanket away from Adam. 

The child gasped. Her mouth remained open all the time she looked.

"Congratulations, honey," Gretchen said as Harry smiled broadly and Seven hovered before they too reached forward and offered their greetings. 

"Thank goodness the wait is over for you," Harry said with feeling. Tom and Kathryn laughed. Seven was already displaying a gentle bulge.

"It is only four more months, Harry," Annika said, and all of them, except Rebeccah who still gaped at Adam, laughed at the way Annika announced the continued wait of Lin Annika Kim. 

"Only! Oh, my, Tom," Harry complained, "does it get any better?"

"Not on your life, Harry," Kathryn told him and Tom nodded vigorously in agreement. 

"Isn't he sweet?" Gretchen said as she lifted Adam gently from the crib and placed him in Kathryn's arms. Adam's eyes were open and he seemed to looked straight at his mother.

"Blue, naturally."

"The Paris eyes."

"A matter of genetic inheritance," Annika said.

"He's my brother," Rebeccah said with awe as Tom lifted her up. She didn't complain of being too big to be lifted, since she had a better view of the baby. "And Mommy, he has no hair!"

"That is to be understood, Rebeccah," Annika said. "I expect the same when our infant will be born."

"Yeah, right, Annika," Harry concurred. "A girl baby with no hair."

"Mommy, is Adam a Borg baby?"

While everyone laughed at Rebeccah's antics and the baby went from Gretchen to Harry to Annika, and even Rebeccah was allowed, while sitting on the bed, to hold Adam, they had not taken much notice of the fifth person who stood at the door.

Egor Torres didn't feel like an outsider, but he enjoyed just standing in the door and watch the tableau before him. He felt a tremendous pride, a joy that Adam was finally here. He had been excited beyond measure today at school when Rebeccah told him that Adam would be born today. He still had something in his pocket he wanted to give Rebeccah for her birthday, not that he thought she'd appreciate anything from him. But today she did drop her hostility for a short while to tell him of Adam, and he had been so excited that he forgot to be mad at her. He even forgot to give her her present. 

Grandma Gretchen came to fetch them at school. 

"Since you're new in this quadrant," she told him the first time Admiral Janeway - he still thrilled at calling the admiral 'Aunt Kathryn' - you can be my grandson."

And Captain Paris - he will always be Captain, Egor thought - said: "my family is yours, Egor. They like new additions."

So now he watched them. This family of his who received Adam with so much joy. His heart sang. Adam didn't die as he had feared so many months ago when his own father almost killed the baby. He had himself been prepared to kill on his father's orders, but knew instinctively that that was not what he wanted to do, although the urge in him to become a warrior still raged. In that he was still Kazon, and he felt proud of it. He could not deny who he was, or deny his heritage. What he learned about Kathryn Janeway and Captain Paris and everything he could soak up about the Federation, was what shaped him. It became his foundation as it became that of thousands before him.

He was Kazon. He was Cardassian.

But mostly he was - as the very man who had almost killed Adam Edward Diego Paris, said - a child of the Federation.

A child of the Federation.

Egor knew about the preservation of life before all else.

It was why he could not kill. And even though he knew that his initiation into manhood, into acceptance as a Kazon Warrior entailed that he made his prey suffer before dying, he could not let go of that tenet.

He valued life and the beauty if it. The beauty such as he could see before him now.

It was why he had known that with whatever prey Maj Cullah presented him on the Dry Planet, he would not kill, or maim or torture.

And when he had looked into the bluest eyes he had ever seen, he could no more kill Rebeccah Paris than deny that he was a Kazon-Cardassian hybrid.

So Egor sighed with contentment. Before his very eyes he could see what Adam Edward Diego Paris was already doing:

Unite a family.

"Egor..."

He had no idea that all of them stared at him. It was Aunt Kathryn who called him and she beckoned that he come closer.

This, Egor Torres decided, was life...

*****

END

Next in the series: EGOR'S TRIUMPH
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